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      STELLA

      “Your mate thinks she’s too good for us wolves.”

      Chuck Tanner meant me. I stood rigid beside Gideon Heimdall, my mate, who let out a deep, warning growl as he locked eyes with Chuck, one of his eldest and most vocal wolves. The stocky, dark-haired male held Gideon’s gaze for all of three seconds before the color drained from his cheeks and he averted his gaze. To his credit, he didn’t look down. Instead, he let his eyes move to the space between my mate and I.

      Gideon’s anger roiled in our mating bond. I gleaned enough from his turbulent thoughts to understand the other wolf had become a problem my mate didn’t have the time, or patience, to deal with.

      Shit, shit, shittity, shit, shit. Shit. Usually, the most levelheaded one in the room, my mate was still in the throes of being newly mated. We both were. And Chuck coming after me was akin to throwing gasoline on a fire.

      I cast a wary eye around the room. A few friendly faces caught my eye, and I felt their support wrapping around us. Creighton Crandall, one of the two wolves my mate had sired. Wendy Moreno, my friend and the local bookshop owner. Zeke Fletcher, one of Gideon’s most trusted pack members. Except for my mate, that was my list of allies in his pack. Our pack.

      Though truth be told, every werewolf in North America was in his pack. My mate was the North American high alpha. There were six such wolves across the globe. One on each livable continent, but Gideon was the OG. In other words, he was the shit.

      The rest of the pack appeared cautious at best and downright hostile at worst. And hostile outnumbered cautious at least two to one, just like in Jones Mountain Lake, Georgia. For almost two years, I suffered living alongside a hostile pack. With few exceptions, those wolves treated me like the town pariah until just before I moved to Wyoming. Before Gideon.

      It all started when I was bitten by a werewolf after discovering my now ex-husband and ex-best friend were having an affair. They screwed me out of my business and hundreds of thousands of dollars. Their betrayal still hurt, but a lot less than before I met Gideon.

      No one thought I’d survive the attack because of my age. I was forty-five at the time, and until me, no female on record had survived the change after age twenty-five. My survival alone made me a curiosity within the JML pack. Things took a turn when I developed a mating bond with Carter Murphy, the alpha at the time.

      Or I thought I did. Turned out that bastard used magic to not only make me believe we were mates, but to keep me pliant to his will. The kicker? He’d been happily married for almost twenty years, and his wife was beloved by the pack. But Carter wanted us both. The result was me being ostracized by almost the entire pack while they rallied around Helena, his wife.

      My stomach roiled at the thought of what he’d put me through. And what Helena was going through. Her husband sold her to an as-of-yet unidentified vampire to live out the rest of her days as a blood slave. We were trying to find her, but vampire politics and tense relations between the different factions had slowed things to a crawl.

      After Carter’s treachery came to light, things got better between me and the JML pack. I liked most of the wolves and considered several of them friends. However, there wasn’t a chance I was putting up with anything like the hell they’d put me through.

      Gideon was my mate, and I loved him. On the other hand, I loved me, too. Well, I was trying to get back to loving myself. Living among those who detested me wouldn’t help me get there, and I wouldn’t suffer it again.

      Not even for him.

      Did fae do long-distance relationships? Would Gideon do long distance? Would I?

      Questions for another time. A time when one of his most loyal wolves wasn’t putting me on blast.

      To keep Gideon calm, I needed to stay composed, at least on the outside. Inside, I scrambled, grasping for something, anything, to diffuse the situation. His mind was open to me, and sometimes I could hear his thoughts like they were my own.

      But not that day. I caught only whispers and fragments, thanks to our erratic mating bond. I latched onto what I could and reflected on what I knew of my mate’s time leading the wolves.

      He’d led the North American werewolves for centuries and, sometimes, felt like he was babysitting thousands of angry toddlers. Before the meeting, he told me Chuck had been with him since he settled in Wyoming. Together, they took a few cabins with magnificent views and turned them into an exclusive five-star resort. One catering to both humans and the supernatural community.

      The tension between them was new, starting after Gideon returned home from a lengthy trip visiting packs on both sides of the country. But Chuck didn’t take issue with his extended leave. The problem was that Gideon returned with his mate. His fae mate. Me.

      The pack we lived with wasn’t that different from any other in North America, though he had a few problem wolves—dominant males lacking the alpha gene, for lack of a better term. Chuck was one of those wolves.

      “Hey,” Creighton Crandall said, his voice buttery smooth. “You know it’s not like that.”

      Chuck turned to the other wolf and frowned. “Stuff it, Crandall. You’ll say anything to keep your sire, Lord Gideon, happy. You’re probably gunning for Navarro’s old job, too.”

      The dig at Gideon’s fae heritage was the last straw. My mate took a step forward, but I caught his hand with mine and clasped it, pumping the bond full of soothing thoughts and peaceful vibes.

      Squeezing my hand, he said, “Enough, Chuck.” The disgruntled wolf returned his attention to my mate. Gideon allowed a flash of cobalt in his indigo-colored eyes. Heightened emotions caused werewolf and some fae eyes to brighten. “Navarro is helping a struggling pack get back on track.”

      Chuck sneered. “Because your mate leveled their alpha like a wrecking ball.”

      I gritted my teeth, feeling my own eyes brighten along with Gideon’s. They burned so hot, I thought they might melt and ooze down my cheeks.

      “You blame my mate for Carter drugging her, abducting her, and goddess knows what else he did to her?”

      The conversation threatened to devolve into a melee. I longed to intervene, but I had no idea how it would go. Pack politics confounded me.

      Carter never taught me anything during the time I thought we were mates. Gideon kept me informed and explained things as they happened, but we’d been together a few short months, and I’d been unconscious for a good bit of it. During the time I was awake, we’d been a little busy. Plus, I got abducted. So, yeah. Not a lot of time for learning about werewolf politics or anything else.

      Creighton clapped Chuck on the back. “That’s not what you meant, right?”

      I watched him attempt to placate Chuck. He and Gideon could have been brothers. Though they shared no blood, both possessed the same golden god looks. My mate stood a few inches taller, and his intense blue eyes were darker, indigo to Creigh’s sapphire. They had the same thick, wavy golden blond hair, too, though my mate’s fell to his shoulders. The younger male’s was chin-length.

      Chuck crossed his arms and jerked free of Creighton. “Carter Murphy was a damn good alpha. He led for close to eighty years with no incident. Until your fae bitch infiltrated his pack.”

      Gideon growled. Without a doubt, he yearned to rip the head clean from Chuck’s body. I squeezed his hand again, and he remained at my side. When he spoke, his words were ice. “Carter and his pack treated Stella terribly. He drugged her, abused her emotionally, physically, sexually. Despite it all, she put over twenty female werewolves before herself and helped them escape from a group of drugged up traffickers, when others would have saved themselves. She sacrificed her safety and freedom for theirs. He and his goons beat her and held her captive. Were she not so clever and strong, she’d be Carter’s sex slave, living chained and crated until such times as he had use for her. That says nothing of the terror and torment she went through while escaping. She almost died. But please, tell me again what a damn good wolf Carter is.”

      “Gideon,” I whispered, not keen on the walk down memory lane. I didn’t know most of these wolves, and having my trauma laid bare before strangers made me ill. My heart threatened to beat out of my chest as I battled to keep images of Carter at bay. I struggled to calm the fuck down. The last thing my mate or I needed was his pack seeing any signs of weakness.

      Then, there he was in the bond, his essence a soothing caress. My pulse slowed. I pushed gratitude from my end and knew he felt it when his fingers tightened for a second.

      Chuck paled again and swallowed, but he’d dug in his heels. “You mated your bitch without introducing her to your pack first, depriving us of meeting her. Of celebrating your union with the traditional gathering and pack run. You mated her without giving a fuck what we thought.”

      Our bond made it clear Gideon thought Chuck was right about all of it. He had ignored every werewolf custom and several of the fae ones as well. Customs I knew nothing about.

      I felt my mate searching for patience he didn’t have. My fault, all of it. But for fuck’s sake, if this jerk called me a bitch one more time, we were going to have a problem.

      Reigning in my urge to stomp on his head, I stepped forward, Gideon’s hand still in mine. “Chuck, I understand you and the others feel slighted. We feel terrible about it.”

      Gideon sighed. “My mate speaks the truth. But for almost two years, Carter and his pack traumatized her. A celebration didn’t seem appropriate. And you forget that, while I am cursed with lycanthropy, I am not a true werewolf. I was born and remain fae. Stella fell victim to a curse, too. One that bound her magic, but Carter’s bites allowed it to use the lycanthropy to get out. Though not a werewolf, she lived as one for almost two years. She only learned she was fae while recovering from the near fatal wounds she received while escaping Carter and his goons. She knows next to nothing about werewolf customs. You want to blame someone? You blame me. I took her to mate, explaining none of it to her.”

      “And now a fae couple rules all the wolves in North America.”

      Oh, so that was it. “How is that different from being ruled by one fae?” I asked.

      Chuck scowled. “He didn’t have to mate you. He could have mated a female werewolf.”

      Ouch.

      Gideon’s impatience rattled in my head. They’d had this conversation before, then. My mate had kept me in the dark about an issue that pertained to me. Again. I thought we’d come to an understanding after he kept news of disgruntled trafficking victims in JML from me.

      I couldn’t help feeling betrayed. I loosened my grip on his hand, but he tightened his on mine. I didn’t need the mating bond to tell me he knew he’d fucked up. Again.

      “You choose to once again overlook the differences between fae and werewolf mating bonds,” he said to Chuck, but every wolf in the room watched him. “Even if I mated a werewolf female before I met Stella, I would not have developed a mating bond with her. Meeting Stella would have put that wolf in an untenable situation. You would wish that on a female werewolf?”

      “You might not have met the fae.”

      He was putting up a good fight. I had to give him that.

      “Chuck,” my mate said, not unkindly. “Stella is the daughter of my mentor, who I am very close to. You know that. Though she was abducted as a youngling, the Fates have a way of course-correcting. If we hadn’t met in JML, I doubt it would have been long before we found one another.” He sounded, and felt, like a broken record, repeating it yet again.

      The other male shrugged. “Don’t change the fact that we’re being led by a couple of fae. Who’s to say you’ll continue putting us first? Your fae mate has been so busy with your kind, she’s barely acknowledged our existence.”

      “Man, you know that’s not fair,” Creighton said. “Carter’s been hunting Stella since she arrived, and she was unconscious half that time.”

      “Because she’s fae. If you’d mated a werewolf, none of that would have happened.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. This dude was stubborn as a mule. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from telling him to get over it.

      “Damn it, Chuck,” Gideon snapped before he could stop himself.

      Creighton cleared his throat. “Chuck, Stella cannot help what she is. And do you really think it’s fair to blame her for things she wasn’t aware of? Her magic was bound for over forty years. Given all she’s dealt with, it’s a miracle she’s functioning at all. Cut her some slack.”

      I appreciated Creighton’s efforts, but I feared they were futile.

      The aggrieved wolf glanced at me, sympathy fleeting on his face. “I’m sorry you’ve been through so much, but someone’s got to look after our pack. Gideon’s priorities have changed.”

      My mate clenched his teeth. Chuck was right, so he remained silent. It rang clear as a bell in my mate’s mind. If he lied, the pack would smell it, feel it in the bonds they shared with him.

      “You’ve had your say,” Creighton said. “Let’s take some time to cool down. We’ll meet again when Gid and Stella get back from Georgia.”

      Chuck snorted. “You’re leaving us. Again. With your fae mate to visit your fae family.”

      The words hit Gideon like a gut punch, and I almost lost my balance, expecting his guilt to hit us both, but it didn’t. All of it was true, but he didn’t feel guilty. All he wanted was to end the meeting and take me home.

      That’s when his guilt pummeled me. He felt bad about not feeling guilty. That was my fault, too. I looked everywhere but at him and tried to shut out his thoughts. Neither of us had total control over our bond yet. Most of the time, we managed alright, but other times it was dead silence, or worse. Like what I was feeling, utter chaos.

      Gideon’s thoughts boomed like thunder in my head. Leading the werewolves had turned into nothing but pacifying them and resolving disputes. He’d grown tired of it in recent years, but since mating me, he found it exhausting. He had a fifth of the fae population that also needed him, and a mate struggling to adapt after having her world knocked out from under her multiple times. Something had to give.

      Day by day, it grew clearer that thing was the werewolves. Also my fault.

      “Your silence speaks volumes, High Alpha,” Chuck said, shaking his head. “You got too much going on. Maybe it’s time to reevaluate. Maybe it’s time the wolves were led by one of their own.”

      “Come on, Chuck. That’s not fair,” Creighton protested as the other male stormed out.

      “Let him go, Creigh,” Gideon said. He sounded fine, but I felt how weary he was through the bond. He turned to the remaining wolves. “Anyone else want to weigh in?”

      Thankfully, there were no takers, and he called the meeting adjourned. We stood in stony silence as the room emptied.

      “I’ll go say goodbye to Stormdance,” I said, ensuring my tone stayed upbeat as I stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. He was almost a full foot taller than me and kissing while vertical was a bit of a challenge.

      “Stella, wait,” he said, reaching for me.

      “You and Creighton need to wrap things up before we leave tomorrow. I’ll be in the way. Come find me after.” I bolted for the doors and kept going until I was outside in the brisk air. My eyes watered and I gasped for breath as the frigid Wyoming winter day greeted me and smacked me in the face.
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      GIDEON

      “Settle down, Stormdance,” Stella said, her voice filled with kindness for the surly beast who listened to her, and her alone.

      Gideon paused outside the ornery horse’s stall. Like the beast, Stella remained unsettled. He stood in the doorway admiring the beautiful gray dappled horse for a second before he turned his attention to his mate.

      Stella stood with her back to him, wearing jeans and a red shirt with her strong shoulders, slender waist, and curves on full display. She’d braided her long dark hair, the plait falling halfway down her back. He resisted the urge to undo it, so the silky tresses fell free, allowing him to run his fingers through them.

      “I know you’re there, Viking.”

      “Admiring the view,” he teased.

      She turned and gave him a stern look, though her big green eyes sparkled, and amusement danced in the bond. The horse, though. He nickered, expressing displeasure he’d lost her full attention. She stroked the magnificent creature’s muscular neck as he nudged her other hand with his nose, looking for treats. “All gone. You’re a little pig today. You didn’t even save any for Gully.”

      Stella wiped her hands on her jeans before picking up the brush and working on Stormdance’s tangled black mane and tail. The horse was infamous at the resort for being ill-tempered, yet Stella had him wrapped around her finger. She was the one he’d let brush him without threat of being bitten. Though Gideon was the owner of record, Stormdance belonged to his mate.

      “Listen, buddy. Gideon and I have to leave town for a while.” Stormdance neighed and stomped his foot. “I don’t enjoy being away from you either, but we have things to do.”

      The horse whinnied, but he bumped her head, and Gideon knew he understood.

      “Thanks, big guy,” she said. “We’re leaving later today, so you won’t see me for a couple of weeks. Will you think about letting Rick or someone else brush you? So you won’t have knots when I return? That way, instead of wasting time picking them out, we can go for another walk with Gid and Gully. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      Stormdance whickered his assent. Gideon thought it a fine idea, too. As would his own horse, Gulltoppr, or Gully as he was affectionately known.

      “Good boy,” she murmured.

      They stood in companionable silence, while his mate fought the snarls in his mane. Gideon hung back, waiting as she worked out the knots. Life has been chaotic in recent days. Gideon knew that, outside of the time they spent alone together, visiting Stormdance quieted her thoughts.

      She woke from a three-week, coma-like state, during which her magic began balancing, a rite of passage most fae experienced in their twenties. The curse mark tattooed at her hairline when she was three halted her magic’s natural development.

      Stella lived forty-five years believing she was human before being bitten by a werewolf. Her fae magic, wild and cunning, used lycanthropy to circumvent the curse. Though, he doubted it would have worked if shifting into a beautiful inky black wolf wasn’t one of her powers. As his mate often said, fae magic was weird.

      “If you want to talk about it, we can,” she said, eyes locked on the horse’s mane.

      He didn’t, but he knew well enough that she did, so he said, “I’m sorry about Chuck.”

      She huffed out an exasperated sigh. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he said, risking the horse’s ire as he went to Stella’s side.

      Stormdance gave him a serious dose of side eye, but did not bite him. Progress. She said nothing, so he continued. “I started thinking about leaving before we met.”

      He pushed the truth of it toward her, through the bond. She turned and eyed him. “Okay,” she said with an abrupt nod. “But why didn’t you say anything?”

      Gideon closed his eyes. “I didn’t want to overwhelm you.”

      “We’ve talked about this,” she reminded him. “I decide what’s too much, or we decide together.”

      “I’m conflicted about it, and I didn’t want to add to your plate.”

      “We agreed to make the big decisions together. This is a big one.”

      “You’re right,” he admitted.

      She squared off with him. “Are you truly conflicted? Or do you know what you want, but struggle with the guilt it’s causing?”

      Despite their brief time together, she knew him so well. “Yes, that.”

      “Let’s break it down. What, specifically, is causing the guilt?”

      “Werewolves exist because of my family. I don’t want the wolves to think I abandoned them if I step down.”

      “Who would replace you? Do you have a list?”

      “A short one, yes.”

      She eyed him with a knowing smile. “How short?”

      “One name.” He cleared his throat. He forgot himself and ran a hand down Stormdance’s back. The horse whinnied, jerked his head, and gnashed his teeth.

      “Settle down, you surly beast,” Stella admonished, but her love for the horse cascaded down the bond and in the air, permeating the air in the horse’s stall. She turned to Gideon. “Does Nav know of your lofty aspirations for him?”

      He laughed. Of course, she knew the only one he trusted to lead the wolves was Navarro Jones. He was one of two wolves Gideon sired, his best friend, and blood-bonded brother. “Not yet.”

      “Is alerting him one of the important things you need to do while we’re in Georgia?”

      “Now that you know, yes, it is.” They fell into a comfortable silence as she continued to work on the horse’s gnarled mane. “How do you feel about it?”

      She shrugged. “I’m good with whatever decision you make.”

      The truth of her words rang in the bond and filled the space between them. “Alright. You should know that if I decide to move forward, it won’t happen overnight.”

      “A few weeks?” She asked. “Months?”

      “Elska, it will most likely take years.”

      Her eyes grew to the size of saucers. “Years?”

      He tried not to wince as her disappointment seeped into the bond. She yanked it back, but not fast enough. “We fae move on a slower timeline than humans.”

      “I know, but I still think like a human.” She straightened her shoulder and smiled. “Years, then.” Her phone chimed. “That’s my alarm to head back to the condo, so I can woo you into the bedroom for a quickie before we head to the airport.”

      He grinned. “You set an alarm for sex?”

      She shrugged. “You keep a tight schedule. This was your only available time before we leave.”

      He took the brush from her hand. “Shall we go then? I’d hate to keep you waiting.”

      Stella took her time saying goodbye to her horse, and Gideon waited, albeit a bit impatiently, before she turned to him. “Take me home and fuck me, Viking.”

      He didn’t have to be told twice.
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      STELLA

      “This traffic sucks.”

      I scowled at the never-ending sea of brake lights ahead of us on Interstate-85 North. It was almost eleven on a Tuesday morning, but at the rate we crept up the highway, it would be midnight before we reached Aerek Obayana Na Mara’s estate.

       “Welcome to Atlanta, Stella,” Gideon said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      “I don’t remember it being this bad,” I muttered. Except on Fridays. Fridays inside the perimeter were non-stop rush hour. Granted, it had been years since I’d last run the gauntlet on I-85, but the mess we were stuck in seemed excessive, even for Atlanta.

      “Must be a wreck,” he muttered, tapping the tan leather-wrapped steering wheel of his silver luxury SUV.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. Even my steadfast and patient partner was getting itchy. “Let’s listen to a podcast.”

      “Murder or supernatural?”

      “Driver’s choice.”

      My gorgeous mate weighed his options. He looked tired. Huh, even Nordic wolf god fae got dark circles and split ends. Who knew? Not that I was complaining. He was still the most handsome, sexiest, perfect-for-me male in all the realms.

      Guilt weighed on me. He’d been burning the candle at both ends. Because of me. Though he was used to a hectic schedule, after I crashed into his world, it had been non-stop chaos ever since.

      The bond allowed me to feel how drained he was. He’d worked eighteen-hour days for the past week to catch up and bond with his pack so we could make this trip to Georgia. I told him he didn’t have to come, but being newly mated made any separation unbearable. It wasn’t solely the off the charts hot sex, it was our bond.

      Like our magic, the nature of fae matings bonds was untamed and wild. They weren’t as straightforward as they were for the werewolves. For mated wolves, it was more of a ‘let’s bang and have an alpha say a few words under the full moon’ thing.

      Each mated fae pair’s experience differed, but everyone agreed it took at least a year for a mating bond to settle. We were not even two months into ours, and I’d been unconscious almost half of that time.

      Thankfully, our bond was lush and healthy. We both saw it clearly in our minds. Though intangible, it was a living thing housed in the liminal space between us. In my mind, it manifested as a verdant teal vine about the thickness of a dogwood tree trunk with blood-red poppies blooming all over it. It delighted me that Gideon envisioned it the same way.

      While our bond thrived, it changed subtly from time to time. The flowers bloomed and died, but for each one that fell off, a new bud, sometimes two, appeared. Obsessed with its constant state of flux, I checked it a few times a week.

      Since I’d come out of my balancing, there had been a steady increase of blooms. It was a riot of red with pops of teal peeking through. Sometimes, I longed for the days when I believed I shared my soul with a sister wolf, so we could roll around in absolute satisfaction and pride that we shared such a bond with the god beside us.

      Thinking about my days as a werewolf left me feeling empty inside. Being dual-natured was a far cry from sharing my soul with a wolf, even a magically manufactured one. Maybe once I had control over my shifting magic, the hole I felt would fill in.

      I pushed those thoughts away and refocused on the conversation. “Or we could pull over, and switch so I can drive while you grab a nap,” I offered, trying for nonchalant as I inspected my flawless nails. One of the side effects of being fae was that your body became its best possible self. While he’d been a sleep-deprived, overworked, worried mess, my balancing had rendered me unconscious for three weeks, and every day since waking, I slept at least twelve hours. I felt like a superhero.

      Unfortunately, while I felt unstoppable, my magic was all but stalled out, though it had stopped being so erratic. When I first woke from the coma-like state, my powers had been bat shit crazy. I lit spontaneous fires, shifted into my wolf form at the worst times, burnt my clothes off in public, and had scales-induced orgasms so intense rainbows lit up the sky. On the flip side, I’d had nightmares that caused flooding.

      Yeah, scales. I woke up with them, and they were hyper-sensitive. All Gideon had to do was touch them to reduce me to a puddle of pleasure. Turns out my grandmother on my mother’s side was a mermaid. Every time I went for a swim, I kept hoping for a beautiful tail to replace my legs. No such luck. Yet. I intended to manifest the fuck out of that thing.

      Thankfully, a steady routine of killer wake-up sex followed by a couple hours of swimming or running, more sex, lots of naps, and more sex seemed to quell my powers of destruction. Unfortunately, I didn’t think the nonstop sex-a-thon was doing my mate any favors. Dude was beat, but he took it as an affront if I tried to get the job done without him. The very sight of my vibrator offended him. So much so, he hid it from me. When I suggested there might be times when he wasn’t available, he growled and said he would make himself available because my pleasure was his joy and his privilege.

      How could I argue with that? Also, dude had skills.

      My talented mate looked at me with bright cobalt eyes and flared nostrils. “I’d much rather pull over and do to you whatever you’re thinking about that has the car filling with the sweet scent of your desire.”

      “Ah,” I hedged. My insides tingle, and I clamp my thighs together.

      On one hand, we hadn’t done it in a car yet, so it would’ve been fun to mark that off the sexy times bucket list. On the other, we were headed to see family, so I couldn’t fuck his brains out and show up reeking of sex.

      I hated it when I had to be the adult in the room.

      “No time for that,” I said, directing my attention back to my phone. “Murder or creepy things?”

      “Creepy things. The episodes are shorter.”

      My brows slid up. I expected at least another hour in the car. I was about to comment when he continued on I-85 instead of veering toward the exit we were supposed to take. “Weren’t we supposed to go that way?”

      Eyes still on the road and smiling, he grabbed my free hand, brought it to his mouth, and kissed it. A chill skated up my spine at the warmth of his soft lips and the prickle of his reddish gold beard. “We’re making a detour.”

      I frowned. “Are you hungry?”

      His smile turned wicked as he gave me a quick dose of side-eye that told me what he was hungry for. My thighs slammed together again as he twined his fingers with mine and rested our hands on his knee.

      “Or is it something else?” Like getting naked. After that look, I hoped it was getting naked. So much for being the adult in the car.

      “Something else,” he said, in the whiskey-and-woodsmoke voice that shot a flaming arrow to my lusty lady bits.

      “We should get to Aerek’s,” I tried.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” he reminded me, as traffic cleared.

      A valid point, so I kept my mouth shut as he eased the speed up and deftly maneuvered into the HOV lane.

      About ten minutes later, we pulled in front of a new luxury high-rise. I looked up from my phone and blinked. “What’s here?” I asked as a valet opened my door.

      “Ms. Kendrick,” he said as he offered me a hand.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, exiting the vehicle. I didn’t bother wondering how he knew my name. Everyone knew who Gideon was, and by default, they were quickly learning who I was, too. I wasn’t crazy about it, but Gideon was worth the exposure.

      “Good to see you, Alpha,” another male werewolf said, shaking hands with Gideon. “Shall I have your bags brought up?”

      “Thanks, Albert, that would be great.”

      I smiled as he handed each of the males a twenty. “Bags? What’s going on, Gid?”

      He grinned as he came around the car and proffered an arm. “All in good time, Elska.”

      I beamed and linked mine with his. He’d started calling me ‘Elska’ after we mated. It was Old Norse for love, or something like it.

      He guided me inside and made a beeline for the elevators. The lobby was perfect. Elegant, minimalist, mixed neutrals, and clean lines with small pops of colors. I loved it.

      I held my questions until the elevator doors closed behind us. “What is going on?”

      “Shh,” he said, yanking me close. “Kisses first, questions later.”

      It sounded like a good plan, so I shrugged and went languid in his arms. He caught my mouth with his, and I got lost in the unique blend of wintry goodness that was all him.

      All too soon, the doors chimed and opened. I expected to be in a hallway. Instead, we stepped out to a condo even more opulent than the lobby. I dragged my eyes from the luxe surroundings, turned to him, and raised an eyebrow before I walked into the main room.

      “Spill, Viking,” I demanded.

      “A flat in the city seemed like a good idea.” He followed me in, but stopped by the sofa.

      I surveyed the expansive main room, gazing from one end to the other. “A flat? Gideon, a flat is like six hundred square feet. What is this place? Six thousand?”

      Frowning, he joined me by the windows. Gideon had a thing about windows. He despised being cooped up indoors, even in a huge penthouse with an open floor plan.

      “Terraces included, it’s not even three.”

      My mouth dropped. Terraces, plural. “In this part of Buckhead?” It had set him back at least two million. Probably more. I shook my head. “It’s too much.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I love it, but we don’t need this. I’m good with a two-bedroom apartment by the mall.”

      He looked mortified. “No mate of mine is living in a two-bedroom apartment by the mall. If I had my way, we’d live in a castle surrounded by a moat with the strongest of earthkin guarding you.”

      “I’m not made of glass,” I reminded him, for what had to be the nine thousandth time.

      “No, but you are the most precious thing in all the realms.” He kissed my forehead.

      I sank against him. “It’s still too much.”

      He sighed. “Stella, it’s really not. We can’t entertain high alphas, lords and ladies, and other dignitaries in a two-bedroom apartment by the mall.”

      Damn. “I wasn’t thinking about it that way. How many bedrooms?” I asked, resigning myself to a life of luxury I’d never imagined. One I wasn’t sure I was all that comfortable with, but the tradeoff was Gideon. I’d suffer a hell of a lot more than a glamorous lifestyle to be with him.

      “This one has two.”

      I gasped. “This one?”

      He shrugged. “I wanted us to have our own space. The other is for entertaining, and is owned by one of the corporations I set up under the lordship. Plus, it’s the nicer of the two.”

      One of the corporations. As in, there were multiple. My head started spinning. “And this one?”

      He smirked. “Technically, I own it.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but he held up a hand.

      “Harlan has the contract and is reviewing it. Once you sign the forms, granting you access to your funds, we’ll add you to the mortgage. You can write me a check for half the down payment.”

      Gideon thought my insistence to pay my way was a ridiculous human notion, but he knew it was important to me. Though it went against his alpha nature, he agreed to go halfsies on some things and didn’t argue when I insisted on paying for groceries or buying personal items.

      Harlan Beaumont was my attorney. He, too, knew how I felt. A human man in his seventies, he was a shark and not the least bit intimidated by the fae lord at my side. Mated to a powerful waterkin fae, it took a lot to knock him off his game.

      “I can live with that, but if I’m not mistaken, we agreed to make the big decisions together,” I reminded Gideon as I strode past him, squeezing his forearm as I did. I wasn’t mad, but rather shocked. And, yeah, a little annoyed.

      “True, but in my defense, I did this before we had that discussion.”

      I almost asked why he hadn’t given me a heads up but stopped when he looked at me with the lopsided, goofy little grin he saved solely for me. My insides melted until I was all but a puddle at his feet.

      “Besides, I enjoy surprising you,” he added.

      My annoyance faded. “I like it when you surprise me, too. But this is a extreme.”

      “Noted.” He rested his head on top of mine. “How do you feel about taking charge of turning this place into a home?”

      I looked around the beautifully decorated space. “Didn’t you already do that?”

      He stepped back and shook his head. “This is the staging furniture, excluding the linens, of course. I thought you might like to make it ours.”

      I stepped back and gazed up at him. “Me?”

      “We like the same things.” He pulled out his wallet and withdrew a card. “This is the decorator I used for our place at the resort.”

      Our place at the resort was an even larger penthouse condo. It was magazine-worthy, the perfect blend of midcentury and industrial, with enough personality to make it a warm and inviting home. I slid the card into a slot on the back of my phone case. He wanted to make this place a home. I tried to quell the excitement bubbling up. His wolves and the resort necessitated our residence in Wyoming. I loved it there, but this place already felt more like home.

      “I’ll reach out before we head back to Wyoming,” I said.

      Gideon grinned. “Good. How about a tour? I suggest we start in the bedroom.”

      “Okay,” I said, noticing the fully equipped modern kitchen. “But let’s start there.”

      I couldn’t wait to snap a few images and send them to my best friend, and fellow foodie, Jason Kelley.

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/moon-dog-logo.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Also by Sarah C. Brody
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Content Warning
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Also by Sarah C. Brody


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ofstrifeandstarlight_ebook_amazon-3.jpg
'SARAH C.BRODY







OEBPS/images/ofstrifeandstarlight_title_black.jpg
STRIFE
& STAK]GHT

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/osascwlink.jpg





