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PACK RULE #8: NEVER LIE TO YOUR MATE.

I broke that rule the day I showed up on her doorstep. I’m sworn to protect my kind from any kind of threat.

As a human, she thought I was there on friendly business. Didn’t know I meant to take down her shifter boss. I didn’t know she’d flip my world upside down.

One whiff of her scent, and I was lost. No–found. I couldn’t leave without her. So, I spent the night. Made her fall for me.

But she doesn’t know what I am. What I’ve done. I’m not just a ranch hand–I’m a shifter enforcer. The clock is ticking before I have to finish the job.

I must win my mate’s heart and claim her before the lies catch up to me. Before she finds out what I am and what I have done. Or what I will do to keep her safe. And mine.
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JOHNNY

“The first kill’s the hardest,” Clint Tucker said, looming over the body.

On the ground was the rogue shifter who we’d hunted at the request of the Shifter Council. After a hearing, they’d sentenced him to death because he was the lowest of the low. He’d deserved to die.

But Clint was wrong–it wasn’t hard at all.

“He killed his mate,” I said, even though Clint knew the score. “Got into an argument and… finished her.” I shook my head, wiped a hand down my face, and realized it had blood on it.

Great.

“And the pups,” Clint added. “They hid under the front porch. Heard it all.” He spat on the body. “Worthless. They only came out after he drove off. Found their mother shot in the head. They called their alpha.”

“They did the right thing,” I said.

Clint had zero remorse for putting this guy down. He had a mate and a beautiful little daughter. Lily. He’d stop at nothing to prevent harm coming to them.

He nodded. “They did. When it’s time for Lily to get a mate, I’ll be answering the front door with my guns and silver bullets.”

I couldn’t help but grin, even at a time like this. We were somewhere deep in the Bighorn Mountains west of Ranchester, Wyoming. We’d tracked this guy here all the way from his pack land in North Dakota.

It was early morning, an hour before sunrise. The air was cold, the wind whipping through the pines. It never stopped blowing out here, which was this fucker’s downfall. We scented him miles away.

“This isn’t my first kill,” I admitted. First as an enforcer though, when it was sanctioned. But I’d had blood on my hands before.

He looked up from the body to meet my gaze. The moon was setting, but I could still see the question in his eyes.

“I killed a guy before,” I admitted.

His eyes widened but didn’t otherwise react. He was one chill dude. “Shit, Johnny.”

“I was eighteen. We went to the Pack Games with our mom hosted by her old pack. There was a shifter there. He took interest in my sister.” I spat the last because it still made me furious.

“Mate?”

I shook my head.

If it was weird for him to have this conversation over a dead body, he didn’t show it. As a retired enforcer, he’d seen all kinds of shit, I was sure. He’d walked away from the job when he found Becky, his human mate. Except, he’d volunteered to come on this job with me since we were pack mates, and it was my first.

With Clint done, I was the new Wolf Pack enforcer. Rob Wolf knew my past and had volunteered to take me in when I’d been banished from my birth pack. Knew what was in me. A protective streak. A mean streak. Hell, probably a hell of a lot of darkness. That was why I was chosen for the enforcer position. Besides being unmated and young.

“What happened?”

“I thought she was interested in him, too. Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. All I know is I happened upon him assaulting her in the woods,” I gritted out between clenched teeth. Worse than that, but I didn’t need to say it aloud. “I stopped it, but…”

I thought back, remembered the red I saw, then the red of his blood as it soaked into the ground. “I went too far.”

He slapped me on the shoulder. “Protecting those weaker than you is a sign of a good alpha. And to be an enforcer you have to be willing to go too far. That’s the only way to stop a shifter gone bad.”

I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “Yeah. He’d gone fucking bad.”

“You’ll make a solid enforcer. You are one.”

I dropped my gaze, remembering after the kill what they’d done to me. Kicked me out of my pack. Separated me from my family. “That kill wasn’t sanctioned.”

He shrugged. “So? If he was hurting your sister, that means he’d probably hurt others before and would have hurt others after.”

Clint had been a natural enforcer. Protecting the pack and meting justice that the Council handed down. He’d worked closely with Levi, another shifter and member of the Wolf Pack, who was the sheriff of Cooper Valley. Together, they made great protectors not only of the shifters in the community but the humans, too. Their combined roles were crucial to keep us and our kind’s secret safe. It also helped that his mate was human, and Lily was both. Perfect.

Now I was in Clint’s role, and I was already friends with Levi. Still, I questioned whether this was a good fit. If I was too good. Too dark for the role.

“I had to go before the Council.” That had been scary as hell.

“So that’s why they knew of you.”

I laughed although the reason wasn’t all that funny. “Yup. My punishment was that I got shipped to Wolf Ranch. Left my family behind.”

“Wolf Ranch isn’t a punishment, kid,” Clint reminded. “You know that.”

It wasn’t. At the time, I thought it was, but now I knew differently. The Montana pack was pretty fucking great. I may have left my family with my old pack, but I’d made a found family with the Wolfs. It was where I belonged.

“Your sister’s safe because of you,” he added.

I looked down at another shifter who liked to knock a female around. He wouldn’t harm anyone else again, either. I nodded in agreement.

“She’s mated now and has two pups,” I said, thinking of Simi. I couldn’t help but smile a little and feel pride.

He grinned. “Good. Sounds like she put that behind her.” His smile slipped as he studied me. “Have you?”

The wind ruffled my hair, the air cooling my sweaty skin. Had I put what happened to Simi behind me?

I shook my head. “No. Definitely not.”

Squatting down, I dug through the man’s pockets to strip him of his ID. We’d leave him here, miles from civilization, far from any road. The animals would get him.

I looked up at Clint. “What’s that make me? Dangerous? Ruthless? No way I’ll find a mate with what’s inside of me.”

He took off his hat, ran a hand over his dark hair, then set it back in place. “Your soul’s not black, kid. You didn’t sentence him to death. The Council did. You’re just enforcing their decision. Remember, there’s one less threat to those who can’t protect themselves. You see that. You know it.”

I tossed him the guy’s wallet.

“As for a mate?” he continued. “You’ve seen everyone else at the ranch find theirs. One after the other. Even me. It’ll happen when you least expect it.”

I stood. I didn’t want to keep talking about this. We’d done our job. He was right. Everyone else at Wolf Ranch had found their fated mates. But they weren’t murderers.

I was.
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EMMA

It was almost ten at night, and I was still at work. Ugh.

“Emma–chop chop. We don’t have all night.” My supervisor, Stan, clapped his hands together as he passed my cubicle.

Asshole.

Tilting my head back, I rolled my sore neck around.

God, this job was a nightmare. I’d thought I’d landed my dream role when I got hired to do digital effects in Hollywood. My design degree had paid off, and I’d thought living in a big city on the ocean was going to be a dream.

I’d thought I was the lucky twin for a change.

I hadn’t minded the late nights. I hadn’t minded working eighty hours a week. I expected it. I’ve always been the diligent one between me and my sister. This time, I’d thought I was part of something big when I took the job. But two and a half years later, I was still making the same salary and working the same hours. My self-confidence had been ground to a little nub. I didn’t even remember the last time I saw the Pacific or anything outside the walls of my office.

It would be one thing if I felt like my work was respected or I was given any credit for anything I did.

But that wouldn’t ever happen here. Day after day of the same old non-stop grind, it was more apparent.

I gritted my teeth and finished creating the explosion scene that they asked me to redo five times. Not because I did anything wrong–just because someone new kept interjecting with a different vision.

That was how the movie business was. I knew better than to get my nose bent out of shape.

Or I should, but it was beyond old.

My cell rang, and I glanced down. It was Lyssa. It was close to eleven at night in Montana, but she was always the party girl.

“Hey, what’s up?” I answered.

“What’s up with you?” Since we were identical twins, our voices were the same, like everything else about us, but hers was filled with excitement and enthusiasm. “Tell me you’re not still at work.”

I sighed. “I can’t because I’d be lying.”

“Seriously? It’s Sunday. You haven’t had a day off in what? Six weeks? It’s not like you get overtime.”

“Preaching to the choir,” I muttered as I kept my hands moving on the mouse and keyboard to program the visual effect with the new look they’d asked for. My monitor was huge and took up my entire desk. The lights were off. I had no exterior windows. My space was a digital cave.

“You need to quit.”

She’d been telling me this for about a year, and she wasn’t wrong. At first, I’d resisted her advice because I had a job. A job in the field that I wanted. A job that paid the bills, even if I didn’t have any time to spend any of my earnings. Heck, I was barely in the apartment I paid rent on.

Where did being the “good girl” get me?

Absolutely nowhere. That was where.

Having her call in the middle of my little pity party only made it worse. Reminded me what I could have if I hadn’t been the responsible twin. I’d spent my entire life being just that. The boring twin. The quiet twin. The dowdy twin. The mousy twin. The nerdy twin. Insert whatever staid adjective before twin, and that was me.

Meanwhile, Lyssa, living her erratic, wild, and crazy life, had always pulled in luxury, ease, and fun. She bounced from job to job but had never made less than six figures. She didn’t pull eighty-hour work weeks either.

“Emma, are you on the phone?” Stan called across the office. “You don’t have time to be on the phone.”

“Oh my God, is he yelling at you right now? It’s like… ten o’clock!” Lyssa was pissed on my behalf. “Quit! Emma, seriously. Quit. Just get up and walk out. Nothing bad will happen to you, I promise.”

Lyssa knew I was a worrier. That I overthought everything. That if I wasn’t cautious and careful something bad was going to happen. My twin was the opposite. She didn’t worry about anything. I had a planner and every second of my day was allocated while she literally winged life. I questioned everything, knowing something terrible could happen if I made the wrong choice. Maybe that was why she said nothing bad will happen. She knew that was exactly what I was imagining if I did what she said and quit.

I bit my lip, never before so tempted. I should quit. I really should. I was absolutely miserable. My only joys in life besides talking to Lyssa were hitting my bed at night and taking a hot shower in the morning, and that was depressing as hell.

This work was killing me.

“I’m still working, Stan. I can work and talk,” I called out. I wasn’t usually sassy. It must have been Lyssa’s influence.

Or the fact that I was one inch from a nervous breakdown. I grabbed my favorite coffee mug, and saw that it was empty. Shit. I needed more coffee.

“I’m serious about quitting,” Lyssa said in her take-no-prisoners tone. “You could come to Montana and just decompress from all that bullshit.”

“Hmm.”

It was tempting. Very tempting.

“My boss isn’t ever here,” she continued. “I mean, I’ve met him. He did the interview. But he comes and goes. The last time I saw him was two weeks ago, and he said he wouldn’t be back this month.” Her latest gig was working as a ranch caretaker to some billionaire who owned a huge piece of property in Montana. Since it was his second or seventh home, the guy, like she said, was rarely there.

What a job. Manage house cleaners for a place that never got dirty. Filled the pantries of a bunkhouse full of hot–Lyssa’s word–cowboys. She knew nothing about horses. Nothing about…running a dang ranch, except she was doing it. Without a boss breathing down her neck. Or, from what it sounded, even in the same state.

“I’m actually headed to Ibiza with the Sultan of Arunai.”

What? My brain stalled. Sultan of Arunai? SULTAN?

I couldn’t even get a date with the security desk guy downstairs, and she bagged a sultan? And where the hell was Arunai? Was she making it up? Had the guy lied to her about being a sultan? How did someone even become a sultan? Did she mean Aruba?

God, I was thinking all of the possible dangers, Lyssa was like, cool. Let’s do it. I don’t care if you’re lying, you fuck well, and I want a free trip.

“What?” I asked. “Ibiza?”

“I know!” she laughed. “Crazy, right?”

Yes, batshit crazy.

“When were you going to tell me this?” I asked.

“Emma!” Stan yelled. “Are you still on the phone?”

“That’s why I called,” Lyssa said.

I shook my head, losing my shit over two different people talking to me.

“To tell you the crazy story,” she continued. “You see, he was in Montana to check out a prize bull he sponsored, and we bumped into each other at the only restaurant in town.”

“Emma!” Stan’s voice was louder this time.

“We hooked up, and…well, now he’s flying me to Europe on his private jet!” My sister’s laugh did not begin to convey how actually incredible and bizarre her story was. But that was because this was a normal kind of occurrence in her life. She hooked up with a guy she met in a restaurant. Then, on a whim, went flying to Europe with him.

I was going to go to the break room and get more coffee. Maybe stir in some of that hazelnut creamer. That was my excitement.

My sister was literally the luckiest, flightiest, wildest human on Earth. She didn’t try hard at anything. It was all just handed to her on a silver platter.

Who happened to run into the Sultan of Arunai at a restaurant in MONTANA and hooked up with him?

Only Lyssa.

And all I’d done in my life was play it safe, and look where I was. In my cave with an annoying boss pestering me close to midnight.

“Emma!” Stan was back at my office door. “Hang up the phone and finish the goddamn effect. We are all waiting on you.”

I looked up and stared at my boss. I hated him. Hated my job. Hated my life. Look where playing it safe had gotten me.

Absolutely nowhere.

“You know what, Stan?” I stood up from my rolling chair, which had broken a year ago, and I couldn’t get replaced. “Go fuck yourself.”

His eyes widened because I’d never spoken to him like that before. Or anyone else, for that matter. “Oh, that’s nice. Real nice.” Stan’s stubbly face turned red.

Lyssa cheered in my ear. “That’s right, girl. You tell him. Now walk out of there.”

“I have been here for fourteen hours already, and that was after working until 1:00 a.m. last night. All I wanted to do was hear my sister’s voice while I worked on the background imagery before she left the country, and you’re over here riding my ass.”

Wow. I never even really cursed.

This felt good.

I threw open the drawer to my desk and pulled out my purse. “So you know what?” I started throwing my things scattered around my desk into my purse. After eight years, there wasn’t much, which was really sad.

“No.” There was alarm in Stan’s voice. “You can’t leave. Not before it’s done.”

Under normal circumstances, I would feel bad for him. His problem would be my problem, and I’d solve it for him, and he’d get the credit. That was how I rolled. I was the conscientious, responsible employee. The safe sister. But fuck this. I didn’t have a sultan fucking me and taking me to Europe, but I didn’t have to be fucked over by my boss and getting nowhere.

“I’m done.”

Lyssa cheered some more. “That’s right. You tell him.”

I hefted my overstuffed purse over my shoulder, grabbed my empty mug, still holding my cell phone to my ear with my other hand, and scooted past him through the door of my cave.

“Emma! At least finish this one effect!” he called as I walked away.

Finish the effect? He didn’t care that I was quitting, only that the effect wouldn’t be finished, and I was the only one to do it. Fuck him.

“I’m sorry, okay?” His voice switched to a stupid whine. “I shouldn’t have bothered you about your phone call! Come back!”

I lifted my hand with the mug and extended my middle finger above my shoulder as I walked away.

“Okay, I quit,” I said to Lyssa as I skipped the elevator and took the stairs. I sounded a little giddy. I felt it, too. “Let’s talk about Montana.”
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JOHNNY

When Rob Wolf told me he wanted me to be an enforcer, I didn’t expect much. A job or two here and there. Rogue shifters aren’t that common. He needed me on the family ranch. Horses didn’t feed themselves. Fences didn’t fix themselves, either. A place the size of Wolf Ranch needed full time tending by me and a few others. Clint, Wes, Joe, Colton, and even Rob himself.

But I was now on my second enforcer job within a week.

This time, solo.

It seemed Clint had given me a thumbs up to Rob, and my alpha was pleased because of it.

I slowed my truck in the circle driveway and stared up at the big-ass ranch house. This place made Wolf Ranch look like a cabin on a postage stamp sized property.

Mitch Chapman’s Montana place was massive. Tens of thousands of pristine, picturesque acres. Split log fences lining the entire property for miles along the road from town. Outbuildings that all matched, like a high-maintenance woman whose shirt, shoes, and lipstick were all color coordinated.

And the house.

“Fuck me,” I muttered, turning down my radio. The catchy country song was distracting me from my study.

The place was log and river rock. Huge windows. It had wings left and right. It was that massive. It was understated, which was a little laughable. Screamed an architectural magazine cover. It also screamed money.

A shit ton of it. All of this had to be maintained by a slew of people. Shifters, most likely, since Chapman was one. It was the perfect place to run on a full moon, even better than Wolf Ranch. But it would be easier for Chapman to hide his shifter crimes from a crew of clueless humans. That could work for me.

But Chapman was loaded. A billionaire. He could buy anyone.

He’d been investigated by the Council, and enough evidence was found for him to be brought in for a trial. Evidence of sick shit. The report they gave me said he was suspected of trafficking shifter females who applied for jobs at his various companies around the world. Lured them from their packs with the promise of work as anything from an office manager to accountant to vice president, but then they were imprisoned and sold off on the black market as breeders. One had escaped and shared what had happened to her, and that had been the beginning of the extensive investigation. Now he’d be tried, and if found guilty would die for his crimes. If Mitch Chapman could be found.

I was sent to Running Waters Ranch because Chapman had gone into hiding. He hadn’t been seen in two weeks. Enforcers around the country were being sent to his various homes and businesses to find him. I was the closest enforcer to this ranch in Montana, so this was my search area.

If found, we were required to bring him before the Council.

Human law enforcement did things differently. Chapman would be arrested, maybe taken to human trial, but his money would probably get him off. If not, it would be easy for a shifter to break out of prison, which we couldn’t allow.

If guilty–which this far in the process, he most likely was–he would die.

I parked. Climbed out of my truck and put on my cowboy hat. Even though I wasn’t supposed to kill the guy, I didn’t trust him. Still, I left the gun with silver bullets under the seat for now. I needed to scope out the situation before I walked in cocked and loaded. I needed to figure out who was on property and whether they’d give me trouble. Whether there were innocents around–human or shifter. I wanted to get a feel for the layout of the property.

I had an easy cover–as a member of the closest neighboring pack, my alpha had sent me to make contact and invite him to visit for a full moon run this month. It was reasonable, and if he wasn’t such a slimy, dangerous shit, we’d enjoy having him.

Beyond the house, the land sloped down into a shallow valley where a creek meandered as far as I could see from left to right. Thick cottonwoods edged the water creating a stripe of green. Beyond that, waving grass blew across an untouched prairie.

It was fucking gorgeous.

I went up the walk and rang the doorbell. Waited. Right before I was about to give up and circle the house, the huge door swung open.

A woman stood on the doorstep, offering me a soft smile. “Hello.”

Holy shit, talk about fucking gorgeous. Dark hair, almost black, cascaded down her back. Her eyes were equally dark, wide set, and framed with thick lashes. She had high cheekbones, a pert nose and… holy hell, full lips that would look amazing wrapped around my dick.

She was small, a half foot shorter than me, but not breakable. Through her simple jeans and white v-neck t-shirt, I couldn’t miss the meat on her bones, curves I could grip and hold onto. She was… perfect.

When I didn’t say anything, only stared, she cocked her head to the side and added, “Can I help you?”

I un-swallowed my tongue and yanked off my cowboy hat, held it against my chest. “Hey there. I’m here to see Mitch Chapman.”

For a moment, her eyes widened. “I’m sorry, he’s not here.”

I didn’t doubt her. Every expression seemed to flit across her face. Surprise, concern, definitely a hint of interest.

“Oh. Do you know when he’ll be back?”

She shook her head.

Chapman was in his fifties. Could she be his daughter? There was no mention of one in his file. No mate either. Girlfriend? The idea made me want to track the bastard down and kill him for that alone. Whoa, that was a new one, this… aggression. Why was I drawn to this shifter?

I leaned my forearm against the doorframe to get a little closer to her.

She didn’t step back. Her gaze traced the muscles in my arm and came back to my face with her eyes slightly wider and twin spots of color on her cheeks.

I inhaled deeply and learned two things at once. She wasn’t a shifter. She was human. And, considering my body’s instantaneous reaction to her scent–this beautiful human was my mate.
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EMMA

Um, wow. There was a very hot cowboy at the door. Snap shirt and all. Was he flirting with me?

I wouldn’t know, since I hadn’t been on a date in–I didn’t know–two years? Not since I dated Josh, another guy in the production company, for a few weeks. Basically, we’d hooked up while working late one night and had ended things two weeks later, so I didn’t know if it was even considered dating. It had been lame with a capital L. Like no orgasms lame. I’d had to get myself off in the few minutes I had before he came… and left.

No, this guy was stunning. Like a model stepped off the pages of Rugged Magazine. Was there such a magazine? If not, there should have been. Because I could look at cowboys like this all. Day. Long.

I did know there were cowboy calendars. He’d be Mr. January. And February. Every month of the year.

Were these the kinds of guys who frequented Chapman’s ranch? I hadn’t been here long enough to scope the place out. It was huge, and I knew less than nothing about cows other than I liked my beef medium rare. As for cowboys, I liked them just like this guy. If the others on the ranch looked like him, I was going to talk Lyssa into twin-swapping with me like we did when we were younger. I’d excelled at math, and we had swapped for all of her tests for Pre-Cal. I’d stay here and work her job, which didn’t seem to be all that hard or demanding, especially since she wasn’t even here. She could go gallivanting off on whatever her next adventure would be, and I’d sit back and ogle the man candy. According to Lyssa, Chapman rarely even came to this ranch. No one even needed to know I was the wrong twin.

He leaned in the doorway like he’d wanted to get closer to me, and I was into it.

So into it.

He had thick, bulging muscles that couldn’t be contained by his shirt. A five o’clock shadow covered his jaw and upper lip, adding to the “out on the range” look that I never saw in L.A., and bushy eyebrows framed brown eyes that looked haunted. Like this guy had seen things that aged him beyond his years.

“Did you just say, um wow?” His lips quirked in a sexy grin.

Oh shit! Had I said that out loud? What a dork, what a dork, what a dork!

“I did? Oh. I mean…”

I wracked my brain for something interesting to say. Something flirty. Something cute?

What would Lyssa do?

Before I could figure it out, an ear-splitting alarm erupted throughout the mansion. I jumped about a foot in the air–enough that Hot Cowboy thought he needed to reach out and catch my elbow for support.

I wasn’t sorry about that. Not sorry at all.

“Is something burning?” His voice was a deep velvet rumble. He lifted his nose to scent the air.

“My cookies!” I gasped, finally realizing what had happened. I’d been playing Ms. Domestic in the gorgeous ranch kitchen and decided to bake this afternoon. I’d been about to pull them out of the oven when Hot Cowboy–HC for short–rang the doorbell.

I spun around, leaving HC in the open doorway.

Great. If I burned the place down, I’d lose my chance at keeping my sister’s job and meeting hot cowboys. Then what?

I dashed into the kitchen, only to realize that HC was right on my heels.

Well, that was sweet. He was the protector type. There weren’t many of those in L.A.

I threw open the oven door and grabbed the hot mitts. Smoke billowed out into my face, and I had to turn away and cough, eyes watering.

“I got it,” he shouted over the alarm. Before I could recover, HC took one of the hot mitts from my hand and pulled the cookies out. “I’ll take this outside.” He disappeared, jogging with the cookie sheet toward the French doors that led to a huge stone terrace and in-ground pool at the back of the house.

Swoon.

It wasn’t like he’d carried me from a burning building, but damn–I might be crazy enough to set fire to this whole place just to have that happen.

I ran for the second set of French doors–because one wasn’t enough–to throw them wide and let more air in.

The smoke alarm continued to screech. I found the switch for the vent over the stove and turned the fan on. HC reappeared and turned off the oven and shut the door.

“How do you turn off the alarm?” he shouted, looking up at the ceiling. “This kind of place has a hardwired system. You probably only have a few minutes before emergency services are notified.”

Oh shit. “Um, right! Uh…”

I knew where the panel for the security system was. Would it be in the same place? I ran for it near the front door, and HC followed. I punched in the code Lyssa had given me and waited for the alarm to turn off.

No dice.

“Here–” HC’s voice was a deep rumble. He was close enough behind me that I could feel the warmth of his breath against my ear. Did he have to stand that near to me to help?

Probably not.

Was I at all upset that he had?

Nope, not even a smidge.

He set one hand on my hip and the other reached past me and pushed a couple of buttons. The alarm stopped. My ears still rang with the echoes of it.

I sighed. I used complex computers and advanced programs for all the visual effect work I did, but I couldn’t figure out an alarm set-up. “Thank you.”

HC hadn’t moved–he was still right behind me, his hand now resting on the wall beside the security panel, his body leaning into mine. And that hand on my waist. Big. Gentle. Warm.

I didn’t want to move. Didn’t want him to step back either, but we couldn’t stare at the panel all day. Slowly, I turned to face him.

He didn’t pull back. In fact, he leaned down.

Our lips were now separated by inches, and he was studying mine, like he was thinking about kissing me.

Yes, please.

Kiss me, cowboy.

Or should I kiss him? Just a peck? Like, a thank you kiss? That was what Lyssa would do if a hot cowboy rescued her from a burning cookie incident.

“I, uh, didn’t get your name,” I whispered.

He still didn’t pull back. Didn’t give me any space, and I freaking loved it. Could he see the way my heart was pounding? My palms were sweaty, and I was overwhelmed. Nervous. Anxious I would keep on messing up, and he’d know I wasn’t cool and bold Lyssa.

For one hot second, the reality of being Boring Emma, the out-of-work designer with no social life felt like it weighed a million pounds.

I wanted to be glamorous Lyssa. The wild, carefree spirit who landed cushy jobs getting paid to do nothing on a billionaire’s ranch and then skipped town with a sultan for a week of hot, hopefully protected sex. Who could talk with men. Hell, who could meet a stranger in a bar, hook up, then go off with him to Ibiza.

I didn’t even have a passport.

I’d done it. I’d quit. Walked away from a shitty situation without any kind of safety net. That had been a Lyssa move. Could I do another one? Be all flirty and fun? Gah, not as me–that would be impossible. Emma didn’t do that. But I could fake it.

I smiled. “I’m Lyssa Lane, Mr. Chapman’s caretaker.”

Good God, what was I doing? A thrill shot through me at how risky… and exhilarating this was.

We were too close to shake hands. We were practically sharing breath. I could see his every freckle. Wanted to lift my hands and trace the contours of his sculpted chest.

“Caretaker, nice.” Gawd, that deep rumble went straight to my pussy. “Not, girlfriend?”

OMG–he was interested! In me!

My smile grew wider. “Nope. I’m no one’s girlfriend. Totally available.” Now, I was starting to feel like Lyssa. As if taking on her name imbued me with the ability to go wild. To flirt and ditch all responsibilities–not that I had any while here. To believe in my own luck. That I’d come out on top no matter what happened.

“I didn’t get your name.” I was definitely flirting. Should I twirl a lock of hair? Bite my lip?

“I’m Johnny.”

Yes, you are.

“Do you work on this ranch?” I asked. “I’m pretty new and haven’t met anyone yet.”

He shook his head. “I’m an associate of Mitch’s. From Cooper Valley.”

I had no idea where that was, but it didn’t really matter.

“Thanks for helping with the, um” –I flapped a hand in the direction of the kitchen– “cookie fiasco.”

He grinned. “Yeah, what happened there? Those had to have been in the oven for way longer than just the few minutes it took you to answer the door.”

“Did they? I set a timer…” As I said it, I realized I must not have. I’d put the cookies in, tried to figure out how to use the fancy washing machine to put a load of laundry in–that had taken fifteen minutes at least–before HC–er–Johnny–had rang the doorbell. “Maybe I forgot to set a timer. Obviously, I’m terrible with them.” I laughed at myself, instead of dying of mortification. That was what Lyssa would do, brush it off with a smile. “I haven’t made cookies in a really long time. It’s too bad they’re ruined. I would’ve offered you some to thank you for your help.”

“And I would eat them.” His throat bobbed. His eyes went dark and dropped to rove over my body. “The cookies, I mean. Or really, anything you, uh, let me eat.” He rolled his lips together and relaxed them. “I do like to eat, Lyssa.”

Oh. My. God.

This was happening.

This was seriously happening.

This cowboy was totally into me. I could have him right now if I wanted.

But that wouldn’t be safe. That would be nuts. I didn’t know this guy at all. He could be a psycho killer. He could have an STD. He could–

I thought of Lyssa. She probably hadn’t known the Sultan of Arunai any better than I knew this guy when they hooked up, and she flew on his private jet to Ibiza. Right about now she was probably sunning herself on an exclusive beach or a private yacht, and I bet she had no idea where Arunai was.

Nothing bad ever happened to her. She had fun. Adventures. She lived.

What would Lyssa do with Johnny?

She would let him eat if that’s what he wanted to do.

Yes. Yes, she would. So in my mind, I took off my big girl panties and swapped them for a sexy, lacy thong. I could do this. I could do this.

I bit my lip, then said, “You hungry, cowboy?”
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JOHNNY

Was I hungry? For my mate? I’d never been so hard in my life. My mouth watered to get a taste of her. Right from the fucking source.

I wanted to bite her shoulder. Claim her. Mark her. Her scent, like not-burned cookies and honey, was making my wolf go insane.

She was human. HUMAN. I couldn’t fucking mark her right now.

But she’d given me the go-ahead to eat her out.

Fuck, she sure as hell did. By the look in her dark eyes, the way she bit her lip, she wanted this as much as I did. But there was wariness and surprise, too. As if she didn’t invite every cowboy who came to the door to eat her out.

She’d better fucking not.

This was different. We were different. Five minutes was more than enough time for me to know that. I’d only needed one whiff of her scent.

She felt it. Needed this connection. Even as a human who knew nothing about shifters. I’d start with that. Her desire to have me make her come. Then and only then would I figure out how to tell her about why she was so instantly attracted to me, about shifters, and that she was going to be with one–me–for the rest of her life.

Pussy licking and finger fucking was happening. My wolf and dick were in agreement.

First, her mouth and every inch of her perfect body in between.

Stepping forward and with my hand on the curve of her waist, I pressed her against the wall beside the alarm panel. I took my hat off and dropped it on the floor. Slowly lowered my head as I watched her eyes and saw them fall closed.

Then my mouth was on hers.

I growled. My wolf snarled. She moaned.

Fuck, yes.

She tasted sweet, but wild. A hint of desperation clung to the kiss, and her fingers as they curled into my shirt, as if I might stop.

Not fucking happening.

I had no idea how long we kissed, and I could’ve kept at it for hours, days, even, but I wanted more.

Moving from her lips to her jaw, I kissed along it to her ear where I murmured, “Fucking gorgeous,” before I dropped to my knees.

She was so much smaller than me that even kneeling, she was only a few inches taller. Our eyes met. Hers were dark pools, hazy with desire. Her cheeks were pink. So were her lips, swollen and damp.

I was ready to find out if her other lips were in the same condition.

With steady fingers–this was my mate, and I’d never been so sure about anything–I tugged up the hem of her t-shirt up. I did it slowly, watching her eyes the entire time. I didn’t lift it over her head, only up and over her full breasts, so it bunched beneath her armpits. I liked this, baring parts of her that were just for me.

Like her pale pink bra that cupped and lifted those gorgeous swells to perfection. If she was this stunning in plain cotton, I wasn’t sure if I could survive seeing her in a sexy teddy or lingerie.

Oh, but what a way to go.

I kissed the valley between her tits, then lower down her soft stomach. Licking around her navel, I undid her jeans. Thank fuck they were the loose kind. What were they called, boyfriend-cut? More like mate-cut for easier access.

With the button undone and the zipper lowered, the waist slipped down. Her scent was stronger now, and my mouth watered. I wondered if I was drooling. I looked up, watched her eyes as I pushed the denim over her hips and lower to bunch around her ankles.

She wasn’t saying a word, but her breath was ragged, her tits jiggling in the confines of her bra.

Only when she bit her lip did I drop my gaze. Saw her plain matching panties. I set my forehead on her stomach, my hands on the backs of her legs and closed my eyes.

Breathed her in.

Felt her.

Savored her.

And also took a second to control myself. To curb my lust and need because I was close to coming, just smelling her arousal. That was all for me.

Fuck, yes.

Unable to wait a second longer, I dropped the few inches and put my mouth on her, right over her panties. Got her scent. Her taste. But then I went a little feral and ripped the cotton right off because it was the last thing in the way of what I always wanted.

Then I put my mouth on my mate’s pussy.
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EMMA

“OH MY GOD!” I shouted, my voice echoing off the high ceilings.

Johnny’s mouth was on my pussy. In the entry of a stranger’s house. And the doors were open!

And Johnny was a guy I met not ten minutes earlier.

But he was good. Really good at eating me out. Licking and sucking in ways–

“J!” I cried, grabbing hold of his head, my fingers tugging on his silky hair. I shouldn’t be doing this with a stranger! This was insane. But then he did some flick or lick, and I pulled his head into my center.

He grunted, but didn’t stop, only grasped the back of my thighs even tighter. I’d have little fingertip bruises, for sure. I didn’t care. Heck, I’d smile whenever I saw them in the mirror.

If this was what Lyssa’s life was like by throwing caution to the wind, then I’d been missing out.

Josh had gone down on me, but it hadn’t been like this. Nothing had been like this.

I was close to coming, and Johnny hadn’t gotten his fingers involved–

He must be a mind-reader on top of being a cunnilingus expert because he slid his hand between my thighs and–

“Oh!” I went up on my tiptoes as he pumped a finger into me, curling it. “YES!”

He lifted his head long enough to murmur, “Come like a good girl.” Then he went back to his task of making me do just that, sucking on my clit in a way that reminded me of my vibrator, only hotter and better. And that finger was doing something magical.

Maybe I’d been with slacker men. Maybe I was actually very orgasmic and never knew it. Or maybe Johnny was a sex wizard because I came. Just like that.

It was a good thing he was holding me up because my legs gave out. He worked my jeans off one ankle while I tried to recover; I wasn’t sure if I ever would. What he did next was sheer insanity. Holding onto the backs of my legs, he tipped back, carefully–which must’ve been because of very powerful abs–onto his back on the slate tile entryway.

Where was I? On top of him. Straddling him. With ridiculous ease, he lifted me up. Right up over his face.

I now knelt over him, my jeans caught on one ankle, my panties ripped and tossed somewhere, my t-shirt tucked up under my arms. I looked down at him. His eyes were… wow, amber?

“Johnny,” I whispered.

“Still hungry, baby.”

Then he pulled me down and tried to suffocate himself with my pussy.

“Don’t you need to–”

That was all I was able to ask him about his breathing before all thoughts fled.

And I came again.

And again.

When he seemed to think I’d had enough–because I had no idea I could handle this much pleasure–he pulled me down into his arms. I was a sweaty, wilted, sated mess. My breathing was ragged, and I wasn’t sure if I still had bones inside my body.

Against my ear, I heard the pounding of his heart. Breathed in his scent. Lower, I felt how hard he was pressing into my belly. His fingers ran through my hair, stroking me. As if I was precious.

Yeah, a whole bunch of orgasms obviously made me crazy. I was thinking like Emma, not Lyssa. Lyssa wouldn’t think she was precious to a guy. She’d think… he hadn’t gotten off.

It was his turn. Even I knew that.

I lifted my head, looked down at him. His scruff was glistening with my arousal.

I wasn’t sure if I should be embarrassed or turned on. He didn’t seem to care. In fact, the way he was licking his lips, he liked it.

Oh, he liked it. No guy would go down on a woman to that extent and with the fervor he had unless it was something he craved.

“Your turn.” I channeled my inner vixen. While I might’ve gotten off, my pussy craved to be filled by him. Feeling how hard he was, he was going to cram me full.

He stroked my hair again. “Baby, I’m all for that, but I’m not fucking you for the first time on the floor.”

For the first time? Um, wow. Sounded like this wasn’t a drive-by. Well, okay. I wasn’t in any mood to complain, that was for sure.

“I’m gonna take my time with you,” he promised.
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JOHNNY

My dick was so hard it was about to break off. I had her taste on my tongue, and my wolf was thrilled, but eager for more. So was I. Lyssa climbed off me, pushed her t-shirt back down, and tried to get her tangled pants back on. I watched while picking up my hat from the floor and adjusting my aching member in my jeans.

Even though pleasuring my mate was a fucking spiritual experience, the protector in me was still on guard. The doors were open to the front and back of the house, so I’d been listening for anyone approaching. There was no way I would’ve let anyone see the lovely Lyssa in the throes of an orgasm.

Unless she was into that. In which case, I could work to get over my possessiveness to let my female get her fantasies fulfilled. Her satisfaction was my utmost priority.

Once she’d set her clothing back to rights, I took her hand and kissed the backs of her fingers. “How long do we have before Mitch gets back?” I kept my voice suggestive, trying not to kill the mood.

She didn’t need to know that I planned to subdue her boss and take him away when he returned. Fuck. How was I going to swing that with her here? I needed to get her somewhere safe because based on the evidence and accusations, Chapman wasn’t safe for any female to be around.

She shrugged. “Oh, he won’t be back for a while. Days. Weeks, maybe.”

I relaxed. She was safe for now. But I needed to let Rob know… or the Council.

“I, uh, almost never see him,” she added.

I scented a lie. What was she hiding? Was Chapman hiding elsewhere on the ranch? Was she in on Chapman’s dirty deeds? I couldn’t believe that, especially since his crime was trafficking females, but maybe I was blinded because she was my mate.

No, her words were plausible. Chapman was shady, but he was also a businessman. Maybe he’d instructed her not to give out his schedule to anyone for privacy’s sake. That made sense, but her tiny lie made her nervous.

I hoped that was it.

Either way, we’d figure it out. She didn’t know it yet, but she was my mate. This would be ride or die. I wasn’t going anywhere without her.

“So that means I can take as long as I need with you,” I promised. I pulled one of her fingers into my mouth and sucked hard. “Don’t move. I’m gonna shut the doors, so the ranch hands can’t hear you scream.” I winked.

I saw a flicker of misgiving cross her face, and I froze, realizing how that sounded. “Oh, shit.” I reached out to catch both her shoulders, gave her a very reassuring smile. “I meant good screams. Did that sound like I’m some kind of psycho?”

Her face relaxed, and she laughed. “No. But I did just meet you.”

She blushed and glanced away.

Good. She had good instincts. She’d just let herself go with me because she sensed on some level we were made for each other. Except she was human, and the doubts were starting to show. She was a good girl, I could tell, and good girls didn’t get eaten out in their employer’s entryway by a stranger.

Except she had. And wanted more. I just had to keep that wild streak going. To have her keep letting out her inner bad girl.

“Baby, you’re safe with me. I swear, there’s no guy safer for you. I will defend you against” —I stopped myself from saying your no-good, most likely dangerous boss or any other promise that would sound too intense— “you know, burnt cookies and blaring alarms.” I grinned. “And, hell, anything that you say no to. Including me.” I raised my brows. “That’s a promise.”

She gave me a gentle shove and a smile. “I’ll shut these. You go and shut the back doors.”

Hell, yes. She wasn’t throwing me out.

My smile grew wider.

She trusted me.

I tipped my hat. “Yes, ma’am.” I jogged to shut both sets of French doors, taking the opportunity to send Rob, my alpha, the short text while there.

Chapman’s not here.

Now he knew I wasn’t dead and could notify the Council of the dead end.

When I returned, I swung Lyssa up into my arms, and she gasped then laughed. Oh, that was a sound I didn’t know I needed to hear. It soothed something in me. “Now, which way is your bedroom?”

She tipped her head toward the kitchen.

I carried her that way, and she pointed me toward a spacious caretaker’s suite located past the laundry room. Like the rest of the place, it was appointed in luxury, with a two-sided gas fireplace that could be seen from the bedroom and the bathroom and a jacuzzi tub big enough for two. When I got her back to the bunkhouse at Wolf Ranch, I wondered if she would think it would be roughing it. Rob hadn’t spared anything when he made the well-appointed building, with a huge main common area that served as rec room, kitchen, and dining space in one. There were also large bedrooms for all the hands, but I was the only one staying there at the moment. While there was a fireplace in the main room, there wasn’t one in the room Lyssa and I would share. Nor a jacuzzi tub.

“Damn. Nice digs.”

“I know, right?” Lyssa sounded in awe but then seemed to collect herself. “I mean, I love it. It’s a great job.”

“How long have you worked for Mitch?”

“Just a few months. To be honest, I’m not sure how long it will last. I guess he goes through caretakers pretty fast.”

I frowned. Was that because he was a volatile boss? Or was he making them disappear, like the shifter females he’d sold on the black market? That made my wolf hackles rise. I didn’t like Lyssa working for this guy. Nor the fact that if I hadn’t been assigned to come here to search for him, I’d never have found her. She could have remained in danger.

I wanted to punch a wall and never let Lyssa go at the same time.

I had to talk myself down. Chapman isn’t here. Your mate is safe. You’re an enforcer. Your alpha and the Council trust you to keep everyone safe. You’ll never let anything happen to her.

Based on the evidence, he’d probably be dead soon. In a matter of days, he’d be before the Council, and this would all be over. The threat to my mate would be gone. Permanently.

Right now, she was in the safest place she could ever be. With me. And I had far more pressing matters to deal with than another enforcer finding the asshole at a different location. Like, my mate’s sexual satisfaction. Then, figuring out how to make her fall in love with me.

She grabbed my hat as I laid her down in the middle of the king-sized bed and tossed it onto the floor.

I kicked off my boots.

“I hate that you covered yourself back up, baby. Lemme see those tits again,” I ordered as I pulled my wallet from my pocket, grabbed the condom there, and tossed it onto the bed beside her. Hopefully, she didn’t find me too crass.

She didn’t. The scent of her arousal bloomed as she peeled her shirt off over her head and threw it onto the floor. Her pale pink bra barely contained the full swells of her breasts.

“Fuck, that’s pretty.” I yanked my own shirt open and wrestled out of it as I climbed onto the bed.

She looked down and mumbled, “It’s, um, I didn’t know I’d have company…”

My gaze flicked up to hers from her tits. “Damn. Are you really not sure how insanely hot you are? Let’s get you bare, so I can see all of you.”

Her cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink as we worked together to get her out of the rest of her clothes.

“Oh.” Her laugh was breathy as we fought with getting her jeans over one foot.

“Oh damn.” I shook my head like something was wrong.

“What?”

“You are too perfect.” Full breasts, lush curves, neatly trimmed pussy–that I was now very acquainted with. She was better than perfect.

She smiled. Yeah, she liked that praise. I would give it to her every day from now on.

She reached for the button on my jeans and opened it. “My sister’s the hot one. I guess I kinda always felt plain in comparison.”

I shook my head, kneeling before her, giving her free rein of getting to my dick. I ran a fingertip around her nipple, tracing the skin. Silky soft. Warm. Mine. “No one is hotter than you. No one.”

Her skin darkened further with a blush. She unzipped my jeans and shoved them down my hips enough for my cock to spring free. “You’re pretty hot, yourself, cowboy.” She laughed as I knelt over her, one hand by her head, blocking out everything, so all she could see was me. “That’s what I called you in my head before you introduced yourself. Hot Cowboy.”

I rumbled, sliding my hand behind her nape to lift her mouth to mine. “I’ll be your hot cowboy, baby. Anytime you want.” I went in for a kiss, stroking my lips across hers just once before I parted them with my tongue.

She found my cock again and gripped the base. My balls tightened, and I groaned against her mouth.

Fuck, I was so hot for this female I was gonna come before we even got started. Especially since I had her taste on my tongue, and the way she looked when she came burned in my brain.

“Listen.” I pushed her back onto the bed and followed, taking her mouth again. When I broke the kiss, I said, “I don’t want you to think this is normal for me. Having a condom in my wallet. Hopping in bed with a woman within minutes of meeting.”

Fine, I fucked. I wasn’t indiscriminate, but it had never meant anything before. Sex was approached differently for shifters. Or it had been for me. Until now. Now, in a matter of an hour, it meant everything. I’d only ever have it with Lyssa ever again. It was crucial she knew that this meant something to me. That she was different.

She parted her legs, and my hips dropped into the cradle between them. My bare cock slid over her damp sex, and I nearly came again. Because I suddenly wanted to thrust into her. Bare. I didn’t get STDs, but humans had conversations about protection for that. Pregnancy, too.

My dick spurted pre-cum at the thought of her pregnant with our pup.

Patience. I had to have fucking patience. I could use a condom, protect Lyssa. Let her know I thought of her safety and needs in all things.

“Me neither,” she admitted.

I kissed along her collarbone, promised myself I’d count and lick every freckle she had later. “I’m not a player,” I added. “I just felt a genuine connection the minute I met you.”

Like a permanent, fated bond.

I cupped her breast. “This pretty thing and her twin are makin’ it hard for me to think.” I brought my tongue to one nipple and swirled around the dark brown areola.

Her eyes flared wide for a moment, then she laughed. Her fingers buried in my hair. “Don’t think. Just suck.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I agreed. I licked and sucked her nipple into a stiff peak, then switched to give the other one the same attention. The whole time, my cock throbbed, balls blue and aching. Pre-cum leaked onto the covers between her legs.

“Tell me three things about you.” I kissed down the soft plane of her belly, stopping to swirl my tongue in her belly button, then moved lower.

“Three things?” Her voice rose in pitch like she wasn’t used to having the attention turned on her.

I teased the tip of my tongue between her labia, directly above her clit, without making contact with it. “Three things, and then I’ll make you scream.”

She wriggled beneath me, trying to get closer to my mouth. “Three things,” she panted. “Um, okay… I have a sister.”

“Doesn’t count. I already knew that.” I kissed the apex of her slit and teased the opening once more with the tip of my tongue. I couldn’t get enough.

She let out a little warbling breath. “I, um, suck at making cookies.” She giggled.

“Nope. Knew that, too. Are you holding back from me, Lyssa?” I pulled one of her labia into my mouth and sucked before I released it with a pop.

“I’m a special effects designer!”

I gave her a generous lick, parting her and dragging my tongue all the way up. “Special effects? Impressive. That’s one. Now two more.”

“I love ice cream.”

“I’ll accept that one if you tell me your favorite flavor, too.” Mine was my mate’s pussy.

“Mint chocolate chip.”

“Noted. What else?”

“I, um, haven’t had sex in two years.”

“Oh, baby. Thank you for sharing that. I will make this worth the wait.” I went to town on her pussy once again, licking, sucking, tracing around her inner lips. I got the little nubbin of her clit between my lips and suctioned onto it.

That was how I earned my first scream–in her bed. I shoved two fingers into her and stroked her inner front wall–just behind her clit at the same time to bring her to orgasm. She clenched around my fingers, her delicious juices dripping into my palm as her ass squeezed so tight her hips popped off the bed. I kept sucking her clit the entire time.

“Good girl,” I praised when her thighs stopped shaking, and she sank into the bed.

“Oh my God, what are you doing to me?”

“I’m earning my right to be between your legs, baby.”

She let out a laugh-sob. “It’s good. So good.”

I crawled over her. “Tell me three more things.”

“Uh-uh.” She shook her head, her hands coming to my chest. “Your turn. Tell me three things about you.”

I kissed her neck then pushed back to sit on my heels to grab the condom. As I worked it on, I shared, “Okay. Here are three quick facts about me. One–licking your pussy is my new favorite thing. Two–I’m a ranch hand at Wolf Ranch, which is about two hours from here. And three–it’s time for you to take a cowboy for a ride.”
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EMMA

“Whoa,” I sputtered when he hooked an arm around my back and flipped us, so he flopped back onto the bed, and I was over him, straddling his hips. I had to laugh at how easily he maneuvered me around. Grabbing the base of his latex-covered dick, he gave it one slow pump.

His hand stilled as his gaze raked up my bare body to meet mine.

We stilled. Stared.

Hot Cowboy wanted me to take him for a ride. This was straight out of a fantasy. The kind Lyssa usually enjoyed, and I only got to hear about afterward.

She had an entire box of unopened sex toys I’d embarrassingly found tucked under the bed. She had to have been a rep for an adult store or something to have that much paraphernalia. I wished I had the courage to pull them out and suggest Johnny and I use them, but I didn’t have any experience with toys. He also didn’t seem to need them.

“Johnny,” I whispered. Like I needed to say his name to make sure this was really happening.

What was this? Was it always like this for Lyssa? Having it be this easy with a guy? This fun? This… right?

I knew nothing about him except his name and his job. But I felt like I knew him. Felt like this was special. That this was more than just fun.

Was that me, Emma, being stupid? Was I silly to have my–gasp–heart invested?

“I’m yours, baby. Climb on.”

That rough tumble of his voice made me stop thinking. Made me refocus on the here and now. On his big, long, thick, huge, hard dick that was just waiting for me to sink onto. He’d made me come multiple times, and he hadn’t yet. Not once. He’d seen to me and my pleasure.

I’d made him hard. ME. Not Lyssa. And it was time to be the one to give him relief. To let him find his release from my body.

Slowly, I smiled. “Okay, cowboy. Here goes nothing.”

I pushed up onto my knees, then shimmied until the thick crown was nestled at my entrance. As our eyes held, I sank down. With every inch he filled me, my eyes widened.

“Oh yeah,” I breathed at the fullness.

The tendons in his neck went taut. His jaw clenched. Yet his hands that were settled on my hips were gentle.

“You feel so good,” I moaned, lifting slightly.

He growled.

I dropped back down, my thighs landing on his. “Wow.”

“Baby, you’re killing me.”

Setting my hands on his chest, I circled my hips, then lifted. Dropped. Got into a rhythm of fucking myself down on him.

“So good.” I started to pant. Started to circle more and grind down every time I took all of him as deep as he could go.

His knees bent, cradling me in his lap. His hands tilted my hips, so I leaned back, and he slid even deeper.

We moaned together.

That was it. That shift was the last of my control. I began to move then, fucking myself on him, taking my pleasure. With one hand bracing on his chest, I reached between us with the other and played with my clit.

“That’s it, baby. Show me how you do it.”

He knew. He’d worked my clit with his tongue in the perfect way. Still, he watched, almost mesmerized as I fingered myself.

I didn’t care that my boobs bounced or that our bodies slapped together. Or the sound of my moans were wanton and wild. Or… anything.

I followed the pleasure. Took in every bit of his dirty words. Good girl. You fuck so good. That pussy’s made for my dick.

My head fell back as I came, my inner walls clenching and rippling around him. That must’ve been what he’d been waiting for because his fingers squeezed my hips as he thrust up, held himself deep.

And literally growled.

Holy hell. It was so insanely good I didn’t know if I should laugh or cry. That I’d missed out on sex like this because I’d been too careful.

Well, I’d thrown caution to the wind this time.

I dropped onto Johnny’s chest and tried to recover. The only thing was, I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to. A fling with a hot cowboy might’ve just ruined me.
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JOHNNY

I slipped out of bed and grabbed my cell from my jeans pocket. It was after midnight, and Lyssa’s breath was slow and even with slumber. She was on her stomach, dark hair wild over her pillow. I tucked the sheet and blanket up and over her bare back.

I checked the screen and found my phone blown up with messages from Rob, the Shifter Council, and the other three enforcers on the hunt for Chapman.

Fuck. While I sent that simple text letting him know Chapman wasn’t here, my alpha was going to ream me for ignoring his messages for hours.

But I’d just met my fated mate. Taking care of her trumped all else. He had to understand that. But I guessed I should have communicated that important piece of information hours ago. To say my wolf had been in charge was an understatement, and he didn’t text.

After I’d worn Lyssa out with our sexcapades–fuck, it had been amazing, I made sure my mate was well-fed and hydrated. There wasn’t a ton of food in the house, even for a kitchen with double refrigerators and a pantry bigger than my bedroom in the bunkhouse, but I’d cooked us big plates of huevos rancheros using canned chili, fresh eggs, and cheese.

I needed to convince Lyssa to return to Wolf Ranch with me, but she was a human. She felt our chemistry, but she didn’t know about fated mates. It was one thing to hop into bed for a fling, it was another to ask her to pack up and leave after meeting her a couple of hours earlier. It felt a little rushed. Maybe a little too reckless for a human female.

Instead of saying I was leaving, I’d flirted some more with her, saying I thought my truck tire might have caught a nail and gone flat.

She’d smiled and said she guessed I’d have to stay the night, and that’s how I secured a place in her bed.

But now playtime was over.

I had a duty to my pack that I’d been shirking in the most pleasurable of ways, and I could start by investigating the property. To ensure Chapman really wasn’t here and to see if there was any evidence about his actions on the ranch. First, I texted Rob, figuring it was too late to call. He was pissed already. If I woke his mate Willow, I’d never hear the end of it.

Sorry, Alpha. I was getting to know my mate. I found her. She’s human–Chapman’s caretaker. Going to search the property now.

He immediately buzzed me back.

Call me now.

Maybe it wasn’t too late after all. Naked, I slipped out one the back doors we’d opened earlier to get rid of the smoke, shutting it softly behind me and taking a moment to listen to the night. I didn’t catch a scent or hear anyone nearby. I was alone.

I dialed Rob.

“I was ten minutes away from sending a goddamn search party for you,” he said. His words meant he cared about me, but his even-tempered voice didn’t hide his annoyance. Even though he wasn’t here, I instinctively bared my throat and lowered my gaze. “Sorry, Alpha.”

“For fuck’s sake, Johnny. It’s your second job, and you go off the rails. I thought maybe Chapman killed you, and your earlier text was his fuckery.”

I never considered that. I knew I had a lot to learn about being an enforcer beyond killing. I had that down, but the rest? Clearly, I needed some work.

“I messed up,” I admitted, running a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry. It’s just–”

“You really found your mate?” Rob’s tone softened.

That same sense of exaltation I’d felt the moment I first scented her burst in my chest. It was one part celebration, one part homecoming. The sense of being lost and found at once. “Yeah. I’m sure. My wolf wanted to mark her the second we touched.”

“And that’s what you’ve been doing all night? Touching?”

I cleared my throat and tried not to smile. “Uh, yeah, pretty much. I wasn’t sure she was ready for me to haul her off the property yet although that’s my plan come morning.”

“You’re sure he’s not there?”

“She says he’s out of town. Hasn’t been here for a few weeks. I’m gonna shift and search the whole ranch now, though, just to be sure. Even if he told her he was leaving, the place is huge, and he could be hiding, and she’d never know it. From what I can tell, her job keeps her in the main house.”

“Yeah. No telling who or what’s on that property. If he’s trafficking females, they could be kept there.”

I didn’t like that idea. Especially now, with Lyssa that close to something so evil. “I’ll find out.”

“I want a full report before you go back to your mate. No matter the time. Got it?”

I nodded and scanned the darkness. It was a perfect place to run, and now I had a purpose to do so. “Yes, Alpha.”

“Good. You’re still in the doghouse with me.”

Sighing, I said, “I know, Alpha. I should have called sooner. I fucked up.”

“Damn straight you did. Now get searching.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll text you when I’m done.”

I hung up and set my phone down on a chaise lounge by the pool. Then I shifted and dropped to all fours.

The only way to investigate at a time like this was in wolf form. My sense of smell was better. I could see in the dark. I had endurance and could run for miles. Plus, I trusted my wolf instincts would bring me wherever I needed to go. I took off, trotting with my nose to the ground, picking up the varied scents on the property.

As expected, I lost Lyssa’s scent quickly. She didn’t leave the main house much, then. My wolf didn’t like getting that far from her, but she was safe in her bed, and I had my alpha’s orders.

As I continued, I found an empty barn. No horses or cattle inside. No fresh scent of humans or shifters. No one’s been in here in quite a while. I searched for hiding places–trap doors or secret basements–but found none. I tracked all around the large fenced property but didn’t catch any fresh scents. Beyond the fence was grazing land. I scented cattle on the wind, and estimated they were at least two hundred yards away. No structures lay beyond the grazing land.

All clear.

I ran back to the property and shifted back to human form. Sweaty and dirty, I couldn’t climb back in bed with Lyssa like this, so I slipped into the pool and dunked myself. I expected it to be cold, but being a billionaire meant heated water. In Montana. In late September.

I grabbed my phone and slipped back inside, grabbing a towel from the laundry room and drying off. Once done, I went off to search the place for clues to Chapman’s whereabouts.

I found his quarters following the scent of shifter. It was faded. He hadn’t been here in a while, as Lyssa had indicated. I picked the lock to his giant bedroom and went through his things. A billionaire’s wardrobe. Fancy cowboy boots that had never seen a speck of real dust. Nothing personal–no photographs or papers.

I found his office and started to pick the lock but found it open.

A neat stack of open mail was on the desk. I picked up the letter on top and sniffed it.

It smelled like Lyssa. This was part of her caretaker’s duties, then.

I investigated the office, looking for a safe or secret panel or whatever other weird shit billionaire villains incorporated into their work, but I found nothing.

Again, no personal photos or papers. Nothing to show the guy ever came to the property, really. It was like a show home. Probably a ten thousand acre tax write-off.

This property wasn’t where he did any of the shit he was accused of. As I texted Rob my findings, I heard Lyssa stirring in the bedroom.

Fuck! I silently dashed down the stairs and barreled toward Lyssa’s wing–

“Johnny?”

I shot into the kitchen, ditching my phone on top of the refrigerator before I opened it. “Oh hey, baby.” I made my voice slow and sleepy, even though my heart was pumping. “Are you hungry? I was just getting a glass of milk.”

“Oh, I thought you were sneaking out or something.”

I turned, carton of milk in hand and looped an arm around her waist. “No chance of that, baby. Flat tire, remember? Besides, if you haven’t noticed, I’m naked as the day I was born.” I winked, and she smiled up at me, then leaned her head against my chest.

“This is crazy,” she mumbled. “You’re crazy.”

“Yep.” I kissed the top of her head, closed my eyes and breathed her in. “Crazy for you.”
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EMMA

I woke to the pleasure of a man’s body curved around mine. I was in Montana, in a giant luxurious bed, spooning with a hot cowboy. Johnny had one arm draped protectively around me, and his length molded to my back.

This felt like a dream.

All of yesterday, from the moment Hot Cowboy showed up at my door, felt like a dream.

Like the moment I decided to say I was Lyssa and quit my job, I got lucky, too.

Somehow, things just magically fell into place for me. One minute, I was burning cookies, the next a gorgeous, attentive man stepped into the house and took care of all my sexual needs. He took care of needs I didn’t even know I had. And boy, did I have them now.

Of course, all good things had to come to an end. He had to go back to the ranch where he worked. I had to stop pretending I was Lyssa and figure out the next steps for my life. I also had to pretend to be Lyssa long enough to climb from the bed, toss him his clothes, and wave him off when he drove away without a second thought. Did she really do this, have a wild and sexy romp with a guy, and with the rising sun, just… move on? Were her feelings for people so shallow? So light? I wasn’t sure I could be like that because I felt something for Johnny and more than insane pleasure.

He’d said he was crazy for me. I was crazy for him, too. And perhaps a touch just plain old crazy.

I sighed and shifted, my ass pressing back against him, and his cock instantly thickened against me. Oh my.

“Good morning, beautiful.”

Beautiful. I didn’t get called that often, unlike Lyssa, even though we were identical. It was just that she wore beautiful. She expressed beautiful. She lived it.

I caged it. Held it back. Kept it in reserve, so I wouldn’t get too much attention.

Lyssa had always sucked up all the attention in the room. Even now when we rarely saw each other and were no longer in the same room for people to compare.

Johnny’s hand slid up my side to cup my breast.

“Mmm.” I melted back into him.

He brushed his thumb over the tip of my nipple, making it tighten and grow hard. His teeth nipped at my shoulder, and he groaned, his dick getting longer where it was trapped against my ass. He shifted, and it nested between my legs, the soft head gliding over my entrance.

Damn, was I already wet? He hadn’t even touched me down there yet. My body seemed to heat and ripen any time I was near this man.

“Do you have another condom?” I murmured.

His breath hitched as his cock pumped in the gap between my legs and pussy. “Oh, baby.” He sounded almost pained. Like he needed me as badly as I seemed to need him. “You want to ride your cowboy again?”

God, his rumbly growl was my undoing. “Uh huh.”

“Two seconds.” He kissed my neck. “Don’t move.” He rolled off the bed and lunged for his jeans on the floor.

I kicked the covers off my legs, already plenty warm. I didn’t usually sleep naked, so it heightened the sensations for me now. My skin caressed by ridiculously high thread count sheets. Nothing between my legs to absorb the slick honey leaking out for Johnny.

He climbed back on the bed with a condom package already ripped open.

“Wait, wait.” I sat up.

He instantly checked his movement, met my gaze. This guy was serious about consent–a fact that made me feel safe with him.

I grinned, taking the condom from his hand and pointing at the bed. “On your back, cowboy.”

He gave me a slow, lazy grin and did as instructed, propping his hands behind his head in the perfect picture of cowboy calendar repose. He was my Mr. September.

I rubbed my lips together as I surveyed his gorgeous, naked body. He was pure muscle. His skin tanned. His chest dusted with dark curls that matched the hair on his head. He was gorgeous.

I straddled his thighs, wanting to explore. I dropped the condom beside him and ran my hands over his pecs, loving how defined his muscles were. The way his nipples hardened when I touched them. I bent down and flicked my tongue over them the way he had mine.

He groaned. “You’re killing me, baby. How can you be so hot?”

I laughed. He made me feel beautiful. It was all too fantastical to believe.

I didn’t want this to end, but Lord knew, I deserved this one last hot screw as Lyssa.

I trailed my fingertips down his washboard abs and followed that glory trail right down to his cock. He was thick and hard for me, straining for my attention.

I gave it to him.

I gripped the base and slowly stroked to the tip as I held his gaze.

“Grip harder,” he instructed.

I did as he wanted, and he groaned.

His eyes caught the light and appeared almost golden, rather than brown. I held his gaze as I lowered my mouth to the head of his cock. I showed him my tongue but hovered over him, teasing.

A drip of pre-cum leaked from his slit, and I flicked it up with my tongue. “Mmm,” I moaned at the salty flavor.

Johnny was no longer the picture of cowboy repose. His fists were squishing the pillow on each side of his head into tight wads. “Fuck, Lyssa,” he grated. “I’m dying.”

“What do you need, cowboy?” I purred, rewarding him with a slow lick around the head.

“That,” he grunted. “Except–”

“Except?” I twirled the tip of my tongue along the underside of his cock.

He scrubbed a hand over his eyes, like watching me was too much.

“Except I’m havin’ a hard time holding back, baby. I want to flip you on your back and fuck you until the bed breaks.”

A shocked laugh tumbled out of me. Um…wow. That was graphic. And hot.

So hot. No guy had ever wanted to break a bed with me.

“But then you’d miss out on this.” I took his cock into my mouth and lowered my head, taking him as deep as I could–all the way to the back of my throat.

I didn’t know how to deep throat. Lyssa had explained it to me, but I honestly hadn’t had enough practice to teach myself not to gag, so I switched to taking him into the pocket of my cheek.

He loved it. His hands wrestled over his head as his thighs tightened and shook. His balls drew up tight.

I went slowly at first, bobbing my head up and down over his cock, adding a tight fist to the base so he’d feel like I was taking the entire length into my mouth–another tip from Lyssa, of course. Then I sped up, tightening my grip and sucking hard on the outstrokes, literally milking his cock for his seed.

“Lyssa…fuck, Lyssa.”

For a moment, I stilled. Hearing my sister’s name on his lips created a tumult of mixed reaction in me. One part was egged on, taking on the false persona even more. It allowed me to let go and be wild.

But I also hated hearing him call me by her name. I wanted to hear my name on his lips. My name spoken with that ragged need. That desperate, straining keen.

When I cupped his balls with my free hand and started massaging, Johnny really lost it.

“Oh shit.”

The sound of ripping fabric made me pop off his cock, and I found feathers flying everywhere, filling the room.

He had literally ripped the pillow behind his head in two!

“Oh my God!” I laughed in surprise as a feather or two brushed my face.

“Fuck. I’m sorry.” He propped himself up on his elbows. “I told you I couldn’t take it. You’re way too hot, baby. I’ve never felt it like this before.”

Something shy and scared and vulnerable in me went still.

Not the part pretending to be Lyssa, but the real me. Emma. I loved that he said that, but he thought I was Lyssa. That this connection between us was between him, who was so real, and a fake version of me. A lie. Except my feelings were all mine. I couldn’t fake those.

“Me neither,” I whispered.

“Please let me fuck you now, baby. Or I’m gonna tear this whole bed apart waiting.”

I laughed again and grabbed the condom. When I fumbled putting it on him, he helped, then rolled our bodies over, so I was on my back, and he was above me.

He settled some of his weight on me, and I felt protected. Dominated.

“You okay if I drive, baby? I’m gonna die if I don’t get inside you right now.”

Everything he said pushed me to the brink, too.

Still, he waited for my permission.

I nodded.

“Thank fuck, baby.” He lifted both my knees and settled between them, lining his sheathed cock up with my entrance. “Normally, I would take my time with you, but I can smell how ready you are for me, and I’ve lost the tether on my control.” He rubbed the head of his cock over my slit, parting my folds.

“You can smell me?” Oh God–what did that mean? Was he grossed out? He didn’t seem grossed out, but I should have showered first maybe?

He eased in. “I meant feel. See? You’ve got me all mixed up.” His grin demolished me.

This man was lethally hot.

“Are you sore at all from last night?”

I wriggled to take him deeper. “A little. But don’t stop. It feels so good.”

I loved being stretched and filled by him. There was something existentially satisfying about it. Like my whole life I’d been waiting to have sex with this man and only this man.

But that was crazy.

“Lyssa,” he groaned, going in deep and slowly withdrawing.

This time I really didn’t want to hear her name. Instead of making me feel wild and uninhibited, it made me feel like a lie. That while we were bare, there was nothing between us except for the truth.

I hooked my ankles around his back and used my legs to pull him in.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “Fuck, baby.”

That was better. I liked baby way more than Lyssa right now.

I urged him in faster. His eyes still seemed golden, even though the light couldn’t possibly be hitting them right now.

God, he was beautiful.

He growled. “I’m still dyin’, baby.”

“Give it to me,” I egged, remembering his threat to break the bed. “Show me what you’ve got.”

He let out a strange growling sound–almost like a lion or bear–and pounded into me. “I’m sorry,” he gasped, bracing one hand on the headboard as his hips snapped to drive in hard. “Tell me if it’s too much.”

I couldn’t answer–I was way too busy adjusting to the intensity. To his size and the force with which he was thrusting.

“Promise, baby?”

“I promise,” I gasped, using my hands over my head to brace against the headboard above me.

Damn, he was considerate. What guy cared that much? What guy got this passionate, for that matter?

This guy was incredible. One in a million, for sure.

I simultaneously celebrated my short stint as Lucky Lyssa and grieved that it was going to end probably as soon as he came.

He kept pumping, his breath ragged, his face contorted with pleasure. “I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I’m sorry this is so short. I just–”

He licked his thumb and brought it to my clit.

Only that little bit of contact, and I shrieked as an orgasm ripped through me. My internal muscles squeezed. My inner thighs clamped down around his waist.

He roared and plunged in deep, coming with a wild shudder that rocked the bed. My orgasm continued, pulsing and squeezing and turning me inside out as he lowered his body to blanket mine and buried his face in my neck.

“Oh baby.” His kisses were apologies. “That was all about me, and I’m so sorry. I totally lost control.”

I lay limp and damp on the bed, replete. “No, I’m good. It was so good.”

“It was?” He lifted his head to study my face.

I reached up to run my palm over his growing stubble. “So good.”

A slow grin spread across his face. “Come back with me,” he said. “To Wolf Ranch.”

My brows shot up. “What? I…”

I started to say I can’t, but stopped myself.

Why couldn’t I?

This job wasn’t even mine. I wasn’t even Lyssa. She was the one who’d abandoned her post at this ranch for a guy and Ibiza. If she could do it, well, dammit, why shouldn’t I?

Besides, I was being Lyssa right now–and look how well it was turning out for me.

So if I asked myself the question, What would Lyssa do? The answer was a no-brainer.

Lyssa would absolutely, without hesitation, go with Hot Cowboy. There was no way she’d give up the chance for more Earth-shattering orgasms to be the good girl and stay to pick up the mail on some billionaire’s ranch. She hadn’t. I shouldn’t either.

She’d seize the bull by the horns. Collect her paycheck for doing nothing and also go gallivanting about with a sultan.

So, yeah. I could do this. It was wild and reckless and crazy, but so was letting this guy in the mansion yesterday, and look how well that had turned out for me.

I was Lucky Lyssa right now, the twin who knew how to have a good time. The twin who never hesitated, who put herself first and who got handed everything on a silver platter.

I beamed up at my hot cowboy. “I would love to.”


11


[image: ]


JOHNNY

A half hour into the drive, Lyssa fell asleep, her head tilted to the side. My wolf preened that I’d fucked her into exhaustion. Because that was exactly what I’d done. The only reason I wasn’t out cold was that my wolf was so riled that our mate was found and that we were bringing her home. I’d turned the radio down and just settled into the peace of having her with me as I took the ever-quiet back roads.

Lyssa had packed a quick overnight bag. I’d wanted to tell her to pack all her shit, but I figured that would be too much.

When I’d asked, “Are you sure you don’t need anything else?” she’d hesitated then grabbed a cardboard box from under her bed, blushing.

“What’s that?” I’d asked, taking it from her, so she didn’t have to carry anything. “Whoa-ho!” The top of the box was open, and it was full of packaged sex toys. Dildos. Padded handcuffs. A leather paddle. And more.

My wolf celebrated the fact that they hadn’t been opened. No one else had used those toys on our mate.

“Yep,” she’d said then gave a little shrug, playing off the fact that she had a slew of sex toys tucked beneath her bed, and she’d decided to share them. That meant she wanted to use them. With me.

Fuck yeah.

“Lyssa likes it kinky,” she said, talking about herself in the third person.

“Then I like it kinky, too,” I’d said with a wink.

Fuck, yeah. I couldn’t wait to use those toys on her. Couldn’t wait to get horizontal with her again.

When I drove beneath the Wolf Ranch archway, I sighed in relief.

Setting a hand on Lyssa’s thigh, I murmured, “Wake up, baby.”

Yes. I had my mate, and we were home. My wolf was soothed to know that she was safe here. Not knowing where Chapman was made me and my wolf antsy. She worked for the fucker. Probably didn’t know he was a shifter. Certainly didn’t know he kidnapped females and trafficked them. With her at this ranch, no harm would come to her. It was my job as enforcer to keep the whole pack safe, and it was my job as mate to ensure she was protected and happy. That combination meant I was a little intense about it.

I wanted to show her the bunkhouse. Hell, I wanted to show her my bed. Our bed.

First though, was introducing her to Rob.

She was the reason I didn’t communicate with him as I should have. Plus, she was human, and she knew nothing about shifters. The only way I wasn’t going to get my head ripped off by him–figuratively and perhaps literally–was that she was my mate. I’d seen one guy after another involved with the ranch do stupid shit when they found their mates. Including Rob himself.

Still, I feared my alpha’s wrath but also had a newfound disregard for him because Lyssa was my mate. MY MATE. She came first. She was my priority. She was my life now.

Lyssa stirred, blinked. Looked around as I bumped down the long drive to the main house. “We’re here?”

“Yeah. I gotta stop in and talk to my boss.” My alpha. “You can meet everyone.”

Her eyes widened. “Meet everyone? Who is everyone? I’m not dressed to meet a bunch of people. I didn’t even have a chance to dry my hair before we left and–”

I couldn’t help but be amused but could understand her nervousness. “They’re going to love you. And I like your hair like this.” I reached out and tugged gently on a thick tendril. “Wild, just like you are.”

She blushed then tugged down the visor to look in the mirror. After a bit of tussling with her hair, she seemed satisfied with it although it looked exactly the same to me.

I parked at the side of the house. Based on the other trucks, Rob and Colton were here. Boyd might be, too, but he often parked by the barn.

Coming around the truck, I helped her down. Kissed her once to reassure her although it was more because it’d been a few hours since I had my lips on hers.

I knocked on the side door then walked into the kitchen. While this was where Rob, Willow, Colton, and Marina lived, it was also the backbone of the ranch. Everyone, regardless of role, often ate around the huge kitchen table. It sounded so obvious, but this was how everyone connected.

“Hey!” Marina stood on the far side of the island in front of a stand mixer. It was spinning, kneading something delicious. The room smelled of vanilla and coffee. Marina was Colton’s mate, and Audrey, Boyd’s mate, was her sister. And human. She was much younger than Audrey–and Colton. Closer to my age, she had long brown curls and a delectable interest in baking.

“Morning.” I tugged Lyssa close and wrapped my arm around her waist. “Marina, this is Lyssa. Lyssa, this is Marina. She’s… dating Colton Wolf.”

Marina eyed Lyssa with nothing but warmth–and curiosity. The fact that I said dating was an easy tell to Marina that Lyssa didn’t know about shifters, otherwise I would’ve called Colton her mate. “Hey there! Nice to meet you and happy to have another girl around. Want some coffee? I just made a fresh pot.”

I looked down at Lyssa, who nodded, so I went and made us both a cup.

“What are you making?” Lyssa asked Marina.

“Oh, this is for a five-year-old's birthday cake. It’ll be space-themed. Then an anniversary cake.” She cut herself off. Laughed. “I make a lot of cakes.”

“Is this your business?”

Marina nodded. “Yeah, but not officially. Just word of mouth. I don’t want a storefront in town as that’s a ton of work, and, well, I like to be here with Colton. But in a small town like Cooper Valley, I get plenty of requests.”

“I’m impressed.”

Marina cocked her head. “Do you like sweets?”

Lyssa waved her hand through the air. “Who doesn’t?”

“Johnny, I like her already.” Marina winked at me.

I gave a sly grin in return as I handed Lyssa a mug. “Want milk or sugar?”

She shook her head. “No, black’s fine.”

Colton came in and kissed Marina on the temple. He wore jeans and a t-shirt, his usual work clothes. At this time of day, I wasn’t sure if he’d recently come in from chores or was heading out.

Rob and Willow followed not far behind, hearing the conversation. I introduced each of them to Lyssa, and Rob and Willow poured themselves fresh coffee.

“So, where did you and Johnny meet?” Colton asked. It sounded like an innocent question, but I knew they all hung on the answer. I wouldn’t have brought a female back here unless she was my mate. Not to the main house especially.

“She, uh, works for Mitch Chapman up at his ranch.”

“Oh?” Colton’s brows shot up, clearly having heard about him from his brother. He turned his attention to Lyssa. “How long have you been working for him?”

She glanced away. “Oh, um…not long. A few months. It’s a…transition job for me.”

She sounded uncomfortable. Looked it, too. I smelled the tinge of anxiety that belied an untruth. But what would she be lying about?

Ah. I remembered what she’d said about her real profession and jumped in to put her at ease. “Lyssa is a special effects designer.”

“No kidding!” Marina exclaimed. “Like, for movies?”

Lyssa nodded. “Yes.”

I kicked myself for not already knowing the answer. I still had a thousand things to learn about the female I was going to spend the rest of my life with–the first being how to convince her of the fact that she was mine.

“So, who do you work for?” Willow asked. “Can you do that remotely?”

Again, Lyssa seemed uncomfortable. “I, uh, worked for a company in Hollywood, but I quit recently before I came here.”

Rob sent me a look.

Like me, he caught her hesitation. Almost as if she didn’t want to share something. But it could be anything. Maybe she got fired instead of quit. Maybe she just didn’t like being grilled by my pack mates.

Maybe this was all moving too fast for someone she just met yesterday. She thought she was having a wild fling, and I brought her in to meet the family. I guess that could be awkward.

I should get her out of here. We needed to get to know each other out of the sheets. In them, too.

But Rob was in grilling mode now. “How do you like ranch life? What does Mitch have you doing over there?”

Lyssa’s eyes widened, and she made a jerky movement that resulted in spilling her coffee on the kitchen floor. “Oh, whoops!” She looked around wildly for a towel.

“No worries.” I grabbed one from the oven door handle and mopped it up, trying to put her at ease. My mate was getting jumpy. I didn’t want her to regret coming here with me. “Okay, enough grilling of my girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?” She turned her face up to mine, surprise etched in the rise of her dark shapely brows.

Oops. Did I freak her out? At least I hadn’t said mate.

I gave her a lopsided smile, trying to ease the tension. “Hot date? New friend? What do you prefer?”

Our gazes tangled and held, and a more confident smile widened her cheeks. “I don’t know. Let’s go with hot date. Lyssa is all about hot dates.”

It was cute that she talked about herself in third person. Weird, but cute.

“Well, everyone.” I looped my arm around Lyssa’s waist. “I’m going to take my hot date on a hot date. Or something. While I also work,” I added and lifted my hat off in Rob’s direction.

“Yeah, speaking of work, let’s just chat in my office for a minute,” Rob said.

I looked to Lyssa.

Willow plopped onto a high stool in front of the island and patted the one beside her for Lyssa. “We’ll keep her company.”

“You good?” I asked, making sure.

She sank onto the stool and nodded, holding up her mug.

“She’ll be fine,” Marina vowed. “We’ll tell her about the time you fell off your horse.”

Lyssa’s mouth fell open.

“She’s kidding,” I told her with a wink. “Never happened.”

It had, actually, when I first arrived. I was a farm boy from a Nebraska pack, not a cowboy. I grew up riding tractors, not horses. Of course, if it made Lyssa smile, I didn’t mind Marina poking fun at my expense.

I kissed the top of Lyssa’s head–even though it was more boyfriend-y than hot date-y gesture and followed Rob into his office.

“Shut the door.” He settled into his desk chair.

I did, then I took the seat across from him.

“Chapman’s in the wind. None of the enforcers found any sign of him,” Rob told me.

I scratched my head. “Can we get Levi to look into him from a law enforcement perspective? Checking flight records, things like that. If the guy’s on vacation in Greece or something, it’d be a waste of time continuing our search.”

Rob leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Or you can try to get it out of that girlfriend–or hot date–of yours.”

I swallowed. “Yeah, I know, but I hate the idea of violating Lyssa’s trust by putting her in the middle of this.”

“She’s already in the middle of this. How long’s she been at her job?”

I thought back to what she said. “A few months.”

“And what happened to the previous caretaker?”

I’d considered the same question the day before but not so closely. My wolf growled, and I clenched the arms of the chair until they cracked. I swallowed then asked, “You think the job is a…a feeder for his trafficking?”

Meaning Chapman hired women to work on the ranch, isolated them from family and friends, maybe even hired women based on a lack of those things then made them disappear. Holy shit.

“It’s a possibility,” Rob admitted.

“But Lyssa’s human.”

“The Council hasn’t worked with human law enforcement on this. It’s possible human females have disappeared as well. The Council jurisdiction only covers shifters.”

“Fuck,” I muttered, then flung to my feet. Paced.

“So about this mate of yours.”

“Yes,” I replied, but warily. I had never once since I came to Wolf Ranch five years ago gone against my alpha. Not only because he was, well, the alpha, but because I was afraid I’d be banished again if I did anything wrong.

But Lyssa was my mate, and I would cross him for her.

“Does she know about us?”

“Of course not. I just met her yesterday.”

“Are you sure she doesn’t know about our kind?”

“No.” I spread my hands. “What do you want me to do–ask if she knows her boss turns into a wolf when he’s not selling females?”

“I don’t know. You’re a smart guy. I’m sure you’ll figure out some way to find out everything she knows and doesn’t know.”

A stone sank into the pit of my stomach.

My wolf didn’t like this. Manipulating or using my mate didn’t feel right.

But I was an enforcer now. Like an alpha, my job was to protect and defend the weak. Finding Chapman was the utmost priority, even if I had a mate.

Hell, especially because I had a mate. Because the sooner I eliminated any and all threats to her, the better.

“Listen, take a couple of days off from the ranch to focus on her. Get her to bond with you and find out everything you can about her, Chapman, and his ranch.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Do whatever you need to do.” He uncrossed his arms, leaned forward and gave me a pointed look. “Make her fall in love.”

I scoffed. “Two days is a little short to make a human fall in love, Alpha.”

He made an impatient gesture. “I know, but get it rolling. I want her marked. The sooner the better.”

I couldn’t help but smirk. I even felt a blush creep up my neck. “I really do want to mark her.”

He chuckled. “Think with your head for a minute, not your dick.”

I blinked. Wasn’t he referring to me marking my mate? That definitely involved having her underneath me, naked and squirming.

“Two days,” Rob repeated. “By then, the moon will be full. If she’s not on board by then, you’ll have to be careful you don’t lose control and mark her without meaning to.”

I swallowed. Shit. Yeah.

“What if she doesn’t want to stay? If I can’t make her fall in love?” I asked, suddenly worried I wasn’t enough of a mate for her. That I was a killer. That I’d been banished from my pack and family. Was I even worthy? “She thinks this is a fling.”

Rob shrugged then gave me a hard look. “Figure it out.”

Fuck.
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EMMA

I registered the loss of Johnny’s attentive presence the moment he left the kitchen. I… missed him.

Wow. How could it be that I’d already become addicted to being near this guy?

A guy I just met sixteen hours earlier?

I’d have to ask Lyssa if that was how she rolled. Somehow, I didn’t think she got attached to any of her flings. Not if she changed them at the pace she changed her underwear.

I must have been doing this wrong. My pussy was sore from the insanely good sex. No, it was from the hard pounding with his huge dick. He was big and definitely knew how to use it. I wasn’t complaining. Not at all.

I cleared my throat, realizing I was spacing out and thinking about sex in front of Marina, Willow, and Colton. “So, did Johnny really fall off a horse?” I stuck to a neutral, easy topic. The less I asked about Marina’s work, the less she might ask me about mine. Meaning the job I didn’t actually have.

“He did, actually.” Colton chuckled. The guy was huge, at least six-three or four. He was solid muscle, barely concealed beneath his jeans and t-shirt. His hair was close-cropped and dark, and he needed a shave. “When he joined our–er, came to work for us here at the ranch–he was eighteen. He’d come from a farm in Nebraska and didn’t have much ranch experience. But he was young and strong and followed orders well, so he faked it like a champ. Until he couldn’t. We didn’t realize how green he really was.”

“He’d never ridden a horse before,” Marina supplied in that adorable way couples have of filling in each other’s stories.

He smiled down at her. “Right. Rob told him to saddle Chester to ride, and he did as he was told. The guy was too boneheaded to speak up and say he didn’t know how to put on a damn saddle.”

“Uh oh.” I squeezed my lips together trying not to smile.

“Right. You know where this is going.” Colton grinned.

I nodded. “Yeah, I think I do.”

“So, Johnny makes it look easy,” Colton continued. Marina returned to her cake work but was listening in. Willow quietly sipped her coffee. “He’s watching the rest of us and mimicking our actions. He climbs on without a hitch. He’s young and agile, so he looks like a natural–one foot on the fence rail, the other swung over Chester’s back. All good, right?”

I could tell they’d told this story before. Like it was a favorite of theirs. It showed the camaraderie they had–like Johnny wasn’t just a ranch hand here, he was a member of the family.

God, it was so different from my Hollywood job. Working sunup to sundown, project after project. A thankless, underappreciated grind. It made me ache to have something like this. Camaraderie, kindness, fun, openness.

No job was satisfying if you hated the people you worked with. I’d heard a statistic on the radio recently that saddened me. Fifty percent of workers didn’t have a friend at work. How was that even possible? We, as humans, were meant to live and work communally. To have villages or tribes. To bond together and support each other.

That was what I’d imagined working on a movie would be–a group of people joined together toward the common goal.

Instead of having colleagues who were friends, we were more like war buddies, commiserating with each other about what we had to do for job survival. And, to make it worse, I’d been a doormat to Stan. A few days away, and it was so obvious. Ugh.

Colton wasn’t done with his tale. “We start up along the road, and he’s still all good. Holding the reins like you’re supposed to, feet in the stirrups.”

I smiled, loving this past Johnny. It fit with the image of the guy I already knew. The one who’d come right into Chapman’s mansion and taken the burnt cookies out of the oven then disarmed the alarm. He was a can-do kind of guy. The kind who was right there when you needed him, pitching in with a panty-melting smile.

“And then Rob saw something–I don’t know–a hole in a fence up ahead or something, and he kicked his horse into a canter. Johnny does the same thing–or at least he tries to, but he’d never buckled the saddle in place. So as soon as Chester starts to canter, Johnny’s whole saddle is sliding to the side.

“He hangs onto the saddle horn, which, of course, doesn’t help at all, and the next thing you know, he’s on his back on the ground where he gets kicked in the head by my horse!”

I clapped a hand over my mouth. “Oh, no!”

“Oh yes. He was okay, though. You should know that kid has a hard head.”

I laughed. “Noted.”

Johnny emerged from the hallway and shot me that signature grin. It went straight to my pussy, and I heated from my core up to my neck. I didn’t know how he made me feel so incredibly sexy. So worthy of his attention. With just a smile.

It wasn’t a feeling I was used to, but damn if I didn’t want it to be.

“I heard about Chester,” I told him.

“All lies.” Johnny grinned, coming over to stand beside me, setting his hand on my shoulder. “Want to meet him?”

I frowned. “Who, Chester?”

He chuckled. “Yeah. We’re best buds now.”

I got down off the stool and set my mug in the sink. “I would love to meet Chester.”

Ooh. Another adventure. It wasn’t Ibiza, but I was with my hot cowboy doing new things. I wasn’t stuck in a cubicle getting shat on for most of the hours in the day.

After saying goodbye to Willow, Colton, and Marina, Johnny held his arm out, and I stepped under it, allowing him to escort me out of the ranch house and down the gravel drive. “Do you ride?” His fingertips rested lightly at my low back–a sensation I relished.

“Me?” I squeaked. “No. I’m telling you now I don’t know how to put a saddle on a horse.”

Johnny laughed at that. “Noted. But you work on a ranch. Doesn’t Mitch have horses?”

“Oh. Um…you know, I’m not sure, but I definitely wasn’t hired to ride them.” My voice raised in pitch. I was a terrible liar.

Johnny rubbed his forehead under his hat. “It’s okay,” he acknowledged my lie. “You don’t have to tell me the details of the ranch. Did Mitch have you sign an NDA about his business dealings or something?”

I looked up at him in surprise. That would definitely be a way out of answering questions, but I doubted if the property had horses would fall under that kind of document.

He studied me.

I shook my head. I didn’t have a choice but to answer. “No, it’s not that. I just–I honestly don’t know his business dealings. I’m a little embarrassed, but all I do is bring in the mail and take deliveries,” I admitted. “It’s a pretty cush job, to be honest.”

It was, and I hated Lyssa for finding such arrangements, especially if it included going off to Ibiza in the middle of it. Maybe she would get fired for ditching her work, but she’d bounce back and find something else soon enough.

“How’d you end up there?”

“Oh.” More lying. I didn’t love lying to Johnny. And was it really necessary?

Probably not.

But I’d started down this road of pretending to be Lyssa, and it would be awkward as hell to explain that I wasn’t her now.

By the way, my name’s not actually Lyssa, the one you called out when you came deep inside me last night and this morning. Whoops!

Besides, taking on her name, her job, her persona, lent me the sense of entitlement. Of personal power. Of reckless abandon that Lyssa embodied. Look where it got me. A hot guy, hot sex, and a cool ranch full of cool people.

I didn’t want to go back to being boring old Emma.

Not yet, anyway.

Not when Johnny looked at me like he did. When else would I have a chance like this? To explore my undeveloped wild side? To have a fling with a man I just met? To follow a hot cowboy to his ranch just to get laid a few more times?

It was a dream come true, and I didn’t want it to end.

“The job just kind of fell into my lap,” I said lamely. “My sister found it for me, actually. I’d just quit my job in Hollywood and needed a place to land for a little while.”

All of that was true.

“Nice. Their loss is my gain.” He winked then led me through the open wooden doors to a large stable. It was roomy and clean and smelled of fresh hay.

A dozen horses filled the stalls. Johnny led me past a black stallion and a dapple gray although I didn’t know if those descriptions were adequate. I read a bunch of fun fiction books about horses as a girl and got what I know about the animals from that.

“This is Chester. I call him Chester Chesterfield.”

As expected, Chester was a chestnut stallion–a beautiful red-brown horse with a tail and mane the same color and a white star on his forehead. The horse nickered, lifting his muzzle toward Johnny in greeting.

“Hello, Chester.” I didn’t reach out to touch him–I was too intimidated.

Damn, he was big. I couldn’t believe Johnny fell off an animal this huge. And got kicked in the head by another one!

Johnny reached out and rubbed the horse’s forehead and murmured to him in a deep, soothing voice. “Hey, buddy. How are you? Did Colton feed you this morning? Sorry I wasn’t here.”

My chest squeezed. Listening to Johnny talk to his horse was too sweet. If I’d had any doubt about his character–which I hadn’t–it would’ve evaporated now.

He grinned at me. “You can pet him.”

I drew a breath. I shouldn’t be scared. I supposedly worked on a ranch. Lyssa wouldn’t be scared. I reached out and gently rubbed the white star on the horse’s forehead.

“Want to go for a ride?”

My eyes flared wide. A ride? “Me?”

Johnny laughed. “I wasn’t asking Chester.” He leaned down close to my ear. “I can think of a different kind of ride if you want to do that instead.”

I flushed–and my pussy clenched–at his alternate proposition.

“How about this? Ride horses first, then you can ride me.”

“Okay,” I breathed, liking that idea. “But the horses? Um. By myself?”

He shook his head. “No, silly. With me. You can ride Chester, and I’ll ride Montague.”

It was just a horse. People rode horses every day. And, Johnny wouldn’t put me on an animal that might be dangerous to me or the other way around. I definitely didn’t want to hurt the precious horse, no matter how big he was. “Um, okay.”

I was Lyssa, right? Fearless. Fun. A little freaky. A ride and then a ride.

“Great.” Johnny flashed me a smile and opened the gate to Chester’s stall.

I stepped back out of the way, pressing my back against the far wall to give them lots of room. My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket. It was a text message from Stan.

Call me. No hard feelings about you leaving. I have another project to discuss with you. It involves a big raise.

“Everything okay?” Johnny asked.

“Yeah, my boss.”

He perked right up, eyes narrowing on me.

“I mean, my ex-boss in L.A. Stan.”

Johnny nodded as I shoved my cell away. A few days ago, I’d have jumped at the chance at what Stan was offering. I did miss having a purpose. Knowing what I was supposed to be doing. Being the good girl. Pleasing my boss. I almost wanted to know what new project he had in mind. Finally get that raise. But that would be old Emma shrinking back into the familiar. And I was playing Lyssa.

So, now?

I wanted to ride a horse and then ride a sexy cowboy.
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JOHNNY

Lyssa wasn’t comfortable in a saddle. She gripped the reins in a tight hold, her arms and shoulders tense. Her ass had to be hurting with how she held herself instead of her body moving with Chestnut’s gait.

She didn’t complain. In fact, she looked to be enjoying it. Her face was lit like a child’s on Christmas morning, excited for something new, perhaps even something she didn’t even know she wanted.

Still, I couldn’t take her on a circuit around the ranch and then be done. No, I had to make this special. I also wanted her all to myself. We hadn’t even made it to the bunkhouse yet where we had privacy, but while I was the only one currently living in the space, only my bedroom truly belonged to me. Anyone could come into the common room, use one of the showers. Even crash in one of the empty bedrooms.

So I’d be greedy and ensure she was mine and only mine for a little longer by taking her to the secret swimming hole on Natalie and Rand’s property. They were part of the pack which meant the place was just for us. No locals. All privacy.

When it came into view, I had Montague stop. Reaching out, I took Chestnut’s reins from Lyssa, not sure if she even knew that pulling back was the brakes.

“What’s this?” Her eyes coasted over everything before her.

“It’s a hot spring.”

Her head whipped toward mine, her hair sliding over her shoulders. “A hot spring? Really?”

I nodded, sliding off Montague, then going around to lift Lyssa down with my hands around her waist. I slid her down my body, enjoying all her soft curves as she came to land on her feet.

Our eyes locked, and she licked her full lips.

“You good?” I asked before I released her, making sure her legs would hold her after our ride.

She nodded, and I stepped back, letting the reins drop.

Montague and Chestnut wouldn’t wander off with all the grass around to nibble on.

“Ever gone skinny dipping?”

Her eyes widened, then darted around furiously. “Um. No. My sister has, but I was too embarrassed.”

I raked my gaze over every inch of her. “You’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about, baby.”

Taking her hand, I led her down the barely-there narrow footpath. We were higher up the mountainside and small boulders dotted the hillside, scraggly bushes and even a few cottonwoods offered dappled spots of shade. It really was fucking gorgeous.

“I remember the first time I came here,” I said. “I loved it. Now I get to share it with you.” Whoops, was that too much? “For our hot date,” I added with a wink.

“Literally.” When my brow furrowed with confusion, she added, “Hot springs.”

“Right! Hot date at the hot springs with the most beautiful woman in Montana.”

I stopped at the edge of the spring although without touching the water and knowing how warm it was, it looked like a simple pond.

“Fresh water comes over the waterfall, so it’s pretty cold.” I pointed, then to the far side of the pond. “The hot spring water comes from underground and into the pond from over there. The water’s crazy hot on that side, so we gotta steer clear. It all mixes together to make it just right over here.”

“It’s… insanely pretty,” she murmured, still staring as if this was another holiday gift.

Dropping her hand, I ripped off my shirt. “Let’s swim.”

She stared as I got naked. I wasn’t shy about my body. No shifter was. But I appreciated how much she was admiring me. I strode into the water, deeper and deeper until I sank down up to my shoulders. “Come on, baby. Feel the water. It’s amazing.”

She walked to the water’s edge, squatted down and stuck her fingertips in. “It’s so warm!”

“I won’t let you get cold.”

It was a warm day, but the nights were getting cooler. If this wasn’t a hot spring, I wouldn’t let her swim. It was too far back to the ranch to be wet and cold, no matter how hot I got her while we were frightening the fish.

I moved my hands back and forth over the surface of the water as I watched her decide. I’d climb out, strip her bare, and toss her in, but it would be more fun if she came willingly. From one second to the next, she made up her mind. As if she’d become determined. As if she dared herself to be bold and wild.

Then I forgot everything because my mate was taking off her clothes. Every single piece. Right out in the sunshine. My dick was instantly hard, and when she made her way into the water, I couldn’t do anything but move to her. Take her in my arms, and guide her, so she wrapped her arms and legs around me.

Her long dark hair fanned out around her as it lay across the surface of the water.

“You’re fucking gorgeous,” I murmured then kissed her. “I brought my sister here once, with her kids.” I grinned, thinking of all the noise the little fuckers made, probably scaring off the wildlife for at least a mile around.

Her dark eyes held mine.

“But I like this more,” I admitted. Nothing was better than being with her.

“Please say you didn’t skinny dip with them.”

I grimaced. “Sister. I brought my sister. Fuck, no. The kids, though, hell yeah. What’s more fun than running naked outside?”

She grinned then glanced away. “I’ve never run naked outside, so I can’t say.”

“Like this?” I asked, kinda surprised. She seemed pretty much up for anything. “Being bare in here with me?”

She nodded.

“Then this is just a start.”

She tipped her head back and laughed. “I’m not running naked in the wilderness. I’m not–”

I frowned when she cut off her words.

“You’re not what? Tall enough?”

She frowned. “What? Tall enough? What does that have to do with running naked?”

I shrugged, as I ran my hand up and down her bare back. My dick bobbed up between her ass cheeks and I could feel the heat of her pussy against my belly. “Nothing. You’re not what then?”

She bit her lip. “I’m not my sister. She’s the daring one.”

I grinned. “Yeah, mine, too. We tried to see if we could match the hot dog world record holder, which is eating eighty of them or something close, bun and all. Simi got to ten. I got to six and threw up. Haven’t had a hot dog since.”

She bit her lip trying not to laugh. “And Simi?”

“She ate dessert right after. Can you believe it? Cast iron stomach.”

Now she chuckled.

“Tell me about your sister,” I prodded. It seemed since we both had sisters it was something in common and something we could commiserate about together.

Her eyes widened for a second, then she settled. “Well, she’s older. When I studied, she partied. When I worked, she flitted about where the wind took her.”

I kissed the tip of her nose. “She sounds like a dandelion.”

Lyssa grinned. “In a way. She goes whichever way the wind takes her.”

“Where’s she now?”

“Ibiza.”

“Wow. Yeah, I see what you mean.”

“I’m not like her.” Her gaze lifted to mine, as if she was unsure of herself.

“Whoever is like their siblings? I’m not like Simi, that’s for fucking sure. You met Colton and Rob. They have a brother, Boyd. Those three Wolf brothers are nothing alike.”

She still seemed subdued. Since I was horny, and she was naked pressed against me, I slid my hands from around her, moving one lower to cup her pussy. “I like you, Lyssa. Just like you are.”

She blushed, glanced away, and then her eyes slipped closed as I worked a finger–very easily since she was already wet for me–deep inside her.

“J,” she breathed.

Fuck, when she called me that, I loved it. Especially in that soft, aroused voice. No one ever had before. I nuzzled the side of her neck as I finger fucked her. As she got closer to orgasm, I got closer to biting her. Marking her at the juncture of her neck and shoulder.

It would be easy. It was right there. But I wanted, no, needed, Lyssa to know everything about me before I did that. I wanted her to know what I was, inside and out, and wanted to be marked. Wanted to be mine forever.

Because until she knew every dark corner of my soul, there was a chance she’d walk away.

So instead of sinking my teeth into her silky skin, I slipped my finger from her, shifted her hips, and sunk my dick nice and deep. There was nothing between us. I was taking her bare, and her walls were so slick, so hot, I wasn’t going to last.

When she cried out my name and it echoed off the rocks, I took her hard and fast. I could satisfy her body, give it all the orgasms it craved. I’d fuck her into being mine forever.

That would work, right?
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EMMA

I laid on a rock, sunning myself. Naked.

Eat your heart out, Lyssa. Turned out, I could do wild and uninhibited, too. At least when I was pretending to be my twin.

Johnny had given me his t-shirt to use as a towel when we climbed out of the pool. Swoon. This guy was a real gentleman. Now we sprawled on a flat boulder at the top of the waterfall, looking down at the pool we’d just made love in.

I was living some kind of crazy fantasy.

“So, I didn’t ask when I whisked you away,” Johnny asked, his voice low and lazy. “How long do we have before I have to bring you back to the ranch?”

I sat up, my hand flying out to grab my t-shirt to cover up. God, was he trying to get rid of me? I should get out of here.

Johnny pushed my clothes out of my reach. “Whoa, whoa, baby. Where do you think you’re going? That was definitely not a hint. It was the opposite of a hint.”

My face grew warm, and I shifted my gaze to his hand, where he held my clothes out of my reach. I gave an embarrassed laugh, how I jumped to conclusions of not being wanted. Or that maybe he’d changed his mind about me.

“I do still need to connect with Chapman, so I thought I’d take you back when he’s around. But I am in no rush. In fact, I’d be happy if he didn’t come around until next year.” He flashed his sexy lopsided grin at me.

Butterflies took flight in my belly. He was so gorgeous. And swoonworthy. And considerate.

“When do you expect him back?” he asked.

I blinked, too focused on the way his abs were so defined I could climb them. “What? Oh…”

Jeez. When would Chapman be back? Lyssa had made it sound like he almost never came.

“I, um, I’m not sure.”

Johnny studied me. “Should you give him a call and check?”

Crap. Did it sound like I was lying? It was true, I didn’t know, but that was because I was a total fake. So it was still a lie. He’d called me on my fib earlier. He definitely picked up on it every time I tried to be cagey.

I tried to remember what Lyssa had said. She’d seen her boss a couple of weeks ago, and he probably wouldn’t be back for a couple more.

“I think, ah, maybe in a week or two. I can try calling him to find out.” I didn’t know his phone number! I was going to have to fake call. My conscience felt awful doing that to Johnny, but I was really into this lie now.

Johnny flicked his brows. “I get to keep you for a week or two, or do you need to be there to pick up the mail? Can we make it a month?”

I laughed, warmth filling my chest.

“But I would love it if you found out about Chapman. Rob needs me to settle some ranch business with him. And I’d hate for you to lose your job.”

“Have you tried calling?” I asked. I was sure they had his number.

Johnny rubbed his forehead. “Yeah. He hasn’t answered. That’s why I drove all the way over there. I was hoping to get a face-to-face to resolve things. But maybe he’d answer your calls since you’re his employee.”

Resolve things. Huh. I kind of wondered what kind of ranch Lyssa’s boss was actually running over there. There were cattle and wide open spaces, and Lyssa said sometimes cowboys were out there in the barn. Real ranch things were happening there, but it was also all glitz and glamour. I knew from working in Hollywood that a lot of times that could be all show with no actual capital or net worth behind it. No, that place screamed money. The land alone… tens of millions.

“Does he…owe you money or something?” I asked. “Did he steal your cows?”

Johnny picked up his hat and dropped it on his head, like he wanted to cover his eyes. “Yeah, it’s something like that. But it’s Rob’s business, so I can’t really talk about it.”

My smile slipped. Whoops. “Oh. Sorry.”

“No, no, no.” He whipped his hat back off. “Don’t be sorry. Fuck, I’m sorry. Did I sound like an asshole?”

“No.” My heart thudded like we’d just had a fight, except we hadn’t. Something was off, though. I felt it but couldn’t figure out what. Rob owned Wolf Ranch. It was a huge spread in itself. I’d say even more of a working ranch than the Chapman place. He was a busy man, so he sent one of his ranch hands to tackle business.

But why was it secret? Or, what was the secret they were keeping? Or was it only me left in the dark? Did it matter? Whatever it was came about before Johnny met me. It really wasn’t any of my business.

“Will you try him for me?” he asked.

I swallowed hard then nodded. Pretending to swipe at my phone for a number, I put it to my ear. After a minute, I put the phone down and said, “No answer.”

He grinned. “Well, that’s good for me then. I’m keeping you until he gets back,” he told me. “It’s settled.”

I smiled, those nervous twitters flitting about in my chest again. “You’re keeping me?”

He nodded. “Yup. You’re mine. You just don’t know it yet.”

I circled my hand in the air. “I thought this fell under the category of hot date.”

His smile faltered. “Oh yeah. We did say that. Can I change the rules?” He reached for me and was somehow strong enough to pick me up without dragging my ass across the rock to sit on his lap.

“God, you’re strong,” I laughed.

He flexed his biceps for me. “Ranch work.”

Not wanting to touch the conversation about whether this was a hot date or he got to keep me, I redirected the conversation. “So they–Marina and Colton–said you came here when you were just eighteen?”

He wrapped his arms around my waist and nibbled on my arm. “That’s true.”

“Why? I mean, how’d you get the job? What made you want to work on a ranch?”

He stiffened slightly. Enough to make me twist in his lap to sit sideways with my arm draped around his broad shoulders, so I could see his face.

“What is it?”

“I…” He opened his mouth then closed it again. “It’s not a great story, to be honest.”

I drew back. “Oh. Well, um, you don’t have to tell it. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to–”

“No, no. Don’t be sorry. It’s just…” He swallowed. “I kinda got kicked out of my home.”

My eyes widened.

“I mean, I was an adult and all, so no big deal.”

“Eighteen is hardly an adult,” I rushed in, angry on his behalf. What kind of parents just kicked their kid out at that age? I guessed a lot did, but I found that pretty heartless.

“Why? Did something happen?”

He nodded, face sober. “My sister…got assaulted. And I broke it up. And…” He swallowed, hard.

I held my breath, waiting.

“He’d hurt her, and I was young. I…I got violent.”

“Oh.” It took me a breath to absorb that because I found it hard to reconcile violence with the considerate, attentive guy holding me. But I could see him being protective. He was the hero who hadn’t hesitated to rush in to rescue me from my burnt cookies and a false fire alarm.

“Well, of course you did. It was the heat of the moment.”

Johnny met my gaze. I saw anxiety in his brown eyes–like he was sure I would reject him, too. “I definitely took it too far.”

I held my breath. Did he mean….too far, too far?

Actually, I didn’t want to know. Whatever happened, it had been traumatic for him and all involved. He must have been scared. The fact that it still messed with him, years later, was telling. I blinked back tears.

He looked alarmed.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He gave me a squeeze. “You–you’re sorry? For me?”

“Yes. It sounds like a horrible, no-win situation, and you did what you had to in the moment to make sure your sister was safe. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

Johnny dropped his forehead into my shoulder and sighed, like he was overwhelmed by emotion he refused to show.

My heart thudded with his nearness. With his vulnerability and the closeness we’d just forged.

Maybe this was more than a hot date. My fantasy guy just took on three-dimensionality. Depth.

A heart with wounds in it.

He might have seemed absolutely perfect, but he was human, with flaws and insecurities, just like me.

I burrowed my fingers into the hair at the back of his head and massaged. “Well, I’m glad you found this ranch,” I said. “It seems like you’re part of a family here.”

He lifted his head and nodded, eyes crinkling. “Found family is the very best kind.”

Found family. That’s what I had witnessed in the big ranch kitchen this morning. What I’d been a little envious of. I’d had Lyssa as a constant partner growing up, and we’d even started at the same college before she dropped out to pursue a modeling gig in New York. It hadn’t panned out, but it started her on her years’ long adventures that now had her in Ibiza.

I was used to working collaboratively with people. As a team. That was why movie effects felt like a good fit at first. But it wasn’t a family, not at all. That team was toxic.

My phone buzzed with an incoming text.

He handed me my pile of clothes, and I pulled it from my jeans pocket. Opened the screen. It was a photo text from Lyssa. For some reason, I didn’t want Johnny to see it. To see her.

Didn't want him to know there was a better twin. Maybe not prettier, since we were identical, but definitely sexier. Lyssa embraced and embodied sexuality.

If he saw Lyssa, I would have to explain that the sister I mentioned was actually my twin. And then the fact that I was playing my twin right now might come out, and this whole fantastical experience would unravel.

I’d been lying to him and still was.

No, I wanted him to keep believing I was Lyssa. The one and only Lyssa who nailed hot cowboys within an hour of meeting them.

Or at least this hot cowboy.

I closed the screen and set it down.

“That wasn’t Chapman, was it?”

Right. He needed information about Chapman. I should probably call Lyssa to find out more for him. I wasn’t ready to tell him my real name, but I could at least try to do the job I was pretending to have. And Johnny had a job, and I was keeping him from his work. If Rob needed to connect with Chapman, then I should try to make that happen.

I shook my head. “No, it was my sister. I should probably call her.” I pushed on his shoulder to try to climb out of his lap, but he was already lifting me by my waist to my feet.

Wow. I could get used to having such a strong guy around.

I could get used to a lot of Johnny’s attributes.

Including that glorious one between his legs.

Ha–now I was being as dirty-minded as my twin.

I dialed Lyssa and walked away to get out of earshot.

“Whasuuuup?” Lyssa called into the phone when she answered. It made me smile. “Did you get my text?”

I reopened the text now that Johnny wasn’t looking over my shoulder. It was of Lyssa, in a black bikini on a yacht, with a very hot middle-aged man beside her.

I put the phone back up to my ear. “Yes. It looks amazing! Are you having a ball?”

“So much fun. The sultan is treating me like a princess. How’s the ranch?”

I bit my lip, then grinned. “Well, actually, I’m not there right now. That’s okay, right? If I left it for a couple of days?” Ms. Responsible kicked in a day late, probably in response to my carefree twin.

“Oh, totally. Chapman doesn’t even need a caretaker. I mean, pffft. Who cares if his mail gets brought in and placed on the kitchen counter everyday?”

Chapman probably did, but Lyssa wasn’t going to overthink that like I would.

“Where are you, Emmie? Please say you didn’t go back to your job.”

“No. I, um. Well, I met this guy.” I lowered my voice.

“What?” Lyssa practically shrieked into the phone. “Good for you! Give me all the deets.”

“He’s a hot cowboy,” I whispered. “He works as a ranch hand a couple of hours from Chapman’s, so that’s where I am now.”

“Are you serious? You’re getting well laid by a hot cowboy? This is the best news ever. I knew you quitting your job and coming to Montana was the best thing you could do!”

“I agree. Right now, Los Angeles and my old job feel like a sickness I’m still getting over.”

“Well, heal, sis, heal. Ride that hot cowboy until it’s a distant memory!”

I laughed. “I intend to. Speaking of which…I found a box of unopened sex toys under your bed.”

“Oh those? They were sent to me, so I could rep the company but met Ralph, the tennis instructor in Scottsdale. No, maybe it was Andy the ski instructor. I can’t keep them straight. Anyway, have at them!”

She mixed two different men up in her mind. Typical Lyssa.

“Okay, good. Because I brought the box with me.”

“Mmm, enjoy. Ooh–I have to go, the sultan’s calling.”

“Wait, wait, wait! One more thing. When is Chapman coming back? Because my hot cowboy needs to meet with him, and he’s having a hard time getting in touch.”

“I don’t know…I’ll be right there!” she called to her latest lover.

“Wait, but can you find out? It’s important. Call him and let me know, okay?”

“Yep, will do. Have fun with the sex toys! Love you, byeeeee!”

I ended the call and smiled. For once, I was having as much fun–and as much sex–as Lyssa and it felt pretty damn good.
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JOHNNY

After we pulled our clothes on, I walked down to find the horses to give Lyssa some privacy while she called her sister. Or the illusion of it, anyway.

Hopefully, my shifter hearing would pick up anything about her boss, if she was lying and really calling him instead. She’d acted a little off when I started quizzing her again. I hated the idea that I didn’t trust her. My wolf did, but that was on a more primal level. Something was off. I felt it in my gut.

Why would she lie?

Why wouldn’t she? I was lying to her.

I hoped I hadn’t been too obvious about pumping her for information about Chapman. I felt like a Class-A Asshole doing it. But it wasn’t like I could come out and say, hey, I’m gonna take your boss in for a Council trial, and he’ll most likely be killed by me or another shifter enforcer, so can you give me his 4-1-1?

I wasn’t telling her the truth about why I’d gone to her boss’s ranch in the first place. I couldn’t risk an entire pack by telling her the truth about us until she was in love with me. Until she was mine. Until I could mark her.

But that wasn’t all.

Fuck, I couldn’t believe I almost told her I killed Frank Archer, the guy who attacked Simi.

How would she have taken that news?

Oh, by the way, your new boyfriend–or boy toy or whatever she wants to think of me as–is a killer. Oh and I did it with my bare hands… and fangs.

Not just a hot-blooded killer, which used to be true. But now I was a cold-blooded one.

Hell, she would start running and wouldn’t stop until she got back to Chapman’s ranch. I couldn’t show her what I really was. What lurked inside me.

My wolf growled. He didn’t like the deception. Didn’t like me holding anything back from our mate.

I didn’t like it either, but there was no way around it.

She was quiet at first, pacing away with her back to me.

Yeah, she definitely didn’t want me to hear something. A ripple of misgiving ran through me.

What did she know about Chapman?

I felt certain she couldn’t be part of the female wolf trafficking, but I smelled her anxiety when I asked about him. Was she scared of him?

Did she know that he was dangerous?

Did she know he was a shifter?

Dammit, I needed to figure out how to get all this information out of her without also scaring her out of my life. Or pissing her off.

If she thought I’d been manipulating her to get to her boss…

Well, shit, I guessed I was.

But it wasn’t like I made a regular practice of seducing females involved in the jobs I worked. She was my mate.

I hiked down to where we’d left the horses and whistled for them. Chester came right away; Montague ignored me like a dick.

I whistled again.

Lyssa’s voice carried on the breeze, but I couldn’t catch more than snippets. “...hot cowboy…box of toys.”

My dick got hard again at the mention of me and the box of toys. Fuck, I forgot about them.

A thread of relief ran through me.

Good. I seriously doubted that was a conversation she would have with Chapman. She must really be talking to her sister.

About me.

My wolf fist pumped the air.

Thank fuck. She may not be ready to think of me as a boyfriend, but she required my cowboy-ish services.

Yes, ma’am. I will absolutely open every package in that box and use them on you. I will put you in cuffs, spank your ass, and make every fantasy you ever had come true.
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EMMA

I came out of the shower with my body wrapped in a towel and stepped into Johnny’s bedroom. And froze.

“Um, what’s all this?” I asked.

Johnny had been busy. This was every single sex toy from Lyssa’s box laid out on the bed.

He stood there, waving his hand out as if this was a game show, and the toys were my prize.

“I want to know your favorites.”

I swallowed hard. My favorites? The only reason I found the box under Lyssa’s bed at the ranch was because I’d kicked it and stubbed my toe. When I’d pulled the box out, I’d been embarrassed and impressed. Lyssa and I may have been identical twins, but we weren’t anything alike. I knew she had sex. A lot of it. But I didn’t need to know she liked to be restrained or enjoyed having a big plug put in her butt. So I’d tucked the box away because why would boring old Emma use any of the things the toy company had sent to Lyssa for the stretch last year when she’d been a rep?

But Johnny had made me feel adventurous. Made me put on my Lyssa persona and jump into being wild and crazy. But sex toys?

Johnny waited patiently–because his gaze raked over my body in my towel–as I processed what was going on here.

“You… um, what?”

He took a step closer to the toy display on his navy comforter. “What gets you hot, baby?”

“You,” I admitted.

“That’s real good to hear.” He grinned and reached for me, opening my towel to peruse my body. His groan of appreciation made my nipples harden. He tugged the ends of the towel to pull me flush against him. The bulge of his hardened cock pressed against my belly through his jeans. “Tonight, you get me and your favorite.” His voice was full of gravel.

I looked to the bed and Johnny released me, rewrapping my towel first.

Hmm…a toy and Johnny?

Yes, please. I could do that.

Tentatively, I moved to the edge of the bed and studied the options. Johnny wrapped an arm around my waist, settling his large frame behind me. Leaning down, he murmured in my ear.

“Like that flogger?” With his free hand, he pointed to the little one with short leather pieces attached to a black handle.

I shook my head.

He moved and kissed the spot behind my ear, then down my neck. The action raised goosebumps on my skin. Even though I was damp from the shower and only in a towel, I was far from cold.

“How about the nipple clamps?”

That was what the pink things that looked like chip clips were? While my pussy squeezed and my nipples hardened at the possibility of being pinched by them, I whispered, “No.”

Now he was kissing along my shoulder. “Pick, baby. I don’t need a toy to get you off, but it sure will be fun to play.”

Fun. Fun.

We were having sex. That wasn’t in question. What I picked was for fun. He wasn’t judging me. He wanted to get me off and play.

This was what Lyssa would do. Pick a few things and go wild.

I studied the options again. “No flogger.”

“What about any of the other spanking implements?”

I licked my lips. “Your hand. If you spank me, I want your hand.”

His hand coasted over my thigh and slid up and over my ass, cupping it. Then he gave it a little swat. “Like that?”

I whimpered because… fuck, that was hot. “Yeah,” I admitted. It hadn’t been hard, and my skin only tingled.

“Hand only, baby. Got it. Be a good girl and pick something else, or I’ll bend you over this bed and spank you. Then you can pick your favorite with a red ass.”

Oh my God.

Then he whispered, “Anything you pick, I’ll want to play with. What gets you hot gets me off. No wrong answers.”

I turned in his hold and looked up at him.

His dark gaze was intense. Fierce.

“That’s a sales rep box. I’ve never–”

“Used them?”

I nodded.

“I know, they’re all in their packaging.”

I shook my head. “I mean, um, I’ve bever used toys before.”

His eyes widened. “Ever?”

I shook my head again. “No.”

“Then this is going to be fun. And fucking hot.”

Fun.

I could do fun. I was Lyssa after all. I spun back around, moved to stand directly before the bed, and seriously studied the toys. After a few minutes, I picked up the handcuffs, a very small, very purple butt plug, and a pink vibrator that looked like a pencil.

“Fuck, those are good choices.”

Johnny leaned past me and grabbed the small samples of lube that looked like ketchup packages. “We’ll need these, too.”

Then he reached out, hooked a finger in the front of the towel wrapped around me, and pulled. The towel fell to my feet.

I was bare.

“Fuck.” He plucked off his cowboy hat and tossed it on the dresser. “I’m going to take the fastest shower ever. When I come out, I want you on the bed using that vibrator. You better be nice and wet, or I’ll spank that ass.”

Oh my. That deep voice. That dark stare. That promise.

While he’d been bold and had talked dirty before, this took things to a whole new level. He was uninhibited when it came to sex. Wild, too. I loved it. But now?

Wow. All I could say was, “Okay.”
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JOHNNY

When I got out of the shower, my cock was so hard I could drill into rock with it.

Fuck. My mate wanted me to put her in cuffs, spank her plugged ass, and use a vibrator on her. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.

This couldn’t get any better.

Oh yeah, actually it could, my wolf reminded me.

I’d teased myself by having licked and kissed along her neck and shoulder. I could claim her as mine forever.

Tonight. Now, my wolf urged.

The light of the nearly full moon glinted through the windows and skylight in the bunkhouse, soaking me with the need to mark her.

But she wasn’t ready for that. She just met me a day ago. I was lucky as hell she’d agreed to come back to Wolf Ranch with me to explore this thing between us some more, but she wasn’t in love yet. She wasn’t willing to spend the rest of her life with me.

She certainly wasn’t ready to find out I was a different species from her. One that had an animal form that ran and howled under the full moon. And even if she was ready for that–how would I ever be able to tell her about my new role with the pack? That I was an enforcer sent out by the Council to eliminate threats to our existence? Meaning, I was a killer.

No, I couldn’t think about that part. It was enough just to fight my nature and not mark her.

I had to be careful. Restraining her with the cuffs would thrill my wolf, but I couldn’t let it off-leash. Couldn’t allow myself to lose control and sink my teeth into her flesh–embed my scent there for all to smell that she belonged to me now.

That could come later. Hopefully before the next full moon, but I’d wait as long as it took. I’d follow this female across the Earth to prove I was her man. That I’d do anything to make her happy, protect her, and fucking please her.

I intended to thoroughly impart that last message tonight.

I stepped into my bedroom.

“Oh, dayum.”

Just as I’d ordered in my bossiest voice, Lyssa lay naked in the middle of the bed, the noisy toy between her legs, her face flushed and eyes bright. The scent of her arousal filled the room and nearly made my canines descend to mark her.

I sucked in deep breath to get my wolf on leash.

Lyssa displayed a nervous sexuality. She was one part vixen, one part embarrassed. She seemed almost ashamed when she admitted she’d never used any toys before. It only made my wolf preen knowing we’d be her first. We’d discover together what made her hot.

Just knowing her first choices were the cuffs, the plug, and the vibrator were telling. She wanted to be controlled. She wanted to give it up. To give me the choices like whether or not a butt plug would be worked into that nice virgin back hole of hers. She wanted it, or she wouldn’t have picked it. But she also wanted me to make her take it.

“Oh baby, that is so hot.” I intended to praise that embarrassment right out of her. “Look how hard you’ve got me.” I left the towel around my waist but looked down at the tent my dick made.

She dragged her lower lip between her teeth as she eyed it.

I stalked toward the bed but stopped at the end. She wanted to be dominated. She’d asked me to spank her. To put her in handcuffs. That meant I needed to give her instructions.

I crooked my fingers at her. “Come off the bed, and let’s see how well you followed my orders.”

I watched the flare of nervous excitement in her expression–part alarm, part thrill. She was a pleaser, I would guess, which meant she’d want to get this right. She wouldn’t want to hear she’d done anything wrong, even if she wanted that spanking.

“Oh, um…” With wide eyes, she fumbled with the vibrator to turn it off then scrambled off the bed and darted over to me.

I took the toy from her hand, dragging my fingers over hers to prolong the contact and make sure she felt my reassurance. I couldn’t stop myself from licking her juices from the vibrator before dropping it onto the bed next to the other toys.

Fuck, she tasted good.

“Put your hands on your head.”

I heard her breath hitch. Her gaze was riveted to mine.

I didn’t say anything more, just waited for her to comply. Her scent had a tinge of anxiety in it that drove my wolf into a frenzy, but I let it ride. That was part of the excitement of submission. The element of danger–even just a pretend one–amplified the pleasure.

I could see her pulse racing at her throat, but her large brown nipples were stiff and hard, and the perfume of her arousal filled my nostrils.

Tentatively, she lifted her hands to the top of her head. Her heavy breasts rose and spread with the movement, like an offering for my mouth, which watered for a taste.

“Good girl,” I praised. I still didn’t touch her although I could tell through her pleading gaze that she wanted me to. “Now spread your legs wide.”

She let out a tiny whimper of desire, eyes still glued to mine as she slid her bare feet wider.

“That’s it, baby. Very good. Now, let’s see how wet you are.” I reached between her legs and stroked two fingers over her slit. “Did you do a good job with that vibrator?”

She trembled when I touched her, like it was almost too much to bear. Her belly shuddered in and out.

“Ohh.” I made the syllable an exclamation of pleasure when I felt her feminine honey that practically dripped between my fingers.

We were alone in the bunkhouse. No one else lived here at the moment, so she could be as loud as she wanted. And if anyone heard, I didn’t care. They’d know my mate was being well satisfied.

“Yes, you were a good girl, weren’t you?” I kept gliding my fingers through her slick at the same time my other hand came to cup one of her breasts. I brushed my thumb over her taut nipple.

Unsteady, her hands came off her head to fall on my shoulders.

“Uh-uh.” I gave her breast a light slap. “Hands on your head, beautiful.”

She gasped, and her hands flew back to the top of her head.

“I want your body open and available for my exploration.”

Her juices practically gushed between her legs. She liked my brand of dirty talk. Liked being dominated. Good to know. I never thought of myself as bossy or controlling, but I found it natural to be in charge of her. Natural now to take care of my mate’s needs by holding the reins.

I slid one finger up to roll the pad of it over her clit, and she squirmed, shifting her hips right and left and whimpering. “Which do you like better, my finger or the vibrator?”

“Your finger,” she answered immediately.

My wolf gave a growl of satisfaction. I wouldn’t have been offended at all if she’d said the vibrator, but I loved that she preferred my touch.

I wiggled my finger in a quick, vibrating motion, and she let out a sobbing breath. “Ohhh. J.”

Fuck, I loved hearing her nickname for me on her lips. I stopped touching and lifted my finger to my mouth, sucking. “You taste so good, baby,” I said when I pulled it out.

I picked up the furry handcuffs from the bed. “Turn around, Lyssa.”

She blinked. There was a stutter in her energy. I didn’t know how I could tell, but I could. “You can… you can just call me baby when we’re in bed,” she said.

Huh. She didn’t like hearing her name. That was interesting. Something to follow up on later. Right now, I wanted to keep her in the mood.

I lowered my lids to half-mast. “Turn around, baby.”

She immediately complied, turning to face the bed with her hands on top of her head.

I took one wrist, then the other and slowly, gently, pulled them behind her back. “Do you like having control taken away, Ly– baby?”

“Um…”

I snapped one of the cuffs on her wrist, then ran my finger around it to make sure it wasn’t too tight. “Does it help you let go and enjoy yourself?” I snapped the other side in place.

Instinctively, she tugged and tested the hold.

“Yes.” She breathed the syllable with a sound of relief, like she needed me to name a good reason before she agreed to what her body craved.

I put my hands on her waist and shifted her to center her body at the foot of my bed. I’d chosen the large, spacious room with a queen bed, the perfect place to fuck my mate.

“Bend over, baby.”

She hesitated.

I swatted her ass, a little harder than the playful swat before my shower, but nothing rough. “That was an order, beautiful girl.”

She let out a breathy giggle and folded at the waist, hovering above the bed.

I chuckled and pushed her torso down until she lay on it. “Face down, baby.” It occurred to me that with her breast size it might not be the most comfortable position. I grabbed a pillow from the head of the bed. “Lift up for a moment,” I commanded.

She did, and I slid the pillow under her chest. Now, her face wasn’t so smashed into the bed, either.

“Good girl. Comfortable, baby?”

“Yes.”

Fuck, she was pretty like this. I gave her ass a slap. “It’s yes, sir, when you’re in cuffs, beautiful.”

I watched her ass-cheeks squeeze together. Her fingers twitched. “Yes, sir,” she panted.

“Mmm.” I rewarded her with a caress of her gorgeous ass. My beautiful mate was so magnificent. “You’re doing so well, baby,” I let her know. “Now, spread your legs again, nice and wide, so I can play with this pretty pussy.”

She spread her legs wide, and I stroked between them again with one hand as my other stroked up her back and down her side, soothing and caressing her. Trying to show her how fucking beautiful I found her body. I picked up the vibrator and turned it onto the lowest setting. Instead of sliding it inside her, I slid it under her, so her clit rode it.

She moaned and ground down on it, gushing fresh lubricant onto my bed covers.

Fuck, I never wanted the scent of her arousal to leave this room.

I slapped her ass, a little harder than before, and she gasped. “It’s time for your spanking, baby. You’ve been such a good girl, so I’m going to take my time and warm your gorgeous ass slowly. If you need a break, just say, please stop, sir, and I’ll stop. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

I stroked a circle around her ass. “Good girl.”
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Emma

Holy handcuffs!

I’d never, in a million years, imagined a scene like this. Me… bent over a bed with my wrists cuffed behind my back. Getting spanked while I ground my pussy over a vibrator. It was… insane. Incredible.

Delicious.

Just hooking up with a hot cowboy at my door had been fantasy fulfillment enough. And sure, I knew people used toys and played games in the bedroom, but…whoa.

I’d been missing out.

I had no idea I could feel this way. This trembly and hot. Wanton and needy.

Ready to combust.

Johnny slapped one side of my ass, then the other, then rubbed away the sting. He paused, like he was waiting to see if I’d complain or tell him to stop.

I didn’t. I wanted more and wiggled my butt to tell him so.

He continued, repeating the pattern–one slap on each side then a rub. After a half dozen rounds, my ass smarted with a prickly heat.

Johnny stopped to rub longer. “You’re nice and pink now, baby. It’s so fucking pretty.”

God, I loved hearing how turned on he was by me. I’d never felt so sexual. So desirable. So beautiful.

It was like a lifetime deficit of self-confidence borne of being the quiet, mousy twin rinsed away every time he looked at me. Every time he praised me. Every time he said good girl. I never realized how attention starved I must’ve been before I met him.

No wonder I’d stayed toiling in a gruelling job without a scrap of appreciation. I was used to being passed by when it came to attention handouts. Even now with our parents, since Lyssa couldn’t hold down a steady job and seemed to put herself in constant danger, she sucked all their focus. The quiet, good girl daughter required no special parenting.

I heard the tear of plastic, and then Johnny pulled my ass cheeks apart. A dollop of something cold landed between them, right over my asshole.

I gasped at the sensation, squeezing my cheeks together.

“It’s time for your plug, beautiful.”

My plug. Eek! My anus contracted at the thought. Why had I picked it?

Johnny chuckled. “Don’t worry. This is a small one. I’m putting lube all over it, so it will slide right in. We’ll get you trained, so you can take my cock back there like a good girl.”

Trained! Oh!

Eek!

I felt the pressure of the rounded stainless steel head of the butt plug against my back hole. I sucked in my breath and held it.

“Long slow exhale, baby.”

I loved how confident Johnny was. He oozed capability-porn. A guy who projected that he knew what he was doing without being arrogant was such a turn-on.

“Yes, sir.” It excited me to say those words. Every time I did, my pussy clenched up tight. I followed his instructions and slowly blew out my breath.

He applied pressure to the plug.

I squeezed harder against the intrusion.

“Push back to let me in. Like you’re bearing down.”

I sucked in a quick breath, then slowly exhaled again, and pushed back. As soon as I did, the head of the plug breached my hole. I pushed more as he pressed it inside me. There was a brief moment of “too much,” but then it was seated.

I had the strangest sensation of holding it in my ass, the neck of the plug clenched by the tight ring of muscles that made up my sphincter.

“That’s it, baby. You’re doing so well,” Johnny praised me, stroking his rough, calloused palm around my ass again. “Fuck, look how pretty that is.”

I whimpered, not because it didn’t feel good, but because I was beyond turned on now. I was losing my mind with all the sensations–the buzzing under my clit, my burning ass, and now this plug filling me.

“I’m gonna spank that pretty ass of yours with the plug in it, and then I’m gonna fuck you, baby.”

God, I nearly came from his dirty promises. As if he sensed it, he adopted a more stern tone. “Don’t come yet. Don’t come until I give you permission, baby. Understand?”

I nodded into the bedcovers. “Yes, sir.”

“Good girl,” he said, but at the same time he delivered a hard slap. It jostled the plug in my ass, sending a riot of sensation jolting through my body.

I cried out.

How would I not come?

I needed to come desperately.

So desperately I couldn’t stand it.

“Not yet. You don’t come until I do, Lyssa,” he said, forgetting that I didn’t want to be called that in bed.

While hearing her name gave me courage outside of bed, I hated hearing him say her name while we were intimate. I wanted him to be praising me. Emma. Not Lyssa. I didn’t want to pretend when we were having sex. I wanted it to be real.

Just the two of us. Without Lyssa in the room.

His slip-up was a blessing because it allowed me to get a thread of control, so I wouldn’t come. So I could wait until he gave me permission. Again, eek! Where did he even learn to be such a swoon worthy dom?

No, I didn’t want to know that, either. I already hated all his past and future girlfriends. Hated anyone who took his golden attention off me, Emma.

The twin who was making up for lost time.

Johnny spanked me–faster this time, without breaks in between to rub away the sting. He slapped my ass, right and left side over and over again as I squirmed and cried out. I was feverishly hot. My clit was getting raw from the vibrator, and my ass burned. The jiggling plug gave me a sense of fullness.

Finally, Johnny stopped and rubbed my ass. I heard the crinkle of more plastic–it must have been a condom wrapper.

He pulled the vibrator out from underneath me and turned it off. “Time for the real thing, baby. You ready to take my cock?”

He hadn’t been like this the day before. So extra bossy and dominant. Was it because we were at his place, and he was more comfortable? Was this us trusting each other enough to take sex to the next level?

“Yes,” I moaned. I’d been ready for at least an hour. Even with the plug filling my ass–especially with the plug filling my ass–my pussy felt so empty.

Johnny made a strange, animal-like growling sound as he rubbed the head of his cock through my folds.

Desperate–hungry for it–I pushed back, and he slid in.

“Damn, baby. That’s so hot. You’re so wet for me right now.”

“Yes,” I groaned.

Oh God, I needed to come. With a desperation I’d never felt before.

“Please.”

He gripped my hips and pushed all the way in, his loins bumping the handle of the butt plug and jostling it in me even more than the spanking had.

My eyes rolled back in my head. I was dizzy with lust. Almost in tears with need.

“Please.”

His fingers tightened on my hips. I heard him drag his breath in across his teeth, like he was trying to hold back.

I didn’t want him to hold back.

I wanted more. I wanted it all.

He slid out and in slowly.

“Now, Johnny. More. Please.”

I was incoherently begging. He’d reduced me to babble.

He growled again and thrust in hard.

I cried out when the head of his cock bottomed out inside me. It was all too much. My asshole clenched around the neck of the plug. My pussy squeezed around the base of his cock. I was sweating and panting, my heart pounding with exertion, even though I’d been rendered immobile by the dominant lover behind me.

“Oh God,” I nearly wept.

“Fuck, baby. Fuck, you’re so hot when you beg me like that.” He gripped my hips and pounded in and out of me.

I hollowed my back to take him deeper. Moaned and sobbed my desperation into the covers.

“Please, please, please, J. Johnny. J. I need this. I need it now.” I looked over my shoulder, and what I saw didn’t make sense.

But then again, I was out of my mind with lust and need.

Johnny’s eyes seemed to glow amber, like an animal’s did at night. And I would have sworn, for a second, it looked like he had fangs.

“Take it, baby,” he growled. “Take my cock nice and deep. Take my cock with your ass spanked red and plugged.”

“Yes, yes!”

It was too late–I had to come. Waiting for his permission was an impossibility.

I screamed, losing control. My pussy squeezed around his cock, spasming in pulsing waves.

“Oh fuck, baby!”

It sounded like Johnny lost control, too. Like my orgasm made him come. He shoved in deep, his hips bucking against mine, his breath rasping and ragged.

“Oh fate. Oh shit. Whoa. Whoa… damn,” he chanted as he continued to buck.

I laugh-sobbed into the covers. “Oh my God,” I panted. “I think I just died.”
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JOHNNY

Fuck. I almost marked Lyssa.

My wolf had been ready to. I’d had to keep my teeth away from her to prevent myself from doing something I’d regret.

Now that the moment was past, I lowered my torso down over hers and kissed the back and side of her neck. “You were incredible. That was insane.”

She let out a long, humming exhale.

I was probably squishing her. I lifted off and eased out. Then I undid the handcuffs with the quick release.

“I’m gonna get you some water. We have to keep you hydrated after all that.” I gently worked the plug out of her ass, then rolled her up into my arms, and walked her to the front of the bed.

“Pull back the covers, baby,” I instructed.

Now that I’d gotten used to giving orders, I couldn’t stop. I knew my dominance turned Lyssa on, so I was gonna milk that for all it was worth.

She pulled the covers back, and I gently laid my precious cargo on the bed. “I’ll be right back,” I promised.

I grabbed the vibrator and plug and brought them with me to the bathroom to clean and disinfect later. For now, I dropped them in the sink while I disposed of my condom, washed my hands, and soaked a washcloth with warm water to clean her up.

Then I stopped in the kitchen for a tall glass of water and returned.

Lyssa was still where left her, splayed on her back on the bed, staring dazedly up at the ceiling.

I helped her sit up and gave her the glass. She drank down half of it thirstily. I finished the rest and set the empty glass on the bedside table. Rolling Lyssa to her belly, I used the washcloth between her legs and ass cheeks to clean her up.

“You okay?” I asked, noting that her ass was still red.

I’d played rough with females before, but they’d all been shifters. I hoped to hell I hadn’t been too crazy. I would punch my own face in if I’d hurt her.

“I’m great.” She sounded dreamy, like she was already slipping into slumber. Or was just so satisfied, she was in heaven.

I tossed the washcloth in my hamper and climbed in beside her. She rolled against my side, and I put my arm around her. “Do you believe in fate?”

“Fate?”

“Yeah. Like, do you believe some things are meant to be?”

She went still. I could hear her holding her breath for a moment. “What things?”

“Like you and me. Meeting like we did. Clicking right from the start. Like we were made for each other. Do you feel that, too? Or is it just me?”

Lyssa turned her face to hide in my shoulder, and I felt her belly shudder.

“Are you…laughing?” Fuck, I shouldn’t have mentioned fate to a human. She had no context for it. It sounded stupid.

No, I smelled the salt of her tears.

“You’re crying?” I was suddenly alarmed. “Baby, what is it? Did I hurt you? Fuck.”

“No,” she sort of laugh-cried, and lifted her head. “It’s…I don’t know what it is. It’s just a release. That was intense.”

Right. We just had crazy intense sex, and then I started talking about fate. Bad idea.

“This is intense,” she added quietly.

Oh.

This was intense. This moment. The two of us.

I cradled the side of her face in my palm and caught her watery gaze. “I’m gonna kiss you now.” I rolled our bodies over, so she was beneath me and took a long time kissing her deeply. Exploring her mouth. Trying to express with my tongue and lips what I had a hard time saying with my voice.

When I finished, I lifted my head and stared down at her. I wished to fate I could read her mind. Knew how close or far she was from accepting me as her mate.

“I do believe in fate,” she said, surprising the fuck out of me.

Her eyes swam with tears again.

Alarm once more spread through me. My wolf couldn’t take her tears, not for any reason.

“Why does that make you cry?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It just feels like…like a door I was always barred from entering just opened, and I walked through it.”

My brow furrowed because I had no idea what that meant. “That’s a good thing, right?”

She laughed and brought her palm to my cheek. “It’s a good thing. This is good. You’re so good. I’m… having the time of my life.”

The time of her life. That sounded like a wild fling, not fate. But I’d take it for now.

For tonight, it was enough.

I could work on forever tomorrow.
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EMMA

When we walked into Cody’s Saloon the next night, I wished I had grabbed a pair of Lyssa’s cowboy boots from her clothes at the Chapman ranch. Obviously, she hadn’t needed them in Ibiza. I was in a jean skirt and fitted blouse, but my sandals didn’t look the part.

Johnny didn’t let me get far today after our wild sexy times last night.

Even though we’d come to Wolf Ranch because he had to work, he said Rob and Wes, the ranch foreman who I hadn’t met yet, had given him a couple days off to spend with me.

I wanted to protest–to shrink back into the wallpaper and not cause any ripples–but I remembered that I was Lyssa here, and Lyssa loved being the center of attention. Making ripples. Having people change their plans for her.

So I drank it up. Drank up Johnny’s attention, which he lavished me with.

Not leaving the bunkhouse all day was fine by me. We ate–who knew Johnny could cook a mean omelet?–and napped and had lots and lots of sex.

I lost count of the number of orgasms he wrung from me.

And the places where we did it besides the bed. The shower. The vanity in the bathroom. The kitchen counter. The couch. The other couch. Oh, and walls. Lots and lots of walls.

By the late afternoon, I was a little sore. Okay, a lot sore, but in the best way possible. When Colton texted Johnny and said everyone was headed to a bar called Cody’s Saloon for dinner and drinks after, we agreed to join them. My vagina needed a break.

We were late because when Johnny saw me in this skirt, he got on his knees, lifted it, and licked me until I came one more time.

I looked around the packed bar. If there was a quintessential western saloon look, this was it. Country music. Wood paneling, a mix of mounted animal heads and neon beer signs, a glossy bar that ran along one entire wall and a mechanical bull. I’d never seen one before except in movies and… wow. A woman was riding it, arm flung over her head, laughing and hollering as she rocked in the saddle.

I couldn’t help but grin.

I smiled and waved at Marina, Colton, Rob, and Willow, who had pushed a number of high-tops together in a corner and were holding court with a crowd of other couples.

“That’s the Wolf Ranch crowd.” Johnny escorted me over, his hand at my lower back. Was it just me, or did it seem like he was…proud to show me off?

He slapped shoulders or bumped fists with all the guys there. “Hey everyone. This is Lyssa, my beautiful m–hot date.”

I tilted my face up to his. “What were you going to say?” I couldn’t think of a descriptor of me started with an M.

He flashed that lopsided grin. “M….magnificent girlfriend. Can I call you that yet?”

Warmth filled my chest. Again, I noticed the urge in myself to draw back and reject the attention, but why should I? After two days, I knew he was boyfriend material. Why would I not believe he could feel the same way? Did I think I wasn’t special enough for someone to fall for me so soon?

Screw that. Lyssa knew she was special. I could embody that energy too, for a change.

“Lyssa, this is Boyd, Rob’s and Colton’s brother, and an international rodeo champ, and his wife Audrey. She’s an OB/GYN.”

I shook hands with each of them. “So nice to meet you.”

“And this is Clint and his wife, Becky. They left Lily, their little one at home. She’s not quite old enough for the mechanical bull.”

I offered them a little nod and finger wave since the table was between us.

“And this is Levi–he’s the local sheriff–but he’s worked on the ranch. His wife, Charlie, is our vet.”

They were closer, so I was able to shake hands with them, repeating their names, “Levi, Charlie. Clint and Becky…”

“There will be a quiz later,” Charlie teased.

Johnny turned to me again. “This is Rand and Natalie. Natalie owns the ranch next door to Wolf Ranch, and Rand owns a construction company.”

Rand, Natalie. I tried to recite the names in my head, so I wouldn’t forget.

“This is my boss, Wes.” Johnny introduced me to a brawny, tattooed, red-headed guy who offered me his hand but didn’t speak. Compared to the others, he seemed like he was a grump.

“I thought Rob was your boss.” God, I swore I was trying to keep them all straight, but I was already getting muddled.

Johnny leaned down and murmured, “He’s the head honcho. And Wes is the foreman. I have a lot of bosses.”

“We’re like an army, with a long chain of command,” Colton said.

Johnny hooked his thumb at Colton. “He was a Green Beret, if you hadn’t guessed it by the haircut.”

I laughed. The Wolf Ranch guys and their cowboy hats were all big and gorgeous.

“Come sit over here with us, so we can girl talk.” Becky patted the empty stool beside her as the men left us behind and went to the bar.

Johnny didn’t follow them, instead pulled the stool out for me like a gentleman. “What can I get you to drink, baby?” His hand rested possessively on my hip. I liked the way he claimed me for all to see.

I usually stuck to one drink–the same drink I’d been ordering since college–a cosmo. But I wanted to fit in, and I was being adventurous. I smiled up at him. “Surprise me.”

He leaned over and claimed my mouth. Not a quick peck because we were in public, but a long, slow kiss that made everyone in our crowd whoop and cheer.

I let out a flustered laugh when he sauntered away toward the other guys with a swagger, like he was satisfied he’d just shown everyone in the bar who I belonged to.

“Someone’s smitten.” Marina winked.

“Damn. He’s usually so quiet. My brain is scrambling to update,” Becky said then leaned closer and whispered–although not that softly. “Is he wild in bed?”

I smiled. They reminded me of Lyssa and how, back in high school and college, she’d pester me for any details I had when I went on a date.

“So good,” I said. If Johnny was going to kiss me like he was going off to war in the middle of the bar, then he didn’t mind me telling them the truth.

“But you all know Johnny better than me. Give me the dirt.” I twisted to look over my shoulder at his broad back where he stood at the bar. Gawd, he was hot. I could fall in love with this guy.

Easily.

Except he didn’t even know the real me. He thought I was Lyssa. Was falling in love with Lyssa. What would happen when he found out about plain old boring Emma? Would he still be interested?

“I don’t know. Looks like you know him real well,” Marina said with a big smile and a wink.

I laughed and felt a blush creep up my neck. “Not that. I mean… I mean with clothes on.”

“He’s a good guy. Definitely trustworthy,” Becky said. “And like all the guys at Wolf Ranch, he’s protective.”

“Sweet.”

“Strong.”

“Intense.”

“Thoughtful.”

They went around the table and listed adjectives that were really accurate. Clothes on or off.

“He comes off easy-going, but he’s got a darker side. Well, I don’t mean darker–just serious,” Becky added. Her phone was face up on the table, and the lock screen was of her and Clint and their little daughter who had the same big blue eyes as her.

I had glimpsed Johnny’s more serious side yesterday, when he told me about what happened with his sister, but I wanted to know if it went farther than that. “Oh? Like what?”

A new song came on, and Natalie made a loud whoop along with everyone else in the place.

“He’s close with Clint,” Becky said, her voice a little louder over the noise.

“They’ve been friends ever since he moved here. What happened to him before he came here, well, that’s Johnny’s story to tell you, but I think it really left a mark on him. Underneath all those panty-melting smiles and rippling muscles, he’s cautious.”

Johnny? Cautious? He seemed so spontaneous.

“He told me a little about what happened to his sister,” I offered, wondering if that’s what she meant.

Becky nodded, meaning she knew as well. The others looked a little lost but didn’t comment.

“Yeah, that left its mark on him. He has a firm sense of justice. He values honesty. He definitely doesn’t abide assholes.”

“Who does?” Willow muttered, raising her arm with an empty pitcher in her hand to signal the waitress for another.

He values honesty. How would he feel about me pretending to be Lyssa? Pretending to be spontaneous? Comfortable with her sexuality? Wild and free?

Would he still be interested?

A waitress swung by with a full pitcher of beer and a pint glass filled with a pale yellow drink. “Pineapple cider for Lyssa?”

I raised my hand. “That’s for me. Thanks.”

“Don’t make Johnny all doom and gloom, Beck.” Audrey put her hand on her friend’s forearm. “He’s protective of those he cares about, that’s all. And it looks like he’s decided he cares about Lyssa.”

As a group, we swiveled around on our stools to look Johnny’s way. He stood by the bar with the other guys. All of them were watching their specific woman and Johnny? He only had eyes for me.

Me.

I felt that heat, that need that arced between us from across the room.

“Oh my. That’s hot,” Willow said.

“Good thing the bunkhouse is empty,” Marina added with a giggle.

Yeah, good thing. Because when I told Johnny the truth about me–that I wasn’t actually named Lyssa and all the rest–I didn’t want anyone else around.

“Ooh!” Becky squealed. “Come on, it’s our turn on the bull. I put all our names down since none of us are preggers. Lyssa, you’re totally doing it with us!”

Everyone hopped up as if the table was on fire and headed toward the mechanical bull tucked away in the back.

No. Nope. No way was I getting on that thing!

The others didn’t seem to have the same thoughts. Based on how excited they all were, they thought it was fun.

Fun. There was that word again.

Was I only being chicken, or did I have serious fears? It wasn’t a real bull, and there were thick mats circling the thing. No one had gotten hurt so far.

Lyssa would do it. She’d be the first one in line and whooping it up like a real cowgirl.

Great. Now I had to do it and in a skirt! I took a deep breath, followed my new friends, and braced myself for the fun.
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JOHNNY

“She seems to be fitting in well.” Colton grabbed a beer bottle from the long line Cody, the owner and fellow shifter, set before us at the bar. He lifted it to his lips and took a long pull.

I grunted, not thrilled to be across the room from her. Especially not after that kiss. I wanted to be right beside her. Or better yet, with her on my lap or somehow pressed against my body. But Colton said Marina told him an important part of courtship for human females was having the guy vetted and approved of by other females. So I was hanging back, hoping the Wolf Ranch females were putting in a good word for me over there.

Still, it was killing me. The fact that we were one night away from a full moon made it all the worse.

I was able to keep my aggression and need to mark her down by consistently having my mate naked and under me all day. But now, she was surrounded by other males. My wolf wanted to destroy every single one who looked her way.

Every guy in the place had his eyes on her. In that skirt and those tits and that sweet smile? I needed to tell every fucker that she was mine.

“Yeah.” I tried to soothe my wolf. And my dick.

“What’s the matter?” Boyd slapped me on the shoulder. “You’re acting like Wes over there.” He tipped his head toward the foreman, who gave him a glare, which wasn’t new.

No one was affected by his disgruntled looks, since that was his standard expression. The guy had an impressive resting bitch face, except when it came to his daughter, Remy.

“No, all good.”

“What have you learned from Lyssa about Chapman?” Rob asked.

I frowned. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Clint asked. “Have you even tried?”

“I have, but I don’t want to alert her. She gets nervous when I ask about her work.” I paused, not sure if I should say anything more. But this was my alpha. I had to. “Something’s off.”

“What do you mean?” Rob asked, frowning.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just think there’s something off. I know I said it twice, but I can’t explain it any other way. It’s a feeling.”

Clint and Rob both went on high alert and glanced toward Lyssa with the other women. Marina was up first, the bull moving at one of the slowest settings. There was no way she was being bucked off.

“Should we look into her more? We can have the council data-digger investigate her,” Colton asked.

No, my wolf snarled.

I couldn’t take my eyes off my mate, who was watching Marina with a smile on her face. Did I want her to be investigated? To have a shifter hacker who lived in far off Arizona dig into her background? I took a deep swig of my beer.

“Yes,” Rob said.

Fuck.

I didn’t really want it. I hoped to have her trust me enough and our relationship that we were building to open up to me. To share everything. Good and bad. Hoped I could share my good and bad, too. Then again, my bad might have been far too much to share.

But if Rob said yes, then that meant yes.

“On it,” Clint replied. Out of the corner of my eye, he pulled out his cell and started typing. As a retired enforcer, he had the guy’s info literally at his fingertips. “I’ll ask him for backgrounds on all the employees at Chapman’s ranch, not just Lyssa.”

“Good,” Rob commented.

My wolf growled. I didn’t like anyone looking into her. Not even my own packmates. Definitely not some rando shifter in Arizona. But they were right. Her boss was trouble. We needed to know everything about her and anyone who worked for him. Especially if I was going to track him and deliver him to the Council.

“She doesn’t know I’m an enforcer,” I said aloud to no one in particular.

Fuck. What would happen when she found out I hunted and killed for a living? Could a sweetheart like Lyssa stay with someone with this much darkness?

Even if I walked away from the profession for her, it wouldn’t change what I’d already done.

The violence inside me that came out when I was defending someone. Or hunting a rogue enforcer like the wife beater from a few weeks ago.

It wouldn’t change what I was–a killer.

Marina remained on for the entire thirty second ride, then slid off and high-fived Becky who was up next.

“Of course, she doesn’t. Until you mark her, that stays to yourself.”

Rob’s words had me glancing his way. I swallowed.

Fuck. He didn’t think she’d take it well, either. “Shouldn’t I tell her when I explain about shifters?”

He shook his head. “No. After you mark her. She’ll need to know about our kind, so she understands you’re going to bite her and why. But the enforcer part has to come later.”

“What if…” I swallowed down my question.

What if she doesn’t want to be with me after she finds out?

What if, like my pack and family, she no longer looked at me the same way?

What if she rejected me? Banished me?

Rob raised his brows.

“Nevermind.” I shook my head. But his advice seemed backward. Telling her after I’d marked her meant tricking her into being my mate. Not being honest. That went against everything I believed in.

Becky didn’t last long on the mechanical bull since the setting had been much faster. She fell off onto one of the mats in a laughing heap. Even though she wasn’t hurt, Clint didn’t stick– he cut through the patrons to get to her.

Lyssa was next. I stood mesmerized as she stepped up to the bull and eyed it with the same expression men wore getting ready to mount a real, live one. Fear and wariness.

The women were in a line along the low wall that separated the main bar from the mechanical bull area. They were laughing and hooting at her, who was now sitting on the bull.

Fuck, her skirt rode up those shapely-as-fuck thighs.

Then the bull started to move. It was going so slowly it appeared broken. Then it picked up a little more speed, and she tried to move with it, but her motions were just as awkward as when she rode Chester yesterday.

From one second to the next, a smile spread across her face, her eyes lit with excitement. The bull moved even faster and her arm went up in the air for balance.

“She’s not bad,” Boyd said in my ear. He was the ex-rodeo champ, so he knew.

She wasn’t bad at all. In fact, she looked like a natural the way she lifted and lowered, her hips straddling the saddle nice and wide. Her tits bounced with each roll of the machine. She was sexy as fuck.

My wolf snarled and snapped because the Wolf Ranch women weren’t the only ones watching. Men all around were ogling her. They were seeing how she would look as a cowgirl riding a dick.

A cluster of men to one side were talking about her. Pointing, smiling, leering. And one made fucking motions with his hips as he talked to another. Then they high-fived.

I growled. I was going to kill them. All of them.

They had to be human. I didn’t know them. They’d never been to a pack run that I’d ever seen. If they were, being so close, they’d have recognized Willow, knew her rank in the pack, and would have been more deferential to the other marked females.

The machine slowed, then stopped, and Lyssa slid off to the mat, stood there by the bull as Audrey took a picture of her with her cell.

The man who wanted to fuck my mate approached the opening in the wall for her to pass through. Stood there and waited.

“No, fucking way,” I muttered and stormed in his direction. My hands clenched into fists. My eyes narrowed and probably went amber. I shoved people aside to get there.

The asshole grabbed her arm and pressed her against the side wall. Lyssa fought back, and it was like with Simi all over again. My vision narrowed and domed, seeing through wolf eyes. There was a roaring in my ears.

This guy was going to hurt her.

He was going to hurt my mate.

I had to stop it.

“Let go of me.” Lyssa tried to shove the guy away.

“Hey.” Willow grabbed the guy’s shoulder. She was part shifter and could fling the guy across the room if she wanted, but I didn’t give her the chance.

I shoved a high top out of the way and used my hand on a barstool seat to volley my body through the air.

“Don’t fucking touch her,” I snarled as I landed and yanked the guy off my mate. My fist connected with his jaw, and he didn’t just go down, he went flying.

I’d used shifter strength on a human–a huge rule breaker for my kind–but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

It was like when Simi got attacked, only worse. The images of my sister lying on the ground, her clothing ripped off her, wrestling with a guy two times her size flashed through my mind.

Only this time, it was Lyssa on the forest ground.

Lyssa’s clothes ripped off.

This asshole trying to violate her.

It wasn’t enough the guy was off her. I had to eliminate the threat.

Stop his beating heart.

I was going to end him.
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I knew he’d rescue me.

No man had ever defended my honor before, but the second that drunk guy blocked my way, I’d known Johnny would show up and fix it.

What I hadn’t known–but maybe should have–was how scary he’d look while doing it. He was mad. His eyes had a crazy glint, his teeth were bared, and he hadn’t stopped to see if I was okay after he threw the guy.

“You don’t fucking touch her,” he growled, even though the guy was ten feet away from me now. Ten feet.

I was rooted to the spot. Stunned. A little freaked out, but I was trying to process what I was seeing. Johnny going completely ape shit.

He stalked after him, who was scrambling up on the other side of the gated area that housed the mechanical bull.

“Johnny, no! Stop him,” I heard one of the ranch guys yell.

That was my clue-in. What reminded me of his story with his sister–how he said he’d taken things too far. I also remembered the grief he had over what he’d done.

I needed to stop him before he did something he regretted again. I didn’t like a drunk guy hitting on me, crowding me, and not grasping the word no, but I was in a public space. The girls were there. So were the Wolf Ranch guys. Cody, the bar owner, too. A roomful of non-drunk, not-jerky guys to help. I could’ve screamed. I’d been a little angry and a little scared, but I hadn’t really been in danger.

Except it didn’t seem like Johnny saw it that way.

Clint shoved his way forward. The other ranch guys were all pushing through the growing crowd, too.

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?” Willow came up to me and eyed me closely.

I shook my head and followed Johnny, also trying to push my way through the close-knit crowd to get to him.

Was there going to be a brawl? The drunk guy’s friends were shouting now, and one of them threw a punch at Johnny. I swear to God, it bounced right off his muscled abs like he hadn’t felt a thing. He just kept stalking toward my attacker. The guy had picked himself up from the floor, but he was staggering, like he didn’t know what had happened.

Johnny leaped through the air–more than five feet–and tackled the guy again. They both went down to the floor, rolling.

Colton and Clint finally caught up. Johnny drew his arm back to punch the guy, but before he could swing, his friends hauled him off.

“Get him back. Get him out of here.” Rob snapped. He was right behind the other guys.

I didn’t like the way they were strong-arming Johnny. I knew they were his friends and were doing it for his own good, but I didn’t like that he had to struggle against their hold.

“He hurt her,” Johnny snarled. “He was going to–”

I threw myself in front of him, my hands on his chiseled chest. “I’m okay.” I tried to catch his eyes. They looked wild, the irises glinting almost yellow instead of brown, and his teeth were clenched.

“Johnny,” I said again, this time more forcefully.

His gaze jerked to mine.

I reached for his face and held it between my palms. His skin was hot. Sweaty. “Johnny, I’m not hurt. You stopped him. It’s okay.”

He went still. “Lyssa?”

I never hated hearing my sister’s name on his lips more. I really wanted it to be me he was looking at with one part desperation, one part relief.

“You lost it, kid. You just caused a world of problems,” Rob said sharply. “Instead of looking after your m–female, you were out for blood.”

I wanted to tell Rob to shut up. To stop lecturing Johnny.

But it was okay because Johnny only had eyes for me. “Fuck, Lyssa. I’m sorry.”

His buddies released him, no doubt realizing he was back in control. Beyond the tight circle they made, the drunk guy and his friends were still trying to fight, but the Wolf Ranch guys ignored them.

Johnny swung me up into his arms, lifting me into a honeymoon carry.

“Yeah, get her out of here,” Rob said.

Johnny was already moving, like he needed to get me out of there before the place exploded. “Lyssa…I–I lost control again. I left you standing there.”

“You have me now,” I murmured.

The crowd parted for us, whispering and watching. Some slapped Johnny on the back, some called him asshole and other names. He ignored them all and carried me outside and directly to his truck. There, he set me down by the passenger door. “Lyssa…” He stroked his hands down my arms then held the one the guy had grabbed and examined the finger marks he had left.

His face turned murderous again and an eerie growl came from his throat.

“I’m okay,” I said firmly.

Some of the drunk guy’s friends came spilling out the front door, shouting at us. “We’re gonna kill you for that!” one of them yelled.

My heart pounded, but I was careful not to show fear. I didn’t want Johnny to get back in another fight over me. “Take me home,” I pleaded, wanting nothing more than to get the hell away from here.

He glanced over his shoulder at the assholes approaching, his brows down.

Willow had come out, followed by the Wolf Ranch guys, and she was talking the other gang down. “That’s enough, boys. It’s time for everyone to go home,” she said in a calm, authoritative voice.

Johnny looked back at me. Pain etched his expression. Haunted his eyes. “You don’t mean home-home, do you?”

Oh God. I remembered how he’d been kicked out after he’d rescued his sister. Did he think I wanted to leave him? To break up with him?

And wow, was I already considering this a relationship that could be broken up?

Yeah, I guessed I was. Sometime in the last twenty-four hours, we had crossed over from fling to forever.

Voices were still raised behind us. I wanted to get out of here before anything more happened. We needed to de-escalate things. Calm Johnny down. Get him to see I was fine. That it was a stupid, drunk guy being stupid. Nothing more.

“I mean home to Wolf Ranch. With you,” I clarified, trying to sound earnest, so he knew it was the truth. After all the fibs, I said the one thing I believed down to my… heart. “I want to be with you.”

He stood there, frozen as the raised voices drew closer. His breath came out in an exhale. His face crumpled, pain etching harsh lines into his skin. “You do?”

I nodded.

His gaze raked over me, but not in the heated way it had earlier. “You’re okay? I mean…not from what he did, but…”

Willow and Rob were putting their bodies between ours and the drunk guy’s friends.

“Let’s get in the truck, Johnny,” I urged.

He blinked, seeming to realize what was happening behind him. “Yeah. Okay.” He opened my door and lifted me inside, taking the time to fasten my seatbelt.

I braced for trouble as he shut my door to go around the truck, but he didn’t even spare the rabble rousers a glance. I watched in the rearview mirror as he walked around, his brows down, his gaze lowered like he was thinking hard.

He shut his door and started the truck. When we were out on the single-lane highway, he started “Are you okay with what…you saw? With me?”

I reached for his hand and curved my fingers around his, setting them on my thigh. “I’m not scared of you,” I answered.

He frowned at the road in front of us, still troubled. “I could’ve gone too far again tonight. Fuck!” He smacked his hand down on the dashboard.

I jumped but remained calm. He wouldn’t hurt me. “You didn’t, though. Everything is okay.”

He shot a glance at me then looked back at the road. “You’re not…done with me?” His voice broke a little on the word done.

“I’m not done.” My voice was low and quiet. Like a solemn swearing. I found his hand again and squeezed his fingers, so he could be reminded of our connection. I couldn’t climb into his lap and reassure him while he was driving, so this was all I could do.

Johnny blinked rapidly, and his chest filled abruptly with air, which he held a moment before letting it slowly out. “Fuck, Lyssa. I’m sorry I ruined our night.”

Was it wrong that I didn’t think it was ruined? I didn’t want to praise or thank him for getting violent because he definitely did seem to have a problem, but I wouldn’t give up this moment for anything.

This closeness. The raw exposure of one heart to another.

I had to ask. “Johnny, when you said you went too far last time…”

An oncoming car’s headlights cast harsh light over his face, and I could see that the quick glance he gave me held alarm again. Oh crap.

He hurt the person who attacked his sister. The way he was eyeing me, probably even worse.

My heart sank. It was as bad as I suspected. Could I live with that? A guy who didn’t know his own strength when he was protecting someone he loved?

Yeah, I could.

Because of his regret. Because he showed the capacity to change and the desire to heal.

“Did he die?” I brought myself to ask. Because maybe it would help if the trauma was just aired out. Not crouching behind the door like a monster.

“Yeah.” Johnny’s voice was rough. “He almost raped my sister. Attacked her. Ripped off her clothes before I got to her. I didn’t mean to kill him, but he fought hard, and he didn’t hold back. I wasn’t just going to let him go for what he did to her, but it turned into a kill or be killed situation.”

I nodded and squeezed his hand. I could only imagine what it had been like.

“I love you.”

I didn’t mean to say it. It wasn’t even an appropriate moment. But those were the words that slipped out. The only offering I could think of that matched the enormity of what he’d shared with me.

What I meant was I am here with you.

I see you.

I’m not judging.

I won’t reject you.

“Yeah?” The word exploded out of Johnny, and when he looked over, his eyes were bright again, glinting yellow-orange in the darkness.

“I mean–I didn’t mean…”

“Don’t you dare take it back.”

I let out a relieved laugh. “Okay. I won’t, then.” God, my heart felt so full my chest could barely contain it. “It’s just… fast. Too quick, maybe.”

“Don’t take it back. I know, like you said, it seems fast, but Lyssa, I felt something special the moment I met you. I knew you were the one. Can you believe that?”

I gulped in my breath. My eyes watered.

I’d never imagined someone might say I was the one.

God, my whole life I’ve been the other one.

Johnny wanted me. Emma.

At least, I thought he wanted me.

What if what he really wanted was the Lyssa-version of me? Not the real me at all. What if he was disappointed when he found out I was boring old Emma? Nobody interesting at all?

I shoved those thoughts from my mind and met Johnny’s gaze. “I believe it,” I whispered, because it was almost true.

I wanted it to be true.

That was enough, right?
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JOHNNY

Holy hell. I’d been missing so much in life before Lyssa. Before she told me she loved me. Now, I felt… fulfilled. My wolf was happy. Except my wolf and I were barely hanging on to control. What happened with that asshole at Cody’s was proof. I wanted to bite her. Mark her. Make her mine.

After we got back to the bunkhouse, I hadn’t even helped Lyssa away from the truck before I got inside her. I’d clicked off her seatbelt, pulled her out, spun her around, flipped up her skirt and fucked her.

Rough. Hard. Deep.

I made Lyssa forget that guy ever existed. Made her know she was mine. I was temporarily soothed when–and only when–I pulled out, spurted my cum over her perfect peach of an ass, then smeared it into her skin. I didn’t let her shower or clean it off. I could smell me on her.

It soothed my wolf, who was desperate to mark her.

This morning, we’d slept in, and then I’d taken her on a spectacular hike to a mountain lake where we’d had a picnic lunch. We’d returned and had a nice long shower together and planned to crawl back in bed for a nap, since I’d kept her up too late last night screaming my name.

Lyssa’s phone rang. I surreptitiously glanced at the screen to see if it was Chapman, but the screen read Stan.

My wolf growled at the sight of a man’s name there. Fuck, the full moon had me possessive as hell.

“It’s my old boss.” She looked at me as if I could advise her on something. As if she were torn.

“What does he want?”

“I think he wants me back.” She swallowed and swiped right to answer. At the same time, a knock sounded on the bunkhouse door.

Shit. He wants her back?

I opened it and found Rob.

I’d known this was coming. Had been waiting for it, and the longer the day went without hearing from him, the more I’d started to dread it.

“Got time to talk?” Rob’s thumbs were tucked into the front pockets of his jeans, and while he seemed all casual, he wasn’t. Plus, his question wasn’t a question at all.

He wanted to talk, and the time was now.

I glanced behind me, saw Lyssa on the phone.

“Sure,” I said. “Lemme grab a shirt.”

I was only in my jeans after our shower. Hadn’t even buttoned them.

Once dressed, I stepped out and pulled the door shut behind me.

We walked for a few minutes toward the barn, away from any chance of Lyssa overhearing.

“I’m sorry about last night, Alpha. I know I was out of control.” I stopped in the middle of the clearing. Rob stopped, too, and turned.

“You sure as hell were. You could’ve killed that guy with your first punch.”

“I know.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t snap his neck.” There was alpha command in his voice which hit me square in the chest, practically immobilizing my body. It was so much worse than a shout.

I scrubbed my hand over my face, shame flooding through me. Fuck. What if Rob decided I was a liability to the pack? What if I got kicked out of the Wolf Ranch pack, like I did back home?

A sense of dread crept over me like icy tendrils. “I know, Alpha. I’m sorry.”

Miraculously, Rob relented. Maybe he saw the panic in my expression because he dropped a hand on my shoulder, and his tone changed. “It’s all right, kid. The moon was nearly full, and he was touching your unmarked mate. Your wolf got protective.”

Thank fuck. He wasn’t kicking me out.

“It could’ve happened to any of us.”

I hung my head, relief pouring through me. “Fuck. Thank you for sayin’ that. I only want to be an asset to this pack. I–”

“You are.” He squeezed my shoulder and released it. “How are things going with Lyssa–other than last night’s brawl?”

“Great. She didn’t run after last night. As crazy as it sounds, I think it actually brought us closer.”

“Good. Then mark her.”

I shook my head. “Not yet. She’s not ready. It hasn’t even been two days,” I reminded.

He nodded, considering. “I heard back from our hacker in Arizona. Lyssa checks out. Got the report on my desk. Age, background, photo all match. There’s nothing there.”

I knew she was the real deal, but I was still relieved. Maybe because it would get Rob to get his head out of his ass about her being a possible threat. I wasn’t saying that out loud though.

He eyed me closely. “What have you found out from her about Chapman?”

I blew out my breath. “Nothing new. Which means nothing.”

“Did she call him?”

“Yes, yesterday. No answer.”

At the time, I’d been relieved. But now? Fuck. While he’d given me two days, I felt the weight of the world on my shoulders. Chapman wasn’t getting any less guilty because I found my mate. Me taking time off wasn’t helping get him caught and the trafficking to stop.

The pressure of being with my mate balanced with this new job was a lot. So was being pushed to mark a human who, while she’d said she loved me, was… skittish. How could I tell her about shifters, marking, and being mine forever when she might leave?

“You need to get that info out of her.”

“What do you want me to ask her? She hasn’t seen him in weeks. Doesn’t know where he is.”

“Have her call him again.”

“We talked about this. I admit, I distracted her.”

“Leave a message that there’s a bad garbage disposal or the ice maker leaked and ruined the wood floors. Something. I don’t give a shit. Get him on the horn and have her ask about where he is and when he’s returning to his ranch.”

I didn’t want Lyssa in the middle of anything having to do with Chapman. Just knowing she’s an employee of his, had been living alone in his place, made me want to lose my shit. I started to pace. Then tugged on my hair.

“Listen. You need to be careful with her tonight. You should probably come out with us on the full moon run to work off some steam. Otherwise, your wolf might try to mark her without you meaning to. With the way you acted last night, I’m not sure you can control yourself.”

I nodded respectfully, but there was no way I could leave Lyssa here by herself or even with the other women tonight. We only just met. She wasn’t going to stick around for my cowboy ass if I bailed on her. I sure as hell didn’t want her to head back to possible danger at Chapman’s ranch while I was off running with my pack mates.

Still, I muttered, “Yes, Alpha” to get him off my back.

Rob tipped his hat and walked off toward the barn. I turned on my heel and went back to the bunkhouse.

Lyssa was in the kitchen making a pot of coffee. I should have felt bad that she was tired enough for a cup this late in the day, but the memory of keeping her awake to fuck her over and over–the female who said she loved me–only made my dick hard again.

“Hey baby,” I murmured. “You don’t need coffee. We’re going to nap, remember?”

She looked over her shoulder from where she was measuring the grounds. Her hair was long and tousled down her back.

I loved her.

“Oh, yeah. That sounds good.”

“How was the call?”

She tilted her head back and forth. “He offered me a new position he texted about yesterday.”

I tried to remain calm through this, but my wolf was not happy.

“So this was the job in Hollywood doing special effects? The one you quit a few months ago?”

She hesitated, just for a fraction of a second.

What didn’t she want to tell me?

“Yeah. It was… crazy.” Ditching the coffeemaker, she spun around to face me. After our shower, she’d gotten dressed, but barely. She had on one of my t-shirts and was definitely not wearing a bra. Or shorts.

I was distracted by her hard little nipples and over whether she had on panties.

I curled my finger, and like a good girl, she came to me. I wrapped my arms around her, set my hands on her ass.

Fuck yes, no panties.

“What was crazy, baby?” I asked, trying to stay focused. The scent of her plus her bare ass equaled one hard dick.

I scooped her up. With a squeal, she wrapped her arms around my neck. We settled on the couch to talk. She was in my lap sideways.

“Tell me about your boss. Why the job was crazy.”

She sighed. “I worked eighty-hour weeks, and whatever I produced was never good enough. I had no life outside of my job, which would’ve been fine, because I actually loved the work when I started, but I came to hate it.”

“Why?”

She sighed and shook her head. “Hollywood is nuts. It was a toxic work environment, for sure. Everything is done by committee, and there are too many fingers in the pie. There are producers, directors, managers, actors, designers, and you get completely different directions from each of them. They ask for something, but they don’t really know what they want, so they’re never happy with what you deliver. And my boss always made me feel like it was my fault.”

I tightened my hold around her. I wanted names. Anyone who made my mate feel bad needed a talking to. “Sounds like hell.”

She nodded. “Yeah. So I quit. I just walked off–which isn’t like me at all. And that’s how I ended up in Montana.”

“Working for Chapman. How’d you get that job?”

“Um…”

Was she holding her breath?

“My sister actually hooked me up with it. God knows how she knew Chapman. She’s the type who meets people and makes connections everywhere she goes.”

I smiled. “She sounds fun.”

For some reason, Lyssa didn’t respond. Her scent went a little sour.

“Not nearly as fun as you, though,” I said, trying to fix whatever I’d done wrong.

She let out a wry laugh and glanced down. “I’m not the fun one.”

“What?” I picked her up by the waist and resettled her on my lap, so she was straddling and facing me.

She examined my collarbone.

“You think you’re not fun?”

She shrugged. “Not compared to my sister.”

I chuckled. “Believe me, Lyssa baby. You’re fun. I’ve had more fun with you in the last two days than I have in all of my life.”

That wrenched a smile out of her, and her dark gaze flicked up to mine. “Yeah, me too.”

“So, did you tell your boss to shove it? What did he have to say?”

“He’s been hired to do the effects on a new movie and wants me on board. I told him no. He said I should think about it and offered me three times what I was making before.”

My heart stopped for a moment. Yeah, I was fucking proud of her to be wanted this much, but I wanted her more. My mate might leave the state.

“Wow. Are you considering it?” I tried to keep my voice neutral. I wanted to throw out, what about your job at the ranch, but I stopped myself. That job was already over. Chapman would most likely be dead, and she would be moving here.

Except now she had this great job offer…

Fuck. I didn’t want her to move back to L.A. But a good boyfriend would support her career choice. A good mate would kill or die to make sure she was happy. Which meant I might need to find a job in Hollywood. Maybe stunting, since I was nearly indestructible.

She only hesitated for a moment. “Not really. Good money doesn’t change a terrible work environment.”

I let out the breath I was holding. “Good. Because you’re gonna be pretty tied up here for the foreseeable future.” I nibbled on her neck. “Or handcuffed at least.”

“Mmm, am I?” Her voice had a sultry sound to it that went straight to my dick.

That was my cue. It was officially nap time. Or at least time for us to be horizontal and naked again.

I picked her back up and headed to the bedroom.
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EMMA

I dreamed about Johnny. He was fighting someone for me–Stan, I thought. But then I called his name, and he stopped and turned around and went down on one knee in a golden field and asked me to marry him.

I woke from the blissful nap to the sensation of his hard body wrapped around mine.

“You’re awake.”

I blinked my eyes open then looked over my shoulder. I found him leaning up on one elbow, studying me. The room was dark except for moonlight streaming through the windows–how long had we slept? The whole afternoon, it seemed.

I laughed, embarrassed. “Were you watching me sleep?”

“Just marveling.”

“At what?”

“At how fucking beautiful you are.” As if on cue, his dick twitched against my ass, ready for more, even though we’d made love before our nap. He was insatiable. So was I.

“All this praise is going to go to my head.” I took his hand from my waist and pulled it up to cover my breast, giving him the green light for more sexy times.

“I want it to go to your head.” He gently eased me to my back, then rolled on top of me. “And your pussy.” He flicked his brows suggestively.

I couldn’t help but laugh or roll my hips up to meet his. “Oh, pretty much everything you do and say goes to my pussy,” I admitted. “You turn me on just by existing.”

“Dayum.” Johnny’s hips snapped, and his fully erect cock thrust in the space just below my sex. I couldn’t help the moan that slipped from my lips.

I was slick and wet for him–I hadn’t been lying about my constant turn-on. I’d had needs in the past, sure. Horny, even. This was something else. It was a… craving. I craved Johnny and the pleasure we shared.

“You’re going to make me come before I even get inside you, baby,” he growled.

I kissed his jaw, and he tipped his face down to mine and melded our mouths together. When I slid my tongue between his lips, taking the role of the aggressor for a change, he groaned. “How am I going to hold back tonight?” He glanced at the window. “The moon is full. You’re naked and beneath me. Your pussy is wet and welcoming. I’m gonna die trying not to–to go too far.”

“What do you mean, go too far? I love everything you do to me.” I undulated my hips beneath him, wanting to take him inside me. It wasn’t like we were teenagers who hadn’t had sex yet. His words didn’t make sense. Especially after I picked out some toys from that box, and we’d used them.

“I just mean… get too aggressive. Be too rough. I’m so turned on, I could pound you into oblivion.”

A wide smile spread across my face. Yes, please. “Let’s give that a try.”

Johnny’s brows popped with a matching grin. “You’re killing me.” He rolled off me. “Stay there. I’ll get a condom.”

“No. We, um, haven’t been that consistent with them.”

He smiled sheepishly at me, but also had a feral gleam in his eye. As if he didn’t care about the consequences, or he even wanted them.

“I’m on the pill, so I’m good. If you are.”

He studied me for a moment, then growled.

God, it made me feel so sexy that he wanted me so much. That he found me so appealing he feared he’d lose control.

But what if none of it was real? I knew the physical part was real, but maybe he’d made it all out to be something in his head–some fantasy for him that didn’t fit who I actually was.

Just like I’d objectified him as my “hot cowboy” before I even knew him.

What if all this wore off in a few weeks or a few months when he realized I wasn’t the real Lyssa? What happened when he found out I was just plain old Emma, the conservative good girl who never took risks, flirted, or jumped in a hot cowboy’s truck with a suitcase a few hours after meeting–and fucking–him?

I wasn’t the woman who had a box of sex toys.

I wasn’t the one who made friends quickly with a bunch of women at a saloon.

Maybe this was going too fast. Maybe I’d wake up in a week or a month and realize I got taken for a ride, and not on a mechanical bull.

God, what if Johnny was just really good at seducing women? A love ‘em and leave ‘em type.

What if I was being catfished? Or scammed or whatever.

Before I could completely spin out, Johnny nudged my knees apart with his. “You want this cock, baby?”

The second he was close again, I forgot my paranoia and reached down to guide him in. “Yes.”

He eased inside me. “Where do you want it?” He thrust at the very end, arcing the head of his cock up to hit my inner wall. “Here?”

“Yes,” I breathed, already lost to the sensation.

He felt so good. It was like our bodies were made for each other. Maybe there was something to fate.

Then again, maybe that was a line Johnny used.

No, I was being crazy. This was real. I wanted it to be real. I told him I loved him. I bit my lip because his thrusts felt so good, but so I didn’t blurt it again. Had I messed up saying that?

The little voice inside my head asked, but are you being real with him? I’d faked a phone call to my fake boss!

Fuck off, voice. I was being Lyssa right now. And Lyssa could have hot, meaningless sex any time she wanted. She didn’t get hung up on whether the guy used a line or not. She just enjoyed herself. And the magical dick.

That’s what I needed to do now. Not get ahead of myself because I’d blurted I love you.

“You okay?” Johnny was watching my face as he arced in and out of me.

“Yes!” Dammit, I needed to stop with these doubts. “It’s good. Really good.”

He pulled out. “Just really good? Maybe you need a little something more.” He rolled me to my belly and slapped my ass.

I kicked my feet. “No! I need you. Your cock. That’s all I need.”

“Well, you’re getting plugged. Fuck, yeah. I want that gorgeous ass wearing my plug when I fuck you tonight.”

“Oh my God.” That did it. All other thoughts were banished as I surrendered to Johnny’s dirty talk and skilled dominance. I lay there panting with need as he lubed up my ass and the plug, then gently inserted it.

“Look at you taking that plug so well. My dirty girl,” he said, then flipped me over.

My eyes were already rolling back in my head when he entered me this time. I was awash with delicious sensation–my ass plugged, his cock stroking in and out. So tight. So full. So… naughty.

I lost track of time–didn’t know if we’d been at it for a few minutes or an hour. I was suspended in pleasure. Johnny grew rougher. He braced a hand against the headboard, and the bed rocked and creaked, slamming against the wall at a faster and faster pace.

When I opened my eyes, Johnny’s breath had grown ragged. His eyes glowed in the moonlight, and his jaw was clenched hard, like he was trying to hold back. Still.

Wow. Maybe he really could go too far. This was about as rough as I could take it. But some naughty part of me–the Lyssa wannabe–desired to see what Johnny meant. How rough he’d get. I knew he was rugged, but this?

I reached for him, scoring his shoulders with my nails, urging him in even harder. “I want it, Johnny,” I pleaded, rolling my hips thrust for thrust. “I want it all. Give it to me.”

“Fuuuuuuuck,” he groaned. “Fuck, Lyssa!”

I didn’t even care that he called me that since that was the role I was playing. This version of me liked something plugging my ass. Loved to be fucked hard. Uninhibited. Needy.

“Yes, Johnny. More. Give it to me.”

“Fuck!” he shouted, slamming into me, hips jerking.

I could have sworn we were so connected that I could feel the heat of his cum inside me. He dropped his head into my shoulder and then–

“Ouch!” I shrieked when he bit me–way too hard. Like it felt as though one tooth broke the skin. My back arched, my neck jerked.

“Oh fuck!” he shouted. “Oh fuck, Lyssa, I’m so sorry!”

In a flash–faster than I could even track–Johnny scrambled off me and was at the door. “FUCK.” This time it was more feral growl than word.

His eyes glowed amber in the dark–like an animal’s.

And then, suddenly, he was…a wolf!

A freaking huge black wolf standing in the doorway to the bedroom.
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JOHNNY

Lyssa screamed.

Oh fuck. I hurt her. I’d started to mark her, despite Rob’s warning.

I’d lost my head there when she said give it to me. My wolf got confused and thought she meant to claim her. Not a good, hard pounding with my dick because I’d put a plug in her ass.

Then, her scream and the idea that she was hurt had made me shift to wolf form, ready to defend her.

Against…myself!

Fuck, fuck.

I paced in and out of the bedroom doorway. I was out of control. I needed to get away from her before I did any more damage.

I’d fucked up.

Again.

I’d gone too far, and now my wolf wanted to savage someone because he smelled our mate’s blood and the metallic scent of fear coming off her.

I’d better get away. Let her calm. Let the scent of blood and sex wane. I needed to run this energy off, like Rob had advised before I made things even worse.

I hadn’t listened to my alpha. Hadn’t taken his warnings seriously enough, and look where it got me. A mate who looked petrified of me. Who was bleeding.

I flipped around, bumping into the doorframe with my huge hindparts as I scrambled away.

“Johnny?” There was panic in Lyssa’s voice. It made my wolf even crazier.

Fuck, was she following me? Naked, scented like me, pussy dripping, plug in her ass?

“Johnny, wait!”

Was she not afraid?

She should be. I couldn’t stay and explain myself now. I wasn’t even sure I was capable of shifting back to my man form yet. I needed to put some distance between us until I got my self-control back. I bolted for the wolf-door in the kitchen and shot out into the night. I raced up the mountainside. Away from my mate. For her protection.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard the howl of my brothers already out on their full moon run.

Even from a distance, I heard Marina’s voice calling from the front of the ranch house. “Lyssa? Is that you?”

Heard the sound of running feet. Marina’s. Lyssa’s.

Good. She would take care of my mate. Maybe explain things. Maybe get her medical care, if she needed it. Audrey was probably there with her sister and could help.

That thought made my wolf snarl out loud. Our mate was hurt. He wanted to go kill someone.

That someone would be me, though. How could I have hurt her? Scared her? How could I have done that?

My wolf was confused.

Out of control.

I raced up the mountainside, my paws scrabbling over the rocks to get to higher ground, but stopped and lifted my nose to the moon, and howled over what I’d done.

I had to wonder if Lyssa would even be there when the moon set.
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“Johnny? Johnny, come back!” I stood at the doorway to the bunkhouse, wrapped in nothing but a sheet. The air was chilly, the night somehow alive. And–my boyfriend was a werewolf.

Shit! HOLY SHIT.

I didn’t know how to process that. To even get my head around it. One second we were having amazing sex–the next, he bit me!

Oh God. Was I infected? And if so, with what? Was I going to turn into a furry creature with big teeth?

When my sister went and did crazy things, I bet she didn’t have something like this happen to her. Oh, no. It was possible I finally won the bat-shit crazy sister award.

I’d fucked a werewolf. I just told him to come back, too.

What had I been thinking? I couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t wait for a wolf to come back and… and what? Eat me? Tear me to bits? Bite me again?

I put my fingers over the spot his teeth had nipped. There was a trickle of blood, and it only stung a little.

I couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t be by myself, so I started my way up the hill to the main house. Marina would be there. The others, too.

Before I could figure out what to even say when I got there, Marina called out. Thank God.

“Lyssa?” She was running down the gravel road toward me, followed by Audrey, Natalie, and Becky. “Are you okay? What happened?” The women surrounded me, hugging my shivering form.

“J-j-johnny.” My teeth chattered.

“What happened?”

I reached up and tapped my shoulder. It was hard to catch my breath.

“He bit her,” Audrey said in a calm, doctor’s voice. She tilted her head to examine my wound although it was really too dark for her to see anything well. “Come up to the house, so I can look at that for you.”

The four women led me up the path toward the ranch house. They didn’t seem surprised. Didn’t seem freaked out.

“H-h-e’s…” How did I say it? How did I explain what I just saw? That my boyfriend turned into a monster at the full moon.

I’d read all the Harry Potter books. I knew how this worked. Johnny had said it was a full moon, and I hadn’t thought anything of it. But in the story, Professor Lupin was a wonderful man who couldn’t help what he became at the full moon. That must be what was happening with Johnny. Why he sometimes lost control, like at the bar the night before. Why he was afraid that he would “go too far“ with me tonight.

I couldn’t fault him for that, could I?

I knew Johnny didn’t want to hurt anyone. That he cared deeply about those around him, including me.

I had great compassion for his plight. It must have been horrible to be subject to another side of yourself every time the moon was full.

I wasn’t going to reject him over this. I loved this guy. Warts and fur and all.

I definitely didn’t want them to go hunt him. Should I keep it to myself?

“Johnny…”

“Did he really bite you?” Becky asked kindly. Calmly. Too calmly.

I looked at her with wide eyes. How could she be so matter of fact? Did she know?

My hand came back to the place on my neck where his tooth had nicked me. They didn’t know my little cut was from a bite. I could have cut myself all kinds of ways.

Which meant they knew.

“He’s a wolf.” I said it as a statement, not a question.

“Yes, honey,” Becky said in the same tone of voice that a parent used when they had to admit Santa wasn’t real.

We were at the ranch house now, and they hustled me into the kitchen. Audrey grabbed a paper towel, folded it up, and pressed it to my neck to stop the bleeding. “Get me the medical kit,” she said to Marina.

So they knew about Johnny, and they accepted him anyway. I knew they were nice people. I was so glad they had his back.

But–oh God–what were the implications for me?

“Am I infected now too?” I squeaked.

Natalie pushed me into a kitchen chair and sat down in one facing me. She held my hand that wasn’t holding my sheet around me.

Her eyes pinned mine. “You’re not infected. It’s not a disease. They’re a different species from us.”

I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly very dry. “They?”

Did that mean…

Wolf Ranch! The very name of the place was a giveaway.

“All the guys are werewolves?”

“Wolf shifters.” Marina arrived with a first aid kit, which she set on the table and opened. “Not werewolves.”

Becky immediately pulled out alcohol swabs, ripped one open, and handed it to Audrey.

“What’s the difference?” I asked, my eyes darting between them.

“Werewolves don’t exist. They’re the things of horror movies. Lore handed down through history from humans who saw wolf shifters and didn’t understand them. That’s why we keep their existence a secret. Otherwise, they’d be hunted and killed.”

Audrey cleaned my wound and inspected it which stung now from the alcohol wipe more than anything else. “This isn’t too deep. And it looks like it was just one tooth.” She met the gaze of her sister over my head, but I couldn’t interpret their look.

I didn’t have time to ask though because I heard Johnny shouting outside. “Lyssa? Fuck, Lyssa?”

The door flew open, and my boyfriend stood there–buck naked in front of everyone–his wild eyes seeking out mine. He was dirty, sweaty, and had a piece of grass in his hair.

“I’m so sorry, baby.” He walked toward me, fast, at first, then stopping a safe distance away, as if making sure I had space. “I had to get away, but then I couldn’t. Tell me to be here. Or tell me to run.”

“Cover yourself, Johnny.” Becky grabbed a dish towel and threw it at him with a laugh. He caught it and put it in front of his crotch.

“We’ll give you some space,” Marina said, patting my hand, and the women disappeared. They wouldn’t leave me if I was in danger, would they?

I remained sitting, still in shock. Trying to digest it all.

His gaze roved over me, as if cataloging everything he saw. “I didn’t mean to bite you, baby. I’m so sorry. It was an accident–I got too excited. Then my wolf was all enraged that you were hurt, so I just ran to get myself under control. I should stay away, but I fucking can’t. Are you okay?”

I nodded, standing. Was I crazy for being okay with this? Whatever this was? Was this me, Emma, wanting Johnny or my crazy Lyssa side? Would Lyssa want a shifter? A naked guy who turned into a wolf and ran with the full moon?

I would. I did.

“I’m okay.”

“Thank fuck.” Johnny rushed forward then stopped short again. “Can I touch you? Can I pick you up?”

I loved that he was asking permission. That he was taking care with me, even from himself.

I was so confused. So overwhelmed. And yet, without thinking, I threw my arms around his sweaty neck. “Pick me up,” I said.

He scooped me up, sheet at all, and carried me back in the direction of the bunkhouse, the screen door slapping behind us. “You’re okay? You’re not scared of me?” His brows were down low, and he walked swiftly, like he couldn’t wait to get me safely back to our bed.

“I’m… I’m okay,” I said again.

“No, you’re not.” He sounded so distressed. “Lyssa, I never ever meant to harm you. It’s just… biting is something wolves do with their mates. But you’re human, so, of course, you didn’t know. You don’t heal quickly like a she-wolf would, so it hurt, and there’s still a little cut. I’m so sorry. Rob warned me not to be with you tonight with the moon full, but I couldn’t stand the idea of being away. I fucked up. Again.”

I leaned my head on his. “Really. I’m okay. It was a surprise and a lot. So, you do turn into a wolf at the full moon?” I had so many questions. “They said you’re not a werewolf, you’re a wolf shifter.”

He wasn’t even breathing hard carrying me around. “That’s right. The moon affects us, for sure. It brings out our wolf side. We usually run as a pack to let off steam. Tonight I tried to skip the run to be with you, but it was a mistake.” His gaze held an ocean of pain.

I kissed his temple. “I’m okay,” I repeated softly. “We’re okay.”

His gaze jerked to mine. We’d arrived back to the bunkhouse and were in the bedroom now, and he laid me carefully in the center of the bed. “We are?” Hope shone in his eyes.

I nodded. “We’re okay,” I murmured.

Johnny flopped down beside me in relief. “Oh, baby.” He wrapped me up in his arms. “That’s the best news I’ve ever heard.”

I swore for one second I thought this big, strong cowboy–this wolf shifter–was going to cry. I wrapped him up in my arms, too, holding him right back.

“We’re okay,” I repeated a third time, closing my eyes and listening to the crickets singing and the soft, far off chuffs of the horses in the stable.

To the sound of our mingled breaths.

To the beating of my heart and his as one.

Maybe I was even crazier than Lyssa.
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Who needed a blanket with their mate sprawled on top of them? Not me. Somehow during the night, she’d turned to face me, and I must’ve pulled her up. Her head was on my chest, one of her legs tucked between mine. Her pussy was pressed into my bare thigh.

I fell asleep to her soothing me. Strokes of her fingers, the calm lub dub of her heart, her words. Now I would soothe her, hold her, and let her continue to sleep in my hold. One hand slid up and down her bare back, the other played with the long strands of her hair.

She was safe. She loved me. I inhaled her scent. Yes–there it was–my scent mingled with hers now.

The scratch I gave her last night was enough to mark her.

She was my marked mate.

Shit. I hadn’t meant to do it.

It should be perfect, the connection we now had. Especially since she now knew I was a shifter. Except it wasn’t.

Looking down, I saw the scrape on her neck. The little scab. I’d marked her without her consent. Without her knowing what carrying my mark meant. Hell, she hadn’t even known I was a shifter at the time.

I needed to explain everything, but was she ready to hear that I’d marked her for life? That my wolf had claimed her and would never let her go?

She was human. She wouldn’t understand how deep this thing ran for us. To her, if she wasn’t ready to commit to forever with me, it could feel suffocating.

She stirred in my hold, sniffed.

I stilled.

“Morning,” she murmured then froze.

Fuck. The peace and calm that should be our new existence was gone.

She remembered.

I didn’t let her up, not that she was trying to move. My hands began their caresses again.

“Morning, baby.”

“Last night was… um, crazy.” She rubbed her cheek across my bare chest.

My dick stirred because she was conscious, but I ignored it. This wasn’t the time to fuck. Well, it was always time to fuck my mate, and especially now that she was marked, but there were things to talk about first.

“You have questions,” I assumed.

She tried to push up, but I was afraid she was going to leave, so I slid her off me, and I shifted her so we were both on our sides facing each other. Reaching down, I grabbed the sheet and pulled it over us.

Her eyes still looked sleepy, but they were bright when they met mine.

“So you’re a wolf.”

“Yeah.”

“You were born that way?”

“It’s the only way,” I replied.

“My parents are shifters in a Nebraska pack. I mentioned my sister. She’s obviously also one. And her pups.”

“Pups?”

“Kids.”

“And the guy who attacked her?”

I nodded.

“And everyone here at Wolf Ranch?”

“The guys. And Willow. The other women are human like you.”

“Yes, I gathered.” She licked her lips, swallowed. “Were you going to tell me?”

I sighed, reached out, and stroked her hair. I couldn’t resist. “Yes. I’m sorry, but I was waiting until… until the right moment.” I pushed her onto her back and came up over her, my body alongside hers. “Every moment was right because, fuck, baby, this between us is perfect. But how do you tell someone something so big? How do you dig yourself out of keeping such a big secret?”

She glanced away and bit her lip.

“It’s forbidden for humans to know about our kind.”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“Thank you.” I stroked my palm up her bare back. “Are you scared of me? Freaked out?”

She shook her head. “I said last night that we’re okay. I still mean it.”

I exhaled and closed my eyes for a moment, so relieved she hadn’t changed her mind. Should I tell her about being my marked mate? About me being an enforcer?

I wanted to come clean–with everything. It was time.

“I have a lot to explain.”

A slow smile spread across her face. “Uh, yeah.”

That made me chuckle, and I leaned down to kiss her. “I work here at Wolf Ranch. I’m one of the ranch hands. You know that. I live here in the bunkhouse. I did come here when I was eighteen, as I said. I’m also an enforcer.”

She blinked. “Like the mafia?”

“Kind of. Like a representative of the Shifter Council to mete out justice.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“The Shifter Council is like a group of shifter wolf judges. Offenses are brought before them, and they deliver sentences to shifters for their transgressions.”

“Why can’t the people who do things wrong just go to jail?”

“Because shifters could easily break out. We have superhuman strength. A cell wouldn’t hold a shifter–and then, if one did break out, our secret would be revealed. Humans can’t know about us.”

“So what kind of sentences does the Council deliver? Like you as an enforcer beats them up? Breaks their kneecaps?” Her look of distaste made my gut churn.

My heart thudded in my chest. I was going to lose her over this. Just like I lost my pack and family.

Maybe I should have waited to tell her. But no–better to find out now that we can’t work than later.

“It’s, uh…usually a capital punishment kind of thing.”

Lyssa gasped. “So an enforcer is an executioner?” she whispered the last.

I didn’t look away. A tight band closed around my throat, bracing for her reaction. “Yes. I was chosen because of what I did to Simi’s attacker. What I have in me. And… it was why I was at Chapman’s ranch.”

Confusion flitted across her face, then dark understanding dawned. “You came to kill him.”

“No. To bring him in for a Council trial. Mitch Chapman has been trafficking female shifters. Luring them and then selling them.”

“Oh, my God. He’s a shifter, too?” Her eyes widened, and she looked really freaked.

“Yes. You’re safe, baby.”
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Mitch Chapman was a shifter? A guy who kidnapped and trafficked women? Jesus, what did Lyssa get herself into?

This was all so much to assimilate. First to find out that Johnny was a wolf. Then to hear he was an enforcer. So Johnny was a bounty hunter of sorts? One who hunted bad guy shifters and brought them, in and when convicted, killed them instead of handing them over to the police to be put in jail?

“Wait.” I put my hand on his chest. Something cold had crept into my chest. Stiffened it. Made my breath short. I tried to identify the source of my disquiet. I pushed up, my long hair swirling over my shoulders.

I knew Johnny had some anger management issues. I saw it firsthand at Cody’s. He told me about killing his sister’s attacker. I knew that, he told me in his truck that night, and I’d told him I loved him.

I did. I didn’t seem to really care that he killed people for a living or even that he was a fucking wolf.

But something didn’t sit right with me on this.

Then I landed on it. What felt like a betrayal. “So this whole time you were working a case?”

What I was freaking out about was that he used me. That I was here in his bed because he was waiting for me to hear from Chapman. To have me help him find the guy. No, he had used me to help him. He’d wanted me to call him, and I’d pretended to do so.

Johnny’s brows came down in confusion. “Well, yeah. What do you mean?”

“I mean, I was just part of a job. This was all to get at Mitch?”

His eyes flared with understanding. “No, no, no, baby. It wasn’t like that.”

“If he’d been at his ranch, you’d have killed him?” I asked.

“Only if he resisted. We had enforcers around the country go to his various homes and businesses to find him. If he’d been at his ranch, I’d have brought him in for his trial with the Council.”

See? I didn’t really care about that. But I was spiraling because I’d thought this was real. That what we had between us, what we shared, was actually something.

I met his dark eyes. “Right after the smoke alarm thing, you asked if he was at the ranch. I told you no.”

He nodded, gave me a reassuring smile. “That’s right. See, you were safe.”

Safe? Maybe from being trafficked. But my heart?

“You seduced me to stay close. To keep tabs on Chapman. You were using me.” I waved my hand over my body. “That was why you kept it all a secret. Why you didn’t tell me about shifters. You were only forced to tell me about them, about what you are, because you bit me.”

His eyes widened in dawning horror. Yeah, I figured it out.

“No. Baby, no.”

I didn’t listen. Didn’t want to hear anything else he had to say.

“That’s why you stayed that night, hoping he’d come back. Have a little fun with the caretaker while you waited.”

“Lys,” he warned.

I pointed. “Don’t Lys me.” Because I wasn’t Lyssa. I never was. How did she do this? Go off and have a fling with a guy and not get her heart involved? God, I told him I loved him!

If I’d just been like Lyssa and kept it fun and easy, then this wouldn’t have mattered. So what if he used me for access to Chapman? I was using him for something wild and fun.

But dumb me, dumb Emma, got her heart involved. And broken.

Because all the while he was feeding me lines about being the one, that I was his, while he was giving me so many orgasms, he was using me. Pumping me for information. Thinking I really was Lyssa and using my connection and contact to the guy he wanted. Keeping me close as his “source.”

He hadn’t said he loved me back.

“You used me.”

“What? No.”

“You wanted more on Mitch Chapman. That’s why you’ve been asking after him while I’ve been here.”

“Well, yeah, we have to find him. He’s trafficking female shifters, baby.”

“That’s all this was, to keep the stupid human close, so I could lead you to your… mark. Your target. Whatever the hell you call it.”

I popped to my feet. Started pacing. When I realized I was naked, I stopped and started putting on clothes that had been tossed onto the floor the night before. “I was part of your job. This” –I waved my hand around the room as my hair whipped about– “was your work.”

His eyes narrowed, and his voice went deep. “You’re not in my bed because of my job.”

“I’m here at Wolf Ranch because of it. You climbing into my bed at the other ranch was. I was only a job to you.”

Tears started to stream down my cheeks.

“I thought… I thought… I was so stupid!”

I fled.

“Lyssa, baby, wait!”

He chased. Of course he would. That was what wolves did.

I didn’t have my small duffel. I didn’t care about my clothes. But my purse was on the small table by the entry along with Johnny’s keys. I snagged both and ran outside.

Barefoot. No bra.

I dashed to his truck and climbed in. Started the engine. Shit, the seat was so far back!

“Lys. Stop. Wait!”

I shook my head at him. With my butt on the very edge of the seat, I put the truck into gear and took off, the wheels kicking up dust.

None of this was real. It had been playtime. A fling while he waited until my boss contacted me. No, not my boss. Lyssa’s. And he was never going to contact me because I wasn’t Lyssa.

I was Emma. The one no one wanted to love.
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I watched Lyssa peel out down the drive.

“Lyssa!” I shouted, but it was no use. “What the fuck?”

What just happened? I had to get to her and find out. I took off to the barn, the closest building. At this time of morning… yes! Boyd’s truck was here.

I dashed inside.

“I need your keys.”

Boyd was by Chestnut’s stall door, and he turned at my approach. His eyes widened and came alert.

“What the hell? What’s wrong? Did you shift?”

I was frantic, ready to reach into his jeans pockets for his fucking keys.

“Lyssa left. We had a fight. She freaked and drove off.”

“She’s not in danger?”

I shook my head. “No. Give me your keys.”

“Dude, you’re naked.”

It was then I looked down at myself. “FUCK!” I shouted, agitating the horses.

He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me out of the barn and walked me in the direction of the bunkhouse.

“Tell me what the fuck is going on.” His usually playful demeanor was all seriousness.

I ran a hand through my hair. “We woke up, and I told her I was an enforcer.”

“Fuck. That’s a lot to lay on a human. That could be overwhelming.”

“She knew about what I did to the guy who hurt my sister, and she was okay with it. It was when I told her I was after her boss, Chapman, that she got pissed.”

“Chapman’s the guy you’re looking for?”

I nodded.

He pushed me into the main room of the bunkhouse, the front door wide open. “Go get some clothes on.”

“I need your truck to go after her.”

“Not without fucking pants you’re not.”

I huffed into my bedroom that still smelled like Lyssa and tugged on some jeans. I came back out as I buttoned a flannel over my chest.

“Give me your keys.”

He shook his head. “Where are you going to look for her?” he pressed. “Women need time to cool off.”

I growled.

“She’s not a shifter, Johnny. Driving off in a truck is like going for a run for us. She’ll be back.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “She’s my mate. My marked mate.”

He grinned. “Yeah, congrats.”

I glared. No congrats because she wasn’t fucking here. “I didn’t even get around to telling her what being marked means. She’s out there” –I pointed out the front door– “thinking I used her.”

“Did you?”

I flung my arms up. “No! I scented her, and there was no looking back.”

“But you still are looking for Chapman.”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Let me guess, my brother told you to pump her for intel.”

My eyes widened. “Yeah.”

He sighed. “Until she cools off, dude, you’re fucked.”
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I drove out of Cooper Valley and parked at a scenic pullout on the side of the road.

Thankfully, my cell had been in my purse when I fled.

I swiped at my face, wiped at the tears. Sniffed.

Called Lyssa.

“Emmie!”

The sound of my sister’s voice had tears filling my eyes again.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Back at the ranch. Where are you? I thought you were staying for a while.”

“Is Mitch Chapman there?” I asked, first thing. If Johnny said he was a dangerous man… shifter, then I believed him.

“What? No. I got back from Ibiza last night.”

“Is the sultan with you?” I wondered. I wasn’t going to mess with her and her man.

“Raj? No, silly, we had our fun, and he’s on his way to some horse show in Dubai or something.”

Right. Raj was the flavor of the week, and she was done with that taste.

“So no one’s there with you?”

“All is quiet. Except we could be eating chocolate chip cookie dough and talking about boys if you were here.”

That sounded good. I missed my twin fiercely. Especially now after trying to be just like her the past few days.

“He hasn’t called you?” I asked, worried.

“Mitch? Why would he call me?”

“Because you’re his caretaker.”

“Of his place in Montana,” she said, her voice telling me she thought I was a dummy. “One of many properties. He probably doesn’t even remember he has a place here. It’s what they’re all like.”

I had yet to meet one of her rich employers.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“I… I’ll be there in a couple hours, and I’ll tell you everything.”

She squealed with her usual perky excitement. “Good. I can’t wait to see you. You won’t believe what the sultan and I did on his private jet.”

That made me smile, just like she always could. Lyssa, the carefree one. The one who met a sultan from some far off country I’d never heard of, went to Ibiza, and did something probably pretty naughty on his private jet. Private jet. And she was laughing about it.

Then there was me. I tried to be just like her, and I left the situation in a stolen truck, with a broken heart and no bra.
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Too agitated to do anything else, I shifted into wolf form and ran. Fuck!

Fuckity fuck fuck.

I couldn’t have messed up more.

Lyssa thought I used her. That she was nothing to me. I could absolutely see how she would think that. Except…what she didn’t know–what I should have told her first, dammit–was that she was my mate.

Fate matched us. We could’ve met anywhere, under any circumstance, and nothing would’ve stopped me from seducing her. She was destined for me no matter what was happening around us.

If a different female had opened that door at the ranch, I would not have seduced her and brought her home with me.

I needed to explain that to Lyssa. Or better yet–because words were cheap–to prove it somehow.

But how?

I ran until my paws were ragged and bloody, only returning to the ranch in hopes that Lyssa had come back.

She hadn’t.

Fuck! I shifted back to human form and paced around the bunkhouse, still naked.

I would call her, but I didn’t even have my own mate’s phone number. We’d hooked up immediately and had been with each other every second since, so there hadn’t been a need to collect her digits.

How fucking stupid was I?

Maybe that hacker in Arizona had her number. Yeah, that was a lead I could follow up on. I yanked on a pair of jeans and jogged up to the ranch house.

“Rob!” I banged on the side door and walked into the kitchen.

“He’s in the office,” Willow said from where she sat at the kitchen table. “How did things go with Lys–”

I cut her off with an angry shake of my head.

“Uh oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Rob!” I barged in my alpha’s office. I would normally show more respect, but I was out of my mind–way too agitated to remember my manners. “I need–”

Rob was on the phone. He held up a hand to shut me up. “Got it. Johnny will head to the ranch now. Yep.”

Head to the ranch now.

Fuck! That meant Chapman was back.

What if my mate was there?

Fear for my mate shot through me so fiercely that I almost shifted right there to defend her. The idea that she might be alone with that predator made me want to tear the room apart.

Rob hung up, and I stared at him, braced for the bad news. “We have word that Chapman is en route to his ranch. Enforcers from the Two Marks pack are driving over to meet you there, so you’re not on your own when you take him down. I want you to wait until they’re there with you before you do anything.”

“I need Lyssa’s number,” I blurted.

Rob frowned. “Did you not hear what I just said? It’s time to move on Chapman.”

“Yeah, and I think my mate might be headed there already. Maybe she’s even there. It’s been a few hours since she drove off, losing her shit because I told her I was an enforcer and trying to catch her boss.” I gave him a look that kinda sorta meant this was his fault for having to admit the truth. But it was all on my shoulders. I’d fucked it all up. Scared her. Made her think so little of herself and what we shared.

I had to fix it more than finding Chapman.

Rob huffed.

“Alpha, I need to warn her,” I growled, trying but not succeeding in keeping my tone respectful. “She’s so upset with me. She doesn’t have any other place to go in the state. Boyd thinks she’s just cooling off and coming back, but if it was your mate who might be heading toward danger, could you sit around and wait?”

“Hell, no.”

“Can you get her phone number from that hacker in Arizona? I don’t even know how to warn her. If that’s where she’s heading.”

Grim determination lit his features. “Yes. I’ll get it. You get moving, and I’ll text you that information, along with the contact information for the Two Marks enforcers.”

I was already out the door and running before he finished his sentence. Now I just had to get Boyd’s keys from him and get my mate out of possible danger.

Hold on, Lyssa. I’m on my way.

And nothing is gonna stop me from proving what you mean to me.
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EMMA

It started raining when I arrived back at Chapman’s ranch. Lyssa came sailing out of the mansion in some kind of silk print moo-moo. “Emmie!”

I started crying the minute I opened the truck door.

“Oh no! What’s wrong?” She wrapped me in a hug. “Where’s the hot cowboy? Did you dump him?”

I couldn’t even speak–sobs wracked my breath. I was so relieved to be with Lyssa, someone who knew the real me. Who loved me for who and what I was. But my heart also felt cracked wide open. And I ached for Johnny. I missed him fiercely, as if driving off ripped something in my heart.

Still, he’d used me. Worse, I let my heart get involved.

I wasn’t sure if I was mad at him or mad at myself.

“Come inside.” She tugged me toward the front door. “Before we get soaked.”

We ran inside with our arms around each other, my tears mingling with the rain.

“Here, come over here by the fire.” Lyssa deposited me in front of the giant hearth and hit a button to make the flames light up. This was the fireplace in a small sitting room, not the huge wood one in the main room. The one that had a two story river rock chimney. She wrapped a blanket around me. “I’m going to make us some tea, and then you can tell me what happened to hot cowboy and whether I should hunt him down and kill him.”

At the mention of Johnny–my hot cowboy wolf–my heart broke open wide again. God, I missed him so much. The pain of being used filled me with shame and humiliation.

My phone buzzed in my purse, so I turned it off. I needed uninterrupted time with my sister right now. It could have been Stan at his new work, and he was the last person I wanted to hear from right about now.

“So what happened?” Lyssa asked, returning with two mugs of peppermint tea. She curled up next to me on the sofa, leaning her shoulder against mine in solidarity.

I swiped at my face then took a sip of tea. “Oh my God, it’s a crazy story. So crazy you won’t even believe it.”

“Last I heard you guys were going to break into that box of sex toys.” She grinned and waggled her eyebrows.

At the memory of that extremely hot night my stomach twisted up with pain. That was what I was giving up–the most incredible lover I’d ever had. “Yeah,” I sniffed. “That was awesome. It was all really awesome until this morning.”

“What happened?”

“Turns out, he was just playing me to get to Mitch Chapman.”

Lyssa’s brow furrows in confusion. “What?”

I took another sip of the hot tea. It helped calm me down, so I could think. There was so much to tell her. “Okay, so what I didn’t tell you is that…I was pretending to be you.”

I glanced away, suddenly ashamed.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean…when I answered the door and found this hot cowboy flirting with me, I wanted to feel wild and reckless. I wanted to be more like you–taking risks and having sex with whomever I want. So I said I was you.”

Lyssa stared at me in confusion. “You’re not making sense.”

“I said I was Lyssa, the caretaker of this ranch. Not Emma.”

“Ohhhh. I see. Like pre-calc. And he was only into you because he was looking for an in with my boss, is that it? So he was using you?”

A fresh sob welled up in my chest, and I let it out. “Yes.”

She threw her arm around my shoulders and patted my back. “So what? You were using him, too, right? You wanted to ride a hot cowboy, and you did. You both got something out of it.”

Of course, Lyssa would see it all as transactional. Obviously, she didn’t fall in love. Not with the sultan who took her halfway around the world for a beach vacation. She came back with her heart intact and a nice tan. I was the sap who let her heart get involved.

“Listen. Just because he saw you as an access point to Mitch doesn’t mean he didn’t feel something for you. There are always things that make people seem extra appealing. You loved the cowboy vibe with the hot body. He was into you, and you came with the added benefit of being an in to get to Mitch.” She shrugged. “What I’m saying is that it doesn’t mean he liked you less because of that.”

I considered her words then slumped back into the plush couch. “Maybe, but he didn’t even know the real me. I was pretending to be you.”

Lyssa’s forehead wrinkled in confusion once more. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I had to channel you. I kept thinking, what would Lyssa do? And then did that thing.”

Lyssa’s eyes widened, and she laughed. “What? Are you kidding? Why would you want to pretend to be me? Give me an example.”

“Like making out with him ten minutes after meeting him. Then leaving with him to go to his ranch. Skinny dipping. Horseback riding. Mechanical bull riding. Playing with the sex toys.”

Lyssa’s expression softened. “Wow, you’ve been busy! I’m so flattered I could be your inspiration for taking risks with a relationship. But Christ, Em, I’m the fucked-up twin.” She set her hand on her chest. “I’m the one who couldn’t get through college, or hold a steady job, or be relied on for anything. You’re the one I channel when I’m trying to make decent, responsible choices with my life.”

I let out a watery laugh. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Me? Why would you? Your jobs pay so much better and are far more glamorous. Without a jerky boss like Stan.”

“And they always end with a bang.”

“Yeah, speaking of…” I wiped my tears with my fingertips. “It turns out Mitch Chapman is a wolf and human trafficker. I mean shifter trafficker.”

Lyssa blinked at me. Stared for a few seconds. “Excuse me?”

I waved my fingers in the air. “That’s the craziest part of this story. Turns out Hot Cowboy–his name is Johnny–is actually a wolf. They aren’t werewolves, they’re a different species that can shift from human form to wolf. And Mitch is one of them, but he’s a supervillain.”

“Um. Okay, that is crazy. Did you do some kind of drugs, too, while you were channeling me?”

I shook my head. “No, you idiot. You need to quit.” I glanced around this gorgeous mega-mansion. “We should get out of here before he comes back.”

“He traffics women?”

I nodded.

“Fuck. Where should we go? The sultan’s out. Do you still have your apartment in L.A.?”

“Yes.” The idea of going back to Los Angeles felt like a brick on my chest. “And Stan offered me a new position at triple what I was making before.”

Lyssa looked at me doubtfully. “Are you sure you want to be working for that asshole again?”

“Well, one of us is going to need a paid position while we figure out our next move,” I said glumly.

She brightened, even when things were far from cheery. “See? That’s Ms. Responsible again. That’s who I always try to be but never quite manage.”

I laughed. “You shouldn’t. She’s terribly boring and never has any fun.”

“I think you mentioned a mechanical bull? That sounds like tons of fun. Remember though, Ms. Wild and Reckless over here is all fun but not substance. I have literally nothing to show for my life. I think I have two hundred dollars in the bank.”

“You’ve had years of adventures!”

“But I’m nothing on paper.” She shook her head. “No college degree. No real job experience. I make up my resumes to go with whatever job I’m looking for.”

“Who cares about paper? What matters is the heart.” As I said the words, I realized how clear my heart was.

Lyssa peered at me like she saw the change in me. Her voice went soft, and she took her hand in mine. “What does your heart want, Emmie?”

I blinked back tears. “My heart wants Johnny.”

As I said it, memories of all the tenderness he’d shown me, all the attention and concern came flitting back. The way he held me this morning. His horror over biting me last night. The way he carried me out of the saloon, suffering over how I’d feel about him for getting in a fight.

It hadn’t just been all hot sex–although the sex had been incinerating. What we had was real. But I’d allowed my own insecurities to let me believe it wasn’t.

If Lyssa tried to be me sometimes, then maybe I wasn’t always doing the wrong thing.

With Johnny, I’d overreacted.

Lyssa fished my phone out of my purse and handed it to me. “Call him.”

I gave a dark laugh. “I don’t even have his phone number. I did steal his truck, so I guess I could drive back.”

She nodded. “Yes, drive back. I mean, I’m sad because I wanted to eat cookie dough and binge watch Gilmore Girls with you, but you should go.”

Then I remembered the full situation.

“No, you have to come, too.” I jumped up. If Johnny really was so serious about Mitch, then we shouldn’t even be here. “Come on, get packed. This place isn’t safe for either of us.”

Lyssa didn’t look appropriately worried. I grabbed her wrist and tugged her to her feet. “I’m serious. Mitch is a sex trafficker or something like that. We could be in danger. Let’s go.”

The crunch of gravel outside made us both dart toward the window.

“Oh shit,” Lyssa said, her very familiar gaze meeting mine.

A gorgeous black Jaguar SUV pulled up and parked in front of the door right behind Johnny’s truck.

“Is that him?” I whispered, my heart hammering in my chest.

She nodded. “Yeah. Mitch is here.”
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JOHNNY

I stepped on the gas, pressing the pedal to the floor. I was almost at Chapman’s ranch.

I tried calling Lyssa’s phone over and over again, but it went straight to voicemail, like she’d turned it off.

Fuck! My mate was in danger, and every second she was there without me was a second something could happen to her. My wolf howled with anguish.

I didn’t even know she was there officially, but my gut told me I was right in coming here. It was what had driven me to snap at my alpha and pretty much confiscated Boyd’s truck. She was at Running Waters. My wolf fucking knew it.

My phone rang, and I scrambled to answer.

“Johnny? It’s Knox.” Knox was one of the enforcers from the Two Marks pack in Wyoming. They’d been in the area on some other business and were called in when we got notice Chapman was flying to Montana. “Me and Travis are at the edge of the Chapman property now.”

“Wait for me. No–fuck.” I couldn’t think straight. “I think my mate, Lyssa, is on the property. She’s Chapman’s caretaker. We had a fight, and I’m pretty sure she returned here. I don’t want her endangered.”

“Fuck,” I heard Travis mutter. “That’s gonna be a problem.”

“What do you mean?” I practically yelled.

“You, man,” Knox said. “Your wolf will have one objective alone–protecting your mate. Which is fine. Now that we know, we’ll be there to pick up the slack. How far out are you?”

“Fifteen, twenty minutes.”

“You drive a blue pickup?”

“Yes.” I shared the make and model.

“We saw it in the driveway. She’s here.”

I was relieved and panicked at the same time. Gunned the engine on Boyd’s truck.

“Okay, listen. We’re gonna shift and get onto the property in wolf form. We’ll sniff around and get into position near the house. You drive right up and knock on the door, and we’ll be there to back you up.”

“Understood.”

I ended the call and gripped the hell out of the steering wheel. I’d deal with Boyd later and the fingerprints I just bent into it.
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LYSSA

“I can handle Mitch,” I told Emma. “You go into my bedroom. No sense in him knowing there are two of us if we can help it.”

She didn’t seem too thrilled about us separating, especially knowing what Mitch was capable of. The creep.

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yes–go,” I gave her a shove in the direction of my quarters and sashayed to the front door to greet my employer.

We’d met at an art opening in Santa Fe–I was screwing the artist–a sexy sculptor I’d met in Aspen. Mitch had flirted. I flirted back because, duh. Billionaire.

He’d asked me what I did for a living. I’d told him I’d done a bit of everything, from modeling to event planning. I’d said basically I looked for jobs that kept me in the lifestyle and crowd I liked to mingle with, and did he have one in mind?

He’d loved my answer and offered me this position on the spot.

Now, in retrospect, I saw that it all happened far too easily. The six-figure salary for doing nothing. The overly generous offer to allow me to stay at his beautiful yet remote ranch.

I’d thought he probably wanted sex. For some reason, I hadn’t been interested, but felt confident I could have warded him off when he made his move.

But now to find out the guy was a sex trafficker!

And I might be his next victim. With clarity, I’d been dumb. Reckless. Why couldn’t I have had some of Emma’s wariness about life? Maybe we wouldn’t both be in a sex trafficker’s house.

He’d literally lured me here with a well paying, fake job.

I’d been in dangerous spots before and always managed to get myself out of them. This time would be no different. Except I had to keep Emma safe, too.

I threw open the front door. “Mitch! You didn’t tell me you were coming.” I smiled broadly.

He scowled at me and stomped past me into his house.

Gone was the charming man who hired me.

Really, should I have taken a live-in job with a man I’d only met once. I felt ashamed of myself.

“I shouldn’t have to give notice,” he snapped. “You should always be ready for me.”

“Oh, I am.” I was nothing if not very good at remaining poised.

“Good. Get my bags.”

Get…his bags? What was I, his doorman? Yes, perhaps I was.

Okay, fine. No need to set a boundary for a job I was quitting today. I had a line, and it was having an employer who trafficked women.

I clomped outside and opened the trunk of the Jag, then dragged a giant suitcase out, bumping my legs with it when it tumbled free. I dragged the second bag out and set it beside the first to close the hatch. Pulling out the telescoping handles, I dragged the two bags into the house. It seemed like he was staying for a while based on the size and weight of his luggage.

Mitch was in the huge great room. He’d already kicked off his shoes and was unbuttoning his shirt right there in the open. “I’m cranky, and I’ve had a long trip,” he said. “Take off your clothes, so I can let off some steam.”

Whoa. Anger made me flush hot around the hairline, but I didn’t show it. I’d had sex. Lots of it, and with men I barely knew. I was still discriminate. It was my choice. Always.

This? Yeah, gross.

I tossed my hair. “It sounds like you think my job as a caretaker includes me having sex with you. Is that right?”

He snorted as he unbuckled his belt. “Obviously.”

Fucking snake.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s not happening.”

Emma said this guy was a wolf–I wasn’t sure I even believed what she was telling me because that was crazy as hell–but I noticed a weird glint in his eyes as he stalked toward me.

I shifted away without making it look like I was running, gliding toward the kitchen. “Let me pour you a drink, so you can unwind.”

In a flash, he was behind me, one arm wrapped around my waist, the other around my throat. “It is happening, and it’s happening now,” he growled.

I used my best self-defense moves, jabbing him in the belly with my elbow and stopping on his foot, hard, but it did nothing at all.

“Let go of me!” I struggled against his hold, starting to panic. I’d dealt with handsy guys before. Drunk ones who didn’t understand no. But this was different. He was cutting off my air. Fuck, I was going to pass out.

As lights danced before my eyes and blackness crept in from the corners, I heard glass smashing from two separate directions.

Mitch released me, and I fell to the kitchen floor, rubbing my throat. Two giant tan wolves stood inside the mansion. Holy shit. One had leapt through the sliding glass door and one through the glass panel beside the front door. Both of them had their hackles raised and their teeth bared. An eerie growl filled the room.

Emma had been right about shifters, but seeing it? I blinked and blinked again. Maybe I’d lost some brain cells from being choked.

Mitch snarled, his remaining clothes ripping as he shifted into a grey wolf. He charged one of the other wolves, but they both were upon him in a moment. The fight was a mess of snarling, flying fur and bodies tumbling. They knocked over furniture and lamps with heavy bangs and harsh crashes.

And then, it was over.

The grey wolf lay still. Bloody. Lifeless.

I swallowed hard, scrambled farther away from it all. “Fuck. You killed him.”

The two wolves changed. Before my eyes, they… they shifted. Now, two very naked, very gorgeous men stood over the dead wolf.

“I couldn’t help it.” One looked over at me.

The other wiped blood from around his mouth. Gross. So fucking gross. But also… wow. These two killed the bad guy. They’d saved me.

“Are you Lyssa?”

They both stalked over to me. Again, they were naked. Really, amazingly naked.

“Yes.” I resisted the urge to fan myself. It was definitely the wrong moment to suggest a wild threesome, but that was all I could think about. Especially with, ah, how well-endowed these guys were.

I’d never had a threesome before. Never imagined it beyond a romance book I picked up at an airport for a flight. Now, I craved this duo.

Each of them reached a hand down for me. Rather than choose, I gave them both a hand, and they lifted me to my feet.

Neither of them let go. They stared, moved closer. Breathed me in.

“Lyssa!” Another guy–this one clothed–shot through the hole in the glass at the front door, his eyes wild.

“Yes?”

He took in the dead wolf on the floor and the two men still holding my hands and rushed over. “Thank fate you’re okay.” To the other men, he said, “You were supposed to wait until I arrived.”

“He was choking your mate,” one of my naked rescuers said, but his brows went down on the word mate, like he found it distasteful.

“Your what? Mate?” I asked as the new guy rushed over.

Oh. This must be Johnny. Of course, he thought I was Emma. She had given him my name.

“Hold up, Cowboy,” I said, when he tried to get close. I put my hand on his chest to keep him from scooping me up. “Wrong twin. You’re looking for Emma.”

He drew back, nostrils flaring. His gaze went to my neck and brows dipped even lower. “Twin?”

“Ah. That explains things,” one of the naked gods beside me said. His hand began to stroke my bare arm. Gently, but it sent shivers up my spine.

“What does that explain?” Johnny demanded, looking between them. He still didn’t understand that I wasn’t the woman he was obviously in love with. That I wasn’t Emma. I might look like her, but that was it.

“It explains why this one smells like our mate,” one of the two men/wolves said.

The other one growled.

Oh my.
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EMMA

“Johnny!”

I’d only been apart from this man for hours, but I viscerally felt the sense of relief at being near him again. As if my body was celebrating his very presence.

Johnny whirled to take me in. “Lyssa!” He rushed toward me by the laundry room. I’d come out of Lyssa’s bedroom when I heard glass breaking. Watched as two wolves had fought with a gray one, and then killed it. How the wolves had turned into me who’d only had eyes for Lyssa.

“It’s Emma, actually,” I finally admitted.

His steps faltered for a moment, then he came even faster. “Okay. Emma. I don’t care what your name is, or who you work for, baby. Or why there’s a woman who looks exactly like you in the kitchen. I love you. You’re my one and only. My mate.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and let him pick me up with my legs straddling his waist. I held him tightly, not wanting to ever let him go.

He carried me into the bedroom, away from the dead wolf in the living room. And the two naked men I saw holding my sister’s hands.

Figured.

She was always a party waiting to happen. Two wolves broke through glass windows and killed another one, and now she had snared them.

He sat on the bed, with me straddling his lap.

“I’m sorry,” I told Johnny. “I overreacted. I felt used.”

His nose ran up along my neck, breathing me in. “Fuck, I shouldn’t have used you. Or let you feel like that. I’m so sorry.”

I shook my head, swallowing hard. “I… may have made things worse for you with Mitch.”

He frowned. “How so?”

“At the hot spring, when you wanted me to call him. I didn’t know his number. I’m Emma, not Lyssa, remember?” Tears filled my eyes. “I lied. I mean, really lied when I faked calling him. I didn’t know he was dangerous. Or that–”

“Shh, it’s okay.”

I shook my head. “You can’t forgive me that easily.”

“I kept being a shifter. And an enforcer. And that I marked you. And that your not-boss was really dangerous and a bad guy. I think we both lied, huh?”

I sniffled then nodded.

“Now tell me about being a twin, ‘cause that’s a twist.”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“But…why did you say you were Lyssa?”

I sighed. “She was the one who had the job here. I really did quit my job in L.A. and came here to visit with her. Then she went off with some guy to Ibiza. When you showed up, I pretended to be her. Taking on her persona allowed me to act more like her. Be the wild and crazy one.”

He frowned at me, confused. “Like what?”

“Like hooking up with you. Leaving with you. Skinny dipping. The box of toys. All of it. I’m not usually impulsive. I’m very conservative. I don’t hook up with random guys or take chances like that.” I had to glance away when I admitted my biggest fear. “I…I don’t know if you’ll like boring Emma.”

I expected Johnny to say something sweet, but instead he laughed. My gaze returned to his.

“Is that funny?”

He immediately schooled his face. “No, baby. Sorry. It’s just that I haven’t explained something to you yet. Something kind of huge. About us.”

I went still. Held my breath. What could be huge about us? What else could there possibly be?

“Remember when I asked you if you believed in fate?”

I nodded.

Johnny looked so earnest. A little nervous. Handsome as hell. I brushed his stubbly jawline.

“Well, every wolf has a fated mate. They’re hard to find because they could be anywhere on the planet, but the lucky ones find each other. When we meet our mate, we know her by scent.”

My heart did a double-tap in my chest. What was he telling me?

“When you opened that door three days ago and I caught your scent, I knew immediately that you were mine.”

I blinked. Hard.

“Oh.”

“So you see, it wouldn’t have mattered whether you worked for Chapman or for the governor or if you were unemployed. It wouldn’t have mattered if you said your name was Mickey Mouse. I was definitely going to do everything I knew to make you see what I already knew–that we were made for each other.”

A sheen of tears coated my eyes, and my lips parted. “And if…Lyssa had opened the door?”

“Your sister?” He shook his head. “Nope. She’s not the one. But it sounded to me like Knox and Travis think she’s theirs.”

“Both of them?” I exclaimed.

He nodded. “They’re from the Two Marks pack in Wyoming. A slightly different breed. They mate in pairs.”

I laughed. “Well, it would take two of them to handle her!”

Johnny laughed with me then sobered. “Did you really think I might like Lyssa better? Or that what we have wasn’t real, and I was just using you to get to Chapman?”

I swallowed. “Yeah. It was silly. I just…I got scared.”

He stroked my hair back from my face. “Yeah, me too. I was scared of losing you.”

I pressed my lips over his, stroking them softly. “Well, you didn’t.”

He rubbed his lips together as if savoring my taste. “There’s one more thing I haven’t told you yet.”

“What is it?”

“Last night when I bit you?”

“Yeah?”

“When a male wolf meets his fated mate, he marks her with his scent, so the other wolves know she’s been taken. It’s stupid, but it’s our biology, so we can’t help it. I didn’t mean to mark you, but I got carried away with the full moon.”

I touched the small scab on my neck. “This? You marked me here?”

He nodded. “Yeah. A serum coats our teeth and embeds into your skin. So you carry my scent now.”

I carried his scent. “I guess it’s the wolf version of a wedding ring?”

He laughed. “I guess so.”

“I don’t get to mark you?”

Johnny’s smile was brighter than the moon. “Are you saying you’re okay with it? Being mine?”

I smiled, too. “That means you’re mine in return?”

“For life, baby. Wolves mate for life. You are my purpose now. Keeping you safe and satisfied is all I fucking care about.”

Well.

In that light, who really cared if he’d used me to get info about Chapman? That guy was dangerous, and I was thankful that Johnny tried to do everything possible to find him.

“Is the gray wolf out there Chapman?”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t me who finished him. Knox and Travis fought it out with him before I got here. He was choking your sister based on the marks on her neck.”

“Oh my God!” I climbed off Johnny’s lap. “I need to make sure she’s okay.”

“Yeah, for sure. Sorry, baby. I just needed to make us okay first.”

I threaded my fingers through Johnny’s, and we walked out to the living room and stopped short.

“Um. Yeah. She looks okay to me,” I mumbled, and Johnny pulled me into his arms.

Lyssa was in the kitchen, sandwiched between the naked shifters, making out with both of them. At the same time! One kissed her while the other stood behind her, one hand between her legs, the other on her breast through her moo-moo.

“Yep. Pretty okay.” Johnny and I smothered our laughter as we walked backward into the bedroom. As soon as we shut the door, we burst into peals of laughter. It felt good to laugh with him, all the tension and angst of the day releasing into the air. As we expelled the old, we refilled our lungs with fresh oxygen.

With a new understanding of who we were together and apart.

A restart to us.

“Are they her mates?”

“Absolutely. I love you, Lys-I mean, Emma–Oh!” Johnny grinned. “Now I know why you only wanted me to call you baby in bed!”

I laughed. “Yes. I didn’t want Lyssa intruding on our intimate times.”

Johnny pointed toward the door. “Like we just intruded on hers?” We fell into another fit of laughter.

When it petered out, Johnny ran his knuckles down my cheek. His dark eyes met and held mine. “I love you, Emma. I know I still have a lot to learn about you and how to make you happy, but I’m all in. I’m your guy, thick or thin. Forever.”
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JOHNNY

When a shifter died in wolf form, he didn’t shift back to human. That made proving Chapman’s death to the human world a real issue, but that wasn’t our problem. The Shifter Council would deal with the fall-out of the failed capture. He tried to kill a human, and more importantly to the Council’s perspective, my marked mate’s sister. That alone warranted a death sentence.

Knox, Travis, and I carried Chapman’s wolf body out to a far field to let the buzzards take care of it. The Council dispatched someone to repair the broken glass at the property straight away. As soon as Lyssa and Emma packed, plus the place buttoned up, we left for Wolf Ranch. All five of us.

Emma and Lyssa weren’t ready to be parted, and there was no way Knox and Travis were going to let their mate out of their sight, so I invited them to the ranch. Once we arrived at the bunkhouse–where the trio would stay during their visit–we had some beers and ate take-out BBQ we’d picked up on the way home.

I sat back and learned about my mate and her sister as Knox and Travis grilled them over dinner, hungry for every last detail. Lyssa apparently already knew about us being wolves–Emma had told her right before we arrived–and she seemed open to the idea of belonging to two men. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was into doing wild and impulsive things, like being with two guys at once, and wasn’t sure if she fully understood it all yet. Her mates would be there for her as she figured it out. And settled in. There would be no more roaming for her.

I hoped she liked winters in Wyoming.

They shared about their childhood in Pittsburgh, their parents, who still lived there, and the antics they used to play trading places in school growing up.

“Lyssa is the extra one, so it makes sense that she’d get two mates,” Emma laughed.

“Are you extra, babygirl?” Knox had Lyssa on his lap. Her legs extended onto Travis’ lap, so she was touching both.

Lyssa nodded then grinned, not ashamed to admit, “I’m a lot to handle.”

“Oh, we’ll handle you, angel,” Travis promised, toying with one of her long locks of black hair. “You’ll never be too much for us.”

I caught Emma’s eye. “And you’ll always be enough for me,” I told her and watched a lovely flush fill her cheeks.

“To the most beautiful and intelligent twins who ever walked this earth.” Knox raised his beer bottle.

“Here, here.” I lifted mine, and we all clinked bottles and drank. “And now I’m desperate for some alone time with my mate, and I’m sure you guys are, too.” I stood and picked Emma off the couch, swinging her up into my arms.

She gasped then laughed.

“Last one to make their mate come is a rotten egg.” I dashed off to the bedroom as the main room exploded with laughter.

“Challenge accepted!” Travis shouted after us.

I carried Emma into our bedroom and kicked the door closed. I eased her down to her feet, keeping our bodies connected the entire time. I heard Knox’s and Travis’s voices then Lyssa giggle. Then a door slam shut.

“Finally, I get you alone,” I murmured.

She looked up at me, her brown eyes warm, her full lips parted. I scented her arousal already.

“It feels like an eternity since you left this bed.” The pain of her walking out this morning returned but with a duller ache. So much had happened since then. I wanted to wash it all away, to return it to just me and Emma. Us. Together.

No surprise twin sister.

No rogue shifter.

No secrets.

“To me, too,” she whispered.

I cupped her face. “Don’t leave me again,” I begged, my thumbs stroking over her soft skin. “Stay and communicate. We can always work things out.”

She nodded, unsnapping my shirt. She was just as eager for us to be bare as I was. “I got scared. I understand now. I’m sure of you.”

I stroked my hand down her back and squeezed her ass. “I’m sure of you, too.”

She laughed. “It kind of seems like you don’t have a choice. You did bite me after all.”

I grinned. “Well, that’s true, but there’s so much to it. There’s my biology–my wolf side that drives me to keep you close, protected, provided for.” I flicked my brows and put a little growl into my voice. “Pleasured.”

She rubbed her body over mine and smiled. “Mmm. I like the sound of that.”

“But there’s also the human side. That part of me falls more and more in love with you every minute. I didn’t say it before, baby. I love you. I do. Yes, you’re my mate, but my heart is yours.”

Her eyes grew bright with tears. “I love you, too,” she whispered. She’d opened my shirt, and she’d slid her hands up my bare chest.

My cock, already semi-hard, thickened painfully against my zipper.

I wanted to go slow with her this time. I didn’t have the full moon and the need to mark her driving me mad anymore. It seemed that one little nick of my tooth had been enough to embed my scent in her skin and satisfy my need, which frankly was a relief. Marking a human could be dangerous and was obviously painful for them, since they didn’t heal instantly like we did.

This time, I could savor touching Emma, learning every inch of her body. Every moan. Whimper. Gasp. I slipped her t-shirt over her head and tossed it on the floor.

She worked on unbuttoning my jeans.

I unsnapped her bra, groaning when her large breasts sprang free. Before I could lower my head to worship them, Emma sank to her knees, dragging my jeans and boxer briefs down as she went.

The sight of her before me, glancing up at me through her fringe of lashes was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

“Oh, shit.”

She smiled up at me as she gripped my erection.

I kicked my jeans and boxer briefs off my ankles to get them out of her way, and she extended her tongue and brought the head of my cock to it.

One touch of her wetness, and my balls drew up tight. I groaned, stroked my fingers over her silky hair.

She held her tongue still and rubbed the head of my cock over it. The alternating sensation of hot tongue and cooling air drove me wild. Especially when she followed all that teasing by engulfing my entire cock in her mouth and letting it slide deep.

“Fuck,” I breathed.

I was dying.

It was so good.

I fisted my hand in her hair and used it to guide her forward and back, slow and deep. She massaged my balls, then popped off and sucked them, which nearly shot me through the roof with pleasure.

“Fuck, baby. That’s so good. You’re killing me, Emma.”

Oh, to say her real name was the sweetest sound.

She smiled up at me. “That’s the intention.” She continued her delicious torture until I was close to coming down her throat, and then I stopped it.

“My turn, baby.” I pulled her up, lifted her by the waist, and tossed her in the center of the bed.

“Show off,” she laughed. “Now I know how you’re so strong. It wasn’t just from tossing bales of hay around on a ranch.”

“Do you like it?” I pounced on her, tugging her yoga pants and panties off.

“I freaking love it.”

I crouched over her, taking a moment to look my fill of my naked mate. She was exquisite. Soft and curvy. Beautifully opened to me.

She held my gaze as her fingertip slid down between her legs.

“Is that where you want me, baby?”

She nodded.

I pushed her knees all the way up to her shoulders, spreading her cunt for my mouth. Then I caught her wrists and moved her hands up to her breasts. “Play with your nipples while I lick your pretty pussy.”

“Yes, sir,” she said softly, then I got to work.
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EMMA

I’d never trusted anyone more than I trusted Johnny. Not even Lyssa. I felt so incredibly safe. So held. So doted on right now. So aroused.

His tongue was licking up every drop that I knew was dripping from me. Then he flicked my clit, got his fingers involved. Before, we’d both been frantic with need. This time, it was just as carnal, but it was different. Sweeter. Hotter.

Our thoughts weren’t clouded with lust.

Oh, this was hot as hell, but it was… love.

“J,” I breathed, grabbing hold of his hair and pulling him to me. When he curled a finger, I came on a loud gasp.

“That’s one, baby,” he said when he kissed his way up my body until he got to my mouth. Our tongues tangled, and I tasted my spicy desire.

“Please,” I begged, rolling my hips. The head of his dick was right there, and I wanted him in me.

“My greedy girl,” he said and then thrust deep, filling me completely in one long, steady stroke.

“Oh, yes.”

He held himself deep, hovered over me. “Look at me, Emma.”

I opened my eyes, met his dark gaze.

“This is when I would have marked you. Bit your neck and made you mine. You were mine from when you opened that front door at Falling Waters, but the bite would make it permanent.”

“Yes.”

He dipped his head and licked the spot.

“You’re mine. Always have been. Just had to find each other.”

Tears filled my eyes at his romantic words. I nodded.

Then it wasn’t so romantic any longer. His need for me was too great. I understood because I became frantic for him. With my knees wide, he fucked me in long, measured strokes. Deep. Hard. Then harder still.

A headboard slammed against a wall, and we realized it wasn’t ours.

Lyssa was with her mates. I hoped she had the same connection I shared with Johnny because it was the most amazing kind of happiness. Of being whole.

When he put his fingers between us, his thumb finding my clit, he made me come. Made me scream.

Made us win the bet on which sister could be pleasured first.

It didn’t matter. I knew because I belonged to Johnny, I’d always come first for him.
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JOHNNY

The sun was starting to set behind the mountain, the evening air becoming cooler by the minute. Emma and I walked hand in hand toward the pack’s annual fall bonfire. The teens in the pack had collected enough wood to keep the bonfire going long into the night. They’d have fun until close to dawn. I’d been one of them only a few years ago, drinking with my shifter friends. Doing stupid shit.

Now, I’d be one of the first in bed. Not because I was old and tired but because I had my marked mate exactly where I wanted her and hanging out at a bonfire was not it.

But, I needed to give my mate a rest. After we returned to Wolf Ranch, I’d kept her in my bedroom for the two days we didn’t really get the first time around. Emma–yes, EMMA–and I talked and fucked and ate food that someone from the main house dropped off and made love and… did all the things new mates were supposed to do.

We didn’t have to go far. It was behind the barn by the creek, the same open area where we had our pack picnics. By doing a quick scan, most of the pack was already here. Food was plentiful, music came from a speaker, and everyone was in an upbeat mood.

Emma squeezed my fingers. I stopped and turned to face her. “You okay?”

Her pretty face was etched in worry. “Are they going to be mad?”

I looked over her shoulder to her sister, flanked by her mates from the Two Marks pack. “I think they’re going to be really surprised, and I can’t wait to see their faces. Come on.”

She wasn’t as sure about my pack accepting her after she tricked all of them into thinking she was someone else. I could understand why, especially now that I met Lyssa. She definitely needed two mates to handle her.

I easily found Rob and Willow and went to them first.

“Hey,” I said, wrapping my arm around Emma’s shoulders.

Rob glanced between us, his expression unreadable. Willow, though, was grinning ear to ear. I’d updated him about what happened at Chapman’s ranch right after it happened. Well, right after I made love to Emma for the first time. But this was the first time we’d been face to face since our return.

“Alpha, I’d like–” I began, but Emma cut me off.

“I’d like to introduce myself again.” She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. “I’m sorry for lying to you, both of you. I’m Emma Lane. My sister, Lyssa, is here somewhere.”

“I’m right here!” Lyssa called in her perky, upbeat voice.

She sauntered up and stood next to Emma.

While they were definitely identical sisters, it was easy for me to tell the difference between them. Obvious ones were Lyssa’s tan from her time in Ibiza, but also her personality. It was bolder. There were more subtle, physical differences as well, like Emma’s mouth was a touch fuller. I could never confuse them.

My mark ensured that. Emma had my scent embedded in her.

“The two of you have caused quite a stir,” Rob commented.

Lyssa waved her hand through the air. “Keeping shifters a secret from humans is constant secret keeping. I think you’ve got your snout bent because for once, someone got one past you.”

“Lyssa,” a deep voice practically growled from behind us. Knox wrapped an arm about her waist, pulling her tightly to his front. “We don’t disrespect an alpha,” he murmured against her ear.

“It’s not disrespect, it’s honesty,” she replied.

Her other mate, Travis, joined them. While they hadn’t marked her yet, they would. Probably tonight, based on the way the three of them were.

I glanced at Rob, afraid he might get angry or rip her head off or whatever alphas did at times like this. The corner of his mouth tipped up, which made me relax.

“Tell us, honestly, mate, how that plug feels in your ass?” Knox whispered close to her ear. With my shifter hearing, I couldn’t miss the question. “It’ll feel different with your ass cherry red from being spanked to curb that sass.”

For once, Lyssa blushed, but I got the feeling she loved the reprimand. “Sorry, Alpha,” she said brightly. “Thank you for having us at your pack bonfire.”

Through her lashes, she glanced up at Knox, seeking something.

He smiled down at her. “Good girl,” he murmured, stroking his hand over her hair.

I squeezed Emma’s hip.
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EMMA

I smiled and leaned into Johnny’s touch.

I was equally stunned and amazed that these two guys had tamed my sister. Not her fire, but it seemed for once, she was wanted for her. Not sex. Not her pretty face. She didn’t need to act wild to get attention or brush off anything serious.

These men–shifters–wanted Lyssa just the way she was. She didn’t have to prove anything to them, just like I didn’t have to prove anything to Johnny.

He didn’t care that I was the calm one. The tame one.

“I didn’t tell Rob I was with the FBI,” Willow said. “I even pretended to be Natalie.” She turned her head and looked to Rob. “He didn’t tell me he was a shifter. Every one of the Wolf brothers had to lie and keep secrets from their mates. He’s just got his snout bent” –she winked up at her mate after using Lyssa’s words– “that the twin thing got past everybody.”

Rob ran a hand over the back of his neck. Was that an itch or a sign of discomfort? I didn’t think I’d ever find out.

“Our mate will be going with us to our pack land in Wyoming tomorrow,” Travis said, cutting into my thoughts.

Rob shook his head. “You are welcome here as long as you wish.” He glanced between me and Lyssa. “The differences between the two of you are clear now.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not.

“Oh my God! I love that you’re a twin!” Marina exclaimed, coming over and hugging me. She smelled like vanilla. I wasn’t sure if she knew who she was hugging, me or Lyssa, but being in Johnny’s hold probably made it obvious.

Wes was with her, holding the hand of a little girl. He wasn’t smiling like Marina was. The little girl glanced between us wide eyed, perhaps never having seen identical twins before. I gave her a little finger wave.

“This is my sister Lyssa.” I introduced Marina and Wes, and the men shook hands.

“Come on,” Marina said, taking Lyssa’s hand. “Colton and Boyd are about to light the bonfire. Let’s go trick some people.”

Lyssa didn’t even look my way, but up at her two, very tall, very gruff mates. Was she seeking their permission? When they nodded, she beamed and was tugged away by Marina.

Knox and Travis fell into a conversation with Wes about pinewood beetles and some kind of tree blight.

“She’ll be okay,” Johnny whispered in my ear.

“Are they good for her?” I whispered back. “I mean, I’ve never known her to… to be deferential to a guy, let alone two.”

“They’ll only give her what she needs.” His nose nuzzled along my neck, raising goose bumps. “Just like I give you what you need. Tell me, mate, what is it you need tonight? The handcuffs? Mmm,” he muttered. “Maybe I’ll fasten them, so you’re caught, ass up, hands and legs pinned.”

I couldn’t picture what he was saying other than ass up.

“Maybe you need my cock in your ass.”

I squirmed. The plug had been used enough where he knew well and good that I liked it. But his dick in me? There?

I clenched at the possibility.

Johnny chuckled. “Careful, mate. I can scent your arousal already.”

I leaned into him. Whatever adventure he planned for me, I knew it would be incredible.

Even more incredible was that we were a forever thing. Like a married couple, only more permanent. No chance of divorce.

“We should get you a ring,” I blurted, skipping back to my question of how I got to mark him. If all the shifters could smell his scent on me, I wanted there to be something to tell all the females he was taken, too.

Johnny grinned. “Are you proposing, Emma?”

I smiled back at him. “Yes, I guess I am. I want you to wear my ring. So the other women know you’re taken.”

“I’d be fucking honored, baby.” He put his fingers to his lips and whistled so loudly I clapped my hands over my ears. “Hey everyone! We have an announcement! Emma just proposed!”

Some of the younger shifters looked confused–I guess since marriage wasn’t part of their culture–but the rest of the crowd laughed and cheered.

He held up the back of his right hand in the air. “I told her to put a ring on it.”

“It’s the other hand, Beyoncé.” Colton smacked him on the back, and Johnny put his hand down and wrapped his arms around me, then swung me in a circle, so my legs went flying out behind me.

I laughed, dizzy when he put me down.

“I do,” Johnny said, lowering his lips to claim mine.

“I do, too.”

I was madly in love. Ready to spend the rest of my life with the hot cowboy I’d only just met a week before.

Turned out, I did believe in fate.
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