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      Shitkickers stomped on the porch, kicking off dirt and grime. No overpowering waves of alpha seeped through the door to wallop Winter, which she took as a good sign. Torrent had been a lot to handle, and she couldn’t do that two months in a row.

      A steady rhythmic knock brought Winter to the door, and the man waiting on the other side was clearly a soldier, although he might have fooled a civilian. She’d seen a thousand of them. He nodded to her. “Miss Jarl.”

      “Just Jarl. No Miss. Or Winter.”

      His deeply tanned skin hid under a kept beard, but heavily lashed eyes conveyed much of his thoughts. He was not impressed with her, and that was more than okay. “Echo Reyes of the Boynjar clan.”

      Ah, the shitkickers and soldier made sense. The plains produced most of the armed forces, and they had the biggest numbers. Reyes’s clan also boasted the most temples, too. Winter read about their construction during her studies.

      “Room’s this way.” She led him to a downstairs suite, one with tactical advantages that only a warrior could appreciate. The prickling of dread melted away as they walked. Winter could deal with an equal. Maybe this month, she could have easy interactions with Reyes. “I’m not your mom or your maid.”

      A nod of understanding, and he walked past her into the room.

      She left him to settle in and made herself a cup of tea and tequila. Winter half-hid in the office, door open. It was out of the way, and if he wanted to explore, he could simply pass her by. If he wanted to engage, he could find her.

      This quickly became her routine until she grew familiar with the new alpha in the house.

      The first few days were an easy transition. When they shared a space, they were polite and efficient. They called each other Reyes and Jarl. They enjoyed similar entertainment. He liked her beer.

      It was peaceful, but when the first week lapsed, a tension swam beneath their encounters. Her heat would be overpowering in another week, and they both knew it.

      With her rosemary plant ready to harvest, she set to the task and decided to brew beer in the basement. She’d always enjoyed naming and labeling them the most. Besides drinking them, of course.

      Shears snipped off the top two-inches of the bush, harvesting only a quarter of it to allow the rest to regrow—to keep it from dying. Father told her about the books Mom kept on her plants, so she’d been slowly devouring them, hoping to make them last but unable to put them down.

      The branches smelled earthy and minty. Winter planned to mix agave with the oats for a nice flavor. Simple and safe but fitting.

      Gathering her harvest, she turned to find Reyes in the doorway, hands behind his back, at ease. He didn’t retreat when she approached with her spoils, so she showed them to him. “Learning a new skill. I plan to brew beer if you’d like to see how it’s done.”

      A shapely brow rose a modicum, the Latin features defyingly sly and charming despite his reserved behavior. “I would enjoy that. I’ve never seen it done.”

      Winter attempted a smile, a weak but real one.

      He followed her to the basement, not far from his room. The cellar was split—to the right led to the small armory-slash-vault. On the left, they entered the stores: temperature-controlled racks of wine, beer, and liquor. Through the stacks, Winter turned right and led Reyes through another door to the workroom. 

      Her new guest took in the place with admiration, and she was glad. Torrent hadn’t made it this far, more interested in the spoils than the work. Although he’d been far more distracted by her body and the forced chill in the storeroom. 

      Winter set the bundle of rosemary with the other accent ingredients stored along a short shelf. She grabbed one of the boilers and gestured for him to grab the other. He took silent orders well, understanding far more of her unspoken commands than the other men who’d shared this house with her.

      They washed and sanitized the equipment and set the pots on their burners. Next, they crushed the oats to steep the grains with the malt, bringing them to temperature.

      “When we take the grain bags out, don’t squeeze. Just let it drip. Tannins.”

      Pulling their brew off the heat, they added the malt extracts and returned the mix to boil at varying intervals, adding the rosemary in last. Once it became wort, they dropped chillers into the batches to effectively cool it.

      Before it chilled completely, they added the agave to keep the flavor intact. 

      “This is pretty much sugar water. Now, we ferment.” Winter showed him how to pour the wort into fermenters, adding water as needed. They shook and splashed and stirred the mix to aerate the wort before adding the yeast.

      “Now we seal these babies up and leave them for two weeks.”

      Reyes smiled. “I’m glad to get to taste them before I leave.”

      It was odd to make a batch with a man other than her father, but the process stayed enjoyable. Winter found it easy to exist beside soldiers. She’d been doing it for so long.

      They made lunch together, and the sole tension in the near silence between them came with the looming full moon. When Reyes passed behind her, her skin grew taut. When Winter reached around him for a spatula, his shoulders and back tightened. Once, she caught his nostrils flaring, but neither of them had an overly intense reaction to it.

      Thank Asketill for the break.

      Sitting on the couch together to eat wasn’t bad, but she caught herself watching him more often, examining the attractiveness of his deep caramel tan, how his hair always mussed across his forehead, and how his thick brows made the orange in his hazel eyes pop. He met her gaze, but she only blinked at him, not abashed about looking. But when his attention lapped her body, heat sank into her middle.

      Winter crunched through another jalapeño popper, breaking the tension a few notches—but not completely. There was no way to eliminate it. Nature was a strong motherfucker. Stronger than she’d once imagined.

      Once the food disappeared, Winter retreated to her room, and more precisely, her tub. The intensity of her libido didn’t need constant attention to be present. Having a male in close proximity was enough. Although he didn’t seem too interested. As interested as any man might be near a female in heat.

      Somehow, having him look at her and looking at him, and sharing a little bit of herself—even if in mostly silence—had dialed up her body’s needs.

      Water splashed in the tub, making sharp waves as it rose in a rush. Steam scented with mint and rosemary and salt enveloped Winter, and she groaned when she sank into it.

      Relaxation came with submersion, but so did the lewd promises of it cupping her.

      Winter’s hands draped over the curves of her own body, wishing she could mimic the feel of a man’s touch—of Torrent’s. Of North’s. Even Thunder as he grew more adept, although she didn’t love him. Love, what a funny word for something that could be everything before something else swept it away. 

      Her cycle required someone else to be satisfied. And Winter tried not to beat herself up over it. If she’d learned anything, it was her own lack of power and control over life.

      A perverse part of her liked giving up that control, liked being handled.

      Maybe, it’d just been Torrent.

      Maybe not.

      Winter’s hand dipped between her thighs, a gasp sucking into her lungs as her sex came alive. Eyes closed, her hand became Torrent’s, easy to remember with his fresh imprint on her body. She wished her fingers were as blunt as his, rough from constant work, instinctively giving her what she didn’t know pleased her.

      Back arching, thighs spreading, rubbing herself only did so much. And she’d been in this tub every day since Torrent left. Winter dipped the phallic sponge into the water, slick with oil as its tip pressed against her folds. 

      Tilting her hips opened her to the pressure of the sponge. Filling up swiftly with a single shove, the moan settled in her chest. Thrusting steady and firm gave her more but not enough. 

      It took both hands, every button she knew to push, to reach an orgasm.

      Winter wasn’t satisfied, burning in her center.

      It was enough to make her want to curse the moon and its effect on her.

      Drying off, she dressed to fight instead. The lone way she knew to burn off this energy without sex.
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      Echo halted as Jarl stomped down the hall in clingy black fabric and padding. She more resembled the warrior that stories depicted her as, although he still wasn’t convinced. Certainly, she was a soldier. Jarl treated him like his brothers did, which made for an easy move into her mansion.

      But he hadn’t known what to expect when he came. Warned how she’d eat him alive.

      He supposed she would if he acted like every other power-hungry horn dog salivating over the chance to get their hands on her that first day.

      Echo’s people believed this was his proper reward for being the most decorated soldier in the plains. Jarl had the most notoriety and more accommodations than he.

      How would she look on the battlefield?

      He had a hard time imagining it.

      Jarl cocked her eyebrow at him. “Care for a fight?”

      A tempting offer. Like she plucked his thoughts from the air. In another week, the proximity would be unbearable, especially since she didn’t seem to want him. Not that she’d said otherwise. He couldn’t blame the standoffish nature of her in this situation. She couldn’t want all thirteen of them.

      She wasn’t much his type either, which he’d voiced when offered to come here. His clan would be too disappointed if he’d refused, so he took the spot. Would she have found her true love with one of the other alphas from his clan?

      The question rattled around him for the last three months. Echo hoped the goddess wouldn’t do that to them.

      Echo nodded to Jarl and followed her into the training room she preferred. Small enough for one to train, big enough for two to spar. The mirrors reflected them back at themselves ad nauseam. 

      Jarl was a pretty female, almost abnormally so. Attractive in so many ways. He didn’t want a warrior for a mate. He wanted someone who did the things he couldn’t, balanced him out. Echo covered the bloody battles on his own.

      Not that he wanted a defenseless mate either.

      Jarl opened a closet. “Do you prefer hand-to-hand or weapons?”

      Tongue running over his teeth, he watched her cock her hip. Weapons created space. He would prefer that to start with. “Weapons.”

      She pulled two staves, offering him one. It held a nice weight and balance. This could easily be used as a real weapon if either of them felt the need to put pressure behind their strikes.

      “Three points per round. Only kills count.”

      Echo agreed.

      She took no stance, but it didn’t fool him. Tension swam through her like magma under a mountain. Anticipation was the one reason he’d countered her first strike.

      Jarl was fast. Faster than he’d expected. And strong.

      The blow vibrated down his arms. He took another, bracing two hands on his weapon for better control. Her hits were rapid, continuous, and localized. Echo worked to keep up, but the tip of her staff slipped through to slice the base of his spine.

      His breath came heavy; warmth forced through his muscles with the extra oxygen. 

      Jarl came alive, her eyes full of fire, her wolf on display behind her human guise. This female, he would be afraid to oppose on a battlefield. She waited for him to make a move.

      Echo feigned, executed a few taps, and lost his advantage, although it wasn’t really an advantage. Each attempt they made allowed them to learn the other’s tricks. Their weaknesses. He had few, most beaten out of him from decades of training and fighting. Loss taught him more, but he lost less and less. 

      How often did Jarl lose?

      Echo couldn’t plow through the stalemate. She offered few openings, but he wasn’t quick enough, and she was a small target. How often he underestimated small opponents when war only offered him a handful of them.

      Again, she slipped under his stave and sliced an artery. 

      “You live up to your legacy.”

      “First loss in a while?” The question was neither snotty nor gloating. Somehow, she complimented him.

      “Indeed.” Echo shook out his arms and rolled his neck, clearing the bite of lactic build up. 

      “Again?” Energy came off her in waves, and Jarl’s hard work showed in the natural lightness to her movements; even after an intense spar, she had stamina to burn. 

      He consented to four more rounds, her winning three of five. Echo came away wanting to train with her again. Winter Jarl was her legend and much, much more. 

      She replaced the staves and rubbed sweat off her brow, swiping strands of her hair away. “You’re good. No dirty tricks.”

      “Better to save those for the real thing.”

      Jarl smiled and agreed. “Tea?”

      Did he hear a note of respect in the offer?

      “Sure.” Echo liked how she didn’t clean herself up before stalking to the kitchen. Sweat stuck his shirt to his torso and dampened his hair. 

      Her clothes plastered to her body, too, darkened in places, but her choices in the padded body suit hid a lot of the effects of her strenuous activity. Her scent, however, the mint and rosemary and pine, wafted around him in her wake.

      Jarl set the pot on the stove and pulled out the tequila as they waited. She waved it at him, a silent offer.

      They matched shots, the burn coating his throat and stomach. Twelve before the whistle relieved them. She poured herself a glass to go with the tea. The alcohol didn’t affect them unless consumed in excess. Most soldiers drank when they had nightmares.

      What happened to Jarl that made her kiss that bottle so often?

      She’d brewed a fragrant rose, lemon, and cherry, which matched the spirits.

      Sipping from her steaming cup, she looked over the rim to catch his gaze. “What?”

      Echo shook his head. “Probably nothing you haven’t heard before.”

      Her mouth pursed. “Disconnect between me and the stories you’ve heard.”

      He nodded.

      Jarl’s head dipped, and she stirred more honey into her tea.

      “Does it bother you to be so underestimated?”

      She laughed, bright and real. “No.”

      “Most males would be bothered by it. At least, the ones I know.”

      “Does it bother you that I bested you?” Challenge and combat glittered under her lashes.

      “A little.”

      Smiling, she tapped her spoon and set it aside.

      “As you said, I haven’t lost in a while. That always stings.”

      Her lips pressed together, and she was far away for a moment. “At least, it didn’t count.”

      “I’m sure you’d still have gotten me if it had.” Echo hadn’t meant to admit that, but it’d crossed his mind since her first point at the base of his spine. Every one of the men in his troop would have been angered by the defeat, but she’d have slipped through them all on a battlefield, disbelieving until it was too late.

      “Surprise is my secret weapon. I expect you to underestimate me. Females are used to that.”

      Jarl might not be the woman of his dreams, but this small conversation—the first one they’d really had—reminded him of how much she would likely teach him about females, and about what he wanted in one.

      “Even without the surprise, you would have bested me. Don’t undervalue yourself.”

      A slurp cut the serious tension in the room, and Echo was grateful for it. He didn’t often talk about his own weaknesses.

      “I’m going for a run. If you feel the need for wind in your fur.” A blow across the top of her cup, and she sucked it down in one long draw.
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      Winter shifted into her wolf and trotted outside, Reyes on her heels. Today, she wanted to sprint uphill. Too much energy swam through her veins, and their conversation fueled new proximity attraction. This was why they were only allowed around each other for one entire cycle.

      The trees sped by her, branches swiping at her fur, dirt and rock under her paws. The valley forest felt safe. Nostalgic. It’s why she’d built her home in them.

      Reyes kept up but didn’t get in her way. He succumbed to rolling down one side of the hill after her, which curved at a sharp bank that you had to catch just right to kick up running again.

      Winter slid into it and sprinted off. Reyes didn’t do too badly for his first time.

      They circled twice before the energy depleted enough to clear the sexual tension. Yet, his gaze relit a few neurons when she transformed under the deck and sauntered into the house. It was nice to feel appreciated, even if merely for her appearance. 

      “See you for chow in fifteen,” she said over her shoulder as she went to rinse the sweat off her skin.

      Reyes looked nice naked, too. Hairier than the last three, but the beard indicated as much. Winter liked the hairy chest. It suited him.

      Unfortunately, she imagined it the entire time she showered.

      When she met him in the kitchen, he’d slicked his wet hair away from his face. His shirt hung open halfway down his chest as if he’d read her mind. He certainly caught her enjoying the view as they shuffled around each other.

      Reyes challenged her to pool and darts during dinner. He was adept at pool, better than her. She beat him at darts. They were evenly matched in a lot of ways, which twisted her thoughts back to sex, how much she would enjoy the physicality of it, and how much she needed the satisfaction of a man rather than being left to her own devices as she’d done well enough with for decades.

      The change confused her, but so did many other parts of her life.

      Tension amplified as they played, the near-full moon rising in the night sky. Their gazes danced along each other when they bent over the table, as they circled one another. The inevitable hanging between them. Still, she avoided touching him. And he, her.

      Even when they’d sparred, he’d avoided making contact.

      What were his reasons for dancing around her? He was attracted to her, and they weren’t a romantic match, but that wouldn’t stop the other males from trying to get under her sweats. She wore them around him without worry of needing the barrier jeans provided.

      “So, you’ve seen two of my preferred hobbies. Tell me about yours. Besides sparring. That’s too obvious.”

      Reyes laughed, a smile lingering on his mouth as he sank a striped ball where she leaned on the table.

      “I work on the farm when I’m home. I wouldn’t call it a hobby necessarily, but I enjoy tending the animals, running the rigs. It’s peaceful.”

      “Males and big machines.” Winter shook her head but enjoyed the way his back expanded when he took another shot. 

      He missed.

      She bent, but her t-shirt stayed snug against her chest, keeping close to that thin scar across the base of her throat. Winter didn’t need to expose her breasts in day-to-day life. She never did want to gain that kind of attention, unless she did. Then, she would simply take it.

      Didn’t need to talk well as a female to get laid. Just grab and go.

      The handfuls of times she’s done it, she’d never been told no.

      “Are you trying to claim an aversion to big machines?”

      Winter shrugged. “Depends on what they’re for. I’m more prone to sharp things.”

      “I know a thing or two about growing plants—flowers and herbs—if you need help with your new hobby.”

      A blush filled her cheeks as she sank a ball. Would Torrent send her one?

      “I might.” She rounded the table. “I seem to get a new one each month.”

      Did he catch her hint? 

      Winter sank another ball, catching up. When she met his gaze, he didn’t so much as acknowledge the implication as he saw her for a moment. What did he see?

      This time, he didn’t move when she neared him, brushed by to attempt another shot, and failed. Heat radiated off of him, close enough that the anticipation of his touch lingered on her skin. 

      Reyes slipped behind her, tobacco and rose made for an attractive scent as he eased by.

      This dance burned along her spine. 

      “What kind of farm did you grow up on?”

      “A ranch, actually. A little bigger than a family farm. Lots of animals. Lots of land to graze. Lots of crops to feed them and us.”

      “Did you ride bulls?”

      “I have, but I prefer horses.” A quirk of his mouth signaled his humor. “Have you?”

      Feeling a little foolish, Winter ran her fingers through her hair and shook her head.

      “Did you want to?”

       A real grin filled her face at the prospect. After each of the men stayed with her, she would go visit them, see each of the villages and get to know a little more about the clans. Could she really ride one?

      “Have you ever seen one before? A real one?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “They’re a lot bigger than you think.”

      “I can handle big.”

      Reyes’s eyebrow shot up with her intended challenge before he landed two more balls in their pockets, leaving him with the eight-ball. Winter still had two balls on the table. 

      He circled again, squeezing against her.

      A pause invited her hand to the triangle of flesh and hair exposed by his open shirt. The barest touch rained tension between them, but when she retreated, Reyes did as well.

      “Eight in the side pocket.” He pointed with his stick. A stroke. A shot. Another win.

      He didn’t gloat, although he did seem satisfied. 

      “Another?” She waved her empty bottle and gestured to his.

      “Yeah.”

      Winter walked to the kitchen, but Reyes followed, waiting in the entryway and watching her grab a couple bottles off the bottom shelf. The chill made her nipples hard, and he certainly noticed.

      Their fingers brushed as she handed him the bottle. Twice in a couple minutes.

      A large, large part of her wanted to grab either side of his shirt and yank him against her.

      He looked at her like he wouldn’t mind if she did.

      She took a long pull from her beer instead. “Darts or pool?”

      “Darts. When you win, I can challenge you to pool once more and not feel so bad when I beat you.”

      “I don’t need your sympathy.”

      “Perhaps, I’m simply a fan of playing fair.”

      Winter neared him again to slowly pass by. Reyes’s nostrils flared, and his pupils dilated. Would they both behave themselves through the night? 

      His presence and nearness clung to the back of her as the darts thunked into the board. She waited at the end of the pool table as he shot, but now she was so aware of him, of the power in his body and heat in his gaze; Winter struggled to see anything else.

      It didn’t distract her enough to lose the game.

      They matched smiles, and he returned the darts to the tin under the board.

      Winter waited for the challenge, but his approach amped her awareness up a notch, and he stopped so close, his chest taking up her vision. She swallowed hard and settled herself. Damn it, she’d done this for the last three months, and he certainly wasn’t demanding of her in any real way.

      His hands seared her hips, squeezing and lifting her to the edge of the pool table. He pressed between her thighs but didn’t press into her.

      Winter pulled at the button under the triangle of his tan flesh and dark hair, and it popped, spreading more skin between them.

      Reyes’s grip squeezed her waist, but he waited.

      She traced the line between his chest muscles, sending air into both of their lungs.

      “Winter?”

      The first time he’d used her name. It screamed of intimacy. She bit her lip.

      “Echo,” she said in response, finally peering into his orange-hazel eyes.

      Large, rough hands traced her cheek, tucked hair behind her ear, and lifted her chin a couple of fractions. Soft energy zapped her as his mouth descended onto hers; they needed this gentility before all hell broke loose. Echo’s caress dipped down her throat, skipping down around her back as his other tightened around her waist.

      Winter’s grip wrapped in his hair, and her legs curled around him a little more.

      His hot mouth tasted of beer and dark spice, and he kissed her slow.

      It made her insides quiver with anticipation.

      When he released her, he didn’t retreat. Tension swam between them, a nice, manageable kind.

      “How about another round of pool?” Echo took a step back, becoming Reyes again.

      Cold settled Winter’s hormones. “You rack. I’ll break.”
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      Echo closed his eyes to calm his nerves, taking in a deep breath, but the mint and rosemary of Jarl attacked his senses. She’d been eating in her room, and he was sure kissing her prompted her evasiveness. She hadn’t fled initially, but the moon filled to its brim, and perhaps his ice breaker didn’t help as much as he’d hoped it would.

      Take a little of the pressure off.

      Show her that he could be gentle.

      But Jarl was not a typical woman. She was a soldier, a warrior, like Echo.

      Yet, she was everything female, calling to him across the mansion.

      He didn’t know how to handle her.

      Echo paced the first floor until the sun set. The pregnant moon became a physical presence in the house, pushing him up the stairs to circle the halls outside of Jarl’s room. Everything inside screamed to get through her closed door and ravish her. He would. Gods, he would enjoy it. Enjoy her. If that kiss was any indication.

      If this smothering feeling electrifying his muscles were a fair warning.

      Echo leaned against her door jam, palms spread, steeling himself to knock.

      The sound resonated loudly in the quiet. He felt her on the other side, her scent strangling him.

      “Winter. This is intolerable. We cannot continue like this for the next forty-eight hours.”

      The door swung open, and she stood back in the gloom, but moonlight lined her bare legs. A t-shirt clung to her breasts, outlining her hard nipples. Hair swept away to outline her throat. Her lips parted.

      Charging into the room, he grabbed ahold of her, hand deep in her hair to bring her mouth up for his kiss.

      Her moan ricocheted through him, tightening his muscles.

      Echo pressed her against him, lifted her off her feet, pivoted and pushed her into the wall. And she held on, fingers tight in the collar of his shirt, legs linked around his waist. Their hips ground together. He needed to be inside her; the drive was more than he could process.

      His grip tugged down her undies, his jeans stealing a gasp from her. Winter yanked at the button and fly, grabbing ahold of him and erasing any lingering hesitations. 

      Echo thrust into her hand, moaning into her mouth.

      Winter bit his lip and dragged the tip of him through her folds until he thrust again, entering her in a jolt. He lost himself to the feel of her, the need wired in his hips drove hers into the wall. A rhythmic thud pounded. 

      Her nails found his skin; she yanked at his hair; teeth pressed around his pulse.

      When her thighs shook, Echo scooped her knees in his elbows, delighted in how she tightened around him. She was going to come, and he relished in making her.

      A sweet, needy noise set an edge to his movements, and he pumped harder until she melted, writhed between him and the wall. Echo reveled in the spasms of her core, nudging into her with small thrusts as she mewled. His mouth dropped to hers as he gathered her up more firmly and carried her off to her bed. 

      She recovered by the time she bounced on the mattress, her small and naughty smile setting a new edge to the fire driving him. He crawled between her thighs again, and Winter’s smooth calves ran over his hips, finally free of his jeans. 

      Curling her shirt off her torso, Echo suppressed a low growl. Fuck, she was beautiful. Perfect. 

      Winter rubbed herself against him, coaxing him back inside her, and he complied without complaint, but finally, he allowed himself to touch her completely. It grew hard to not lose himself in her body, in the way he could make her shiver and moan. Her biting nails were the best, her teeth the second, both signals of an oncoming orgasm.

      A restless creature, she shoved him on his back, straddling him so that the moon spot lit the front of her, revealing a thin line across the base of her throat when she threw her hair over her shoulder and lowered herself onto him.

      The mythical Winter Jarl was a real woman, and she was so much more than her legends.
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      Echo was one hell of a specimen. He expertly rode her heat, and for a few brief seconds, she imagined the other women he’d learned with. Worried over one waiting for him at home while he was here.

      Then, Winter found an angle that slammed the head of his cock against the right spot. Her knees shook. Hands on his chest keeping her up, her hips found a pace that stilled him below her.

      Echo’s eyes were dark, but a soft pant parted his lips. His gaze touched her as firmly as his hands.

      Momentum built, and his passive grip morphed into an eager ride.

      Winter enjoyed the feel of his hair in her nails, matching his thrusts until her body gave in. Pleasure tightened her core, thighs threatening to collapse as a climax swelled deep within. Her finger caught on a scar along his ribs, a spear aimed to lacerate a lung or pierce the heart. The dip locked into the oasis of her brain, wiped clear of her present when everything crashed, and she collapsed against his chest.

      Echo wrapped his arms around her but didn’t let her rest, thrusts rapid and seeking his own end. Winter held on, the bliss intense enough to sharpen, but the pain heightened the aftershocks of her orgasm.

      When he came in her, she could finally settle, the nature of her heat satiated for a little while. It would rear again soon.

      She found that dip, the scar. “Where did you get this?”

      “Mount Adalbhorg.”

      That was a short but intense battle, an attack aimed to kill her father, the chief. Twenty against fifty, and somehow, they’d obliterated the enemy.

      “We had a mystic who worked the earth to defeat them, split it open, dropped chunks from the side of the mountain, jutted sharp folds of the ground to topple their numbers.”

      She tapped it. “Before or after?”

      “Before.”

      Winter nodded into his chest, and Echo gathered her hair along her back and traced her own, famed scar. “You’ve heard about it?”

      “I have, but I did not believe it true. Underground whispers.”

      She cleared her throat. “All stories are built from truth, but I am glad they’re not well-known.”

      “Because you would lose one of your greatest weapons. Don’t worry, I won’t mess that up.” Echo tangled his fingers in her hair, rubbing the base of her skull.

      Winter lingered on the scar at his ribs for a little while longer before pushing upright, hips sinking into him in a tantalizing way. His eyes hid in the darkness of the room, the moonlight cutting across his face. She sat fully lit, and she didn’t need to meet his gaze to know he enjoyed what he saw.

      Echo brushed his hands up her hips and waist.

      She wiggled over him, and he lifted to his elbow, mouth finding Winter’s throat, her collarbone, a nipple. He thrust up hard to tap that sensitive spot as he rolled her nipple between his teeth. Pleasure hunkered low in her middle, and the heat took them both full force again.

      Their bodies tangled together, undulating and gyrating.

      Winter relished the weight of his body and his endless stamina. And he clearly enjoyed hers. 

      Forty-eight hours of sex and food and feeling like the last two left in the universe—a cocoon away from every other responsibility and alpha—it all disappeared beyond his mouth, the strong encasement of his arms, the hair on his chest, the girth of his cock, and the writhing orgasms that came with it.

      Between, they exchanged scars and stories. Most details weren’t necessary, implied and understood from similar experiences. It was what she’d liked so much about her only friend, Newt. The lack of need to explain how something happened or what the pain felt like.

      Echo’s stories were familiar ones, and she remembered hearing about the battles and fights he’d recounted for her, the bare details without pride. Easy to take pride in being a strong warrior when their people reminded them of what it was for, when they shared stories amongst each other to burn off the adrenaline of war.

      Winter never shared them. People either saw what she’d done, or they didn’t.

      She never boasted about killing someone, even to protect her people.

      Threaten others, sure. That wasn’t the same as taking a life. Producing fear kept her safe, decreased the number of bodies on the end of her blades.

      Echo seemed to share the sentiment. 

      As the dawn broke through the window, Echo transformed slowly back into Reyes, the casual touches drying up. The heat crashed, smudging out for the next day or two. It would rebound, not as strong, and she would want to satiate the lingering need with more than her own devices.

      How many times would they flop between the two versions of themselves they’d embodied in this isolation.

      Winter stretched and crawled out of bed once her legs regained feeling. Pulling on a long t-shirt and a pair of undies, she tossed him his jeans, boxers inside, and nodded to the door. “I’m going to brew tea. I’ll make toast and bacon, too, if you’ll make the eggs.”

      A small smirk flashed as his hair fell across his eyes, and he pulled his jeans up over his hips. “Deal.”

      Good, Winter always burnt the eggs.
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      Jarl’s heat subdued, the tension broke, but now that Echo’d had a taste, would it be so bad if he had another? He didn’t want to take advantage of her, although it was what he’d been sent here for.

      Somehow, he liked her more than he imagined. Jarl had a better handle on her strength than most of the warriors he associated with. A better handle on what it took to do their job. She was like-minded, and he took comfort in her company.

      She made him rethink what he wanted out of a mate, although he was not convinced that he and Jarl would make each other happy—as good as the sex was.

      After a day of recovery and a lot of non-perishable food, Jarl re-emerged, dragging a bottle of blue tequila from the freezer and a box of cookies from the cabinets, and sat beside Echo. She offered him some of both, so he took a swig and chomped down on a cookie—double chocolate chip.

      “Who sends the food?”

      “Zara stocks the kitchen when I go see my father at the end of the cycle. She’s taking care of him.”

      “She makes a mean cookie.”

      “She’s quite the cook. Makes a good everything. Plus, she’s one of our medicine women, owns and runs the apothecary. Her son is a metal smith. He makes the only armor I’ll wear. Good with weapons, too.”

      “High praise from the notorious alpha female warrior.”

      “Since most outside of our circle don’t know of my infamy, it doesn’t help him much. People treat him like a beta, even with his talent.” Something behind her eyes gave him higher honor than that.

      “He’s your friend.”

      Jarl nodded. Probably her only friend with the way others described her.

      “Newt, right?”

      Respect flashed in her gaze. “Yes.”

      “He seemed dedicated to your father. And you.”

      Eyes narrowed at him. Complicated feelings. She probably didn’t realize she had them. “His family has been good to mine.”

      Another few pulls from her bottle, and she munched on a cookie.

      “What about your home? Your people?”

      “My home is full of good-natured people. They work to do the best for each other and the community. Most of us are farmers or drill for gas.”

      “Or fight in wars.”

      “And. And we fight in wars. When we go home, we contribute and return to what needs to be done. Early mornings, lots of physical work, and nights are for family and growth.”

      A thin smile curved down at the edges.

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Just thinking how that makes for good training. Physical labor and mental development build a worthy soldier.”

      Echo couldn’t argue. A lot of his experiences correlated between his two lives. “I was born into it. What made you a warrior?”

      Jarl snorted. “I could say I was born into it as well, but I was not raised for it. My mother wanted me to be a proper lady.”

      “And you couldn’t help but play in the dirt?”

      Her head tipped back and forth. “I did, but when I volunteered to storm the battlefield, I found the lessons she taught me more useful than I thought at the time. Like wielding a needle and thread. How to stay quiet and unnoticed. Identifying plants, cultivated and wild. She was a brilliant woman who saw more in me than I did.”

      “The cooking skills didn’t stick.”

      Jarl chewed on her cheek. “I can bake well enough, but we hadn’t moved to the stovetop before she died. Watching didn’t suffice.”

      “And that’s when you curved toward the war.”

      “Defense. Protection.”

      “Rage and an outlet.”

      A shrug, she didn’t try to deny it. 

      Two taps knocked on the front door, and they both tensed, staring at it. Jarl held out her hand to keep him from rising.

      “A delivery. Give them a few minutes to be out of sight.”

      The rules. No contact other than each other for the twenty-eight days.

      “Were you expecting something?”

      “At least one a cycle.”

      She’d mentioned that before, getting a plant from the former alphas after they left. Or she’d implied it heavily, which was saying it loud enough for him. Honestly, she could use more planters if she built her collection that way.

      Would she want his help in planting it? He had offered.

      “Show me your collection?”

      Her eyes stared into a faraway place. “Sure.”

      Jarl retrieved the package, which hid the contents, but Echo followed her to the sunroom, where she kept her small assortment of plants. The brown paper revealed a red, wild rose bush in a small pot. Not necessarily wild, but a breed of plant named as much. It had fewer petals than a traditional rose.

      “It’s a good time of year to plant those. Inside or out,” Echo told her.

      “Which is better?”

      He shrugged. “Outside will allow the plant to grow large, spread; inside would keep the blooms longer, but there would be fewer of them.”

      “Will it affect the ecosystem if I plant them in the brush out back?”

      “A little, I’m sure. More bees, more beauty between the trees and ground cover.”

      This miniature wistful smile tugged at her mouth and eyes. “Okay, let’s do that.”
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      Winter admired the baby bush by the entrance to one of the small foot paths around the rear of the mansion, right beside where she’d chopped through wood when she’d first met Torrent.  Reyes mentioned that rose meant pleasure and pain. How fitting for a gift from a male who knew how to blur those lines. The placement would delight him if he ever came back to see it.

      The fact that she had to pick one of these men hit her all over again.

      Reyes wiped his dirty hands across his jeans before he pushed Winter in the shoulder, teetering her out of her thoughts. “We should give it a drink and let it be.”

      “Okay.” She got the watering can and watered the little wild rose before following Reyes to the sunroom to put away their tools. 

      “Do you have a plant journal or guide?” He pointed to the small stack of books on the shelves above the trowels and extra dirt.

      “A few. One of the journals is a bunch of nonsense, but it has my mom’s writing, so I’ve left it with the others.” Winter pulled it from the rest, a thick bound book with entry after entry of her mother’s pretty script. She handed it over to Reyes.

      A slow smile filled his face. “This is shorthand. About the plants and how to care for them. Look, FX TRI URC 20 RS: forest grade tricolored unrooted cut. The twenty might be the days it took to establish roots, but the last indicates the replant was successful.”

      “Really? It’s a code?” That she possessed no knowledge of the base components to decipher.

      Reyes flipped through a few more pages and turned into Echo for a flash. “I can translate a key for you. A few of the symbols will take deeper study, but I’ve always been a fan of puzzles. Of code.”

      “Yes. Yes, I would like that.”

      A way to know her mother better now than she’d been capable of before.

      “Good.”

      “Thank you, Echo.”

      His shoulders stiffened at his name, a soft emotion flittering through his features. Winter found herself wanting to kiss him. The aftershocks of her heat fueling her as she pulled him down for one.

      It didn’t sizzle, but it fanned the flames enough. Echo set the book down and kissed her in return.

      Winter crushed herself against him, needing an outlet for all of the swirling newness swimming inside. She nipped at his lip and breathed in the male scent of him. “I am perfectly capable of separating my emotions from the physical, even if things have gotten twisted once or twice, but if it’s all right with you, I’ve got a few itches that still need scratched.”

      His eyes darkened, pupils widening, and he grabbed her more firmly, steering her to a clear bench. Her feet came off the floor, thighs spreading when he pressed into her.

      Echo’s shirt disappeared, as did her own, and their skin burned together.

      A few quick maneuvers, and he thrust into her with fervor. 

      The bench creaked. Winter held onto the edge, guilty in imagining Torrent instead of Echo. Hands gripped her hard, hips slammed harder. Pleasure pumped into her.

      She might not be in love with Echo at all, but he had a nice, thick cock, and he knew how to use it. Her thighs trembled in his grip as he tipped her hips up, wet growing as the finish line appeared in sight.

      Echo must have felt it because he spread her knees wider. The change sucked a gasp out of her, moans piggybacking, and her toes curled with the final build. An orgasm ripped through her, paralyzing her for a few breaths. Her body thudded against the bench with his last few thrusts before he slowed, releasing his firm hold on her until she caught her breath.

      The sharpness of his movements sent quakes of déjà vu through her limbs. 

      He hadn’t come. 

      Good.

      A hand to the back of his neck lured him in, and she used a kiss to show him just how much she appreciated it. His moan was punctuated by a pump of his hips.

      “You don’t mind how dominant I am?”

      Echo took her in, wrapped up in his grip beneath him, and arched a brow at her. “Not in the least.”

      An adjustment, and he had her off the bench and straddled astride him without his unsheathing from her folds. Circles nudged him into some very nice corners as her nails sank into his shoulders.

      “Especially with the way you can move.” Echo took two handfuls of her ass, and a long breath reiterated how he valued her hard work.

      Winter found a rhythm and an angle that rubbed the right sensitive parts inside. He seemed to enjoy it, too. And the way her nails played with the hair on his chest and neck and chin. Echo was better looking when he was under her, not that he was anything to scoff at otherwise, but he did give into her sexually without being submissive, adapted to her likes and dislikes, and handled her like she was the only woman in the world.

      What a highly valued skill.

      After a few minutes, they were both holding on, bodies colliding in mutual ecstasy, which left them grinding together for more than a handful of beats. 

      Echo eased her body against his, and Winter allowed the small tenderness of his hands rubbing down her back, tracing her scars the same way she’d grown fascinated with the one between his ribs. His cock gave a nice hard twitch when she moved over him, and they smiled in unison.

      Winter crawled from his lap, a naughty grin pulling at her face. Something about their lack of emotional attachment made her brazen. “I must say, you have a nice cock.”

      Pride spread his lips, and his gaze glittered as it assessed her. “And you have a nice…everything.”

      Heat spread across her flesh as she bent for her shirt.

      “You’re also easy to be around, which I hadn’t expected.”

      Winter tipped her head. “We’re both soldiers.”

      “I expect after the last few months, you’re glad for the break.”

      Hard emotions twisted inside. She was. “Relationships and emotions are difficult for me. I’ve never really had any.”

      “You’re far more emotional than you give yourself credit for.”

      The dark look she sent him produced humor in response. 

      “I’m by no means calling you an emotional wreck.” Echo scooped his jeans from the floor and transitioned back to Reyes. “But you have clear emotions that you use to fuel your higher purpose.”

      “Protection and Justice.”

      “Exactly. You have nothing left over for anything else. Now that life no longer allows for it, you’re struggling to adjust. It’s natural.”

      Sweatpants shimmied up her hips. “I didn’t know you were such a philosopher.”

      Reyes shrugged, and Winter enjoyed the movement of his muscles. “I’ve known a lot of soldiers.”

      “Me, too. I’ve not liked most of them.”

      He laughed. “I don’t imagine you’ve liked most people.”

      “You’re right, which is why I’m not offended by not being your type.”

      “Nor I yours.” The shirt covered his skin and how distracting it was.

      “At least, us soldiers are usually an honest bunch.”

      “Just because you’re not what I’m after, doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with you.”

      Winter snorted, but a small pang hit that he felt the need to say so. “I don’t know what I want.”

      “I know.”

      “But I imagine you want a dainty thing to take care of you, right?”

      The joyous pinch of his eyes said she wasn’t far off. “I wouldn’t say dainty, although from your perspective, I suppose dainty might be accurate. I don’t mind a strong female—obviously—but I want my woman to be strong in the ways I can’t be. I don’t want my mate to be a soldier.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “I didn’t think you’d be as pleasant as you are.”

      Amusing. Winter didn’t see herself as particularly pleasant to be around. “I don’t imagine I am most of the time. Why are you here, then?”

      “It’s considered an honor to be here. You’re a rare female alpha, highly decorated and a skilled fighter, although I’ve never seen you in action, I have heard the stories from those who have. I am the highest-decorated soldier in my village. They thought if anyone could win you, it would be me.” Reyes shook his head. “Win you. How inaccurate a phrase. Like anyone can truly compete for love. Once it’s there, nothing else can defeat it.”

      Except for death.

      “Have you fallen in love with someone?”

      His soft laugh made him seem warmer. “No, I wouldn’t be here if I had.”

      “You’d be surprised by the things people do in their grief.”

      “I don’t suppose I should be.”

      “Lunch?” Winter gathered her hair from her neck to cool the sweat clinging to her skin.

      “Yeah. Maybe I can teach you a skill or two. I only have a few.”

      “I’m better with fire.”

      “Me, too, but I picked up some tricks. Come on.” He pushed her shoulder, toward the exit.
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      Echo woke with a hard-on he couldn’t get to go away. That happened sometimes, and getting rid of it was something of a beast, which usually meant spending the day with one of the few women he knew could handle it and leaving a chunk of cash and presents behind.

      Jarl hadn’t initiated anything in a couple of days, their habit of sparring and training outside burning off most of their excess energy. And she may hate him for it, but Echo sought her out. He’d go mad if he didn’t.

      She stood in the half-dark kitchen, stirring a bowl in front of the microwave. Her shorts so short and loose that the easy access struck at the need churning in Echo. “Hey. Did you want some oatmeal?”

      When he didn’t answer, she turned a sleepy gaze back at him. Eyes widening at how feral he imagined he appeared. Her nostrils flared as he stalked toward her.

      “If you let me eat, you can have me for as long as you want. If not, you have to deal with a hangry me.”

      Yes, he would wait, but he seized her anyway, unable to help it. Nose behind her ear, he grabbed a handful of her pussy, fingers pressing against the thin material and palm cupping her mound. Her gasp sent a wave of arousal in the air between them.

      “Eat fast,” he said into her hair.

      “Take a few laps around the grounds, and I’ll be done.” The rasp in her voice hitched when his grip lowered.

      When he released her, the bowl clattered into the microwave, rotating to heat before he’d left the kitchen. Echo did as she suggested, jogging around the house, trying to count and keep track of the seconds, but his mind lingered on what awaited him inside. Body already hot, the morning air clung to his bare skin.

      Echo took the rear entrance, the long way through the bottom floor.

      Winter stood at the sink, running water and washing her dish. Her shoulders drew back when he closed in. The bowl clattered at the bottom as his hands slid down her hips.

      “This might get intense.” His warning made her smile.

      “I can handle it.”

      A low growl built in his chest, and he shoved himself against the thin fabric of her tiny shorts. He couldn’t bother shedding clothes, pulling his cock out of his sweats and easing hers to the side. Head teasing her core, he tipped her hips up and reveled in her small cry as he entered her.

      Winter held on, braced against the counter as the first wave of his control vanished.

      His shaft spasmed, bringing him back to her shaking muscles and sweat dampening the hair at her temples. Echo lifted her knees to the counter before a new surge hit him. This time, her moans broke through, and he grabbed her flesh, squeezed her breasts, bit the curve of her throat. Winter didn’t resist a single bit, taking his aggression in stride.

      Better yet, she came, hard, clamping down on him.

      It settled him in increments, letting him unravel her. Turning her, he lifted her in his arms, rumbling need vibrated in his chest as her legs wrapped around him and her thighs squeezed his waist.

      Echo slid into her again, the pleasure was muted, although certainly there. When these moods came over him, it became more about soothing a burn than seeking an orgasm. That was nowhere in the near future. His hormones had gone haywire, amplifying.

      But Winter was the only female near. He’d do his best to reign his wolf in. It wouldn’t be easy. Especially not with the way her nails dug into the back of his neck. 

      He pinned her hips to the counter again and tapped out another quick orgasm. The unabashed bliss in her features prompted his own cocky smile. Echo kissed her, rewarded with the power of her alpha—of Winter—and her sweet abandon that promised so much more.

      In his arms again, he carried her into the living room, past the couch, to the end of the pool table, where he’d imagined bending her over, twisting her up, restraining her. First, he stripped off her shorts, dropped her hips low, and trapped her between him and the table. It gave him the opportunity to peel her shirt off. 

      A brisk fondling of her breasts and nipples tore a cry from her, but he seized her legs as his wolf leapt up to take control again. Holding her knees aloft, Echo thrust through the tight ribs of her core, forcing himself to the very end of her. Each pump spawned a soft moan from Winter, and he was sorry to lose himself to the constant and overpowering burn.

      Another trembling orgasm brought him back, her thighs shaking in his grip and her gasps hiccupping with her breath.

      He closed her legs, slowing his thrusts as she peered up at him dreamily—half gone to the ecstasy overload. Echo wanted to be sorry for what awaited her still, but he couldn’t think that far, turning her knees to one side and smacking the round meat of her ass. Her muscles gave him a nice handhold to squeeze.

      What cleared his haze next wasn’t her enticing noises or how easy he could make her come. It was when his fingers drew down her legs and ass, thumb dipping into the delicate crevice. He rubbed that puckered muscle and grinned when she expressed delight in it.

      Thumb working past that tight entrance arched her shoulders and flopped her head back to peer at him. Her lashes fluttered, and he wiggled inside her.

      Her grunt made him grin. “Do you take it here?”

      He pushed further, past a knuckle to her groan, a slow pop in and out that clamped her around his cock.

      She nodded.

      Oh yes, Winter. You are in for it.
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      Echo’s thumb pushed into her ass, with long, agonizing strokes. Torrent had introduced her to the bizarre pleasure of penetration there when he’d trapped her in her own greedy sphere of need and sex and the fine edge of an orgasm.

      This version of Echo reminded her of her last alpha with an intimidating similarity. His wolf had gone haywire, taking over the human part of his brain, obvious by the wild glaze of his eyes when his hips took over. It terrified her more than Torrent as Echo didn’t seem to be in complete control.

      As long as he didn’t tie her up, they’d be fine.

      Relentless now, Echo’s hips churned through her pleasure, too much, not enough, and the cycle between. Winter lost herself to it until he gathered her up in his arms again, behind her on the pool table—thankfully protected against stains—and entered her from behind.

      Pushing his thick head through the tight ring brought pain but a stimulating kind.

      Knee clutched high in his grip, he eased his thrusts until she adjusted, and Echo became merciless.

      Winter gave in, riding the waves of bliss and descent, and his grip reached around to push her past a new climax.

      “Have you never had an anal orgasm?” His soft, gruff voice teased her.

      “N-no.”

      His growl vibrated against her throat. “We’ll have to change that.”

      A shudder took her over, and Echo carried her to the couch, dropping her into his lap, knees clamped together with his right arm, and he entered her ass again in one swift push.

      Weak cries accompanied his thrusts. Teeth pressed her throat, a smile on his lips.

      Had he burned off some of that crazy energy? Or was this enough to hone his focus?

      Winter lost track of time, of orgasms, of the change in positions to keep her muscles from cramping.

      Then, something new built, wrapping tightly through her body.

      Echo’s haughty laugh prickled over her skin.

      A build up, a tickle and tingling sensation deep, deep inside. The pleasure spread instead of sharpening, and his strokes became long and plunging. Shuddering rocketed across her limbs, and he held onto her. Pulsing over his shaft, it was the same but so different.

      Except for the more he thrust, the more she felt.

      Coming in waves, Winter’s head dropped back to his shoulder, lolling in a tiny space that consisted of his cock driving into her ass.

      His large, rough hands came down, kneading her breasts, pinching and pulling at her nipples, rubbing her clit, and sinking fingers into her core.

      Echo slowly returned to lucid as Winter’s sanity bled away.

      When he’d finally collapsed her into a heap of twitching sexual haze, he stroked her hair and eased her back, still seated within her. “How would you do with a shower and some food?”

      Her strangled laugh came out a bit hysterical, and another wave of unexpected delight wormed her in his lap. “I need to be able to move first.”

      “My apologies, Winter. I had not expected to have an episode while I was here.”

      Strength slowly imbued her muscles, and Echo released her, finally slipping free from her ass. “I see your sense came when you did.”

      Another gruff laugh. “Indeed.”

      She wobbled to her feet, his hands holding her firm until she gained a bit of stability.

      “What was that exactly?”

      He shook his head, slowly transforming into Reyes. “It happens at random, every couple of years or so. Wires cross, and it’s like a whole clan of females are in heat all at once, and there’s nothing I can do to shut it off.”

      “Except to fuck it out.”

      He nodded, a bit embarrassed given the color reaching his ears and weaving through his beard.

      “I guess you’re lucky I’m a strong female.”

      “I guess I am.” The twinge in his voice worried her, but she wasn’t so concerned about his emotions. A sex marathon did not make two people compatible. 

      Winter trotted into the kitchen, finally in control of her legs again, and grabbed a banana on her way to a shower. She needed the potassium after that escapade. When she came back, ease spread between her and Reyes. 

      He, too, was freshly showered, dressed in his usual jeans and fitted tee. Standing behind the island, he stirred meat and veggies in a pan, and a pot with a lid rumbled beside it.

      Reyes pushed a glass of rum and cola over ice toward her. 

      “Thanks.” Winter lifted it to her lips with a smile, the bubbling generating a pleasant burn that simultaneously cooled her off. “Smells good.”

      “I assume your bowl of oats has been depleted.”

      A hearty laugh vibrated out of her. “And then some.”

      His grin matched hers, a newly shared affection that made them closer without being an added pressure. Without being concerned about losing their hearts.

      “I hope you’ve planned carbs.”

      Reyes tapped the jittery pot to confirm.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Set the table.”

      Winter made a face, but she pulled plates and utensils and napkins and set the table proper. Then, she swirled her drink and watched him cook, glad that they didn’t have to talk.

      A simple stir-fry over a mountain of rice. It satisfied the hunger and refueled her.

      She picked rice out of her teeth.

      “Game of pool?”

      Winter snorted. “Sure. The table might need wiped down first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The beer finished steeping, and they stocked a dozen bottles in the fridge. Echo prepared a large roast and buttered potatoes to go with it. Jarl snipped a bit more rosemary to season the meat. The smell seemed to draw her in.

      “Am I to set the table again?”

      “Unless you prefer to eat it out of the pot.”

      She frowned. “I might.”

      Such a different female. Relentless in her want to not be confined to the home and the kitchen and the lady-like duties so many of them worked toward perfecting their whole lives. Or were more of them like Jarl than he’d taken the time to notice? Jarl seemed to resent the obvious training she’d had in that direction, but guilt perfected her skills all the more when she was pressed to showcase them.

      He knew what her mother meant to her, even if only second hand and from her mild shows of emotions. Ones she didn’t know how to deal with.

      Whoever cracked her in the end and won her heart would get a real prize, but they’d better deserve it, because if they broke it, their world would lose something monumental; something that made this place special.

      Echo toyed with the thought. He didn’t want to have that much responsibility.

      But he would gladly hurt whoever might threaten her.

      She would truly hold the love of the people as chief when they got to know her.

      “Out of the pot it is, but it’ll have to wait a couple of hours.”

      “Be that long for the beer to chill.”

      Echo nodded toward the couch. “I found a movie you might enjoy. I’ve been wanting to see it.”

      Jarl poured herself a glass of tequila, dropping in a slice of lime. Not a normal addition, but surely, it was more appetizing than plain and warm, which is how she typically drank it.

      He’d preferred to peruse the different liquors she had in the cabinets—most of them made in house by her and her father. It made him appreciate the spirits stored in his own home and the people who distilled them.

      A brow raised; challenge met.

      The bottle came with her to the couch, and he chose one he hadn’t tasted yet—a bourbon with notes of figs or dates and rose.

      Their bottles tapped each other in a cheers, and the movie engrossed them both for the next ninety minutes. Then, Echo checked the roast and dumped in the vegetables to grow tender over the next half hour. He plopped down beside her again to a questioning gaze. She must always be hungry, like him.

      “A little longer.”

      Jarl knocked back another few gulps of tequila and clattered it onto the coffee table, morphing into Winter in a few subtle maneuvers. Her lashes fluttered with the unspoken offer.

      Echo’s flesh boiled in response, blood raging and hardening his cock.

      Winter’s gaze greedily took it in, and her smile sparked in the low light before she slowly crawled into his lap. Confidence embodied in a small, sexy package.

      He grabbed ahold of her hips as she pressed down into him, her sweats hardly barring him from her skin and how voluptuous her ass was underneath. Rosemary and mint and pine infused the space between them.

      Teeth found his lower lip. Fingers tugged open his jeans. This would be quick and dirty.

      Echo would enjoy every second of it.

      No one could deny Winter’s magnetism or the privilege of being under her, the sheer pleasure of her hand wrapping around his length. It pulled a growl from his chest, and she grinned down at him.

      Echo hardly restrained himself from tearing the flimsy fabric off her, and his teeth sought the thudding vein in her neck. Her soft moan a sweet reward.

      Chilled air swept between them as she retreated to strip free of her pants and yanked his down to his knees. Heat rushed in again as her bare thighs spread across his. She dropped over him, easing his cock into her wet core. Once seated, nothing about her movements were easy or slow. Winter had an itch to scratch.

      He simply held on, enjoying the work of her muscles in his grip, the way her fingers laced into his hair and twisted, how her mouth hovered above his. Breath short, panting, building. Every thrust smashing them together.

      Echo traced his palms up her back under her loose tee, pressing her closer still, until he claimed the kiss she dangled in front of him and ate her whimper as his hips shot up to match her thrusts.

      Yes, Winter was exquisite.

      She came hard and fast and didn’t complain when he didn’t stop, didn’t slow, sought his own end. Even as her legs trembled, her grip tightened, and he slammed against the very depths of her for another minute, two, before Echo lost control.

      Her forehead fell to his shoulder, fingers loosening in his hair. Winter shuddered and wriggled and agitated the pangs of their release.

      Then, her touch lowered, tugging down the collar of his shirt to swish the hair on his chest. Her breath caressing his throat, she remained this enticing version of herself for longer than typical.

      “If you’d prefer me in full nude, I will happily oblige.”

      Winter laughed, good-natured and light. “No. That’s okay. Next time.”

      With a week winding down to his departure, Echo enjoyed the promise of another sexual entanglement. Not love, but certainly, he cared for her.

      No male could last a month alone with her and come out on the other side without something akin to affection. And Echo wasn’t particularly emotional.

      He rubbed her back, soaking in her warmth for another few minutes until she retreated into Jarl and lifted herself from him.

      “Ah. I need coffee. You want?”

      Echo gave her a soft smack on the ass as she stood, and her cheeks flashed red before she wagged her finger at him. 

      “That is not an answer.”

      “Yes, please.”

      She stomped off to percolate a pot. 

      Echo yanked his jeans over his hips and joined her to help. The comradery innately searching for equality between them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter watered the plants in the sunroom, getting used to caring for them daily. Learning how to trim them and feed them and rotate them in the sun. Reyes taught her small tricks to check the dirt’s moisture and for healthy color and to detect the change in seasons for each individual plant.

      Her thumb brushed the petals on the Gerber daisies. Their vibrant color and full bloom, early, needled the emotions that haunted her from North’s stay. His confession mixing with everything else still resonated so genuinely true.

      Reyes met her at the table, examining her spread. “You’re getting the hang of things.”

      They smiled at each other. Winter learned a lot from him.

      “Thanks.”

      He patted the book under his arm—her mother’s notebook. “I have something for you.”

      Winter’s hands shook enough that she linked her own fingers together to calm them.

      A knowing grin, one that said it enjoyed the excited change in her. She grinned back.

      Reyes handed over the book, a folded piece of paper tucked in the front that provided her with a detailed key. Handwriting neat and compact, so different from the scrawling script of her mother’s hand.

      “You figured it all out.” Awe laced her words as she examined the list. She could decipher her mother’s notes now, could connect to this part of her, learn from her one more time. Tears welled up behind her eyes. She tried to shake them away, to mend the crack until she could explore it alone.

      But Reyes didn’t allow it, grabbing her shoulder and pulling her against him for a hug. Winter wrapped herself around him, letting go of a hiccup. The power of this gift overwhelmed her.

      Strong hands rubbed her back as sobs rocked through her, and he held her tighter, dropping soft hushing noises into her hair. Yet, he didn’t rush her grief. She was lost to the emotion for a minute until it settled deep in her chest, an ache anchoring beside so many others.

      Slowly, the pressure of his embrace seeped in and the tears stopped.

      “You’re all right.” Not a question, and she was grateful for it.

      A nod loosened his grip, and she pulled free.

      “Thank you, Echo.”

      “You are more than welcome. She taught me a few things. Your mother was a brilliant woman.”

      A short and hysterical laugh. “You didn’t think I got all of this from my father, did you?”

      His smile matched hers. “Just most of what you’re willing to share.”

      Winter punched him in the shoulder.

      “Come on. Food will help.” Reyes led her through the house, hand hovering behind her.

      Simple sandwiches and a full bag of crispy buffalo chips did Winter good, quelling her emotions. After, they sat out back and built a fire. Reyes took to carving smaller chunks of wood with a hunting knife—mostly crude animal shapes, which he tossed into the fire shortly after. 

      Winter told him ghost stories as he whittled. Her father used to tell her stories, dark ones, since before she hit puberty. Mom always worried about it giving her nightmares. 

      What would she think now that I had become a creature to cause others sleepless nights?

      Reyes particularly favored the ones where maidens were kidnapped and turned into monsters, who ate the princes and warriors coming to save them. Winter enjoyed them, too.

      When the fire smoldered down to coals, they covered it with loose dirt, and Reyes presented her with the day’s second gift. A princess with a crude crown, sly smile, and a dagger behind her back stood three-inches tall in her hand.

      “I love it.” And she did.

      Inside, she rewarded him by pushing him into his room, backing him into his bed with her mouth on his and his hand in her hair. 

      He’d be leaving in a couple of days, and she’d be celibate again.

      Echo’s skin was so hot under his shirt, muscles tight, the smattering of hair enticing. Winter moaned when his teeth pressed under her ear. Attentive and slow, she’d miss the sex when he was gone. The ease in which they crashed together and went back to themselves without the pressure to change.

      He undressed her slow like she was marble, caressing the planes of her stomach, the width of her hips, the weight of her breasts. It was agonizing. 

      When he pulled her back on the mattress, she hovered over him: the way he seemed to prefer her.

      His thick shaft nestled between her folds, he wouldn’t let her rush, so her nails caught on his chest hair and the way it crept up his throat to his jaw and chin, trimmed closer than when he arrived. It made his lips more shapely, pinker.

      He sat up quick, startling a new beat in her heart, and their chests collided. Echo’s arm cinched snug around her back.

      Winter ran a finger around the shell of his ear and pinched his earlobe, and he smiled.

      “If there can be one thing said about a strong female…”

      “It would be how fabulous the sex is.” Her hips teased his length, and he lifted her onto it.

      Their moans mixed with the slow descent.

      “You read my mind,” Echo said against her mouth.

      She laughed, husky and low. “It’s nowhere near as hard as your cock.”

      But Winter didn’t want the witty banter, so she kissed him back into the bed and rode him into submission. The only thing left was for him to hold on and enjoy.

      Pleasure built without the sharp brink of satisfaction. Restless thrusts set an edge to his jaw, and Winter wanted more than anything to provoke his wolf—the one who’d held her down on the pool table and fucked her senseless.

      She bent down to him, stroking the tight twitch of his clenched teeth. “Let him come out and play.”

      Echo groaned, chest rocking, fighting his natural instinct to suppress that bit of himself.

      “Give me something to tide me over for the next few weeks.”

      Shudders seizing his body, the change charged the air in the room. His stillness morphed as his pupils dilated and nostrils flared.

      Gripping hold of her hips, he drove up with core-rattling power. It stole Winter’s breath.

      Yes. That’s what she wanted.

      A few more thrusts had her legs wobbling, but before she could come, he snuck two fingers into her ass. The burn redirected her nerves, making her cling to him.

      He pushed more firmly and grunted in her ear. “That’s what you’re really after, isn’t it?”

      Her soft cry answered for her.

      “Mmm. We’ll get there. Eventually.”

      Wiggling his digits as he finally seated them fully, he used his grip to help slam her down on his cock until that finicky first orgasm ripped through her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Echo had never let that dark, repressed side of him out willingly before. Once the initial spurt of overpowering alpha subsided, he found more control, and he’d turned her to a quivering mess a couple of times.

      Now, he could focus on giving her what she wanted.

      Fuck all, he was going to enjoy it.

      Propping her on her knees, he entered her from behind and earned a soft mewl, but he pulled out and slipped gingerly into her ass. Fingers warmed her up, but she was not used to it, and as she liked to tell him, he was larger than average—thick was her word for it.

      Winter’s cry threatened to undo him a second time, but he pressed in slow pumps. Her shoulders lowered to the mattress, giving in when his rhythm increased. Submission, it ricocheted through him, and a little of his control bled away. Grip tightening into her hips, holding onto her for better leverage and harder thrusts. Gods and goddesses, he could do this for hours, lost to the pleasure. 

      Echo hadn’t known exactly how strong he wanted his female, but luck would have it that farm girls had natural strength, and he’d always planned on mating one that loved the work as much as he did.

      Dirt caked under Winter’s nails and the scent of earth on her blurred the reality with his fantasies.

      He leaned down, pressed his chest into her back, and wrapped a hand in her hair, pulling her head back. Her low, guttural moan shook Echo to his core. Fuck, they were so well matched physically that it pained him.

      Tipping them to the side, he moved her in his grasp, knee propped in his hand, breath damp in her hair. He twisted and bent her until she finally gave into him, coming hard in the soft yellow light of dawn.

      Drained and panting, Winter smiled sleepily, not so quick to break the embrace. For the first time, she passed out in his arms, snoring softly before Echo followed, enjoying the feel of her against him as he fell into that darkness. He dreamed of Christmas dinner, but he woke in an empty bed. Although not surprised, he did miss the warmth of her.

      He found Jarl where he usually did, in the kitchen, brewing coffee. She was in those little shorts again, and the image of taking her on the edge of the sink flashed through him. Somehow, she wasn’t quite Jarl nor completely Winter—an odd mix of the two. Twenty-seven days, and the change was more drastic than he’d expected. For both of them.

      “Hey,” she said in her low, husky, morning voice. “Coffee’s going.”

      “What’s left to rustle up for breakfast?”

      Jarl shrugged. “Beer. Oats. I wonder what happens when you mix the two.”

      The way her gaze lost focus for a second, she had to be conjuring a taste in her mouth.

      “You mean, you’ve never tried the combo?”

      A sly smile. “I have not.”

      “Well, you can do that on your own. I won’t feed you that monstrosity.”

      Her rough laughter traipsed down his spine as he opened the fridge to the remnants of ham and sausage, eggs, tortillas, beans, rice, and cheese. When she peeked around his shoulder, her eyes lit up. She licked her lips and pinched one between her teeth.

      Echo made breakfast burritos and some rice and beans, wishing he had plantains to fry, a side of avocado, and a slice of lime.

      “Who’d you learn to cook from?” Winter asked when they sat at the breakfast nook, her tabling simple with the added carafe of coffee and two cold beers that pulled a belly laugh out of him. The sweet, fruity flavors complemented the salt and spice.

      “My parents each taught me a dish or two. Some fellow soldiers would cook for the unit between town and battle. I pay attention.”

      She snorted, her cheeks pinched in amusement. 

      “What?”

      “You do. Pay attention.”

      “Is that the infamous warrior Jarl’s attempt at flirting?”

      “Honest praise is not the same as flirting, but from me, I can see why you’d make that mistake.” Glittering eyes batted at him before she shoveled another spoonful of rice into her mouth.

      “I’m not sure how I could have been so wrong.” It felt like flirting. Took a long time for her to drop that guard. Funny how you could be balls deep in a gal and still have barely scratched the surface of her.

      Jarl’s eating slowed as he searched her, and she watched him, tongue running over her teeth and fork settling beside her plate. “What?”

      Echo shook his head. “Just had a thought.”

      “Sounds dangerous.” Winter tucked in again. 

      How did she flip flop like that? Was it him? His view of her? Who’d changed here?

      Digging into his plate, he pushed the questions aside. They didn’t make the circumstances any different. He liked Jarl. She was sexy. Fierce. Funny. A friend.

      A friend he wanted to kiss when she allowed this version through.

      Two long pulls from her beer drew his gaze along her throat. The smacking ah reminding him of the human soda commercials.

      “You’re staring again. You’re not falling in love with me, are you?”

      Daring accusation challenged him, so he reached across the thin table and kissed her—a slow, firm exchange that rained tension across their breakfast. When he retreated, breath puffed between them.

      “What was that for?” Fear and vulnerability softened Jarl’s edges.

      “Because I wanted to. Won’t have many more opportunities here soon.”

      Brows furrowed, she trailed a bean across her plate.

      “I like you, Echo.”

      “I like you, too.” Warm, sweet innocence swam across her features. “As a friend.”

      She nodded. Was that hurt or relief on her face?

      “Don’t be fooled. I’ll gladly break the hands of anyone who tries to hurt you. But we’re meant to have different kinds of relationships in our lives. And surely, there will be someone else amongst us whom you feel something much more intense with.”

      Wild clarity flashed her somewhere else, and her lip pinched between her teeth. “I knew the philosopher shtick was genuine.”

      Tension broken, they both laughed and cleared their plates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Echo was leaving today. In fact, he packed his bags while Winter paced around the pool table, heating up from remembering the way he’d taken her on it. 

      Every inch of this place would have a memory attached by the end of the year. So many were already taken. 

      Winter crossed into the kitchen, drawing the tequila from the cabinet and pouring herself a glass. She’d wrapped a six-pack and a few bottles of liquor for him to take. He had a wide fondness for the stuff. And he drank with her without comment, understanding how it was the only salve to some wounds—especially the ones that never fully healed.

      A strange combo of Reyes and Echo appeared in the kitchen, his duffle slung over his shoulder. “Hey, trouble. Breakfast of champions?”

      “Isn’t it always?” It was almost noon, and they’d both woken less than an hour ago thanks to the late-night farewell sex marathon. Man, she was going to miss his cock and how he knew what to do with it.

      His grin told her he’d read her mind. “Pour me one, then.”

      Winter did, and they clinked in cheers.

      “I’m around if you ever need back up.” Reyes grinned at her. “It would be an honor to fight beside you as I have your father.”

      “You got it.”

      Another clink and drained spirits lifted a sigh from Winter. 

      “What’s all that for? We partying for the next twenty minutes because you’re excited to be rid of me?”

      She flicked a condescending look at him. “Parting gifts. Don’t let your men drink it all up on the way home.”

      A bark of laughter. “Not a chance. That’s mine. I tend to not be so inclined to share.”

      “If you can help it.”

      “If I can help it,” he conceded. Echo held up his empty glass. “Since I don’t see any tequila in that basket.”

      “Not when it takes eight to twenty years to mature.”

      “And it’s your favorite.”

      “I’m new to sharing.” She poured them both another drink.

      “No worries. It earns you a few leniencies.”

      Their glasses tapped again, and down went the alcohol, burning all the way.

      Reyes settled the glass on the counter and eyed the package.

      “I guess it’s that time.” He nodded toward the door.

      Winter followed him, pulling the basket in her grasp to help. It was on her side of the counter anyway.

      At the door, he took it from her hands and settled it gently on the floor by their feet.

      His strong grip sank in her hair, and Winter enjoyed her last taste of Echo.

      “Make good choices,” he said before he scooped up his gift and marched down her drive, winking at her as he disappeared from sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter arrived at Zara’s back step with a bottle of whiskey, and her father’s smile was worth sneaking it past his keeper. The alcohol wouldn’t kill him any faster, no matter how much Zara wanted to fuss over it.

      “Father.”

      “Baby.” He waved her in and took her easily into his lap for a hug. His musk a welcome comfort. “This one was not so bad?”

      “Not at all. A warrior. You’ve fought with him.”

      “Mount Adalbhorg. I remember him. A good soldier.”

      “I imagine so. Has the scars to prove it.” Winter patted her father’s cheek and slipped out of his lap to open the whiskey and pour them both a drink.

      “And he treated you well?”

      She tried not to laugh. “He’s become a good friend.”

      “I see. That tells me a lot.”

      Winter’s head tipped back and forth. “I’d like my chance to fight alongside him.”

      “High praise from my daughter.”

      Stabbing a hunk of meat with her knife, she tore off a piece with her teeth. “Got to give a male his due when he admits to being bested by a female.”

      “Especially one as humble as you.”

      The laugh burst free. “Yes. Especially then.”

      Humor lightened her father’s eyes, making him seem much younger—how she remembered him. More creases surrounded his features now, a little more gray in his hair, less muscle mass than when this started.

      Winter did her best not to think about what it meant, about how soon she’d be chieftain and he could finally let go.

      Amarok’s hand linked with Winter’s, and he squeezed with his usual strength. “Tell me about Echo.”

       She had a lot to say about him, training together, playing pool and darts, how easy it was to live with him, the lack of real pressure between them other than the full moon, but she didn’t give him too many details in that direction.

      He knew about her scar. How many of them would?

      “A few of them talked with Newt and I about it, but many of them do not know about it. Or the story behind it.”

      Torrent hadn’t. North never indicated if he had. Thunder had.

      Having people know didn’t make her want to show it off. Even if each of the males would see it regardless. She told him so, though she didn’t need to. And she told him about the food Reyes cooked, the fire and ghost stories he told, the little figurine he’d carved for her.

      “He translated mom’s notes about her plants.”

      A wry emotion sparkled in her father’s eyes. “A smart man. I’m glad he could bring that piece of her back.”

      “Said he learned a few things from her. He helped me with the plants I’ve revived. And the one’s the others have sent me—after.”

      “Good.”

      It had been a nice month.

      Winter wanted to remain optimistic about the upcoming one, hoping for someone else she could interact with so easily. Still, nerves prepared her for more.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter swirled tequila around in her glass, nails tapping on the side as she waited for alpha number five to show up on her doorstep. A sudden craving for gingerbread men hit her before the doorbell jangled through the empty house.

      On the porch stood a slender man with piercing eyes. He smelled of nutmeg and molasses—a scent she remembered from spying on the men when they arrived that first night, seemingly so long ago now. So many versions of Winter ago.

      He gave her a small bow with his shoulders. “Winter Jarl, it is a pleasure.”

      The drawl in his voice tried to weasel a smile out of her: a clear sign that he came from the southernmost plains of their island.

      “My name is Basil.” He elongated his name with an ah and a zill, differentiating it from the spice.

      “You’re a soldier, too.” Winter stepped back to invite him inside.

      “I am. Although I see less action than you do.” Obvious awareness and approval of her military past.

      She nodded, understanding. “You’re in charge.”

      His rigid posture gave him away. That and his too-neat clothes, like he wore a uniform. “I am.”

      “Well. Not anymore. Not here.”

      That made him smile, a challenge issued. 

      “I’ll show you to your room while you come to terms with it. This way.” Winter led him up the stairs, a few doors down from hers. When the door swung open, she leaned against the jam.

      He paused to look at her, anticipating her words.

      “I’m not your maid. Not your mom.” Winter crossed her arms when he blinked at her.

      “I certainly hope not.” Basil kept her gaze for another heartbeat. “That would make what I’m here for a bit more awkward.”

      Winter lingered as he stepped into the room. Blunt had its place, and she preferred it. He peered back at her, a hint of a smile on his thin lips.

      “Kitchen’s stocked, and if you’re partial to spirits, we have a large store of them.” 

      Basil nodded. “I might have to investigate.”

      Something about him was familiar, more so than how he’d admonished his men on the trek to this mansion nearly four months ago, but she’d figure that out later. Winter didn’t want to give him the wrong impression about her personality, so she slapped the door frame twice as her goodbye, going after the tequila she’d abandoned on the counter. A fresh stock of stuffed potato skins and jalapeño poppers awaited her in the freezer.

      The oven beeped, prompting her to put her trays of food inside it, when Basil glided into the kitchen. Big silver-blue eyes took a sweep of the room before landing their attention straight on Winter again. He did nothing to hide how he looked at her, and it raised the hairs along her arms. The attention was different from the cheesy or overpowering kinds she’d experienced before. It just was.

      He gestured to the tequila. “Have any lemon or lime to go with that?”

      Winter shrugged a single shoulder, swirling her glass and draining her plain, lukewarm alcohol. “I don’t stock the place. Feel free to look for yourself.”

      But he didn’t, he examined her instead while she poured another triple.

      When she met his gaze, he didn’t flinch or alter.

      Was he trying to establish his own kind of dominance or did that come from being in charge?

      “When you came here the first time, why were you scolding your men?” That shifted gears in a different direction.

      Basil took slow steps around the island and opened the fridge, bending to inspect it for a minute before straightening and focusing on her again. “They’d misbehaved on the first part of our trip, acting like hooligans instead of soldiers and upsetting some of the locals by Lake Anakee. I don’t tolerate unbecoming behavior in public.”

      “But in private, it’s perfectly acceptable?”

      A crinkle of amusement lined his oversized eyes. “To a degree. I can’t expect them to forgo their natures all the time.”

      Winter snorted into her glass. “I’ve not seen many soldiers forgo their natures, period.”

      “Many of them don’t.”

      “Why are yours expected to be so different?”

      “Because they’re mine.”

      Defiance lifted her brow at him. What would he expect out of her if she were his?

      “They don’t all come out like you naturally, sweetheart.” Lowering his voice softened his accent into a sweet drawl.

      A gulp of tequila burned the fluttering it caused under her ribs. Just the barest twinge of delight from his compliment. 

      “I don’t intimidate you.” She already knew the answer.

      “Not as much as you probably hope.”

      She chewed on her lip. “Which means I do. A little.”

      “A lot of warnings circulate about you.”

      “So I am told.” Turning to the beeping of her timer, Winter pulled her trays of food and dumped them on a platter, sauces on top. With her glass in one hand and the platter in the other, she excused her way past Basil and set herself up on the couch.

      Running from this one wouldn’t work the same way. He was used to soldiers with worse mouths than her, worse attitudes, if he was the one in charge. Winter wouldn't shock him with any of that.

      He’d spun with her retreat, hands in his pockets as he watched her from in front of the fridge. He had Winter wondering if she’d devour all of the food on her platter with him there before he moved to find his own.
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      Winter certainly wanted to seem cold, but she wasn’t quite as feral as her stories depicted. At least not here. Warrior screamed through much of her, the markers of their chief evident in how she held herself and the way she talked. But the beauty of her, clean and calm, didn’t match the wild creature he’d seen from afar while he worked with his men. Both versions of her were remarkable, and Basil wanted to see them mix together in varying degrees—to match the legends with the real thing and get his own taste of her.

      Shaking himself free of his reverie, he did find a bottle of lemon juice in the cupboard by the glasses and teas. A few washed sprigs of mint lay in the fridge, so he made himself a cocktail, wishing for club soda to bring it all together.

      He should make a request before the next delivery.

      Once the ice melted, the mix would be milder and pleasant, so he searched through the rest of the kitchen, settled on a candy bar, and joined Winter on the couch. A war movie played on the screen.

      “You don’t see enough of that in real life?”

      She shot him a wry look. “I haven’t seen any of it for months now.”

      “Stir crazy?”

      Winter grunted, and it made him laugh.

      “Part of the reason you ran off into it to begin with?”

      “Wow, you’re rearing to go.”

      “I find it easier to be direct.”

      Chewing slowly, she peered sideways as if piecing something together about him. “You remind me of my father.”

      “Well, I would say that’s a low blow, but you do know they say you mate someone like your parents.”

      That one earned him a smile, a small one.

      “But you’re nothing like my mother.”

      “I must be like your father, too, then.”

      And somehow, they were both laughing.

      “You’re not wrong. But you are much prettier.” 

      The green of her eyes reminded him of the fields back home, of battlefields before the blood coated them, of the secret and dangerous woods up through the swamps, of all the things mother nature could promise to destroy. Winter was a natural disaster waiting to rage across his heart.

      One look from her told him so.

      “Your father is a soldier, too?”

      “Was. He is the leader of our clan.”

      “Authoritative?”

      “I did compare him to you, didn’t I?”

      She nodded her consent. After the second half of her potato skin disappeared in her mouth, she actually offered him more. “My father’s not all that authoritative. Mom was more so, but still, not really. They were both…very accommodating.”

      “You mean, they loved and supported you even when you were unruly.”

      Glittering lined her eyes for a few blinks before it passed. “Yeah.”

      Basil wanted to brush the hair from her lashes and make her look at him, to reassure her, to kiss her. He laughed at himself. This wasn’t the first time he’d thought of that. Of her that way. Even though none of his men had direct contact with her, a few stories reached him about how the ferocity of her on the field matched her sexuality. 

      “You were lucky.”

      Her slow breath hit him hard. He’d heard about her mother when it happened because his father had fought beside hers for a long time. Winter’d been young, just breaching puberty, like he’d been when his father trained him that day. How it’d fueled too many lashes when he’d made mistakes. How would you protect your mother with follow through like that?

      The fear pushed them both harder.

      If it could happen to the chief…

      A square of chocolate broke off between his teeth. Winter could defend herself. Her loss saw to it.

      The lull between comments let the battle cries on the television echo in the room. 

      Did she know the full details of her mother’s death? How she’d been killed in this house by a vampire? She was home when it happened. Did she hear it? See it?

      Mint, citrus, and tequila washed the chocolate away.

      Or had she woken up only after her father chased the beast away and slaughtered it?

      After he’d patched up the poisoned wound that slowly killed him this whole time? 

      Amarok had gotten his revenge, had gotten to live to raise Winter, but she’d gotten no such satisfaction. It showed in every detail of her.

      And she was going to lose him soon, too.

      Winter stood and stomped off to retrieve the tequila, kissing the bottle on her return. He hated reminding her of why she seemed prone to do so. When she sat again, he laid out the end of the conversation, at least for now.

      “Growing up, I was often punished for not being good enough, fast enough, smart enough. I had people to protect, and I’d better learn how. Service was expected of me. It was fortunate that I finally succeeded in it.”

      Although it hadn’t meant to make her feel better, the sorrow she harbored and aimed at him twisted his gut. But he wanted her to know what he’d come from, how he fought his way to his position, and earned it without the talent she naturally possessed. 

      Which wasn’t fair. He still had both of his parents. And his mild mother did show him a version of the love Winter mentioned. A restrained kind that suffered under his father.

      “I was a brat.” Her voice came out of nowhere, startling him enough that he bit the inside of his cheek. The small vulnerability in her wrenched his heart. What a striking sight she made with her thigh tucked up against her, chin on her knee.

      Basil grabbed one of her hands and rubbed her knuckles between his thumb and pointer, one by one. “I can picture it. Only a brat is that ruthless.”

      Winter snorted, but the tiniest smile pressed into her cheek.

      “But you should take better care for your hands.” Basil rapped his fingers across hers in mock reprimand. “Do you know how important they are in battle?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her tone taunted him in return.

      “I don’t like being called sir. I work for a living.”

      “Says the man who wrangles warriors.”

      “Not just normal soldiers, delinquents.”

      Appreciation glittered in her gaze. “All of the unwanted rebels like me.”

      “You’re not unwanted. You simply can’t be told what to do. There is a difference.”

      “You seem to know a lot about how others see me.” She grunted when he pinched between the pocket of her thumb.

      “I hear things.”

      “Well, it can’t be that bad.”

      “And why is that?” Basil popped her thumb, and her gasp was delectable.

      “Because you’re looking at me like that.” Her slow blinks delighted him.

      “Like what?”

      She answered with another smile.

      Releasing her hand, he held his out for her other one, and she gave it to him.
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      Kind and amusing, he didn’t try to subdue the heat in his gaze. As much as she wanted to run away, she liked his bluntness. That he had clearly defined opinions and was confident in them.

      He had talented hands, too.

      “Are you concerned about what people say of you?”

      “No.”

      The twitch in his forehead wanted to ask, why?

      “Most people are idiots.”

      His laughter warmed her, and she gasped with the pain of his popping her other thumb. “They are, but that doesn’t stop others from caring.”

      “So I hear.” When he reluctantly let go of her hand, Winter leaned forward and grabbed the tequila. 

      “You’re far wittier than they say.”

      She barely kept the spirits from exploding with her snicker. “Why I always suggest forming your own opinion.” 

      “I plan to.”

      Why else would he be here? Oh, wait. Too many other reasons to count.

      Then, he undressed her with his gaze again, and it made her neck burn. What had the few soldiers she’d tackled off the battlefield said about her to the others? Few of them approached her. She had a habit of ignoring or telling them off and picking out who she wanted to hump. Perks of being the alpha female.

      Had she ever passed over Basil? She couldn’t remember being close enough to have him as an option. His intelligence appealed to her though. It aligned with her own.

      It was time to flee, her antsy muscles unwilling to cooperate.

      Another few pulls on the bottle tipped her to her feet. “I’m running away.”

      Basil stood with her, his touch at her elbow.

      Part of her wanted to embrace him. The way he looked at her like he respected everything she was.

      “Don’t worry. I’m usually gone much faster than this.” And she didn’t object when he lifted her massaged knuckles for a kiss.

      “I can’t convince you to stay?”

      “It’s only been a couple of hours. You still have plenty of time to woo me.”

      That smile melted her in increments.

      “But I’m slow to socialize.”

      “I know.”

      Winter’s fingers flexed with want to grab ahold of him, to show him up and prove him wrong, but she waggled her brows and retreated, lifting the tequila for another drink. 

      I hope I didn’t pass you up if I’d had the chance. Not if you looked at me like that.

      She backed up, unable to avoid his gaze until she was out of the room. 

      How did this Basil unnerve her and comfort her all at once? The need to flee wasn’t him but more of something she expected of herself.

      She hid away in the office with a book, reclined on her favorite small couch. The window blew a sweet breeze past her, fluttering at her pages until the calm threatened to send her off to sleep.

      Maybe she should balance her tequila with some tea. The boost of caffeine might do her good. When she descended the rear stairs, the rhythmic pounding of bare feet on a mat drew her to the training room she preferred. For once, she caught her new alpha practicing with the staves kept there.

      Basil was lean but had long limbs with reach. Strength lent grace to his movements, and the work he put in was evident. Why had she never heard of him like she’d heard of Echo Reyes? Especially if he had an important father who’d known hers?

      He executed a move she’d never seen, spinning to sweep with his hand in a direction uncommon to battle. Most didn’t cover the angle. Oh, she needed to learn this one.

      The idea of challenging him not far off in her thoughts, she pulled the door open, and he straightened.

      “Hey, there, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t get used to the endearment.”

      “And if it’s already too late?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and stepped into the room. “Teach me that move. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Pride made him glow, and he nodded, not hesitating to instruct through example. “Start like this. No. Front foot pointed forward, and your back angled just so. Yeah. Like that. Weight in your heel for the spin.”

      Winter followed through with the steps, trying to make her muscles move like his, but it didn’t feel right.

      “No. Swing your hand under. Pull your ribs in. Suck up here.” Basil tapped the hollow under her ribs. Flame flashed through her as she took his instruction. His hand braced her hip. “And tuck.”

      His touch left her, and he stood back like an instructor. A true leader to watch her performance. He did remind her of her father.

      Winter fell through the motions much easier.

      “Better.”

      Not perfect. No, it was still foreign. She’d practice it more without him, when she could make more mistakes as she put her own flavor on it. But she didn’t mind making blunders in front of Basil.

      She dropped into the move again with his assessment electrifying her skin.

      “Head down. Eyes up.”

      Twice more through, and she stood. “Show me again.”

      He nodded, obliging. Once at regular speed, then again in sections for her to piece together.

      They were both breathing heavy by the time she felt comfortable with the contortion of her muscles and how to flex her strength in the right places.

      “I see there's a reason to call you the best.”

      Winter snorted, but the pride she usually wore with her skill failed her. “I had an excellent teacher, but it was me who always repeated how I was not good enough, not strong enough, not fast enough.”

      The corners of his eyes turned downward. Did he see the self-loathing that came with her fight? To prove herself as a female? That she deserved the respect she demanded? That as dangerous as she was, fear tore through her every time she faced an opponent twice her size?

      Confidence and skill didn’t erase that.

      Winter inhaled deeply. “I’d like to try with the staff.”

      Basil handed her the one in his hand and retreated to the corner to watch.

      Fluid with the extension of her limbs, preferring something long and slender and sharp. Every completion tossed her into another, his gaze pumping adrenaline deeper, and she stopped when her lungs cried for more air. Winter wiped the sweat from her brow, tangling her digits in the loose strands of hair.

      When she finally met his eyes, unwavering attraction thickened the humidity.

      “No notes?” 

      That won Winter a lazy smile. “Embarrassingly, I got lost watching you.”

      Basil stepped forward, taking the staff from her and leaning close. His gingerbread scent triggered the taste on her tongue. His calloused fingertips pulled a hair from the corner of her mouth and tucked it away from her face.

      “I’ve always wanted to see you in action. Up close.”

      “And here, you’ve taught me to be more dangerous.”

      Oh, his grin layered weakness on top of the shake in her limbs. “Which was my pleasure, believe me.”

      Winter matched his excitement. Everyone always wanted to soften, not sharpen her.

      His touch lingered by her ear before he retreated and retrieved another weapon from the closet. “Let’s see how you do against a competitor.”

      “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to show me up?”

      “Oh, sweetheart, no one could show you up.” The desire in his eyes pummeled her.

      “Don’t push your luck.”

      His laughter propelled her forward, and she led him outside.

      They both got one point early in their sparring, but neither of them got a point after that. Evenly matched.

      Between timed rounds, he told her about his father, about growing up with the other side of a military family. Each of his siblings underwent training, even the female, but Basil, as the eldest, had no option to defy his father’s desires to make him a soldier. He’d been made to practice for hours every day. To hone his leadership skills by teaching his brothers. To eat himself sick and gain bulk that he struggled to maintain.

      Winter appreciated his slender frame, he packed far more strength for his size than some puffy warrior held. Others underestimated him, too. His father was at the top of that list, and it broke her heart.

      Amarok believed so much in her—as both the chieftain and her father.

      Their practice weapons smacked together, the fight erasing both of their pain.

      As haunted as his eyes got when he talked about his father, he seemed fiercely protective of the rest of his family, which wormed under her guard. 

      When they didn’t talk, closer to the end, she caught him looking at her like she might shatter. Winter didn’t know how to react to that. More than ever before, she’d been breaking. Funnily enough, he didn’t make her feel like it was a weakness.

      More often than not, he looked ready to kiss her.
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      Basil rubbed his face, redressing after a shower. After sparring with Winter. The reality of her mingled with the daydreams he’d had when he knew she was on the field, with the fantasies he’d conjured in the months waiting to officially meet her.

      The one time his father meddled in his life and came out in Basil’s favor, it was the chance he got with Winter. A whole month of her to himself.

      He didn’t want to botch it.

      She wasn’t as prickly as he’d been told. It was hard not to be tough before charging into death and to feel like a god when felling it. But now, without a giant audience, she morphed into a female that would haunt him for the rest of his life.

      They shared so much space, and she plagued him from across the house.

      He beat her down to the kitchen, brewed coffee, preheated the oven, and mined the bachelor chow he grew used to in the barracks. It made him laugh. Premade meals packed part of a shelf, evidence that someone cared for her deeply.

      She showed up as he stirred sugar and milk into his coffee. Basil didn’t pour her a cup, but plenty sizzled on the burner for her. And he was rewarded for his choice, her hand on his shoulder when she reached past him for a mug, her hip nudging him away. Triumph danced in his chest as he turned to watch her.

      He’d figure her out and plant his flag amongst the others in her heart.

      Once she stirred her own additions to her caffeine, Basil dropped a seed of conversation. Other than her intensity, he knew little about her opinions.

      “A group of vampires have broken through the Gulf and head south on the river, how do you respond?”

      “How many?”

      “Between fifteen and thirty. Information is slim. A surprise invasion.”

      “Invasion suggests specific goals. If they don’t plow through the Solfrid clan, the point of entry would be meaningful. South on the river suggests the Valley as the target. There are safer and more beneficial entrances to take over or slaughter the highest numbers. That means an assassination attempt or a theft-slash-kidnapping.”

      Gods, she was quick. And her mouth pursed against the rim of her cup to sip off the steaming top, and she met his gaze, catching him.

      He didn’t care, and he didn’t want to hide his intentions.

      “First, I’d pull troops from the Gulf—the soldiers and the mercenaries stationed there to trail and gather information. They’d make excellent back up as I called on the two special groups in the Valley to flank the river and cut them off. Water is quick, but mountains give a better vantage point. And I’d be sure to employ the boobytraps.”

      “Boobytraps?”

      “Mmm hmm,” she said around another mouthful of coffee.

      “Should I worry about running off the trails?”

      Winter’s shrug sped up his heart, and her smile kept it there.

      “A small, specially trained group of goblins—no more than five—breach the island, each agent has targeted their defenses and assets, how do you respond?” she asked. 

      Basil had the answers drilled into him through his lessons. Protect the southwestern dams so they don’t compromise their dimension on the whole, yet the northern mills if taken down would not take a large attack to decimate, which would put strain on the others, especially in a coordinated assault. But if it were him infiltrating their world…

      “I would send two mercenaries to each major target, but I’d take a small group to camp at the western beach.”

      Did respect twinkle in her features as she slurped a mouthful of hot coffee?

      “Why?”

      “If I were to regroup to attack the main island, that is where I would meet, so in case the others die, I would want a failsafe to keep them from spreading to take the rest of us.”

      The dance of her brows warmed him more than his own caffeine.

      “You don’t have to worry about running the trails. Most of the traps aren’t currently activated.”

      Oh, he’d done something right.

      “What were you making?” Winter pointed at the preheated oven.

      “I haven’t made it that far yet.”

      Mug on the counter, she opened the freezer with a gust of cold that braced his arms and pulled a few large, foil packages free. “I asked Zara for something spicy, so she made taquitos and pork tamales and buffalo wings.”

      She tapped the top, where the label scrawled in beautiful loops. And she piled enough food onto trays to feed six.

      “We’ll need more lemon and tequila to combat that.” Basil enjoyed how his suggestion brightened her up.

      Winter reclaimed her mug, draining the coffee as she watched him watch her. If wooing her was as easy as observation, he wouldn’t shy away from it.
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      Why do you keep staring at me? The question lingered on her tongue, but she knew why. She might have even enjoyed it.

      Winter gulped down the coffee and washed her mug as the food heated through. When she turned back to him, Basil hadn’t moved. “What did you do before sacrificing your soul to be a leader?”

      She really needed to stop making him smile.

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Oh. Top secret. You were one of them.” Aka, he was an assassin. No wonder she hadn’t heard much about him. Why he matched her skill.

      How could she like Basil this much already?

      Winter returned his smile. “Help me with the platters of food, and you can pick the movie.”

      Basil grabbed a tray and transferred the food as she piled on her own, and they worked in relay. He surprised her by grabbing the tequila, glasses, mint, and lemon, and her giggle shocked him, brows jumping and a twitching of his lip.

      “It’s almost like you fear I backwash.”

      “Or that I won’t feel like I’m depriving you when I refill my own glass.”

      He needed to stop making her like him.

      Once they settled, he offered her a cocktail, and she took it, and frowned at the movie waiting on screen.

      “A spy movie?”

      “Of a sort. Plenty of violence for you. And humor for me.”

      Drink in hand, she sipped tentatively, delighted by the mix of flavors that jarred against each other before melding into something more. It went well with the spicy taquitos.

      “You’re going to give me a complex if you keep staring at me like that.”

      “No, I won’t.” Basil’s voice softened, and it started an ache in her middle.

      The movie opened with kids, and Winter tried not to glower at it. Fortunately, it didn’t last, and the transition to a silly girl and cheating bastard had her feeling squirrely—until she threw a wine bottle at the dude’s head. Okay. Okay. This might work.

      Winter leaned into the food, the lemon taking the excessive burn from the spice.

      Basil didn’t eat nearly as much as she did, although he put a dent in the food with her, early on in the movie. A chunk was left to pick over through the rest of it, as she was accustomed to.

      “You are missing the movie.” Winter leaned back, tucking her legs around herself with a full glass of tequila in hand, and peered at him.

      “I’ve seen it before.”

      “And that means you’re going to watch me watch it?”

      His arm draped around the back of the couch, angling him toward her, his knee coming up to fill the gap behind her heel. Eventually, his fingers found the curls around her shoulders, shoving nerves into her lungs.

      As stupid as parts of the movie were, it ramped her up.

      Then, Basil would brush her skin and bring her back to reality. His eyes twinkled at her.

      Her cheek dipped to her knee. The couple on the TV were having a romantic moment, a scar featured. Did he have a lot of scars? Secret soldiers didn’t have epic battles, but that didn’t mean they didn’t get injured.

      “How long did you serve before you got your men?”

      “Fifteen years.”

      “That’s a long time to work alone.”

      “I wasn’t always alone.”

      She blinked at him slow. “Just most of the time.”

      Winter didn’t have enough control to be an assassin, although she had the surprise factor, she couldn’t act well enough like a lady to pull off sneaking under the radar. Most wouldn’t look twice at Basil. He didn’t seem threatening.

      Others were idiots.

      “You can be surrounded by people and still be alone,” she said.

      A sad smile. “How true.”

      The brush of his thumb across her cheek closed her eyes.

      She’d chosen to be by herself for so long.

      His touch circled down to her chin.

      “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “Like what? Your eyes are closed.”

      A heavy sigh rocketed through her, and Winter opened her eyes. “That look.”

      “What look?”

      “Like you want to kiss me.”

      “Is this better?”

      It wasn’t. “No.”

      His smile had her hiding her face, returning to the gunfire on screen.

      He retreated but not far, grabbing the bottle to refill their glasses.

      The tequila sat her straighter, but Basil stole her hand, bringing her chilled skin to his lips for a kiss—not the one he wanted. His thumb traced her pulse, and she knocked back her drink to drown out the feeling.

      “If I leave you my hand, will you watch the movie instead of me?”

      His fingers laced with hers, and when she glanced, his gaze settled on the TV.

      Her hand lifted to his mouth again.

      “Are you going to do that every time you think about kissing me?”

      “I wouldn’t have stopped.”

      Glued to the screen like she’d asked, it took a full minute of her focused attention to slide his gaze sideways at her.

      “You’re incorrigible.” 

      Another kiss to her knuckles was his only response.

      Exasperation sank her into the cushions, worsened by his soft laughter.

      The movie was good, but as soon as it ended, she packed up the leftovers and wished him a goodnight. Hardly twelve hours, and this alpha had her all comfortable and riled up at the same time.

      Winter needed her routine.

      Avoid.

      The next morning, Winter dressed for a hike. The weather was warm enough to make the trek up the mountain nice, and maybe, it would offer up some of the peace she’d been missing since this whole thing started.

      When she hit the door under the rear balcony, Basil appeared in military-issued PT garb—a gray tee and black track pants. 

      Pursing her mouth, she crossed her arms at him. “Hey.”

      He smiled. “Hey.”

      “Morning run?”

      “Thought about it.”

      A few beats passed before she caved. “Want to go for a hike? I’ll show you the boobytraps.”

      His lopsided grin told her this might not be so smart, and he held the door open for her.

      Man, she wanted gingerbread cookies. Winter paused with them both in the frame and enjoyed the way his chest expanded at their proximity. Pushing herself on, she piled her hair up in a band.

      This is such a bad idea.

      Basil let her lead, and she took the path that swung up the side of the mountain, the one that wrapped up to the peak. It would take an hour in wolf form and two or three as a human. 

      She made a quick pace up the incline, fast enough to discourage conversation. The first rest stop was a lookout and a nice spot to show off the defenses of the valley. Well, a few.

      Hands on his hips, he regained his breath, elbow tapping hers as they looked down at the mansion and the village beyond. She pointed, and he leaned closer to follow her finger.

      “See the small dugout east of the house?”

      He nodded, ear grazing hers before she took a step to the side.

      “A boobytrap went off there once before I was born and twice after.”

      “Looks like an explosion.”

      “Yup. Different kinds. It’s not activated currently. We have two others taking its place.”

      “Live?”

      “Maybe.”

      Breath even again, Winter nodded to the trail to avoid the tension swelling between them. “There’s water at the next stop.”

      She raced off before he could argue, but the wind caught the dark molasses and shoved it up to her in waves. He kept steady behind her, and she was glad until they took their second break and his scent overwhelmed her. The cove collected a small pond of water from the melting peaks.

      Winter bent to draw some in her palms and sipped from it, the cold refreshing after the exertion so far. She smoothed the remnants over her face and through her hair while Basil bent for his own drink. 

      No view here, except through the thick trees, so Winter walked in small circles to keep the proximity from creating too much intimacy.

      Sweat stuck the gray fabric to Basil’s chest, accentuating the taper of his shoulders to waist. Red highlighted his cheeks, and the filtered sun brightened the flash in his eyes.

      “One more, and we’ll reach the top. Ready?”

      He nodded, although his chest still pitched in small waves.

      The last stretch was the steepest, at times requiring them to use hand and footholds to get around rocks and ledges. Basil did well matching her steps. By the time they reached the peak, Winter was worn and hungry, so she flopped down on the dirt to relearn how to breathe. He stood next to her, no doubt taking in the view.

      For once, she watched him, the awe evident with how he consumed the landscape.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      “Magnificent.”

      Finally, Winter sat up to enjoy the sloping peaks and valleys of the mountains. Several breached the sky at higher altitudes than this one, but if you squinted real hard, you could see past the range to the fields, but they were blue through the atmosphere. 

      Basil sank down beside her.

      “I wish I’d brought snacks.” Winter’s stomach roared at the suggestion, and he laughed at her.

      “We can rummage something up on the way down.”

      “Oh, you saw a hidden diner on the way up, did you?”

      “Of a sort.” He seemed to have to drag his attention away from her to appreciate the view, but it returned to her without too much delay.

      She shook her head at him, but he tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, and emotion caught in her chest. How much she would have liked him without all of this added weight, without the pageantry of these alphas sweeping through her life. She might have chosen someone like him on her own. But she couldn’t predict her heart with all of this extra mess. It’d been twisted and wrenched already, and she couldn’t trust it.

      Man, she could use some tequila.

      Cold metal tapped her hand where it crossed on her knees—a flask.

      She opened it and took a swig, and the spirits burned all the way down.

      “You’re a fucking Boy Scout.”

      “I like to be prepared.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Winter did, too, but they were close to home, and she wasn’t worried about being deprived for a couple of hours. Passing back the flask brushed their fingers against each other’s.

      The exertion didn’t deflate the tension between them, it amplified it.

      Sighing, she traced the lines of the horizon and the shift between blues to greens to the rocks and dirt and trees surrounding her home.

      He took a drink and tapped her hand again with the metal. 

      Another long pull turned her away from the landscape.

      “You over the beauty of nature already?”

      “Not even close.” Yet, he stared at her. The implication shoved heat into her cheeks and neck.

      “Incorrigible.” Winter stood, stretching as another wake of hunger rippled through her. Cooled sweat stuck her shirt to her skin and made her shiver.

      “We’d better feed you before you grow hangry.”

      “Who says I get hangry?”

      “Your appetite does.”

      She tipped her head in defeat. “You’re not wrong.”

      Basil stood. “Shall I lead the way down?”

      “Can you?”

      Challenge lifted his brow. He took the flask she held out to him, shoving it in a pocket before beginning their descent. He veered off once or twice, but she waited. His pockets grew heavier.

      At the water, they both drank, and he passed her a collection of berries and nuts and a few spicy leaves.

      “The mushrooms and bulbs are better with fire.”

      Winter swerved into the brush and snapped a few dead pieces of wood and dry grass to build a mini oven.

      Basil’s mouth pursed in delight, and it pulled a smile out of her.

      “You didn’t feed me anything that’s going to make me hallucinate, did you?”

      “Just full of antioxidants.”
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      Her laughter hiccupped when his fingers grazed up the back of her arm. She bent to fan the coals and lay the skewered mushrooms to cook, pink bright on her skin. “How did you learn to forage?”

      Winter was skilled at redirection. 

      “A long assignment left me trapped and separated from my team. We were in the northern mountains, and I was fortunate enough to stumble on a family up there. They taught me how to identify berries, nuts, lettuces. The mushrooms were the tricky bits. Roots not as abundant.”

      Basil rotated the skewers on the coals.

      “I gave them a few tips to catch small game with more consistency. A snow storm kept me there for a week, and they were kind to me.”

      The eldest daughter had caught his eye, and he hers, but as sweet as her stolen kisses were in the cold, he didn’t take advantage of her. He was taught better. Had a sister. If he’d teach someone a lesson for the behavior, Basil couldn’t bring himself to do it. Most of the time.

      He wasn’t perfect.

      Doing all of those things to Winter crossed his mind.

      “Good,” she said.

      Her eyes promised him that he’d get to fulfill a few of those fantasies. Basil sucked in a long, slow breath to steady himself. Extracting the mushrooms from the coals, he pinched them to test their doneness and handed one to Winter.

      Her features danced, and she took a delicate bite. The most careful he’d seen her eat something. She pulled one bulb off and popped it in her mouth and gave him a pleasant smile. “I could survive on this.”

      That punched a laugh right out of him. “I like you, Winter.”

      And he enjoyed making her blush.

      The mushrooms disappeared into her mouth, and she stood and wiped her hands down her pants, reminding him of how closely they hugged her body.

      Basil took another minute with his snack, watching her walk in circles. He did like her, more than her beauty or skill or sarcasm or how easily he unnerved her. It was how each part of her played off the others.

      Stamping out the little oven, Basil gestured toward the path, glad she waited instead of abandoning him. He was, after all, challenged to lead her down, which was more difficult than the way up, but his training took over, and they made it to the first lookout spot for their last break.

      Sweat soaked them both, but he craved to pull her into him and to take the moment to enjoy this with her. Not that he didn’t in the ways he could, but the drive to kiss her consumed him.

      Winter let her hair loose, the wind catching it as she looked over her village—the valley nearly as beautiful as she. Gathering her curls up in her band, she blinked at him, the corner of her lip pinched in her teeth like she read his mind. She probably could. He wasn’t trying to disguise his thoughts.

      She told him that he was trouble without saying anything.

      “Last bit?”

      She agreed, and they raced down the easy incline in half the time.

      Winter took a few laps around the back clearing to cool off before she winked at him. “I’m going to take a long bath.”

      She knew exactly what she was doing because he wanted to follow her.

      His own shower was colder than he imagined hers was, especially since the image of her descending into the suds and lathering her skin plagued him.

      Abandoning his room, he went straight outside to occupy himself, collecting wood, setting traps, rummaging up a few vegetables from the hills and trees. A roaring fire blazed when Winter stepped out to join him.

      “What are you doing?”

      He shrugged. “Campfire. Want to help me check the traps?”

      Amusement sent her gaze across the land. “Yeah.”

      Four of the five were filled, and she easily detached them and carried the small animals without qualms. Winter sat with him on a fallen log and field dressed two squirrels with efficiency. 

      “That’s hot, you know.” 

      “What? That I can skin and gut an animal?”

      “Yes.” He readied the rabbits, and she let him tie the squirrels to the spit he’d rigged over the fire.

      “There’s something wrong with you.”

      “Because I like that you’re not the epitome of a lady?”

      Winter snorted.

      “I’m sure you can do those things, too. If you set your mind to it.”

      She shrugged. “Some of the things.”

      “Rotate it once every couple of minutes. I’ll be right back.”

      “Sure.”

      He left the fire in capable hands and went rummaging for something sweet: chocolate, graham crackers, and marshmallows, and her bottle of tequila. An open bottle of whiskey sat beside the fresh one he’d grabbed for her.

      Basil propped his stash between them, and she beamed—full on beamed at him, and it took everything not to tuck her against him.

      Winter lifted the tequila off the pile while he turned the vegetables in the bottom of the fire and rotated the spit before settling beside her again. The whiskey had sweet and salty undertones that had him smacking his lips.

      “That was a good batch,” she said.

      “One of yours?”

      Nodding, she gathered her hair around her far shoulder, elongating her neck as she drank from her bottle.

      “Why do you prefer tequila? And don’t just shrug at me.”

      Her soft laugh was a treat. “Habit, really. It affected me the fastest when I was younger, and it stuck. I like beer, too.”

      They shared drinks, and he rotated their catch. Once their juices ran clear, he handed one over and tossed her a few veggies to cool by her feet. The fire and descending sun brought him back to the barbeques after a fight without the murmuring of voices combating with the rumbling of the flames.

      Winter tossed the bones into embers and ate every bit of meat and veg he offered her. The sight of her licking her fingers clean seared into Basil’s memory. She laughed when she caught him staring.

      “Real ladylike, I know.”

      “Not what I was thinking.” He picked his bunny clean and offered her the last squirrel.

      “You just want to see me do that again.”

      “I have other means for that. You’re hungrier than I am.” He offered her the roast a second time and was glad when she took it. 

      The turnips and potatoes were crisp but soft. Wiping his hands clean on his jeans, Basil stood and gathered two more slender sticks, carved off the ends, and plopped two marshmallows on each. Propping them in the fire, he opened the graham crackers and chocolate and prepped the sandwiches.

      “Better burn mine.” Winter chewed the last bits of bunny, sucking on her digits with a small smile.

      Was she teasing him? She had to be. She wasn’t that deliberate last time.

      Basil swallowed hard, but he touched her marshmallows to the flames. “You know the carbon’s not good for you.”

      “Yup.” Bones tossed, Winter scooched closer, rubbing her hands together to wipe off the dirt as Basil smashed her s’more together.

      She smiled in gratitude, taking a giant bite as he assembled his own. The sugar burst warm on his tongue, and it was exactly what he’d been craving all day. Besides Winter, who was making a mess of herself, drawing out the gooey center and having to pinch it in her fingers as she swore.

      “I’ll make a note. No mozzarella sticks or extra cheese pizza for you.”

      That made her snort and lose the other half of her s’more.

      Basil swatted her hand when she reached for it. “Don’t you dare. I will make you another one.”

      A naughty smile brought her thumb to her mouth.

      She was teasing him. 

      He finished his own treat and set another two marshmallows above the fire.

      Winter swigged her tequila as he leaned back, knee catching hers, and she nudged him with her shoulder. She crept closer, or had that been him?

      Concocting a new s’more, he handed it over and waited.

      She knocked into him again, the string of molten sugar spreading.

      “What’s going on here? Pick a squirrel clean, but a s’more gets the best of you. Do you need a knife, sweetheart?”

      Basil caught the end of her treat when she almost lost it, pinching off the cord. Her laughter shook her hard against him, hand covering her mouth as she chewed past it. Winter swiped his hand away and took another giant bite with a trailing string. He cut it off with his knife before she could struggle, and that made her lose it again before she shoved the last bit in and held up her hands in playful victory.

      “Glad you got through that. Finally.” His face hurt from grinning, and he wiped his knife clean and sheathed it. “Might have to deconstruct it next time with you such a mess.”

      Her laugh hiccupped into giggles, which she drowned with tequila.

      Fuck was she beautiful. And not just the way the light hit her or how her hair framed her face or that she was lithe and dangerous. It was that childlike joy and unwavering embodiment of herself.

      Why hadn’t he ever been brave enough to approach her before?

      Basil tucked hair behind her ear again, and she tipped her face toward him, pressing his thumb and palm to her jaw. He leaned in, brushing his mouth over hers, delighted by the mint and rosemary that mingled on her.

      Winter’s lips parted, and he needed no further invitation, kissing her more firmly.
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      The tension that slowly built between them magnified when her hand twisted in his shirt, dragging him closer when he kissed her. A soft moan bubbled out of her, and she tipped into him, carefully keeping from crawling into his lap. As her grip inched into his hair, Basil wrapped an arm around her back.

      She dipped away to catch her breath, forehead to his, noses bumping. His thumb dipped down to her bottom lip.

      Winter bit him, and he kissed her again. This time, she settled into him, and the need changed into something softer, sweeter. Romantic. Gods, he tasted like cookies, and she was always hungry.

      Their legs splayed out beside them, tangling as they sank to the dirt in front of the log. His arms squeezed her so snugly like he was afraid she’d jump up and run away. Instead, instincts curled her further into him, discovering his layers—soft hair, stubble along his jaw, prominent Adam’s apple, and the tight muscle of shoulders and arms. 

      Basil riled her up and calmed her, and Winter didn’t want to pull away.

      But in a breather, she traced his lips and chin. Darkness widened around them, and she should flee. The intimacy matured. Borderline too much. Too consuming.

      Winter nibbled his mouth, rewarded with a jagged intake.

      “We should go inside.”

      The low smolder of the fire reflected in Basil’s silver eyes. “Why?”

      A long pull and press of lips twisted tension deep in her center. She needed to unravel herself from him, but it was hard. “Because we’re not silly teenagers at sleep-away camp.”

      Light laughter vibrated beneath her. “Is the famed female warrior too prissy to sleep under the stars with me?”

      “No.” She couldn’t sleep entwined with him. The thought squeezed her lungs with the fear of suffocation. Not fast enough in pushing it away shoved rigidity through her limbs. Winter squirmed, and Basil loosened his grip—a flash of disappointment before he schooled his features. 

      She sat upright. Maybe he was comforted that she didn’t run far, still within his grasp because she wanted to keep kissing him. 

      Basil skimmed her cheek, ear, throat, and she burned in the wake of his touch. Patient. Delicate.

      She closed her eyes against the emotion. It’s barely been a day and a half.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. As much as I want you to stay, I know you have to go.”

      His mouth brushed hers again, and a rough breath rocketed in her lungs.

      “Are you really going to sleep out here?”

      “I might,” Basil said against her mouth.

      A short laugh relaxed her rigid muscles in inches. “Boy Scout.”

      He laughed with her. “Maybe next time, you’ll join me.”

      “Maybe.”

      Another soft kiss, and she retreated.

      “Good night, sweetheart.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “Good night.”

      And she fled.
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      The smoldering embers of the fire glowed in the darkness, and the stars twinkled above. Whispers of a moon etched between them, reminding Basil that they’d just begun, but the taste and feel of her imprinted on him. He hadn’t wanted to give them up.

      Winter had intimacy issues. He’d known, but her blunt honesty and the way they’d fallen into an easy rapport had fooled him. Or maybe not.

      He expected too much too soon, but he wanted her against him.

      She circled his mind until he fell asleep propped on the log.

      When he woke, he was peering up at Winter, who held a mug of coffee out to him. “Boy Scout.”

      Then, she vanished.

      Basil scrubbed sleep from his eyes and sat up, slurping his liquid breakfast. He hadn’t actually meant to sleep out here.

      The coffee was good. Hot. Strong. Sweet.

      Oh, he should get up, workout, shower, and sleep.

      By the time his eyes uncrossed and the caffeine was almost gone, Winter appeared from within the woods, glistening and red. Her laughter hit him straight in the heart.

      “You didn’t wait for me.” 

      “Get your shit together, and I’ll kick your ass for the rest of the morning.”

      Basil got to his feet. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Calling me ma’am is synonymous with you not wanting to sleep with me.”

      That stumbled him a step, and he cocked his head to examine her. He certainly did, and she unquestionably knew it.

      “Then, sweetheart it is.”

      Winter rolled her eyes and stretched, the red slowly fading from her cheeks.

      Basil approached, slowly working the kinks out in his shoulders and neck.

      Sparing with bare hands was more invigorating than with staves. He didn’t pull his punches, so she didn’t either, and he relished in the feel of her under his hands. Fairly matched, she caught him a few more times because he distracted himself with the way she moved.

      When she’d properly beaten his ass, as she said she would, Basil recovered on the log, rubbing his face with his hand.

      Winter stood in front of him, close enough that he had to peer up at her. 

      “Can you make eggs?”

      Humor squeezed a small laugh from him. “I can.”

      “Good. I always burn them.” Winter pranced to the door like she’d not fought with him for the last hour. “But shower first.”

      Basil followed, weaving to his room for a long, hot shower that loosened his muscles. His stomach growled and brought him out of the daydream the heat produced. 

      Winter awaited him in the kitchen, clattering a lid over a pan with a frown.

      “I see one of your weaknesses.”

      She grunted. “Give me fire, and I’m fine.”

      “Typically my point of view, too.” Basil walked around the counter and hip-bumped her from in front of the burners. “You can beat the eggs, right? While I check on whatever you’ve got going here.”

      “It’s bacon.” She cracked an egg into a bowl and glowered at the pan.

      He lifted the cover and shook his head. “I hope you don’t mind it crispy.”

      “Burnt. Yeah. Used to it.” Another five eggs followed the first into the bowl, and she beat them furiously. “I’ll make toast. I can handle that.”

      “Do you have jam?”

      Slow blinks with long lashes stopped him. “Probably. You have a sweet tooth I’ve noticed.”

      “I run better on sugar. You, on the other hand, get a little goofy on the stuff.”

      Winter scowled, but the bag of bread in her hand ruined the effect.

      Breakfast was easy and quiet. Neither of them seemed to have the energy or practice for filling space with words. Basil, however, couldn’t keep himself from touching her. Always small, but somehow, necessary.

      Before she ran away again, Winter’s fingers crawled into the collar of his shirt. Desire ignited in his chest, and she dangled her mouth in front of him. He snapped it up without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her. Exhilarating and slow, he could kiss her without end. Sweet, soft moans ate him up inside.

      Her body pressed into him, and he wanted to keep her there.

      Teeth sunk in his lower lip, halting them, and she left him hot and cold when she slipped from his grasp. Winking, she backed out of the room, and he wallowed on her couch.
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      The night’s sleep didn’t deter the strange comfort Winter felt when she’d cuddled up in Basil’s arms. And that kiss confirmed it. This wasn’t good.

      Get a hold of yourself, damn it.

      How he kept touching her, stealing brushes of skin or clearing hair from her eyes. And the obvious ache of his wanting to kiss her. Too much.

      Without the heat to fuel her need, it all felt too personal. She made herself hide, even though she didn’t want to. Diving into her mother’s notebook, she curled up on the small couch in front of a window, her father’s desk and chair still intimidating. It needed dusted.

      Reyes notes helped her learn more about the land around her home, the places her mother seeded wild strains of edible plants to promote animal traffic. Some passages explained properties and cultivation processes for her own applications.

      Mom wasn’t a medicine woman, like Zara, but she dabbled in so many hobbies, knew so many tricks, and about how to interact with other clans and cultures; she knew a little bit of everything. No matter how much Winter read, she didn’t know much about people or empathy or how to run a kingdom and a family.

      Winter didn’t want to be chief. Had never wanted it.

      Sometimes, she thought of having a family and what that might be like.

      “Why don’t you sit at the desk to study?” Basil leaned in the doorway to the office, hands in his pockets.

      She shook her head. “Doesn’t feel like mine yet.”

      “Could use dusting.”

      Snorting, Winter buried her head in her hand.

      “Won’t feel like yours until you make a habit of sitting in it you know.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t tend to linger in your room, either.”

      She shrugged. 

      “Doesn’t feel like yours either?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Basil sank into the seat at her feet, tipping the book into her knees. “Your mother’s?”

      “Yeah.” Fingers tracing her markings. “It’s like I never knew her. Not really.”

      “It’s hard to know our parents the way they truly were or are. They instruct you and mold you and punish you and love you, but they’re not meant to be your friend.”

      “Not until we’re old that is.”

      Sadness crinkled his eyes, and he lifted her knuckles to his mouth.

      “Amarok is my father, but maybe since it’s just been us for so long, we’re more than that. Don’t get me wrong. He’s not my friend, but he is my confidant as much as he’s my father.” Winter traced the line of Basil’s jaw. “I know it’s not the same for you, from what you’ve said, but as many times as he and I have fought over the decades, I feel like I know most of him.”

      “And he knows most of you?”

      “He knows me better than anyone else does.”

      “Do you two talk about, well, us?” Those blue eyes shone with mirth and bewilderment.

      Winter smiled. “Yes. In varying details.”

      Basil laughed and shook his head, catching her hand against his chest. He was warm. “I can’t imagine doing that at all.”

      “I’ve been told I’m a bit blunt. I get it from him.”

      “I’m sure you do.” 

      Did he wonder what she’d turned out like if her mother hadn’t died?

      He tucked her hair behind her ear. “Are you learning anything about her?”

      Winter’s mouth pinched. “Not really. These are notes about her plants.”

      “Like the collection downstairs.”

      “Yeah. It grows a little bit every cycle. I’m trying. When I was young, the sunroom was filled with them.”

      “I heard she was a woman of many talents.”

      Heartbreak made her smile again. “She was.”

      “Which screams of your potential.” Basil saw something in Winter that she couldn’t read on him—used to being imagined in every which way.

      “Why do you look at me like that?”

      “Why do you keep asking me that?”

      “Because no one’s ever looked at me like that before.”

      “Like what? You can’t be talking about my wanting to kiss you.”

      “No. That’s a constant. It’s—” Winter sighed, stupid and insecure. “Like I’m more than I am.”

      “And what is more than you are?”

      Exasperated, she reclined, bouncing on the cushion behind her and examining the white speckled ceiling.

      The book closed and disappeared from her lap, and Basil crawled between her knees, but he didn’t press down into her. Instead, he became a barrier from the outside world, and it became just the two of them, which was silly, they were in isolation together. 

      “Tell me,” he said.

      “Like. Like I’m more than a barely contained frenzy. Like I’m more than a ruthless warrior. More than the chief’s daughter. More than an alpha female. More than the brat who lost her mom when she was young, so now, people just give into her whims. Which is lonely.”

      “Only because you make it that way.”

      Silver blue reminded her of her namesake, a deceptive season, but Basil saw more to her than she was, like how winter could generate heat as much as cold, how it was needed to create rebirth in the spring.

      “I don’t get along with others easily.”

      “You’re doing fine with me.”

      Winter rolled her eyes, almost saying, You’re different.

      She struggled to accept each of the other four males in her life. Hadn’t wanted to at first. They’d all grown on her in their own ways.

      “What else?”

      “I can never be like my mom.” Tears pricked the backs of her eyes, and she blinked them away.

      “Do you want to be like your mom?”

      Another sigh had Winter’s hand running across Basil’s chest. “Yes and no. That’s not the point. I should be more like her.”

      “Why?”

      “Are you turning into my therapist?” Her palms ran down his ribs to his waist.

      “Not even close.”

      A laugh huffed out of her. “I don’t think I’ll make a good mother. I never wanted to be a leader. I’ve only ever wanted to fight.”

      “Always wanted to be the dangerous beauty that you are.”

      Her mouth twitched. Why did he think her weaknesses were so lovely?

      “Especially when you’re trying not to be.”

      “So I am told.”

      Heat ran up her neck and into her ears and cheeks, and he finally returned her touch, the softest brush along her throat.
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      Basil reveled in making Winter blush. Not particularly charming or good looking, the way she reacted to him made him feel that way. Everything he’d endured had put him here with her, made this moment possible, and she seemed so comfortable under him. He could hardly believe it.

      “Keep going,” he said.

      Naughty teasing twinkled in her gaze, and she yanked his shirt from his jeans, hand pressing along his sides to sear him with the need he’d been working so hard to keep at bay.

      “I meant about motherhood.”

      Her nails blazed a trail over his skin. “I can multitask.”

      Basil’s nose dipped against hers, and her mouth parted for him. “No, you can’t.”

      Her laughter tormented him. “I never thought I’d be a mom.”

      He gave her more space. “Never?”

      Winter shook her head. “Only ever wanted to be in charge of myself. Kids are a lot of responsibility.”

      “As much as running a nation, I suppose. They both seem like jobs you have to figure out as you go.”

      “That’s not confidence boosting.”

      “What exactly do you think you can do to prepare for them?”

      Winter’s mouth opened, worked, and closed again, and she pinned him with her accusatory stare.

      “I think instead, you should focus on what kind of leader you want to be, and let the rest fall into place.” Basil tucked her hair behind her ear. “You’re smart. I have no doubt that once you know what you want, you’ll forge your own path to it.”

      She sighed, and her hands worked to distract him. “What kind of father do you want to be?”

      He dipped to pinch her lobe between his teeth. Her gasp delectable. “That’s easy. I want to raise independent thinkers, not autonomous soldiers. And I want to support them and have fun with them.”

      The opposite of what his father had been to him.

      “And you would do the same with your people?”

      “Yes. Although there is something to be said for discipline.”

      “Uh huh.” Her nails reappeared as his face sank lower, under her jaw. Winter’s soft moan was an enticing reward.

      Kissing the hollow of her throat tipped her head back into the pillows, and Basil craved dropping and pressing every bit of her into him.

      “You’ll need someone to balance you out, to challenge and encourage you.” He didn’t know if that was him, but he wanted it to be.

      Winter’s grip made its way into his hair. “You’re right. I can’t multitask.”

      Her kiss seared through him, and he finally fell into her. Legs wrapping around his waist, she clung to him, the fire fanning between them. When her teeth pinched his lip, he sucked in hard. Gods, he’d wanted her for so long. But he wanted it slow as much as he sought to dive into her and never come up for air.

      Leveraging harder against Winter elicited her sweet moan, and she encouraged him with her heels low in his back. Muscles tensed, he didn’t give in.

      Coming up for a breath, he traced his thumb over her cheek. “Gods, Winter.”

      A husky giggle lit her up from the inside, and her hands dropped between them, teasing him.

      He stole another kiss, slowing down, savoring her whimper.

      “How do you do that?” She asked against his mouth.

      “Do what?”

      But she shook her head and retreated into herself.

      He didn’t want her to go.
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      For a week, Basil made Winter fires, told her stories, asked her thought-provoking questions, and wrapped himself around her. As heated as she could get, he never let her go too fast, something she rather liked about him. Yes, he wanted to sleep with her. That was hard to hide, but he seemed to care more about being near her.

      He had a nice, complex mind, too, and a hell of an understanding about governing people with love and logic and loyalty. The stories of his men, his soldiers, and their transformations into an efficient unit made Winter rethink the way she’d always rampaged on her own—or with Newt. More than anything, Basil touched her constantly.

      When she found him in her room, he didn’t seem worried about her anger.

      “I didn’t imagine you having issues with boundaries.” Irked, her fists clenched at her sides.

      “You are living out of your duffle bag. It’s May.” He noted the aggression because his hands clasped behind his back, at rest. Basil pointedly looked into the opened closet. 

      It was filled with her mother’s things—clothes, shoes, jewelry, make-up, and other personal items her father thought she might want one day. Winter avoided it, so she dove into the anger, the violation of his opening it, instead of the shattering loss festering in her heart.

      “You cannot live this way, Winter.” 

      “Do not tell me what to do.” Fury seethed in her throat, the rough edges of her voice sharper.

      Basil pivoted, not deterred. “I am telling you. And you know it’s not healthy.”

      Winter’s gaze wavered behind his calm face to see the bright colors of her clothes, so many pieces she could place her mother in around the house, for different seasons and events, and tears clouded her vision.

      Pain wrenched so deep that it made her lash out.

      Basil caught her, spun her, clamped her arms around herself, and squeezed with his own. He swung with her fight, his mouth at her ear as her feet kicked. “I know. I know.”

      His grip tightened, and she couldn’t breathe. The flash of rage left her so empty, and the overflowing grief splashed down her cheeks.

      “I know.”

      Winter hung in his arms, sobbing. They both sank to the floor, but he didn’t let her go an inch. Her mother haunted her for decades. It was why she had to get out of this house. Why she cut down so many who threatened her home. Why she would never let herself get close to someone.

      A flash of blood threw Winter’s shoulders forward. It seeped across the carpet like a tentacle reaching to grab her foot. Coppery hair peeked through the door frame, but something pulled Winter back before she saw her mother’s body.

      “I know.”

      The image lasted: the coppery hair and the blood.

      Pain rocketed her back to the present; his hands rubbed her arms and back, smoothed loose strands from her face.

      Silvery blue eyes came into focus. A trail of blood was jarring on Basil’s face, a straight line from his nose and busted lip. Winter touched it, and he flinched.

      “You have a hell of a headbutt.”

      A smile flickered across her numb frown. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s nothing that’s going to scar, sweetheart.”

      She swallowed hard, and the closet came into view again behind him. 

      “Why don’t you pick something out to wear tonight, and I’ll go clean myself up.”

      “You should let me—”

      “You’re not my mom, and not my maid, remember?”

      “Right.” Her thumb dipped across his chin, avoiding the injuries. “But you should let me anyway.”

      Basil laid a whisper of a kiss on her and pressed their foreheads together.

      “Pick something to wear and meet me at the rear deck. I have a surprise for you.”

      That twinge of pain reverberated, but it was laced with the affection she’d avoided.

      “Now, behave yourself.” His half smile pulled one on the edges of her mouth, and he left her to do as he’d said. Unfathomable. She wanted to listen.

      It took too many minutes to stand in front of her mother’s things. Took longer to touch the fabric. Many of them were extravagant and embroidered and made with rich material she did not feel comfortable in nor wanted to wear for the foreseeable future.

      A burgundy number with a sweetheart neck, lace sleeves, and a solid collar spoke to her. She’d only seen her mother in it once for an early Fall party out in the village. The fabric disappeared under her coppery curls but showcased her pale skin and made her look like a young queen.

      They didn’t have queens, but she’d been the next best thing.

      The dress fit Winter and didn’t feel too odd, but the change in the mirror concerned her. A child playing dress up in her mother’s clothes. Winter wasn’t a queen, her matted and frizzy hair half free of her band. The sleeves cinched her bicep and chest tightly.

      A warrior in a skirt. Ridiculous.

      Fingers mussed her hair free of its restraints. A few passes piled the curls on her left, and it was the best she could manage. No jewelry. No make up. No fuss.

      The dress was already a lot.

      And she skipped the shoes, fighting the overwhelm when she passed the closet and left to find Basil.

      The door to the rear balcony stood open, and a mild chill floated into the hall. Sun kissing the tops of the trees, bright colors and games were set up around the semicircle. Basil stood in a crisp blue shirt that played with his eyes and dark gray slacks. His features rounded before he grinned against the gash in his lip.

      She bit hers, insecure like she’d been as a teen, following her father around to meet with his people. Her bare toes curled over the wood, and Basil held his hand out to her.

      When she gave him hers, he reeled her in and whispered, “You look stunning.”

      She was close enough to kiss him, so she did.

      Nutmeg and molasses coated her senses, and an arm pulled her against him.

      Their breaths mingled as Basil touched Winter. He reminded her of a sculptor, tracing her skin like he would immortalize it in stone.

      “Are you ready for a little fun?”

      A nod made him retreat but not far, showing off the mini-carnival games not only on the balcony but beneath, too. The wood was set up for a fire. It reminded her of the parties where she ran around in poofy dresses, which she caked in mud while beating the boys at darts and knocking down bottles and shooting metal ducks with a BB gun. 

      “There are snacks dispersed around.” Basil’s pride was well placed.

      Giddiness sent her to the first game, small jars on a blue cloth. Some held wrapped little candies, and she tossed pebbles in to win the treats. They took turns, winning and retrieving various chocolates and caramels. Winter ate her first and fed her second to Basil, thumb dipping along his lip and tightening tension in her center.

      When he got a barrel-shaped one, he unwrapped it and held it out for her. “This one’s meant for you.”

      Biting into it squirted thick liquid across the back of her tongue, and the taste of tequila mixed with the chocolate. She fought her smile to chew. Then, she leaned into Basil and kissed him again, slow to explore the emotions she was prone to batting away.

      He moaned into her mouth when she twisted his hair in her grip and pressed closer, kissing him for long, long minutes.

      “Oh, you’re in for it tonight,” she said into his ear before nipping his skin. Her hand taking his, she tugged him to the next game. Finally, that hunger he’d been hiding surfaced in full.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Gods, Winter. The ghost of her mouth lingered, and her fingers twirled with his whenever they moved between stations. Fiercely competitive, the way she attacked every new obstacle mixed with that sweetness peeking through the emotional rush.

      And she littered him with kisses, body pressed to his, making him promises that sank their claws into his heart. Basil wanted so much more than slipping between her thighs, needing to wrap himself up in her scent and just be against her.

      Winter’s nails dug into the back of his neck, having lost the last round of a toss game by a mere point. She seemed to appreciate that he didn’t let her win, but she didn’t like to lose. Neither did he, and they were so evenly matched.

      The games were fun, but his favorite bit was setting barbequed chicken, sausages, and hotdogs in the fire and gathering her in his lap as the food heated through. Her mouth tortured him slowly, and he felt like a teen again, holding onto her waist as her thighs pressed into his. Basil had no hopes of stilling the gyration of her hips—not with the moon creeping to full and his absolute longing for her. So much less separated them.

      “You’re going to be the end of me.” Basil sought her skin, bare legs free under the skirt. Gods, the heat of her.

      She dropped a naughty smile on him and ground her hips. “It’s too bad I’m actually hungry.”

      He laughed through a moan. “No. I like how you torture me.”

      This was what he’d imagined for a long time, and it was so much more than he could have fathomed. He wanted to keep her. Keep this as the rest of his life.

      “Just wait until I’m out of this dress.”

      He shoved her hips down into his and won a groan. A button popped open on his shirt, and another, and her hands spread across his chest. Mouth teasing his, she crawled off of him and checked the chicken, skirt short enough to give him a peek at her cheeks and panties. His cock jumped against his slacks. 

      Mischief glittered when she looked back at him, a finger stuck in her mouth after poking at their dinner. She knelt beside him, sliding sideways onto lap again, and his arms wrapped around her automatically. Her face tucked into his throat, her nails dancing along his collarbone. All he could do was close his eyes to the sensation.

      Over too soon, she extracted herself, hunger shifting. The food was ready, and the sight of their dinner slipping between her lips kept him from thinking straight. Her homebrews cut the fat in his mouth, and she devoured more than half of the meat, on her feet, swaying because eating made her that happy. Her lips kissed the beer bottle in her left as she polished off the sixth burnt sausage.

      Sways halting, Winter found him with her gaze, redirected. Her steps confident and slow, her power vibrated off her in waves. Oh so much like she chose her prey to trap, like she might have chosen him after a battle. She crouched in front of him, knees squeezing his ribs, her mouth made one simple demand: take me.

      Fuck yes, sweetheart. I can do that.

      Yanking her down to him bred more aggression in her responses, and his shirt spread wide, button and fly of his slacks separated, and her mint and rosemary overrode everything else.

      The delicate clasp at the back of her neck unlatched, and the collar parted from her throat, short sleeves peeling free to reveal the rough, thin scar across the base of her neck. He’d been in that battle, sent two of his men to help get her and her buddy to safety.

      She didn’t allow him to linger on it, hand wrapping around his cock.

      Endless patience kept him from tearing the dress off her. Instead, he dragged the zipper down, gathered the fabric up in both hands, and worked it up her body and over her head. 

      Basil paused at the sight of her bare.

      Twisting her under him, he practically ripped his shirt free as she worked off his pants.

      Lowering himself over her, he took care to caress every new bit he had access to, gathering a full, round breast in his hand and plucking at her nipple. Gods, the arch of her back and delicate moan made his blood throb. 

      Finally, her panties slid free, and she rubbed herself over him. Fuck, she was so wet, coating him and trying to catch his head to slide him inside of her.

      Basil teased her for a few more beats before his hips shifted, and he glided home.

      Their moans mingled on their tongues, and her knees drew high around his ribs, angling for harder thrusts in smaller moves.

      He wanted to slow down and couldn’t. He needed to make her come as soon as possible.

      Knees locked in his grip, the small bit of extra leverage coerced a cry from her that made him relentless.

      Winter grabbed ahold of his shoulders, the back of his neck, his hair, and she lifted to kiss him, to fan her sweet notes of pleasure across his mouth. Each one tingled across his spine and hooked into him when she crashed. Thighs shaking sweetly against his ribs, Basil scooped her up in his arms, sucking in her gasps. He slowed. He didn’t just want to fuck.

      He needed her to know how exceptional she was. To feel how easily he could disappear into her. How wrapped up his heart already was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Whimpering under Basil, his delicate attention to her throat and collarbone had her squirming. Wavering strength clung her to him, and the slow beat of his hips sank her into the comfort of a different universe.

      His name slipped from her mouth, and tension rippled through him. 

      He retreated enough to look at her, and it shattered a barrier. 

      Her hands shook as she caressed his lip, where the split was almost healed. Winter said his name again.

      Something changed between them, pleasure tightening its stranglehold. 

      Basil kissed her fingers when her hips took up their own beat, a groan pinching with his teeth.

      Mouths colliding, their moans mixed. He held Winter in place, devouring her.

      Who knew slow could be both sweet and painful? Need rebounded, and the frenzy between them refused to match the tempo of their thrusts, shoving her straight past another climax to this hazy place that would only settle once she’d brought him with her.

      Nails beckoned him, blazing a trail down his back.

      “Fuck, Winter.” His forehead dropped to hers, hips bucking softly.

      Ankles locked around his waist, she held onto him as he came, delighted in the way it stole his breath and pinched his brows. 

      When he was with her again, he leaned his weight on an elbow as he smoothed her hair from her forehead, memorizing her face. Why did he always look at her like that?

      “I’m glad I already know you can keep up with me because I’m nowhere near done with you yet.”

      His laughter filled her up.

      Rolling around by the campfire was dirty and sweet, and Basil had stashed blankets for them, which they made a mess of before settling.

      But when the sex haze pushed her to sleep tangled in his limbs, those missing barriers let nightmares through.

      An unruly and mouthy youth barreling into puberty raged across the house, her arrow notched to her bow string as she sprang across the top floor, pausing at the corners the way her father had taught her.

      Coast clear, but her heart thudded too deafeningly in the silence.

      Those screams had been so loud, waking her from some childish fantasy battle in her sleep. Winter’s nightgown scratched against her elbows and knees as she made slow steps to her parents’ bedroom—the door open and the early morning light otherworldly.

      She swung wide in case someone stood inside, but her feet faltered when the red reached across the carpet toward her. Her mother’s coppery hair darkened at the ends as the tentacle spread.

      A monster. It consumed her mom.

      Winter pulled the bow string taut, cord shaking across her nose and lip as she aimed, but a hand grabbed around her waist, hauling her back and shoving her into a spare bedroom.

      Amarok’s young and stony face appeared, and he told her to be quiet and still. To wait until he returned for her. He left her armed and aimed at the door, muscles clenched so hard that she almost let the arrow lose when he opened the door an hour later.

      Battle dirty, blood oozed from his center where his hand covered it.

      When he sank to the floor, she leapt over him to run for help. For her mother.

      Coppery hair still glinted in the sun, but her pale skin had gone blue, green eyes dull, and Winter dropped to her knees, shaking her and screaming her name.

      Winter shot upright, the scream howling through her lungs.

      Arms tightened around her, and she fought until the night sky, the smoldering logs, and Basil’s face registered.

      Hiccupping sobs coursed through her, and she shook uncontrollably.

      Basil wrapped her up in the blanket and held onto her.

      It was just a dream. You’re okay. It was just a dream.

      Was that his voice or one in her head?

      “But it wasn’t just a dream.”

      Her mother stayed dead. Her father poisoned.

      She was an orphan waiting to happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Basil’s heart broke with Winter’s. Her sobs etched into his soul.

      He’d pushed her to face her grief, to deal with it so she could let others close.

      Unfortunately, after she fell asleep in his arms again, he woke up without her there.

      And now, she’d crawled back into herself.

      He met her at the front door when a package was delivered. Her hands on her hips, she hadn’t expected whatever it was, but her smile gave him a glimmer of hope.

      “Remember when I said I was working on my collection?” Winter lifted one long box and scooped up the paper bag. “Grab the other?”

      Basil grabbed the second box and followed her to the sunroom. She unpacked two planter containers and a white gladiolus—a series of five buds ready to bloom. Caressing the closed petals, Winter plucked the note from the pot and smiled again, then she flicked it out toward him.

      “You want to know. You can.”

      He took the card and flipped it open.

      You looked like you needed more space for your plants.

      White gladiolus: strength & integrity.

      ~Echo Reyes

      The previous alpha, one that he knew by name. No confessions or signs of love and admiration. Basil handed the sentiment back to her, and the pink in her cheeks made him purse his lips.

      “You looked jealous.”

      Taking a deep breath, he met those woodsy green eyes. “I don’t expect it to end any time soon. They mean beauty, too.”

      Her lip pinched between her teeth, the pink blossoming along her throat, highlighting the pale scar across the bottom. She wore another of her mother’s things—a near backless top that dipped low enough in front to reveal it. Winter also scooped her hair to the side, drawing his attention to the long curve of her neck and ear and cheek. It called to him in so many ways.

      “I need to give this some food and water and check my mother’s notes.”

      She left him examining the other plants and flowers and seeing other notes that he’d rather not read. The muscles in her back flexed as she moved, and he couldn’t imagine another female looking quite so breathtakingly strong. Their whole world should see her like this. She’d inspire so many of their people. All she had to do was show up.

      Flipping through pages, she tapped the book and mixed some ingredients into a small watering can. Loping out of the room, the faucet ran in a nearby bathroom, and she sauntered back in, swirling it. 

      “Do you have a favorite flower?” Not very subtle, Basil.

      A grin flashed as she poured. “Those little white ones in the fields. Sometimes, they’re pink at the bottom. I used to suck the nectar out when I was young. Did the same before battles.”

      White clover. They littered the land behind his home in the spring.

      “I know them.”

      “Do you have a favorite flower?” Innocent curiosity blinked at him.

      Basil brushed the small of her back, and she shivered. “Roses. They’re versatile—life, romance, and death. Fragile yet sharp.”

      And every time he looked at one now, he would see Winter.

      Tracing the curve of her spine sent a shiver through her, so he reached around to pull her against him. Mouth whispering over hers, Basil no longer made the weak fight of keeping his own heart safe. 

      He aimed for hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Basil was cute when he was jealous. No need to be over Reyes, but she didn’t want to dig into who he should be envious of. Besides, Winter had no means of predicting what would happen. She hadn’t expected Basil. 

      What did she really know about men? Or herself?

      Still, she was glad he was here, if only to look at her like that.

      When did that change?

      Before they’d slept together.

      Mmm, his touch traipsed up her bare skin, shooting heat down to her very center, and she curled her fingers into his hair when he pulled her close.

      But he teased, brushing his lips across hers. 

      Winter coaxed him down, and his kiss was slow, agonizing.

      Emotion swirled, tightening, breaking her open.

      She struggled to breathe, clutching him.

      He resisted the heat simmering between them, yet Winter pressed into him harder to let it burn. It was his moan that broke their kiss, but that didn’t ease the tremors. He held on, hands soothing.

      What was he doing to her?

      A few more kisses, and she felt like Venus with the way relearned every detail of her face.

      “Come help me train.” Basil rocked her back a step.

      “You may be the only person who trains more than I do.”

      “I still have to go back to a war after this.” His nose brushed hers, but his words hurt a little. “Let’s go ensure I make it.”

      Fear pierced her, even though he was more than capable.

      So many who she’d seen fall were beyond capable.

      A loose piece of armor chinked around her, and she stepped out of his grip. “Don’t rub it in.”

      Training couldn’t erase the new rawness that permeated every cell of her body.

      What kind of leader did she want to be? What kind of mother? Partner?

      The questions were too huge, but every interaction with Basil made Winter want the answers.

      They didn’t come, so she threw herself into testing Basil. Even if he wasn’t the one, he couldn’t die out there.

      He grabbed her staff, dropped his own, and jarred her out of attack mode. “Hey.”

      Winter blinked at him, breathing hard, the universe whirling inside.

      The staves clattered as hers fell, and Basil’s hands cupped her face. “Hey.”

      Shattering, Winter yanked him into a kiss, pouring her existence into him. She needed him free of his clothes, tearing them over his head. His skin seared her hands and her belly as her shirt peeled away.

      Whirring frenzy shed their pants, and he had her hidden under the deck, bare back pressed to the cold brick, hips squeezed in his nimble fingers, core throbbing as he impaled her. She swore he’d eat her alive, consume every bit of her. All she could do was hold on.

      Basil groaned against her, swearing as he kissed down her throat. Teeth pinched her pulse, and she used her leverage to take advantage of him. His bite sank deeper, and he pumped his hips harder, tossing her close to an orgasm. And she hovered there for so long, clung to him, whimpering. When Winter finally crashed, Basil easily came with her.

      They sank to the dirt, entwined for a few heartbeats before she rolled him over and straddled his hips. Wouldn’t take much to have him raring to go again, so Winter leaned down and laid the sweetest kiss on him before starting a new rhythm that had him twitching under her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter was a magnificent lover, physical and demanding but responsive. Everything and nothing like he’d imagined. Somehow, she was all the versions of herself in waves. And he loved each one of them.

      He sank into her with every movement and kiss, and they’d made it to Basil’s bed before she fell asleep. Tangled up with him, he never wanted to let her go, and her limbs remained entwined with his when he woke up. She snored softly, breath swirling against his chest, and the rosemary and mint of her filled that space between them.

      Nerve caught in his throat, and he whispered the words into her hair. “I love you, Winter Jarl.”

      Her murmurs tightened his grip, and her nails sank into his flanks as she squirmed.

      Slowly, she struggled herself awake, and her body calmed before her hands spread down his skin, nuzzling in closer. She’d unlatch herself soon, but the longer Winter lingered, the more his hopes rose.

      Her face tipped toward his, and those bright fields blinked up at him. She painted herself all over his world.

      Basil leaned down to kiss her, and her soft moan shot need into his guts.

      Oh, don’t tempt me this early, Winter.

      Her knee and thigh curled over his hip, and he fell into her. The heat of her coiled around him, and Basil never felt so depraved, taking advantage when she left him an opening. But she pressed herself over him and moaned louder. 

      How was he expected to resist her?

      Hiking her knees higher won him a weak cry.

      Fuck, Winter. I don’t want to leave you.

      Basil scooped her into his arms and let his restrained thrusts keep her whimpering. Anything to keep the yearning beaming up at him.

      It didn’t last, her body urging him to end them both. Hard, accentuated taps against her womb tightened her around him, and he didn’t relent even when her thighs started shaking. Winter’s nails sliced down his back, coming and taking him with her.

      But he ground against the bliss until she swore, and the sensitivity broke him.

      Ankles locked around his hips settled him over her, face in her throat, the sweetness of her skin under his mouth, his hands, until she squirmed again.

      And her stomach growled.

      Winter laughed. “I could use some food and coffee. Will you make the eggs?”

      Her touch traced his throat, shoulders, and chest as he hovered over her, the familiarity of it branding him. 

      “I will.”

      Her smile broke the world open under him, and he couldn’t help but grin down at her. She lifted to kiss him and rolled out of his bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Days tangled together the same way Basil seemed to tangle himself up in her. They fell into a routine: morning sex, breakfast, training, a shower together, more sex, more food, cuddling, afternoons of exploring the trees or laying on the couch, and fires at night. He told her so many stories about his life, his family, his men, and he goaded a few out of her about battles and her childhood.

      Winter swore in the hazes between reality and dreams that he whispered his love for her. The affection settled in layers around them, and although she’d not been certain at first, those words found their way silently between the spaces of their breath when he looked at her.

      After North, she’d promised herself not to say them, not until she’d gotten through this.

      A big part of Winter didn’t want Basil to go, so when he packed his bags after their shower together, he had to catch her before she fled.

      “It won’t take long. Just wait.”

      Fight opened her mouth, but he kissed her, leaning her against the door until her hands twisted in his shirt. They’d become inseparable, and she was going to miss him.

      Emotion tightened around them as his mouth lifted from hers, his fingers brushing the apple of her cheek. “Stay and talk to me.”

      Winter’s grip uncurled from his shirt, flattening down his back and pressing the line of their bodies together.

      “Please.”

      That broke her, and she nodded, slipping past him to curl up on his bed and watch as he folded his clothes, focusing on his movements rather than what they meant. 

      “I’ve always hated unpacking my bag. Anywhere. I kept few clothes and things with me.”

      Basil paused to meet her gaze. Lovely and big silver blue eyes.

      “I hated the chore the most, worse than sewing. Sitting still is…”

      “Difficult.”

      “Yes.” Winter grinned. “It’s difficult for me. Unless, I’m reading, but even then…”

      “You tap your feet.”

      Winter turned onto her stomach and peeked up at him. “Sometimes, I don’t fold my clothes, they just stay in piles of clean and dirty. Or they get hung up if they’re important.”

      “You’ll need to hire a maid for this place and your clothes when you take over.”

      “And my food.” Her head dropped. She was so ill-equipped to run everything.

      Basil smiled at her, teasing.

      “You know how bad it is for me to be chief, right?”

      “You’re perfect for chieftain.” He crouched to her level, tucking her hair behind her ear. “You’ll realize it at some point.”

      Feet bounced up and down on the edge of the bed, wanting to run from the responsibility. 

      Basil lifted her knuckles to his mouth. “When it’s real, you’ll perform.”

      “Gods, you sound like my father.” She flopped onto her back again, exasperated as he laughed.

      “You’ll have to stop complimenting me.”

      The zip of his bag sat her up, breath wavering with grief.

      Hands encased her shoulders and pulled her forward. “All done. Come on.”

      He coaxed Winter to her feet, leading her out the door, his bag slung over his shoulder.

      She hated this part as much as she hated their initial invasion.

      When did she become such a softy?

      “You’re not soft. You’re normal.”

      Winter punched him, and he laughed again. “Stop reading my mind.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      He steered her away from the kitchen and her tequila, which she’d leaned on less, and escorted her outside. They walked down the path to the bend, where Winter hesitated.

      Basil’s bag thudded to the dirt, and he gathered her up against him, hand in her hair and mouth to her forehead.

      “My gods, Winter.”

      Gingerbread cookies drowned out the floral scent of spring. Basil made her wish for winter and the solstice and the little frosted houses her mother used to bake. 

      She drew him closer, down to her mouth for a taste. If she had only a little time left, she wanted to spend it kissing him. 

      Basil could make the world disappear when he kissed her slow. Absolute torment.

      A watch beeped on him and silenced, and he retreated a few inches.

      “Fuck, you’re going to haunt me for the rest of my life.” Another kiss shoved air into her lungs. “You don’t know how hard you make it not to love you.”

      The caress burned, but cold breached the space between them.

      “Don’t clam back up when I’m gone.”

      Hand shaking, she brushed his lip with her thumb, and she nodded.

      “Now, go on and talk about me to your father, huh?”

      One last, lingering kiss. A goodbye, and Basil lifted his bag and backed around the corner, blowing her a kiss before the incline took his attention away. He peeked over his shoulder once more before the path curved again, and Winter reluctantly made her way down to Zara’s back door.

      Heart heavy and full but empty, too, she knocked.

      “Hey, baby.”

      “Hi, Dad.”

      His smile turned up a few notches. “You haven’t called me that for a long time.”

      A note of grief glimmered in his gaze. “That was one of your mother’s favorites.”

      Winter stroked the front of her thin sweater, baggy and comfortable but made of elegant material that hung the right way. “Yeah, I remember.”

      Amarok waved her forward, and she dipped down for a hug. “I have a feeling you have a lot to say about this one, Basil.”

      She tightened. “I do. You know his father.”

      “I do, although he is not the reason I chose your most recent alpha. His people speak highly of him.”

      “And you’ve seen his top-secret files.” Winter slid from his lap and took her own seat, stabbing a meatball. “Don’t worry, he didn’t tell me anything. He’s still active and loyal.”

      Pleased, Amarok sipped his tea. 

      “But after a month with him, I know how good he must have been.”

      “A good match for you?”

      Winter shrugged, a pang under her lungs fresh and rubbing against the others. “He helped me remember. Mom.”

      Another flash of pouring water over her father’s abdomen, cleaning away the blood, and mixing herbs and honey to draw out the poison, and how his hands didn’t shake once when he sewed himself up. 

      She’d done it herself once on the field. More times than she could count for others in the pauses amongst the battle. 

      “Is that why you’ve decided to finally unpack her things?” His delight in it surprised her.

      “Sort of. Yeah.”

      “Been long overdue.”

      Winter threw a cherry tomato at him. “He’s smarter than I am. Stronger. Faster.”

      “Not nearly as ruthless.”

      A choked laugh. “Yeah. I think I left him with a few bruises.”

      “You speak highly of him, but you are not as broken as before.”

      Winter chewed on her meatball. “I don’t really know what to feel anymore.”

      Sharp breathing drew her knees up to her chest, and she finished what was on her fork.

      “I know I’m meant to break their hearts, but I don’t want to.”

      “It won’t hurt so much once you’ve decided.”

      “Still a long time until that happens.”

      Amarok’s hand patted hers, holding on and squeezing. “Tell me more about him.”

      What could she say? His kisses turned her to mush. She craved his touch, which made it easy to wrap herself up with him. He liked to talk, and he had a lot to say with clear, supported opinions. He was sweet and thoughtful and cared about what she said.

      He helped to improve her, even when it caused her pain.

      Basil understood how she functioned and where she came from, but he was so different from her.

      The way he looked at her. It was like he saw the real her without her permission.

      Winter did her best to describe him and how he affected her.

      “I liked him. A lot.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter reverted to her old t-shirt and jeans, and she had the tequila bottle in hand as the doorbell rang. She left it on the counter to greet alpha number six. He leaned against the door jam, grinning down at her with smug appreciation.

      “Hey there, sugar.” Tattoos covered his throat and arms and hands, spreading everywhere but his face, where he had a hoop through the side of his lip. His tongue peeked out to touch it.

      “Do not make me murder you.”

      He blew her a kiss before the cocky grin resurfaced. “Same room as last time?”

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      “Fair enough.” He shoved out his hand, undeterred. “Name’s Midnight.”

      A stocky hand but nimble fingers, and he squeezed strong when she gave hers over. “Yeah, I know. This way.”

      Winter led him to the last bedroom on her side of the second floor, the one closest to the rear balcony. When she dangled the key out for him, she silently asked if this had been his room.

      His fingers brushed hers when he took them, and he winked. “Just how I remember the digs.”

      “Good. Then, you know we don’t keep a maid, so clean up after yourself.”

      “Loud and clear, sugar. Don’t worry, I spend most of my time outside.”

      That made Winter retreat to her room instead of back downstairs. She left her door open, waiting to see his moves. The tattoos were nice. How many of them did he have? Winter looked forward to seeing them, but she hadn’t imagined that’d be so soon. 

      Midnight strolled out of his room, nude, and exited out the back. He was a wolf before she made it to the railing. He howled, inviting her out, but she laughed and shooed him on. 

      She could use the time to veg out on the couch. Yet, Winter lingered against the railing, tracing the trees with her gaze. Exploring them again had been fun with Basil, but they usually did that in their human forms.

      Midnight’s wolf was refreshing, and dark like his name. He disappeared easily into the trees, unlike Winter who only managed that when snow blanketed the ground.

      She retrieved her bottle of tequila and a few dried meat sticks and returned to the rear balcony to miss Basil and Torrent and North while she prepared herself for this new alpha. He’d undressed her the moment she opened the door but didn’t seem so adamant about getting her there.

      It was a relief. At least, for now.

      Midnight leapt around and chased rabbits.

      She wanted jalapeño poppers and potato skins and maybe a little chocolate.

      A swig of tequila burned, and she missed the warmth of Basil. They’d been inseparable for the last two weeks, and as much as that made Winter uncomfortable to think of, she’d been so at peace around him—even when he pushed her to confront her traumas. What a crazy twenty-eight days. She truly had changed so much during it.

      For her.

      Winter laughed at Midnight’s barks and shook her head. This one was going to be interesting. Different.
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      The Valley’s magic called to Midnight, greeting him as he ran through the brush of the woods and chased after the animals. He didn’t hunt them but enjoyed making them run and scatter. They showed him little secrets where they hid.

      Howling, he wanted Winter to join him, show him around. The scent of wolves wasn’t strong here, other than hers and the alpha here before him. Wafts of the village mixed in the mountains, but mostly, the pine bleed through.

      Jarl’s people had such ancient magic that he’d not gotten to play much with, and that just would not do.

      He couldn’t tap into it, so he ran around the hills close to the house, circling to work off the energy from the meet until he sat at the line of the trees and examined Winter on the balcony. A bottle of tequila hung in her hand, and the red of her hair glowed a halo around her. She was certainly beautiful, powerful, raw, and he’d love to taste her, but Midnight didn’t have much experience with winning a female’s heart.

      Well, collecting them and crushing them because he couldn’t place his own on the line. Those tactics wouldn’t work with this infamous alpha female. It’s like she saw right through him already.

      He barked at her, and she laughed, shaking her head.

      Midnight trotted out, shifting back to his human form and catching the glint in her eyes as they plainly followed him. He leapt up beside her on the deck and stole her bottle from her with a wink.

      Her eyebrow jumped. “How many tats total?”

      A purse of his mouth, the tequila was good, hot but sweet. “Around two-hundred something. Depends on how you count them..”

      Her grin got a small flare of his nostrils; pulse quickened when he moved his hips and tightened his muscles, but her gaze stayed trained above his waist. Remarkable control. Winter didn’t even peek.

      Her hand extended for the bottle’s return, so he took another swig and gave it back. “When’s dinner?”

      “Whenever you make it.”

      Chewing on a smile, he lowered his lashes at her, peeling the t-shirt and jeans from her lithe form in a swoop of his gaze. “All right. Microwave’s an old buddy of mine.”

      Her nod ended with another long pull from the bottle, and Midnight mulled over the image of her swallowing. Was she teasing him? Nobody mentioned that as one of her qualities.

      Winter offered him the bottle this time, and he enjoyed another drink. Too much of it would make him useless, but that might not be so bad. He did tend to think with his dick, and this may be the place for that, but it wasn’t the time.

      She ran her tongue over her teeth. “Get dressed. Kitchen’s stocked. No sitting on my furniture with your bare ass.”

      “Unless I convince you to join me.”

      She snickered. “Good luck.”

      Winter sauntered back into the house with the bottle swinging at her hip.

      Oh, she was good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Midnight reminded Winter of Thunder but with the experience to back it up. Way more experience than Winter possessed or could handle. And that kept her from being too charmed by Midnight’s brazen show of masculinity.

      She left him to put clothes on and wandered through the alcohol reserves and pulled a few more bottles and packs of beer. Rotating the beer kept her from drinking up every bottle that she made with her father. Reyes and Basil had helped her rebuild the stores. Winter planned to lure Midnight down here to help, too, especially if he drank as much as she assumed.

      Restocking the door of the freezer, she smiled as Midnight—still shirtless—bent to rotate the trays in the oven. His body packed on muscle, and he knew how to tighten them to attract her gaze. He’d almost caught her on the balcony.

      Now, his back flexed, and she wanted to trace the tattoos covering him.

      Standing put him close, and he chewed on another grin. Funny how golden boy his good looks were, but he hid under the layers of ink. It intrigued her.

      Popping his chest muscles and shoulders, Midnight waggled his brows at her because he’d caught her looking.

      “Tell me about that one.” Winter redirected, pointing at the face surrounded in blues under his left collarbone.

      “Mmm. I got that after my first night on guard. I saw this face when the sky broke open and warned me before a gorgon descended on us. We defeated it because of the extra few seconds.” Midnight traced the halo with genuine admiration.

      He came from the Gulf and the Solfrid clan, the most regularly invaded spot on their piece of land.

      “How long have you been a knight?”

      He shrugged a single shoulder and mentally undressed Winter again, nostrils flaring. “Born that way, but officially at fifteen.”

      “That’s young.”

      “Yeah, well…” Midnight tipped his head back and forth. “Best option to get out of my house.”

      “I understand the temptation.” After all, she’d run into war to do the same thing.

      “I’m sure you do, sugar.”

      Anger settled in her chest. Men and these sweet little pet names they gave her. “What, am I just a little sweetness to place on your tongue?”

      The dance of his features said he liked the image she put in his head. “Can’t say I haven’t thought about it. You’re smoking.”

      “So I am told.”

      The oven timer beeped, and Midnight paused to maintain eye contact, a promise of skill accentuated with a wink. He pulled the food out and jostled it around.

      Winter shook her head and grabbed a sweet biscuit from the cupboard, but he piled the platters she usually filled and laid them out on the coffee table, gesturing for her to come join him.

      Did he not plan on eating all of that? Winter could, easily.

      Two bottles of beer and one of tequila came with her.

      He sat in the middle, obviously avoiding her spot, and she approved. Confident but not dominating. “Dinner is served.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t know how to make eggs.”

      Midnight laughed. “No. I don’t.”

      Winter nodded and sat, crunching on a jalapeño popper—the creamy and salty and spicy and crunchy made it the ultimate snack. Knee up against her chest, she picked at the food and dropped them into a new season of Vikings. Basil hadn’t been a fan, preferring comedies and romances to the mock battle scenes.

      “Need a backstory?”

      “Nah, sugar. I’ve seen it.”

      “Don’t spoil it, then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter had a thing about her. The kind of thing that drove him crazy back home. The kind of thing that caused stuff to happen…in his pants. Their inevitable sleeping together took the sport out of it, and he highly doubted he could be inspired to feel the kind of love necessary for mating a female like Winter.

      He could certainly choose worse.

      She wasn’t like most of the females back home, although his clan did boast the highest number of female warriors because they trained to keep their homes safe as much as the males. Most of them didn’t go off to fight wars, though. Not like Winter did.

      Amarok had come to train their soldiers when Midnight first entered the guard, officially. Many called them knights. Others, mercenaries. Depending on the day, both were right.

      He’d only ever wanted to protect his home and his family. One of ten children, eight of them female, being the middle child didn’t taint his first-born son status. If something happened to their father, he was responsible for them. Besides, training and guard shifts were a good reason to be away from all of the drama and hormones that came with nine females under a single, not-large-enough roof.

      He’d spent two weeks learning under her father’s instructions, and knowing the chieftain raised Winter made her fearsome. Small could be deceiving, and other than the sharp looks and tongue, she didn’t inspire much in the way of intimidation.

      He wouldn’t mind seeing the real legend in action.

      Her gaze cut across her face like a blow.

      Midnight smiled at her. He could deflate or instigate with his smile, but he wasn’t sure which he wanted from Winter.

      “What?”

      “Not usually the response I get.”

      “Yeah. I’m sure.” 

      “Have you got any tats?” 

      “That’s not what you were thinking about.”

      No, he’d been imagining her nude again, but only after thinking about her fighting skills, to be fair. “I’m allowed not to say everything I think.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And I just want to be sure I’m getting you right.”

      She snorted. “No. I don’t.”

      One small detail amongst many. “Not afraid of needles, are you?”

      Winter rolled her eyes so hard, she reminded him of his youngest sister, Solstice. “No. Things that can prick me have never scared me.”

      “Oh. Is that a reference to me and my cock? Thinking about it already?”

      Green fluttered under her lashes. Fucking deadly. Still, she had thought about it, even when she avoided looking as he showed it off to her.

      “I’ve been trapped in this house for the last five cycles with five alpha males. I’m not naive about why you’re here.”

      “Point taken.” He could help himself though where the others weren’t as likely to. Decades of avoiding the females in his house when they were in heat usually meant staying out of it, and he could do the same for her if she’d rather not have him as another notch on her post.

      All she had to do was ask, though, because he was sure she would be a hell of a lot of fun.

      Winter returned to the food, eating in waves as if to see how much he’d leave behind for her. She didn’t care if she offended him, yet she was being polite. What a strange creature.

      Once she’d picked a few chicken wings down to the bones and licked her fingers clean—a truly erotic display if there ever was one, Winter examined him again. She didn’t search his face or ogle his muscles when he flexed them for her.

      She shoved him for it. “You’re like a piece of art.”

      “That’s what I’ve always thought.” Most others didn’t agree with him. A couple dozen tattoos hidden under clothes was all right for most, but to be completely covered gave others reason to assume too many things about him.

      Her fingers flexed as if she wanted to touch him. “I’ve never seen someone as inked as you.”

      “You can take a closer look if you want. Some of them are small.”

      Her glare surfaced; she wanted to scold him for the suggestion. 

      Midnight held up his hands. “No funny business. Just, if you’re genuinely interested.”

      “I bet a lot of females take you up on that offer.” Still, Winter leaned closer.

      “Or suggest it as a ploy to touch me.”

      “I’m sure you are greatly sought after.” One of the flower chains along his ribs caught her attention, the soft fan of her breath tracing his skin.

      “Not as much as you are.”

      “Only when people touch me, they end up mangled.” Her gaze flicked up to his, and his body burned in response. 

      “I don’t mind a little pain.”

      “Obviously.” Winter tilted, concentrating on how the pieces fit together. “It’s hard to tell where one ends and another begins.”

      “They go all the way up the back of my head, too. I shaved my hair off for it.” Midnight pressed his hair away at his temple for her to see.

      Her fingers pressed beside his, and her minty scent had his mouth watering. Cold tips brushed the shell of his ear in her retreat. “What are you going to do when you want more?”

      He laughed, surprised. “No one’s ever asked me that before. I suppose I’ve still got the bottoms of my feet.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That and my taint, but I don’t plan on sticking ink there any time soon.”

      Her abrupt laugh turned her cheeks red. “No, I don’t suppose that would be pleasant.”

      “Ever thought of getting one?”

      An insecure shrug made her seem delicate. “I heard they don’t take well to scar tissue.”

      Midnight leaned to show her his right side, where an old-school bayonet tore him open from his kidneys to his hip. Four of his tats merged there to conceal it.

      Winter tipped forward to see, her elbow brushing his chest.

      “It’s not perfect, but a good artist can use the scar to create seams like this one. Depending on the scar, they can camouflage like the one on my arm here.” He lifted his arm to show her the back, where he’d gotten peppered with silver shrapnel. Small and spread out like a burn. It wove into the flower’s design to create buds and petals. “You can feel the scar’s pebbling under the ink.”

      One fingertip traced the spots he indicated. “I feel it.”

      Having her near made him smile again. She truly didn’t seem intimidated with his masculinity or overwhelming sexuality.

      “Do they all have a story?”

      “Well, sure, but they’re not all profound.”

      Blinking as if realizing how close she was, Winter retreated back to her cushion, trapped behind her leg. “I don’t suppose they could be.”

      “Show me around your land when you’re done eating? I wasn’t lying when I said I spend most of my time outside.”

      Crunching into another popper, she finally smiled back. “Sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter and Midnight spent most of their first week outside, running trails, creating new ones, pushing the limits of the boundaries made to keep them isolated. Beyond them were boobytraps that she’d rather not near or need to warn him about, although she did, with loose threats and insinuations.

      He also had no qualms in tackling or wrestling around with her—wolf form or not, but mostly wolf form. Except for that one time when she’d had to run him off of her couch to put some clothes on, and he’d chased after her with his thing flopping about.

      He was such a boy. And such a wolf.

      More wolf than man, really.

      It was refreshing, and she felt more herself with how he’d reminded of her wild nature.

      When he calmed down at night, they watched horror movies—mostly slasher films—and comedies. Midnight became a quick and easy friend, and he didn’t pressure her about romance or sex other than to drop a teasing comment about her heat in the last day or two.

      This week, he’d joined her in the basement to brew new batches of beer. He preferred the specialty ones. The entire time, he told her about his eight sisters and younger brother, and holy fuck was that a lot of siblings, about the wilderness out there, about the Gulf, about fighting the never-ending forces of evil. His words.

      Winter learned a lot about his tattoos, too, the only time either of them deliberately touched each other. Well, with any type of intimacy. Besides, he was always shirtless and would be nude if she let him.

      Although, she saw the benefit of skin in a fight since she couldn’t grab ahold of him as easily when they sparred outside. Most of the time, it morphed into nonsense, so she booted him to run in the woods while she trained. Sometimes, he surprised her, challenging her with skill and speed and strength. She could only get the best of him so many times before it chipped off too much of his manhood because that’s when things turned silly.

      Having Midnight at her side in a fight wouldn’t be so bad, though. And she couldn’t wait to see his village and the shops with magic armor he talked about. Ones that reflected dragon’s breath and were forged with magic to defend against the giant creatures that often came through the Gulf.

      He leaned in as she capped the last of her jugs and sealed it off to ferment. “You smell a lot more minty today.”

      Winter’s cheeks burned. The full moon was looming in the next handful of days, and having a half-naked and, let’s be honest, superior male specimen around meant she used her ceremonial sponge and mint oil to take the edge off.

      “Took a bath after training.”

      Air shifted along her throat, moving the tendrils of hair behind her ear. “Mmm. Just want to let you know that we’re buds, and buds don’t let each other suffer. So, if you need me for anything, all you have to do is ask.”

      Part of her cursed him for giving her the power she wanted because she would ask, eventually, and he’d make her instead of simply succumbing to the waves of heat.

      His brows jumped when she peered back at him, the cuff of his tattoos like a turtleneck up to his chin. Midnight chewed on a smile, and she elbowed him in the sternum. 

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      They stood together and climbed to the kitchen. It was her turn to cook, aka she shoved things on a tray and put them in the oven. Neither of them made breakfast, but Midnight always made lunch, and Winter always made dinner. It worked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Used to the hormones, Winter’s needled him with the want to stay away. He would gladly fuck her, being a physical kind of person. Plus, she was gorgeous, a prime female. The way she moved when she walked, when she fought, the way she ate, it all provoked the sexuality in him.

      He’d had more than his share of the females from his village, practically every single female his age, plus the ever-changing tourists. They liked his sweet charm and dangerous appearance. Flirting became a sport.

      Winter would be fun.

      She looked when he flexed his chest at her this time, dragging her gaze down his stomach with a sly move. “It’s not fair to tease me.”

      He had to give her that, but he wasn’t a man who played fair too often. “If you like what you see, sugar, you like what you see.”

      The nickname exasperated her, and the red in her face played off of her hair and lips. Midnight enjoyed not knowing if she’d sleep with him. She thought about it, sure, but that didn’t mean she’d actually succumb to it. And since she’d become his buddy, he wouldn’t pressure her about it. Too much.

      She was taking the edge off on her own, but for an alpha female, it wouldn’t be enough. The few he’d known, when they eventually went into heat, were worse than any of the rest with their need.

      Boy, Midnight wanted Winter to ask.

      “I’m not your type.” She said it seriously, but how could she know? 

      “What type is that?”

      “Easy.”

      Burning coiled low in his gut. Yeah, easy was nice because he liked to get his dick wet, but that’s not what he wanted from his mate. Okay, that depended. Most of all, he wanted a friend and equal as his partner. “Who says I don’t enjoy a challenge? I mean, you’re right, I do like them easy, too. But I appreciate the things I have to work for.”

      She rolled her eyes and folded her arms. A quick tap of the foot, and she dropped the stance. A nod signaled their sparring engaged. Her fist struck him straight in the center. Hand gripped his shoulder, and he took her with him as they spun to the ground.

      Wrestling her under him flared her nostrils.

      “Besides, you would be worth the effort.”

      Her laugh vaguely disguised her hidden desire. Then, she caught him in the side and shoved him to his back.

      Winter landed astride him.

      He distracted her, misdirected her, with his hands on her hips. A small thrust dilated her pupils.

      She slapped him across the side of the head and crawled off. “You’re an idiot.”

      Midnight shrugged, enjoying the view of her in those tight black pants. “Not my fault you enjoyed it. That’s the name of my game, you know. Pleasure. Gratification.”

      “Hedonism.” 

      Laughing, he hauled himself up.

      Winter pushed the stray hair off her face and walked a circle before retrieving a bokken from her arsenal. She shooed him out of her way and practiced on her own. This was their routine: him fooling around too much and her training solo as he watched.

      Her form was nice, the move of her muscles delightful.

      Midnight liked a female that could protect herself. He liked the thought of this one as his chief. But he still hadn’t taken a true opportunity to test her skill. Wasn’t fair to do it just now, with the heat interfering and his tendency to bare so much skin.

      He couldn’t wait to show her off to his buds back home, when she came to visit for his two days. They’d be impressed by her for sure. Funny. Strong. Way too serious most of the time. She could drink them all under the table. Winter would fit in.

      That made him want her more, wonder what it would be like to love a female like her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter danced around Midnight, running with him as a wolf—refreshing and freeing, but she avoided spending too much time with him and his bare chest. But two nights before her full-blown heat, he sank into the couch beside her, contributing a few more plates of food.

      His skin was hot against her arm.

      She enjoyed the way he watched her lick her fingers clean. A very different yet identical look she’d earned from Basil and Torrent. Eating used to be quick and efficient, but it was a new tool, having never thought of herself as seductive.

      Often, she sat around the fire with the men, ate her catch and her share of the communal food. Men would look at her, pass by slowly as she ate, or try to engage her with small talk, but she always blew them off.

      By the time she sat down with her meal, she’d have pegged her after dinner treat. Usually, he sat in range of her, meeting her gaze on occasion or blatantly staring. Typically silent or in a quiet comradery with his men. And she would walk straight up to him as people cleared out or got drunk and yank him back to her tent, behind a tree, or someplace hidden.

      A sharp breath expanded her chest at the memory, earning her a not-so-subtle glance from Midnight.

      Winter turned on her cushion, bringing her knees under her, and leaned into his shoulder. A smile twisted hard on the corner of his mouth.

      “Hey there, sugar.”

      She laughed softly, fingers spread across his collarbone, dancing along the coiled tattoos. The trail brought her across his lap, and he wasted no time in cupping her thighs, hips, and ass in his grip. Winter brushed her nose over his, teasing with the promise of a kiss.

      Midnight’s pupils dilated. His attraction wasn’t simply him playing the part, although desire didn’t go much further than sex. His hips lifted, and she whimpered.

      Giving in, Winter kissed him, mouths open and tongues dancing. Need bathed her, grinding her into him and sinking her grip into his hair.

      He handled her with expertise, drawing a moan out of her.

      Space inched between them.

      “Oh, I want to fuck the living shit out of you, Winter.” Voice low and dripping with appeal, Midnight pushed their hips together again, his stiff cock firm under her through the jeans. “But I need verbal consent before I do.”

      That made her laugh, delightfully loud and hearty. “Even with me like this in your lap, you need me to say it?”

      “I do. Heat can make you want things you wouldn’t otherwise. And I don’t like taking advantage that way.”

      “How gallant of you.” More teasing kisses, she drew a trail down his chest, the line of his abs, and tugged at the waist of his jeans. “So you would stop, wouldn’t persuade me, if I told you that I didn’t want this?”

      Midnight swallowed. “Yes.”

      Winter kissed him again. Right answer.

      Her body rolled against his, and she bit his lip and pulled the ring pierced there between her teeth.

      Midnight groaned.

      “Make me come as many times as you can.” 

      Eyes flashing, he grinned, grabbed her, and flipped her under him on the couch. The button popped open on her jeans, and his hand slid under the fabric to stroke her. Desire and need rebounded, and he slipped two fingers inside her with a jolt of pleasure. 

      Winter fumbled with his jeans, squeezing his cock and shuddering. Fuck, he was thick. It shoved yearning into her along with his digits until her breath wheezed with whimpers. She shattered, arching off the cushions as Midnight nibbled her throat. A low moan escaped when he withdrew his touch.

      Two yanks freed her of her jeans, and another relinquished his own.

      Cock poised between them, he rubbed himself against her and he tore her shirt over her head. Light chills pebbled her nipples, and he pinched one between his knuckle and thumb as his hips shifted and probed her wet core.

      His mouth bent to soothe her delicate skin. He pumped his hips, shoving himself inside.

      Knees in his grip to lift her cheeks off the cushion, he angled her just right to pound a deep, sensitive spot that lit up every nerve.

      “Fuck.” The soft moan lit up Midnight’s return gaze and amplified his confident smile.

      Winter traced the lotus along his throat, under his jaw and over his Adam’s apple. Sentimentality seeped through his façade, and he leaned down over her. Tenderness breathed between them, tightening her every muscle.

      “That’s it, sugar.”

      Oh, fuck, her thighs shook again, and he beat his hips in an unrelenting rhythm until she cried out and crumpled.

      Midnight gathered her up in his arms and pulled her back in his lap. Her knees spread wide, enjoying the pressure of his hard shaft with every little movement. His hands grabbed either side of her face and brought her mouth down to his. Slow attention rotated her hips.

      “Are you a romantic?”

      “What’s the point if I don’t make you feel like we’re the only two people in the world?” Dark storms built in his gaze.

      Oh, he would make his female feel like a goddess for sure.

      “You might be too experienced for your own good.”

      His laughter prompted a swift swat on her ass.

      The shock rocketed up her spine and made her core flutter.

      That naughty look she’d been battling with the last two weeks resurfaced. If he were a dominant asshole, she’d have punished him for it, but it felt good.

      “If anyone else had done that, I would have killed him.”

      Cocky smirk. “Good thing I’m not anyone else then.”
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      Winter is exactly what Midnight wanted in a woman. Someone who could be his best friend. Someone funny. Ruthless. Quick.

      Midnight couldn’t love Winter enough to keep her. To stand a chance against the other alphas. To stand a chance as a leader. To be what she’d need. That wasn’t him.

      What he could do was get her to make that face. The one mixing agony and pleasure. The one that came with those sweet cries. The ones that had her thighs trembling around his.

      Oh, she was a better fuck than he’d anticipated.

      Absolutely made of fire.

      Nails in his back as he nuzzled her neck, the rosemary and mint and pine and dew cocooned him. “You are fucking brilliant, sugar. If I didn’t need food…”

      Her laugh was rough and throaty, and he imagined it stayed that way because of the line across the base of her neck. Midnight kissed it.

      “Tell me about this one.” He’d heard about many of her scars, traded for telling about his tattoos.

      She stiffened under him, taking in a shaky breath. “It’s funny. Half of you know about it already, and the other half have no clue.”

      “We got briefed on the scar but not the what.” Winter retreated into herself, but Midnight didn’t back off an inch, pressing it lightly between his teeth.

      She shivered, and her nails dug harder into his flanks.

      After another deep breath, one that was less sexual—more emotional, she said, “The end of a long battle. Fucking vampire coated his blade with his own blood. Tried to take off my head.”

      “Looks like you were lucky.” Thumb tracing along the line. 

      She swallowed hard. “I almost died.”

      “Precisely.”

      The hard look made him kiss her.

      “You’re not dead, are ya?”

      “No.”

      “So, how’d you survive?”

      Winter licked her lips. “Good armor. Great battle buddy. Excellent medicine woman.”

      “Lucky.” Another kiss seemed to smooth her out. Oh, he did like having her under him. Squeezing along her waist, ribs, under her breast.

      “I thought you were hungry.” Shallowed breath and tightened thighs, Winter tempted him so greatly.

      “I am.” But he was rock hard again, and he thrust into her with renewed energy. 

      The hurt disappeared in her giggle, and she clung to him a little firmer. “Just one more, then?”

      “Before food. More after if you’re up for it.” With the heat in full bloom tomorrow night, he expected she’d want more. One accentuated thrust confirmed it. Fucking delectable. 

      Winter was one hell of a lover, spreading her hands over his back and core gripping him. Midnight enjoyed how she moved her body, the shaking of her thighs, how she fucked him back. 

      Bearing down on him, her moans danced over his neck and chest. Her fingers threaded and twisted in his hair, hips rising, and desire coiled down his spine as he pumped an orgasm out of her. Eating her cries only made him grab her and thrust harder.

      She didn’t push him away when he didn’t stop, powering through the aftershocks like a champ. But more the way she touched him, paid him as much attention as he paid her…

      “Fuck, Winter.”

      Her whimpers turned gravelly, and her shaking changed, core tightened again, and her hips shifting just so, plucking at him. He could starve this way.

      Mouth teasing his, she was going to be the end of him. Midnight let loose, pushing her over that edge again. Spectacular. Nails anchored in his cheeks as she held on.

      When he came, he couldn’t stop, grinding into her, every small movement raging echoes of pleasure through him.

      Peeling back, he stroked her side, grabbing her plump breast and tugging her nipple. Her moan came out jagged. But his attention shifted to the side, to the dip of a deep scar between her shoulder and breast tissue. She’d told him the story without showing him directly. An arrow snuck between her armor plates early in her career. It made her upgrade her armor, which later saved her life, apparently.

      Winter blinked up at him, thigh squeezing around his waist.

      Cupping the back of her head, Midnight leaned down for a kiss, appreciating her and everything she was. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had.”

      She laughed, tracing the line of tattoos across his jaw and chin. “You don’t have to lie to me.”

      “I’m already between your legs, sugar. I don’t need to lie to you.”
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      Now that she had Midnight naked, Winter examined the new tattoos exposed to her. And he really was covered everywhere. His laughter as she poked at them delighted her. When she sank her teeth into his thigh, he jolted, and fire burned in his eyes.

      Oh, he liked that.

      She grinned at him and ran her finger down a pin-up girl along the inside of his thigh. Flowers and females and evil creatures littered his skin.

      “Tell me about this one.” Tapping a small, slithering miniature dragon.

      Midnight leaned up, turning his thigh to be sure he knew which she referred to. “Ah, the dragon babe. One of my buddies stumbled upon this weak spot between worlds and, thusly, the dragon den hidden in that gap. The dumb shit steals a dragon egg and gets chased back to the Gulf, and we have two pissed off fire-breathing parents descending on us in a matter of minutes. We had a hell of time corralling them without killing them—it wasn’t their fault some dumbass came and stole their kid—and I had the privilege of donning fire-proof chainmail and returning the egg. Not my first face-to-face meeting with a fire-breather, but it was by far the scariest and most boss experience I’ve had, especially since the egg hatched before we got them back to their pocket.”

      “Hence the whelp.” Winter sat up, also naked and admiring the hard lines of his body as he spread out on her bed. They’d showered together after eating way too much food, and he was surprisingly helpful, scrubbing her back and lathering her hair. Of course, he found other ways to occupy himself once she’d been externally clean, using her sponge to rile her up before taking her again. It scared her how in tune with her body he managed to be.

      All of that practice, I suppose.

      “Looks a lot like the little guy, too. We named him Ronaldo.”

      “Why?”

      Midnight shrugged. “He looked like a Ronaldo.”

      Fingers traipsing up his inner thigh and hip flexors brought him back up to his elbows, so she bent to bite him again. The flair of his nostrils and stiffening of his cock made her grin. His lip pinched between his teeth, and his thoughts were plain on his face.

      A growl erupted when she ran her tongue over the dimples in his hip, teeth pressing again. Midnight liked being teased. How often did females play with him rather than the other way around?

      Moan tumbling free, Winter pulled the fat head of his cock between her lips, wrapping her tongue around the rim and applying a steady sucking pressure.

      “Fuck.”

      Winter had little practice with this, but intent and intensity seemed to go a long way.

      A jerk went through his hips, and he sat up fully, grabbing ahold of her and flipping her around. Settled back with her knees over his shoulders and hips firm in his grip, Midnight pressed his mouth to her core.

      Her hand squeezed around his shaft, mouth sucking hard and earning the vibration of his moan. Fuck, indeed.

      His tongue was good for so much more than smarting off, winding her up into a tizzy too easily. Fingers massaging her cheeks, he teased her until her thighs shook.

      Tongue finding a sensitive spot below his head made him twitch in her mouth, and her teeth made him spasm. His low, grumbling groan shuddered through her, and his pointer tormented her ass, dipping in and tightening her sex around his thrusting tongue.

      Bearing down, her climax loomed, and Winter made up for it with her strokes, unable to take his thick shaft completely.

      Midnight didn’t seem to mind, even when her orgasm halted her hand. He thrust lightly into her mouth as he prolonged her pleasure before tossing her on the bed and crawling between her thighs. His cock smashed a heightened need into her core. Winter could hardly think to hold on.

      Nose under her jaw, he whispered against skin. “Fucking brilliant. You are a masterpiece.”

      She crashed down on him again, riding his pumping hips until he lurched and came inside her. Her shaky laugh matched the smile he pressed into her shoulder. Fingers tight in his hair, she lifted his mouth to hers for a kiss.

      “If you’re not careful, sugar, I won’t let you crawl out of this bed until it’s time for me to pack up and leave.”

      He wouldn’t be the first. She’d had more sex the last few months than she’d ever imagined having.

      “And I bet you could teach me a few things in the meantime.”

      Grinding his hips into her, he pulled her lip between his teeth. Midnight’s smile told her everything. “I certainly can.”

      And the sex was fantastic, lasting until the moon set, where they collapsed, exhausted and sleepy. When Winter woke in the morning, he sprawled across her mattress with her tucked into his chest, hand in her hair. She took a few minutes to explore the images spread over his sternum and pec. The light caresses stirred him but didn’t wake Midnight.

      Slipping from the bed without upset, Winter opened her mother’s closet, arms around herself as she browsed the colors and shapes hanging there. 

      I’m not elegant enough to step into her clothes, let alone her old life.

      Winter shook her head. Not merely her mother’s position but her father’s also. 

      I don’t know which is scarier.

      Warmth pressed along her naked back, and Midnight’s breath fanned over her shoulder. “What’cha doing?”

      “Confronting my fears,” Winter said honestly. Hair brushed from her shoulder, she shivered under his spreading touch.

      “Well, why don’t we start with what does and does not go with your skin tone and figure. Emotional attachments can be preserved, but the rest can make room for what better suits you.” Midnight planted a kiss on top of her head and started flipping through the clothes. Pulling a few out, he held them out in front of her and tilted his head, mouth twitching this way and that before putting them back on the rack.

      How funny to see him like that, even better with him buck naked. His hard muscles and tattoos amongst the frilly and flowy fabrics primed a smile on her face that she couldn’t squash. He had eight sisters, as he’d mentioned several times, telling her stories of their different personalities and styles and hang-ups and relation to him. Older sisters used him to play house until he’d earned his mouth, then they’d put him through makeovers until he went through puberty. The eldest, Aurora, liked art, so they went to see it together. Maple liked to run in the woods with him. Oceana, befitting her name, liked to surf and was so much better than he was at it. Solaris wanted to protect her people by training them how to avoid attacks and preparing their homes and families. Pearl preferred to bake and share those sweet treats. Rainbow dove into fashion and continued the makeover tradition with him and his younger brother, Orion. River was a musician. Orion wanted to fight like Midnight. And Solstice’s main goal was being contrary to everyone around her. Mostly, she hated being told what to do, but she was young yet.

      Winter saw every influence in the way Midnight handled her teetering emotions and the task at hand.

      Midnight pointed. “These on the end don’t match your coloring. You’re more red than copper toned, so these aren’t going to flatter you the way they would have your mother.”

      Face pinching, Winter pursed her mouth. 

      He held up a hand. “I’m observant, and you have family portraits on the walls. And your mom was slighter than you.”

      Midnight flexed for her amusement. “Hard won muscle and a few other genetic factors you probably inherited from Amarok.”

      Gaze hugging her hips and breasts reaffirmed what she already knew from trying on her mother’s clothes over these last few weeks. 

      “That means this section—” He pointed to the next group he’d amassed. “—won’t be as flattering to your figure, but you should try them on to be sure. And the last ones here will do the most for you.”

      “I suppose, it’s time for a fashion show for a full critique?”

      He shrugged. “If you need me for it, I’ll sit in.”

      But he’d rather be running or fucking.

      He winked to confirm having read her thoughts.

      “That’s a lot of help. Thank you. You can merely let me know your honest opinion when I wear a piece.”

      “I can do that.” Midnight stepped forward, taking her slowly by the waist and wagging his brows. “Right now, you want me in your hair or out of it?”

      “I could go for a quickie or two before you chase squirrels.”

      His grin had her wet already.
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      Midnight made Winter come a handful of times before he left her to go through her mother’s things on her own. Her mountain and trees imbued him with so much extra energy. The small game was ready for a run, and they didn’t mind his playful hunts.

      He came back in for lunch since he was on for making it. Winter was easy to feed; she loved the fried food as much as he did, and whoever stocked this place for her knew how to put a meal together.

      She emerged at the smell of crispy breading, melted cheese, and spicy seasonings. The jumper she put on hugged her curves in a way that left nothing to the imagination, letting her move freely as she glided toward him.

      “Fuck a duck, Winter. Sizzling.” Midnight reached around and grabbed a handful of her ample ass to press against the boner she provoked.

      “I’ll take it, this one is complimentary.”

      “The one downfall is the complication in peeling it off of you.”

      Winter’s laugh as she pushed him away had him smiling. He enjoyed being around her, and how she wasn’t put off by his genuine self. Most females could only handle him in small spurts. “Thanks for lunch.”

      “Advanced thank you for dinner.”

      She popped a tot in her mouth and grabbed her two platters to set up their spot lounging before the TV. He brought up the horror comedy they’d both enjoy, and they set about devouring the four platters of food, although somehow, Winter ate nearly twice as much as he did. Once she’d polished off the last bits of cheese and chicken, he grabbed her by the ankles and tugged her sideways.

      Midnight communicated best physically, was happiest when touching someone or using his body. Or, let’s be honest, using someone else’s.

      She pinched his nipple lightly with her toes.

      “I’d love to see you with a tat or a new hole.”

      Her brow shot up.

      “You know, since you’re reinventing yourself. Ever thought of adding some filigree?”

      Her snort shook her, jiggling her breasts in a hypnotizing way. “No metal or protruding things that can be ripped out, but I have thought of a small tattoo. On my ankle actually.”

      He squeezed the one in his hand. “And you had something in mind?”

      Coy eyes peered sideways at him. “Maybe.”

      “I have my portable gun if you’re serious.” What an honor it would be to mark her skin.

      She took a few gulps of beer, and Midnight laughed at her.

      “You know, the humans have technology to remove them if you don’t like it, although I hear it’s more painful than the inking.”

      Chewing on her lip, she tapped her bottle and seemed to think about it.

      “I might need real liquor to say yes to that.”

      “Come now, sugar. You can’t be afraid of a little needle. Nor the permeance.” He traced a scar along the inside of her foot and fluttered his lashes at her.

      “Enduring pain and asking for it are not the same thing.”

      “They absolutely are not, but they feel the same. In fact, asking for it lessens the sting a bit.” His thumbs ran up under the soft fabric and pushed out a knot in her calf. Her groan made him squeeze harder, but he abandoned the argument for them to finish the movie, knowing she circled around it on her own. Whatever she decided, but he’d love a reason to whip out the gun. Perhaps, she’ll help give him one—something small to remember her by.

      Although not likely he’d forget someone like Winter.

      Once the credits rolled, Midnight chose misdirection, crawling over her and smoothing that fabric along her skin. “You are a right beautiful woman, Winter.”

      “Mmm, so I’m told.”

      “Can’t help but appreciate it.”

      “You’re not too bad yourself.”

      Flexing his muscles gained her touch. Midnight liked the way she looked at him. Enjoyed how her finger trailed down his abs to tug at his loose waistband and letting it snap against his hips. The sting heightened the deep arousal, so he dipped his mouth under her chin. She liked teeth, so he used them, making her squirm under him.

      “A sprig of rosemary.” Her voice came in gasps.

      “Yeah?” He pinched her earlobe.

      “Left ankle, inside.”

      “Is that permission to ink you?”

      Fingers crawling into his hair, she’d distract him enough to put it off until tomorrow. “Yes.”

      Midnight kissed her, unable to resist.
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      Winter dug her nails into this tattooed puppy dog, and since he had the energy of one, she didn’t see sleep until full into the morning. Waking next to him wasn’t so bad. She’d gotten used to being wrapped up in Basil, literally, so having Midnight’s arm over her waist didn’t spook her like it might have before.

      Not that Midnight and Basil could be compared.

      She pinched the back of his arm lightly until he stirred. “It’s past noon. Feed me lunch.”

      He smiled at her. “I think it’s your turn since I didn’t get dinner.”

      “No, you got pussy instead.”

      The rocking of his brows made her laugh. “Fair enough.”

      It took them both a few minutes to crawl out of bed, and his palm slapped her backside, sending a warm sting up her center. The heat worked its way to her cheeks, but she shooed him out the door and went to her mother’s closet before deciding on her own pair of shorts and a t-shirt. She was not in the mood for anything too complicated.

      When she met his naked ass in the kitchen, she swatted him with a dish towel. “Put some pants on.”

      “You’re very demanding this morning.”

      “Same rules, different day.” Winter took tins out of the freezer. “Get you tattoo gun, too.”

      “Make up your mind, woman.” The towel snapped out toward him again, and he scampered out of the way. 

      “Just because I asked for one thing didn’t mean the other rules don’t still apply.”

      “I don’t think asked is the right verb for what you’re describing, sugar.” 

      Winter shook her head as he disappeared around a corner and up the stairs. Food spread on a few trays, and she shoved them in the preheated oven.

      Food and TV was the same as always, but once the platters cleared, nerves settled in the pit of her stomach. Midnight’s equipment sat on the far chair, staring at her. He slapped the foot on his lap.

      “Rethinking your request?”

      She took a deep breath. “No.”

      “I won’t go in all hot or anything. We’ll sketch something out first. You have rosemary in your mini-greenhouse, don’t you?”

      Winter nodded.

      “Let’s go look.”

      Chewing on her cheek, she let Midnight help her up and lead her back by the hand. 

      Her plant needed trimmed, purple flowers blooming on the newer sprigs. She didn’t want anything too robust, too thick. The plant was hearty, but it held a delicacy she envied. That’s what she wanted.

      Separating and searching, she found a tiny sprig that resembled what she’d imagined in her head and plucked it.

      A tiny sketch book appeared from nowhere, and Midnight put a pencil to the paper. Everything about him changed. Or did it? He seemed to do everything with complete abandon. They morphed him though. And she liked this serious side of him.

      While he worked, she watered the plants, trimmed what needed it, and fed the few requiring fertilizer. 

      When she’d finished, Midnight watched her steadily. “Want to see?”

      Winter slid beside him on the bench and peeked at the paper, a few sketches of varying darkness and detail. She tapped the lightest one. “Closest. Lighter? Smaller.”

      This time, Winter didn’t slip away when Midnight turned a new page. This drawing was simpler, smaller, and left the tips of the sprigs dark.

      “Perfect. You can make it look like that?”

      “I can.”

      Winter nodded her consent. “Okay.”

      They set up there, Midnight sinking to the floor and prepping her skin. “I’ll be using silver-coated steel so that it does what it’s supposed to. That means, it’ll burn a little more. Maybe even smoke a tad.”

      “Smoke?”

      “Just a tad. You’ll be fine. This is small.” He leaned over her, dipping his needle into the ink and giving her a taste of the noise.

      “Go on. Get it done.”

      Midnight laughed and put the gun to her ankle. Pain burned a seething breath through Winter’s teeth. But a thin black line bloomed along her flesh, and the way it came back together fascinated her.

      Her nail traipsed over his ear during one of the pauses, and his smile could have charmed a lion from its den.

      She left him alone when the buzz started again.

      It really took no time at all for the sprig of rosemary to take shape. Outlined then filled in quick. He wiped her off with a cloth and applied some cream. “Keep it clean and moisturized. No picking or peeling. Best to slap a bit of plastic wrap on to protect it.”

      Winter giggled, imagining him slapping plastic up against his junk to protect the tattoos that crept close.

      “While we’re here, I want you to give me one.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “I can’t draw.”

      “Doesn’t need to be big. A word. A shape. Whatever. I’ll even let you pick the spot.” Midnight’s trust reflected in his gaze.

      Winter pursed her lips at the enormity of the task. He had over two-hundred tattoos, so this might not have been so intense for him. She pushed him back against the bench seat and pressed herself between his legs, scouring his shoulders, chest, stomach, arms, and turned him for his back. 

      Imagine having a piece of her marked below his waist, it shook her head.

      “You don’t have much space left.”

      “There’s gray matter in a few of the bigger ones. You can sneak one in there.”

      Midnight brought her fingers back to his chest, and her lip pressed between her teeth. He had a few places where light gray shading left her room.

      “You find one you like?”

      Her touch lingered in a spot on his chest, close to his sternum, and she nodded.

      “Still not sure what to mark me with?”

      “Everything I think of seems stupid.”

      He laughed. “You could simply sign your name. Draw me a little heart.”

      “Like the end of a love letter?”

      “Something like that.”

      Winter allowed her fingers to travel the planes of his body again. “Have you ever been in love?”

      “Nothing that ever convinced me to settle.”

      “I think that’s the point of love.” Chewing on her lip again, love wasn’t something she’d spent much thought on. Had only known the one her parents shared when she was young—when her mother was alive—the one her father still harbored for her and why he never took a second mate. He could have. Probably should have as chieftain. “That you aren’t settling.”

      Midnight brushed the hair off her face. “That’s not quite what I meant, but you’re right.”

      “No, I know what you mean. Changing your life fundamentally, committing to life with another person alters so many things. Your decisions affect more than just you.” Winter found herself back at the small spot on his chest. 

      “You explained it better than I could.”

      “Yeah. Sure. I’m going to make an excellent politician.”

      “An excellent leader. You’d make a terrible politician.”

      “I suppose that means I should choose someone who can fill that role for me.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, either, sugar.” Fingers filtering through her hair, he drew her gaze back to his. “Have you ever been in love?”

      Yes. Maybe.

      “I think I have, but how would I know? I’ve never done any of this before. Not really.” And she was scared of choosing wrong. “How will I know who to choose?”

      Silence settled as they touched each other, lost in similar trains of thought.

      “You’ll have to pick someone you can’t live without.”

      A frown pulled at her mouth, depressed by her own resilience and the thoughts that she could live without anyone, really, if she had to. Had she not proven that already? Would she not prove it again, soon, when her father finally gave into his long-suffering wound?

      “Your heart will probably choose long before your mind understands what’s happening.”

      Winter wished her body would do the hard work, impregnating her to determine who her mate was. Although, she was sure it didn’t happen that way. Such a chicken shit way out.

      “Do you want to approve before I mark you?”

      “No. Whatever you do will be uniquely you, and that’s what I want to remember.”

      “Has all this talk of love made you sappy?”

      “Nah, sugar. But I do enjoy a memento to signify my more harrowing or exotic experiences.” 

      His body was littered with examples to that point.

      “You’re, of course, the latter.”

      Winter laughed and pulled out of his grasp to collect his equipment and test out the tattoo gun. “Oh no, I’m both all right. Show me how to use this thing.”

      The buzz was hard in her hand, worrying her before he steadied her with a grip on her forearm. She laid her mark, slowly and as smoothly as she could manage, etching out a mini stick figure with a heart in his little stick hand.

      Midnight didn’t look until he wiped his own blood clean, then his warm joy bubbled out of him and infected her. “Perfectly you.”
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      Winter had a blunt honesty that Midnight welcomed. What did either of them know about love? They could slay anything that came their way, but they both guarded their hearts. Granted, for different reasons.

      Winter didn’t seem to doubt that she could love someone. The pain when she talked about whoever she’d loved was clear in the furrow of her brows and frown on her mouth.

      Midnight had never found a female who’d prompted even that much in him. When one left, another was always waiting for him. He didn’t chase after them once they departed. Once or twice, they came back for seconds, but Midnight didn’t woo females. 

      He did like to play with them though…in so many ways.

      Especially liked playing with Winter, although that was different. The time was set, the boundaries clear, and when he left, he had no qualms with the fact that she’d want someone else as her mate. But the delicate bones of her ankle and foot in his hand as he marked her with his handiwork lingered across his palm and fingers.

      How interesting.

      One of the few females to leave a mark on him, literally. The others were scars hidden beneath the ink.

      Winter taped up her ankle to keep the plastic in place, and she covered his, too.

      They needed more food before the all-nighter he had in store for her. Or was it that she had in store for him? Tonight was the first of the full moon, and she was already wild.

      Better believe, he enjoyed the shit out of it. Enjoyed her.

      He’d never had a female friend other than his sisters, and they reminded him that they didn’t count. Winter, however, he didn’t want to lose touch with. Already, he imagined working for her, dedicating his life to serve her, and maybe, he could do that as her bud. Someone she trusted.

      She sauntered around the house with those tiny, billowing shorts that hardly hid the shapely muscles of her legs and ass. The t-shirt clung to her breasts and showcased the outline of her nipples.

      Midnight’s mouth watered at the sight, hands flexed with the flood of attraction she caused. Hormones, good genetics, and hard work made Winter a tantalizing morsel. He swatted her on the ass, making near-full contact with her cheek. She squealed and jumped, red sprouting up her neck and face. A wild look shone in her green eyes.

      “Fucking smoking, sugar.”

      Her laugh turned her back to the tray she’d been fixing, spreading more frozen food.

      It took so much effort not to rub himself against her the entire time, so he waited on the couch until the oven timer beeped.

      He wanted to run as a wolf, but the fresh tattoo needed time to heal first.

      The horror movie she’d put on hardly held his attention.

      Pine and rosemary and mint overpowered the food. Winter’s heat hit like a crack of lightning. She blinked at him, and his nostrils flared, working hard to keep control of himself.

      Until of course, she was beside him, touch dancing across his collarbones. As soon as her knees hugged his hips, he grabbed and squeezed a tiny moan from her. Her nails were the perfect response.

      Oh, that and the wiggle of her hips over his. It took little maneuvering to push their clothes aside and for him to enter her.

      Then, he was lost.
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      Midnight felt wonderful under her, and she couldn’t keep her hands off of him. The muscles were nice, his hair soft, mouth sweet. And he knew what to do with his cock. With her. To her.

      As pleasure built, a new affection flourished between them. 

      He had a funny way of getting her to trust him.

      The thought fled as his rhythm sped up, punctuated each thrust with the extra momentum of his grip. Heat relinquished little control between the two of them, so she rode him, kissed him, raked her nails down his skin, and pinched his flesh tight between her teeth.

      When his grip changed and ceased most of her movements, she bore down on him. It was like he needed her to come as badly as she did. The pounding of his hips nearly undid her instantly, but one hand braced the back of her neck.

      Midnight looked straight into her. The intimacy made her squirm, prolong, fight against the tension, and he held her in place.

      Bodily needs undid her, sending her crashing into him, but he kept ahold of her, eating her cries until she sought another level of pleasure—the sharp intensity shifting deeper. Midnight grinned up at her, thumb trailed down her cheek and jaw like she’d suddenly become something delicate he cherished.

      The change shuttered through her, so she grabbed ahold of him instead.

      For once, he let her take complete control, and she rode him with a fervor that delighted them both. His gasps were such a sweet reward, and the dreamy glaze of his eyes made her work harder. Then, his hands framed her face again, steadying her as she ravaged him.

      Her name fell from his lips, over and over and mixing with weak moans.

      A single, hard gulp signaled his impending eruption, so she ground into him. His hiss sweetly fanned her mouth.

      He finally moved when he came, hips defying his own control and shattering her a second time. Midnight didn’t let an inch of her go, and she smiled down at him.

      “Not had many females in heat before?”

      “More than my fair share, actually.” His voice was husky and low. He nibbled on her chin. “None like you. Most of them want to be held down and fucked. But you—”

      “I like to do the fucking,” she finished for him. She couldn’t help it.

      “You are an alpha.” A sneaky hand slipped around her ass and caressed beneath her shorts with a naughty distraction.

      “I have a lot of built up energy.” She could have sex all day, every day, and not burn off the same excess stamina she maintained for battles. Winter ground against him again.

      “I’m not complaining, but if you value these shorts, you’d better take them off.”

      A laugh rolled out from her belly, and she stood to disrobe. Once her shorts were free, his hands cinched her waist and pushed her shirt up to bare the rest of her. After he took a minute to explore her skin, he lifted her straight in his arms and impaled her again.

      Fuck.

      She had no choice but to cling to him and explore the angles of his face.

      The position gave him outstanding leverage to slam into her, but he drew it out.

      A wild flash in his eyes told her she was in for it.

      Damn right she was, and she couldn’t wait.
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      Midnight could fuck Winter full time. After three days of her heat, his muscles screamed as if he’d slayed a golem on his own. And he relished every little twinge because every minute of it was bloody fantastic.

      Running off the after effects in his wolf form, the woods sang and whispered to him. Magic so heavy around the place that it nearly felt like home.

      The trees warned him when someone else stepped foot on the property. He followed their titterings around front and perched, ready to tear out a throat when he saw the beta from his first night here carrying a package to the porch and knocking before turning away without waiting.

      Once the beta stepped back over the boundary, the trees stopped, and Midnight padded down to the porch for a sniff. Honeysuckle and musk and something else—paper and floral.

      Winter opened the door to him, laughing as she bent to give him a scratch behind his ear.

      “You really do make a beautiful wolf, like the night sky.”

      He laughed at her in his wolf way and nipped her fingers before giving them a lick.

      “Want to help me with these?” Paper bag unsealed, a small note unfolded in hand, and a softer smile filled out her face, one that reached her eyes. “You can stay a wolf if you want. It will make the digging easier.”

      A bark of agreement had her closing the door and walking around the back to the main trail. When she paused and pointed, Midnight dug, and Winter planted a small paper heart in the hole and covered it. They repeated the process twenty-eight times before she changed and chased him back down the trail.

      He kept her running until his muscles burned and wanted for other ways to make use of itself. Midnight slapped her ass, grinning at the way it jiggled for him and the blush in her skin.

      Yet, a small sadness dashed through her gaze as she looked back at the woods. Real enough that his hands sought to comfort her instead without much thought.

      “You all right?”

      She snapped back to him and nodded. “Yeah. Being sentimental and wondering how those flowers will change the landscape when they grow.”

      Everything in him wanted to ask her where they came from, but he had a good idea without needing a name.

      Her stomach rumbled, loudly, and distracted them both from thinking about this strange situation they’d found themselves in. 

      “Your turn to make food, sugar, but I’ll rub your feet after.”

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time.” Winter pinched his nipple playful and dashed out of reach, shoving her shirt back overhead and dressing by the time she reached the kitchen.

      He stayed nude as long as she’d allow it, but she had a thing about swatting him in the ass with the kitchen towels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter was glad when the intensity withdrew, and they settled into an easy, albeit sexual, friendship. It reminded her of a mashup between grabbing a stray soldier and picking on Newt over their first real meal after a fight. The kind they had when they’d gotten home.

      Okay, Midnight certainly touched her more now, a very physical type of male. Winter tried to learn his language—the one of skin-to-skin contact without an impulsive need to hump. It was nice since his tattoos called to her, and he reveled in the way she continuously catalogued them all. 

      “I can’t imagine how others treat you because of these.”

      “No?” His brow lifted, like she should.

      “I mean, I have some ideas, but others don’t usually see me as dangerous until it’s too late. Are females often scared of you? Other males?”

      He shrugged. “Some. Others don’t take me seriously. Females seem to be more dramatic about it though.”

      “Not hard to believe. They fascinate me. I find myself touching the one on my ankle when it’s in view.”

      His fingers brushed over it at her words, eliciting a shiver.

      “I still say you let me pierce something on you.”

      She pinched the back of his arm. “Not a chance.”

      His laughter leaned her into his side, taking his arm in her hands to explore those winding vines between the larger pieces. Ancient symbols branded his knuckles.

      “Did you grow up all huddled together with your siblings?”

      “Yeah, as pups we’d all worm together and sleep or tackle our parents. We used to chase animals together and run as wolves until I hit puberty. The girls didn’t much like playing in the dirt, and the younger ones would want the occasional cuddle, but it had to end eventually.”

      Must be part of why he’s this way. “You miss it.”

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      “Mom always liked to snuggle, but I grew out of it young, too. Have a hard time sitting still for so long, although I liked it when she rubbed my back.”

      That was all it took for him to gather her up in his lap, tuck her against him, and rub her back. Her soft laughter muted in his shoulder, but she leaned in and let him hold her.

      Would she have been able to tolerate it if not for Basil?

      The pattering of rain outside meant watering the seeds up the path she’d taken with him on their second day—the one that warmed her to him so easily. She missed the way he looked at her.

      Not that Midnight did a terrible job of making her feel special enough. In fact, she’d be sad to lose him in another few days, too.

      His nose sank into her hair, voice murmuring against her ear. 

      She nuzzled into him, squeezing him tight. 

      He gave her a squeeze back. His hold gave her the kind of thanks that couldn’t be expressed by words, like he needed this more than he could say.

      Winter tried to touch him and tell him how nice this was. She wasn’t versatile enough. Funny how words had become easier, but emotions weren’t her forte in general, so it all stunted her ability to communicate what she meant.

      “You’re a good man, Midnight.”

      His laughter jostled her, but they both held on. “I don’t think many females would agree with you.”

      “You didn’t give them long enough to see it, but I bet you at least gave them all a good cuddle.”

      He shrugged as if to agree.

      Funny how when she’d sat this way with Torrent, it’d been so awkward, like he thought her frail. 

      This was filled with the kind of love that stemmed from someone who needed it in return, wherever they could get it. Midnight had been through his own shit, like she had, but what kept him from obtaining what he needed?

      How many opportunities did he have for this? For a slow kiss without needing more?

      Winter tipped her head back, fingers ringing his ear and tracking the tattoos along his hairline and jaw.

      Their foreheads pressed together. She lingered, enjoying the closeness.

      When their lips touched, longing for something more than sex sparked. Each movement stayed light, comforting. A gentle exploration. They were getting to know each other. In a real way.

      Winter enjoyed this version of Midnight. They had so many conversations in the span of minutes. Okay, maybe an hour. She learned how lonely he was, truly. How deeply he wanted someone to curl up with like this, all the time. How much he found comfort in his wolf form because he didn’t have to think so hard. How afraid he was to open himself up to someone and get broken.

      Commitment issues. Winter had them, too. Breaking hurt.

      Trying to avoid breaking hurt more sometimes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter was a salve long awaited. Something about the way she touched him—touched him back—felt like she unraveled the knot in his middle. Why couldn’t he find a girl like her back home? One that could be easy to love and wouldn’t take life too seriously with him.

      Although Winter tended to be too serious.

      Midnight couldn’t blame her, what with her upcoming choices. Her entire life depended on them. His, too, in a way. He wasn’t too concerned about it.

      Winter wouldn’t choose him.

      But the day dream didn’t bother him so much, staying in this house with her.

      Then he remembered the strings attached, and fear shattered the fantasy.

      She slept curled up in his bed, entwined with him. He would miss this.

      Hair filtered through his fingers, the line across her throat tightened with her shaky breath. A stuttered moan vibrated against his chest, and her hands twitched across his stomach.

      Beautiful.

      Midnight shook his head. He’d have good stories to tell because of her. More for her after this was all over and they were just friends. He’d miss the benefits part. Winter had enough energy to wear even him out.

      And she blinked up at him innocently, a sly smile curling on her lips.

      “Breakfast then go for a run with me? Show me something I haven’t seen.”

      A nod rolled her off the bed, tying up her hair but padding away nude. Her hips swayed in a mesmerizing way.

      She waggled her brows at him before taking the corner. Caught staring. Like he could help it. But once she disappeared, he had a task to complete before breakfast. Packing his duffle meant shoving half-folded clothes in, bare bones. He didn’t like clothes, and he tucked his tattoo gun and inks in the middle. 

      Shoes, socks, boxers, jeans, and a tee. That much was a weight in itself. He hated clothes, but at least a few guys from home would be off the property to travel with him. 

      Maybe they’d have something to slay by the time they returned home.

      That or he’d spend the whole night drinking in the bar.

      He might do that anyway.

      But he wouldn’t tell them anything about Winter tonight—none of the real stuff.

      Midnight strode out to the kitchen nude. Winter had a long t-shirt on but nothing else.

      “Smoking, sugar.”

      Her laughter echoed against the tile and brushed steel.

      Bacon sizzled on the skillet, and water boiled for the oats. Tequila sat on the counter.

      “Don’t you dare sit with your bare ass on my stools or couch.”

      “I didn’t plan on it, so don’t chase after me with that towel.”

      Winter grinned as she flipped the bacon with a fork. “Don’t sit, and I won’t swat you.”

      A fair demand. Truce.

      He helped himself to a glass of tequila. Beauty had good taste.

      Diverting blood drew her gaze, and he grinned.

      If she let him, he’d gladly sacrifice most of his time running to take her again. She made quick work of the bacon, burning it, and mixing the oatmeal before handing him a bowl. An entire piece of bacon disappeared between her lips before he took it for her grip.

      “Sexy, sugar.”

      “Mmm hmm.” Winter made such a good tease. Midnight was sure half the time she didn’t even know she was flirting or being charming.

      They ate quickly, with small pokes at each other, and shots of tequila, then they ran off and shifted to wolves to run along the hills outside of her home. The brilliant trees spoke to him. He loved this place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter showed Midnight a small hidey hole hidden in the side of her mountain—one that she used to play warrior in as a girl. It was big enough to fit them both and give a little wiggle room.

      He sniffed around. Could he smell the snacks she used to stow away in here when she hid? Midnight snuggled up against her, and they watched the wild life scamper by.

      When Winter changed back into a human, Midnight followed shortly after. Their naked bodies pressed together, and he crawled over her without hesitation. Not enough room for her to wrap her legs around his waist, but he spread her thighs in his hands, and he knew her too well, possessed too much experience, and Winter crumbled under him. Flashing a giant smile down at her, Midnight had gotten cocky. Cockier.

      Nails sinking into the back of his neck, his nose came down to bump hers. Breath tangling, their mouths brushed, and she bit his lip. They’d done this for hours, nightly, and he could almost make her come at will.

      She hadn’t learned that skill, but she didn’t want to. The longer he lasted, the more pleasure she got. Especially when he was a specimen and had the stamina Midnight possessed. Once he’d ramped her up again, it didn’t take long to tumble down together.

      They didn’t have much time.

      Letting her knees down, he nuzzled her neck, scooped her shoulders, and pressed into her. Midnight told her, plainly, that he was going to miss her. How well-spoken he could be without words.

      Winter touched his cheek, bringing his gaze to hers.

      He knew. Time was almost up.

      Midnight nipped her and let her go, crawling out before her and offering a hand, like a real gentleman, but she’d already changed into her wolf and ran past him. He howled and ran after her.

      Winter hated this part almost as much as she hated their arrivals, but she followed a newly dressed Midnight out front, where he wrapped her up in his arms once more. A solid goodbye.

      “Make a good choice, sugar. Your countrymen are counting on you.”

      It made her laugh so hard. She pinched his cheek. “No pressure or anything.”

      “Nah. Nothing of the sort.” He planted a kiss on her, soft and sweet, then his mouth pressed to her forehead. 

      “Don’t be charming all of the ladies when you get home. You’ll make me jealous.” Winter grinned up at him. “But if you do, be sure not to scare them off so fast.”

      “Only got eyes for you, Winter Jarl.”

      She shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      He waggled his brows, backing away with his bag in hand.

      Winter took a deep breath when he took the corner, and she set off to see her father.

      The door opened to the amazing scent of roasted meat and buttered vegetables and caramelized fruits and pastries. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, baby.” He waved her in, and she gave him her patent hug, sinking into his lap. He seemed more slender.

      “Have you been eating?” She brushed the hair from his face.

      “Yes, my loving and doting daughter, Zara has been taking excellent care of me.”

      Winter bit her lip, worried about how sick he was. Her fingers brushed his forehead and cheekbones. “Okay.”

      Crawling off of him, she threw herself into her chair and took a bite from a roll with a smile. He laughed and shook his head. “Tell me about Midnight.”

      Now, Winter couldn’t keep the cheeky grin off her face. “He was…something else. Lots of energy. Loves to run around like a pup. Tattooed like a walking art museum. We got along well.”

      “The good mood means you’re not hung up on him.”

      “I’m pretty predictable. He’s a good man.”

      “I know he is. I’ve trained him and his men a few times over at the Gulf. He has an excellent record, too.”

      “He did seem pretty enamored with you.” Winter ripped off a piece of a turkey leg and groaned. It was nice to have freshly-made food.

      “And you by proxy.”

      “You know he had other reasons to like me. My winning personality for example.”

      They laughed together. 

      “He seemed to improve your sense of humor.”

      “He had plenty to share. It may have rubbed off.”

      Amarok regarded her with his own sense of humor and curiosity. “That’s good.”

      Yeah. It was good.

      “Oh, and he gave me a tattoo.”

      The wild look in her father’s eye yanked a laugh out of her. “Your first?”

      Winter nodded, lifting the edge of her pant leg to show him. He pulled her foot in his lap and touched it. His eyebrows quirked up, and he smiled. “Rosemary.”

      “Yeah. I’ve revived Mom’s old collection, too. The rosemary is thriving. Could use some help brewing more beer. Can Zara let you go for an afternoon? Next cycle?”

      A little fire lit up his gaze. “That can be arranged.”

      Winter swallowed back the burn of knowing this may be the last ones they make together. “You’ll have to pick out some flavors.”

      “You’ve got it. Now, go on. Tell me more about Midnight.”

      “Did you know that he has eight sisters and a brother?”

      Surprise and jest flashed over his face. “I did not.”

      “I can’t imagine living with that many females.” She’d always preferred the attitude and disposition of males. The ones she did get on with to any degree had the same inclinations as she did.

      “He also once saved a dragon egg and her parents from sure death.”

      “You must tell me about this one.”

      Winter laughed and regaled him with those stories Midnight’d spun for her.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Why did she always have this heavy dread in the pit of her stomach for the hour before a new alpha arrived? Like she’d felt as a girl when she had to socialize with the kids from other families. The other girls would want to play with dolls or hair or make up, and all she wanted to do was get out of her dress and run wild outside. Which was exactly what happened by the end of night.

      Winter’d come home and get a slap on the wrist from her father and her mother’s tongue as she was washed. More so when the boys she’d run off with came back with bruises and filth like she was the bad influence.

      Maybe she was. Certainly more now than when she was a pup, but the boys who’d slipped off were just being boys. Although she absolutely led the ones after her mother’s death. She’d turned radioactive, and when she’d launched herself off the side of one of the cliffs to a river and came out with five broken bones, Amarok cracked down on her training. Gave her focus before she killed herself. The other two boys that followed her broke more than five.

      Winter won her reputation as a bad seed—dangerous.

      The knock on the door jarred her from the memory. Taking a swig from her glass of tequila, she braced herself to answer it.

      She opened the door to a tall man with dark hair and eyes and…

      My goddess, he’s beautiful.

      The dark suit did him so many favors in that department, but it also showcased this new alpha as the epitome of poise and good breeding. He even gave her a slight bow.

      “Miss Winter Jarl, a pleasure to meet you.”

      Her mouth pursed at the sound of his warm voice. The embodiment of a gentleman. 

      “For now, Mr. Marsh Orvar.” Part of her mocked the formality, the other part wondered if she should have worn one of her mother’s dresses.

      Way too long lashes brushed his lightly pinked cheeks as he looked down.

      Was she embarrassing him already? This would be interesting.

      “Come on, I’ll show you to your room.” Winter walked away without waiting, but he followed prompt on her heels. His room was across from the study with Dad’s books, a few rooms down from hers.

      The magic clicked as the door unlocked, and she held the key out to him. He moved with the grace of a man used to being seen, but he didn’t seem so talkative. Nor did he look at her with the blatant show of undressing her like most of the others had.

      In fact, Marsh reminded her of the way North had responded to her—formal, reserved, and proper, but she’d been wrong about him at first. Maybe, she’d learn and be nicer this time. The opposite of her wasn’t such a bad thing. Yet, the gold accents to his suit jacket didn’t help.

      Safely in his room, he put his suitcase down and peered sideways at her.

      “I hope you know how to cook and clean up after yourself.” She left him with that sentiment as she had all of the others.

      After the brazen openness of Midnight, Marsh’s decorum had Winter a little more insecure. A light and mostly liquid lunch it was then: her old buddy tequila and some tea, but she smashed together a few ham sandwiches before she left the kitchen to stake her claim somewhere in the house.
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      Winter Jarl was more striking than Marsh remembered. Those hazel-green eyes seemed to see him more fully than the first time they’d met, nearly forty years ago. She was still the most stunning creature he’d ever seen. The warnings her father and friend boasted seemed so detached from the reality of Winter. Maybe the last six cycles polished her edges, but that sharp, preceptive gaze and the agility in her movements screamed danger.

      It left him in awe of her.

      Enamored.

      The woman he judged all other women against for the bulk of his adult life.

      She might just chew him up and spit him out, heartbroken, but no matter how he imagined these next twenty-eight days, even the worst of them amounted to more than he’d ever had with a woman. And for it to be Winter…

      He took a deep breath once she left and savored the mint and rosemary scent of her—cleaner now, distinctive, and he wanted to commit it to memory. Hair filtered through his fingers, and the heat in his cheeks and throat persisted, even though they’d spent mere minutes together.

      The side-table drawer held a pad of paper and pen, so he scrawled out the imagery she conjured in a wrapping of pretty words. Folding it and placing it in his pocket, he freshened up in the bathroom, washing his face and changing his shirt. Marsh went in search of Winter without trying to seem too obvious, but what else did he have to do here other than learn about her.

      She sat on the couch with a cup of tea in her hands and a bottle of tequila in her lap. A tray sat on the coffee table with crumbs and a crumpled napkin.

      Marsh hovered at the entrance to the kitchen. This interaction thrilled and terrified him. He was so bad with women, awkward and too quiet. Putting his own thoughts and feelings to words made him choke, but give him a pen and paper, or a poet to quote, and he could fake it competently enough. A difficult charade to keep up.

      Shaking it off, he took the jagged step into the kitchen, opening the fridge and smiling at the containers of prepared foods and bottles of beer. He took one, not accustomed to the beverage, but he wasn’t ready for the hard stuff.

      Nerves got the better of him, so he slid the piece of paper onto the counter and retreated the way he’d come, circling the house with a slow intent of examining each picture and piece of art, noting what each room held, and not immediately coming around behind Winter watching television. He would end there eventually. She was a magnet, and he was iron.

      His favorite room on the first floor was filled with plants and large windows that arced to the ceiling. Benches spread across the bottom of them, and the green outside matched the table of green inside, making the room seem much more open. Its smell calmed him, closing his eyes.

      Did it make Winter feel like she resided in the wilderness? Surely, she could merely go outside for that.

      Marsh didn’t typically spend extended time outside, except for his morning walks. Business kept him from other leisurely activities during the day, and he usually read at night. With the extra free time, this would make a nice place to sit and read, to think. Moreover, he couldn’t wait for his first morning walk around these grounds. He didn’t often get the chance to explore a mountain so thoroughly.

      He took a few pictures of the plants and the windows, and he lingered for a little while before circling again, pausing in front of the training room, where he imagined Winter practicing in the tight under armor he’d seen her in so long ago, sweaty, dirty, and smeared with blood, and heat swathed him.

      Pushing the overwhelming reaction down, he closed in on the large living room, cut in half by the couch and filled with the pool table behind it. A dartboard hung on the wall to his right as he entered, but Winter didn’t sit on the couch. The TV sat paused mid-action in the show.

      Heart hammering, he took the quick and quiet steps to the corner of the pool table, and he caught the edge of her at the counter where he’d left the paper. She tapped her fingers beside it, flipping it in her grip and pursing her lips. 

      Winter’s eyes widened when she finally unfolded the paper and read the contents. Short and sweet and spreading a smile across her face. Her gaze lifted, and he slipped out of view, turning to the window. Her steps entered the room behind him.

      He took three breaths before he peered at her.

      She’d paused in front of the couch to survey him and slid back onto the cushions as if to say she wouldn’t bite unless prompted, but he retreated to examine the second floor, finding his favorite room by far—the one that held books he’d never seen before.
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      A folded note sat on the counter. It hadn’t been there before.

      Winter washed her dishes, dried her hands, and stood in front of that paper, fiddling with it, tapping the counter in indecision.

      Was this for her? Who else would it be for, Winter?

      Unfolding it, a short poem etched across the small page.

      Fire trapped in form

      Coiled veins of magma

      Scorch skin like dragon’s breath

      Heart vulnerable to her blade

      Ready to bleed upon approach

      Something about the gory romance made Winter smile. 

      Had he written this about her? And just left it here?

      She read the poem again and brought it back to the couch with her. Marsh stood by the window, pausing her.

      Spying on her? Rather juvenile but cute. Was he shy?

      The slow turn to regard her screamed, yes. Terribly shy.

      Winter wouldn’t try to scare him off, but she wasn’t so great at initiating either. Sliding into the couch, she touched the paper in her pocket and tried not to laugh as he ran away.

      That was more of what she’d been used to before this whole thing started.

      Decorum wasn’t her forte. Ask to take a beast’s head off or build a fire or field strip a squirrel, sure, Winter could do that. But polite conversation wasn’t what men typically had with her. It was all innuendo and threat in her prior life. Mostly the former, but now, that seemed so far away.

      Winter wished she was better at carrying on a normal conversation. How badly would her bluntness scar her interactions with Marsh?

      When the episode waited to transition to the next, she read the poem once more.

      He knew how bad she was at this. He had to.

      When she stood to stretch her legs, she caught a flash of white on the window sill. A polaroid sat against the glass. Winter picked it up: a closeup of her red gerbera daisies. The composition was pleasing, not that she knew how to replicate it.

      Her mother had loved art in all forms, so she learned some of the lingo.

      Slipping the photo with her poem in her back pocket, Winter grabbed a fresh beer and traipsed up to the study for a book. Hot sand and sea lingered in the doorway, so she wasn’t surprised when Marsh filled the chair in the far corner by the window, a book open to catch the sunlight.

      He stood, startled when she entered, like he wasn’t supposed to be there or thought it improper to remain sitting when a female entered the room, which reminded her of the old romances her mother used to read to her.

      A soft, husky laugh accompanied her shaking head. “You can be here.”

      Marsh blinked at her and nodded, sitting again, but he pinched the book around his finger to keep his place.

      Winter finished her re-read of War and Peace too long ago, so she searched the shelves like she’d done her whole life, waiting for something to reach out and grab her. His attention touched her, obvious along her skin as she perused the titles. Not a constant embrace. He was polite, after all, but she rather enjoyed that he didn’t seem able to help looking at her, even after he re-opened his book.

      As beautiful as he was with his high cheekbones and square jaw, smooth skin and perfectly manicured everything—at least everything she could see, he snuck glances at her like she was an exotic creature he might spook.

      After twenty minutes of searching, Winter pulled a small, clothbound book off a low shelf and settled herself on her usual couch by the window, facing Marsh.

      His gaze danced up to hers, holding for a heartbeat and descending to his book.

      She opened the pages to a world of dramatic romance with sweeping, poetic imagery, and she lost herself to the saga. Trauma dashed through the plot and crashed into the characters’ lives. It engulfed her, wrapping her arms around her knees, the book’s spine propped between her feet as the pages flew.

      The young hero reminded her of Marsh, or at least, her first impressions of him. A rich young man with a suitable upbringing, in love with a woman who didn’t fit with his society. But she was a sweet and tender thing like him, although poor and innovative. They didn’t end up together. It completely broke Winter’s heart.

      A huff brought Marsh’s attention back to her, and behind her eyes burned from the tragic ending. She flashed him the spine. “Have you read it?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      Winter crawled from her seat and approached him. His shoulders stiffened and his jaw set. “It’ll devastate you. If you’re into that.”

      He took it, fingertips brushing hers. A skittish shift watched her grip’s retreat. “Thank you.”

      That tender voice made her restless on top of the doom already hanging over her from the novella. Winter shook her head, leaving to burn some of it off outside. As a wolf. Like she used to.

      When she returned, a small bouquet of leaves and small buds surrounded one, large wild flower. They were bound with twine and hung from her door handle. Frilly purple petals paired nicely with the large flat leaves.

      Three gifts in one day. A little overwhelming, but nice. Winter didn’t know how to respond.

      Bringing them to her bathroom and putting the bundle in a vase, she filled her tub with steaming water and herbs. She missed the near constant sex of the last couple of months. Had gotten too used to it.

      Winter relaxed into the heat, her muscles in need of proper care and relaxation.

      Naughty images wound through her thoughts as she tried to empty her mind. Men overlapped each other, and she pushed them away, wondering at Marsh. The beautifully crafted diamonds in his ears suggested a profession, or at least which industry it focused on, and she found herself thinking about his fingers.

      Would he touch her like some prized gem? As rough and uncut as she was.

      Once she broke through that shy barrier, would he fight with her or push her buttons? Would he grab ahold of her like he might perish without her? How much experience did he have?

      Something about him made Winter want to press her lips against his wide, shapely mouth and muss his neat hair. She wanted to smudge dirt across his clothes and hear him whimper.

      How many women like her did he come across in his life?

      She’d wait him out, but once he got brave enough, she’d let him see what real fire felt like.

      Smiling at the poem’s possible meanings, Winter added mint oil to the sponge and pictured the variety of outcomes she might discover with Marsh, haunted by the men before him and the torn lovers from the story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Marsh inspected the kitchen more thoroughly as Winter took a bath. He did not usually cook for himself, meaning he’d only done so a handful of times when his cook took a vacation. Usually, he went to his family’s home for dinner and survived on sandwiches or trips to town. Not particularly a fan of being in town without business, people who knew of him liked to chat, which he was not opposed to, but when a pretty female paid him attention, he felt so very uncomfortable.

      He did, however, know how to turn on an oven and follow directions. Would Winter be hungry?

      He’d once watched her eat a pile of food, four times the size of what he ate for a meal. Twice what he’d seen male warriors consume. He enjoyed how unabashed she was, but even then, she didn’t eat like an animal. Her mother’s manners bled through her father’s ruthlessness and her own anger.

      Marsh wanted to share a meal with her and enjoyed the fact that she had jalapeño poppers in her freezer, a good deal of them. Like she ate them every day.

      They were easy enough to place on a tray and slide into the oven.

      He assembled sandwiches, small ones, while the poppers cooked, and he poured himself a glass of dark, red wine. It tasted of raspberries and cocoa. Chest and throat warming, he finished the glass before he meant to and poured himself a second, swirling it as Winter walked into the kitchen, scrubbing her wet hair, skin pink with the heat.

      It took everything in him not to ogle how her bare breasts pressed against her t-shirt or how tightly her jeans encased her hips. He sipped the wine to redirect himself.

      “The chocolate port has a nice flavor palette.”

      Smiling, Marsh agreed and offered her a sandwich.

      Her brows lifted. “Sure. Thanks. I liked the flowers and…”

      Her hand rolled to indicate the other gifts—the poem and the picture and, she didn’t know it yet, a sketch. “You are welcome, Winter.”

      Marsh hated how formal he sounded, but he didn’t know how to talk to her.

      She gestured to the bottle and grabbed another wine glass, standing so close as he poured. He sloshed and cursed himself, but she was there with a napkin to wipe it up without any fuss. 

      Her smile made him less embarrassed by his own inadequacies.

      “Do you wake early?” His voice trembled, but he hoped she hadn’t heard it.

      “Usually.” Winter sipped her wine. “To train. Or run.”

      “To hike?” 

      “That, too.”

      Pressing the base of his glass against the counter with his fingertips, he took a deep breath. “I like to walk early in the morning, for the fresh air and exercise. It’s the only time of day I can find the time—typically.”

      An awkward and unintentional pause had him swallowing past the anxiety.

      “Would you care to join me tomorrow? Perhaps, show me my limits?”

      “Sure. Probably better to show you the boobytraps before you stumble into one.”

      Hidden weapons in the woods? No one had told him about that.

      She took up a ham and cheese and mustard sandwich, and her mirth  eased a bit of the shock. She was teasing him.

      “I like to eat in there.” Winter pointed to the couch, and he relented, willing to follow her and have the easy distraction of the television.

      “Okay.” 

      The oven beeped, and closer than he, she shut it off and pulled the fried nuggets free. A wider grin flashed over her, and she looked at him knowingly. “My favorite. Smart man.”

      Her favorite? Did she know he’d been there when she’d tasted them for the first time? That he’d ordered them for her when he spotted her at the restaurant?

      Burning at the memory, he wished to do more than merely get out of her way, so he brought the food and wine to the coffee table, and she trailed behind. Marsh glimpsed the soft jiggles of her curves as she stomped to the couch and took her spot in the corner.

      “Easiest if you sit here.” She signaled beside her, so he took the middle cushion.

      Why couldn’t he sit and relax and not be so rigid?

      The mint and rosemary scent mixed with her sheer attractiveness made his instincts itch against his upbringing. Marsh knew he was here to court her, to attempt mating with her, but he’d always thought of that taking months, years, to cultivate.

      Maybe with a woman like Winter, it either happened or it didn’t. He’d followed the stories of her across their country, inquiring about the warriors each time he traveled. Her own father had shared a few to warn them, but now that he sat next to her, she was simply a female—an alpha and overpowering and on fire—yet the same as him.

      Marsh cursed not having more experience, fumbling his way through interactions. The few he’d had were not initiated by him, and that seemed to be his role here. Curses.

      Winter shoved an entire jalapeño popper in her mouth and chewed like a man, following it with her wine before swallowing completely. She’d eaten more like an animal that first time. When she peered sideways at him, he spooked out of his stare, taking a sandwich onto a small plate to catch the crumbs.

      She saw his every mannerism, likely more in tune with his actions than most. Probably saw him as the weak alpha he was with paid security and guards to be strong on his behalf.

      Another sandwich half disappeared into Winter’s mouth. The sight made his cheeks burn as he took a bite of his, wishing he could simply take her in his arms and kiss her. The desire would not subside.

      

      GET YOUR HANDS ON BOOK SEVEN NOW!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        PREVIEW OF HUMILIATE HER

      

      

      

      
        
        MAGENTA HUMILIATED HER HUSBAND BY MISTAKE, AND NOW, SHE’S PAYING FOR IT.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Magenta pulled at the ropes binding her wrists together. Rough fiber pinched at her skin and rubbed it raw.

      She sucked back the running in her nose—from crying as Malcolm tied her up and the other men leered at her. But they left her in the bedroom. Locked her in, not that she could go far with the rope around her ankles. Magenta found a corner between the bedside table and the wall, toes wiggling in the squares of sunlight.

      After long stretches of silence and abrupt bursts of boisterous cheers. Her nerves twitched her muscles, pulling a shriek from her when her husband kicked the door open. The looks on the line of men behind him scared her.

      She’d humiliated him without meaning to, but she had nonetheless. And part of her apology was her own taste of humiliation. Magenta had agreed to this, but did she know what she’d been getting into?

      They advanced slowly as she sobbed. The fear clinging to her with the crawling anticipation of pain.

      Half a dozen sets of hands grabbed and lifted her from the floor, pulling at her clothes as they tossed her on the bed.

      Malcolm gave a slow, methodical speech about what she’d done to him—emasculated him. He tore open her leggings at the crotch, making her hips jerk off the bed. His fingers rubbed against her panties.

      Magenta wriggled back, useless. The other men were too close. Leering.

      You like it.

      He ripped her shirt off her, tearing it nearly in two, and grabbed and squeezed her breasts. Squirming under his grasp, she tried to pull her arms around herself but was quickly grabbed by two other men, pinning her hands above her head.

      Legs kicking, she wished she’d never agreed to this.

      More hands halted her kicks, untied her ankles, and spread her thighs wide for Malcolm. Magenta’s whimper made her husband grin down at her. His fingers probed the tear in her leggings, pressing her panties in deeper and rubbing her core until her hips shifted without her consent. A taste of pleasure rolled through her before he crawled up her body, straddling her waist and chest.

      The others released her, and her arms were pinned between his knees. The weight of him had her mouth parted, panting.

      His thumb pressed along her lower lip, dipping in to spread salt over her tongue.

      “That’s a good girl. No teeth.”

      Malcolm’s other hand yanked at his jeans, spreading his zipper and freeing his hard cock. It bobbed above her, and his thumb pushed deeper into her mouth to the back of her tongue, making her gag, which only made him grin wider.

      “Better get used to that. I’m a lot bigger than my thumb.” Withdrawing the digit, he pressed her mouth open, leaned forward, and angled the head of his cock between her lips.

      Magenta’s tongue darted out to taste him and retreated.

      “Oh don’t be shy now. You’ve been flapping your tongue enough that I know how well you can use it.”

      Thrusting into her mouth, Malcolm’s hand twisted in the back of her hair to hold her in place. The head of his cock tapped the back of her throat, gagging her, but her struggle only provoked him to push deeper.

      “Learn how to swallow, babe. Breathe between the thrusts.” And they grew harder and more accentuated.

      Fighting for air, her fingers dug into his butt in the vain attempts of slowing him down.

      Panicking reflexes made it hard to adjust, but she found a rhythm and blinked back the tears to look up at him. Malcolm grunted and groaned as her tongue cupped his shaft, swallowing his head to keep from choking.

      His moans grew as his men captured her knees again, spreading them wide enough that her panties dig against her core. An errant thumb caressed the tight fabric, making her hips jerk. The men held her tighter, and the thumb pressed harder, splaying Magenta’s folds. Another thumb caught her hooded clit, jolting a soft cry around her husband’s cock.

      Malcolm taunted her with his smile. “Don’t worry, babe. We’ll work you up good. Going to make you stretchy and pliable. You’ll be at this a while after all.”

      A tug of her panties had finger tips probing her, rubbing her entrance until wet spread from her center.

      Magenta’s whimpers and muffled moans urged her husband on before he withdrew his cock, slimy with her spit.

      The other hands retreated, and he settled himself between her thighs again. His blunt fingers dug under the straps of her panties and tore them aside to bare her folds.

      Magenta gulped at the air, gasping as Malcolm’s mouth closed around her left nipple, his grip squeezing and pulling at her right. The sharp pangs of pleasure and pain had her wiggling and whining, ready to push him away.

      Hands descended on her again, holding her down as he fondled her.

      Gloating, he lifted over her as she squirmed, and he took little pause to line himself up before he worked his way inside of her. Malcolm jolted against the ends of her, and everyone grinned at her cry.

      There were so many of them. Watching her. Holding her down. Waiting their turn.

      Magenta worked to distract herself, but she found herself counting the men. How long would it take to satisfy all nine of them?

      Eyes closed to work out the math, she frightened herself. This would quadruple her number of lovers, having only been with two men before her husband, and she’d never had anything close to a threesome.

      Her husband hit a spot that had pleasure spiking, even as she tried to push it down. “Your restraint is cute, babe, but go ahead and hold onto it because it won’t last long.”

      Her thighs trembled, and she breathed through her teeth. It did feel good, but she didn’t want the rest of the men to know that. Didn’t want them to think she was such a whore. That they would so easily make her enjoy their cocks the way her husband did.

      Malcolm matched her well in bed. It was the rest of their life that didn’t make sense sometimes.

      Magenta whimpered, core clamping down on the orgasm she desperately wanted to hide from the others.

      “There you are…” Malcolm teased, pressing his teeth over her collarbone. “You feel so good when you come on my cock.”

      Soft panting betrayed her, making him tilt her hips higher so that he could hit the spot that would end her so easily.

      Toes curling, Magenta bit her lip to stifle the moans, and she bore down on him and his emphatic tapping of her womb. Muscles tense, she writhed under him, searching for that inevitable end.

      A low grumble built around them, the men’s gazes glowing with their own wants. She closed her eyes to them, body tense as an orgasm descended upon her. Every part of her trembled and pulsed, and Malcolm slammed himself into her harder, his grunts and groans against her skin dropped her head back.

      Magenta couldn’t even hold on, so she had to ride out the aftershocks as he sought his own end inside of her. After a few more long minutes, his hips bucked and he filled her with his seed.

      Another low groan pressed his weight into her, hips rocking to give her no rest. “Now I need to decide whether to stay and watch them fuck you or leave you to them. What do you think? Will it turn me on to see you so abused? Will you be able to tell my cock from the rest of them in the middle of it all, when a cock fills your every hole, when you’re leaking cum and covered in juices?”

      Malcolm pulled himself free, and his seed dribbled out of her, creating a wet spot beneath her ass. He gave her cheek a swift smack that jarred her against the hands restraining her.

      “I think I’ll get myself something to eat. Refuel before I return to help them fuck you.” And he retreated, eyes locked on hers until he left the room.

      

      
        
        FINISH MAGENTA’S STORY NOW IN HUMILIATE HER.

      

      

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image1-P3-769-70.jpg
‘5

HEAR Fkoz FEMICH AR T away:

DIRTY LITTLE NEWS

FOR MORE UPDATES. FOLLOW MY SOCIAL MEDIA

e OW






OEBPS/images/mark-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





OEBPS/images/unraveling-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Other Stories by Autumn Lishky
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Ravaging Winter
      


      		
        Chapter One
      


      		
        Chapter Two
      


      		
        Chapter Three
      


      		
        Chapter Four
      


      		
        Chapter Five
      


      		
        Chapter Six
      


      		
        Chapter Seven
      


      		
        Chapter Eight
      


      		
        Chapter Nine
      


      		
        Chapter Ten
      


      		
        Chapter Eleven
      


      		
        Chapter Twelve
      


      		
        Chapter Thirteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fourteen
      


      		
        Please Review This Book
      


      		
        Unraveling Winter
      


      		
        Chapter One
      


      		
        Chapter Two
      


      		
        Chapter Three
      


      		
        Chapter Four
      


      		
        Chapter Five
      


      		
        Chapter Six
      


      		
        Chapter Seven
      


      		
        Chapter Eight
      


      		
        Chapter Nine
      


      		
        Chapter Ten
      


      		
        Chapter Eleven
      


      		
        Chapter Twelve
      


      		
        Chapter Thirteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fourteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fifteen
      


      		
        Chapter Sixteen
      


      		
        Chapter Seventeen
      


      		
        Please Review This Book
      


      		
        Marking Winter
      


      		
        Chapter One
      


      		
        Chapter Two
      


      		
        Chapter Three
      


      		
        Chapter Four
      


      		
        Chapter Five
      


      		
        Chapter Six
      


      		
        Chapter Seven
      


      		
        Chapter Eight
      


      		
        Chapter Nine
      


      		
        Chapter Ten
      


      		
        Chapter Eleven
      


      		
        Chapter Twelve
      


      		
        Chapter Thirteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fourteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fifteen
      


      		
        Chapter Sixteen
      


      		
        Chapter Seventeen
      


      		
        Please Review This Book
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Preview of Worshiping Winter
      


      		
        Chapter One
      


      		
        Chapter Two
      


      		
        Chapter Three
      


      		
        Chapter Four
      


      		
        Preview of Humiliate Her
      


      		
        Chapter One
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  



OEBPS/images/ravaging-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





