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      For anyone who once wished upon a star.
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            PROLOGUE: THE DAY I TRIED TO LIVE
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      Standing on Lake Michigan with traffic of Chicago behind me, I frowned at my phone. The little icon in the corner told me I have five new messages. And I knew exactly who they were from. I rolled my shoulders and took a deep breath, feeling the tension building up. I glanced at where Erin, my chosen alpha, was standing with her mate, making googly eyes at each other. I pressed play on the first message and clutched the phone tight to my head.

      “Taylor, it's your father.” Like that needed to be said; who else would it be? “You and I need to have a serious talk. You can’t put off joining a pride any longer.”

      Oh, yes, I could. Joining a pride meant that my life as I knew it was over. It meant being mated to an alpha-male lion who would just see me as a breeder and a number, my only worth measured in how many male lions I could give him. Dominant male lions took several mates, and females were expected to produce children and take care of their mate and the brood of children for the entire Pride. Most female lions were perfectly happy to do this. I think. I mean, I haven’t actually polled any of the females in my father’s pride. It was our culture, how we were all raised, but I wasn’t interested in being a sister wife. Sorry. I wanted a mate who would love me for me.

      “There are several Prides who have expressed interest in you. I expect you to review the material I have given you and get back to me by the end of the week.”

      I didn’t open the other messages, I just simply deleted my father’s voicemail and sat down heavily on the beach.

      “Your dad, again?” Erin sat down next to me, making it a question, even though I knew she had heard the entire voicemail. “You know, you’re welcome to come with Marcus and me.”

      “And join a Pack instead of a Pride?” I rolled my eyes. “Hard pass, E.”

      “Black Water Pack isn’t like a Pride,” Erin said as she bumped my shoulder and sighed. “I mean, yeah, it’s a structured organization of shifters and shit. There's a hierarchy, and at some point, you would be expected to contribute, but Peter is a good alpha.”

      “You’re a good alpha,” I mumbled into my hands and growled.

      “I’m not a real alpha, Tay,” she pointed out. “I’m joining Black Water because Peter Black is a good alpha, and he runs his pack like a corporation, not like a personal harem. He’s married and faithful to his wife.”

      No, she was an alpha, she just didn’t have the drive to be the head of a group, and as a female lion, she couldn’t head up a Pride. Sexist, stupid shifters.

      “I want to finish school.” I shrugged.

      “You can still do that,” Erin argued.

      “Alone.”

      “Are you considering going rogue?” Marcus asked as he sat down on my left and put his massive palm on my shoulder. “It would pain me greatly to see any harm come to you, as you are the sister of my heart, and the beta of my mate.”

      “I’m just going back to school, big guy.” I snuggled into Marcus’s embrace, and breathed in his rich scent, calming my nerves. “I’ll join a pride eventually. I just want a chance to be me first.”

      “We will respect your decision.” Marcus nodded and squeezed my shoulders tight against his broad chest. “But if you would meet Peter, perhaps he could sway you.”
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      I turned the lock on my front door, dropped my keys and Starbucks apron over the table next to the door, then threw myself down on the futon. I sank into the soft mattress and closed my eyes. I smelled like coffee and day-old cream and felt like I had bathed in caramel syrup with the way my fingers stuck slightly together near the base. Even though I washed my hands like a dozen times. I pulled a pretty emerald-colored jewel that I had found in the tip jar out of my pocket and dropped it onto the bedside table.

      The familiar rumbling purr of my cat broke me out of my thoughts, and I reached out and ran my fingers over the top of Rusty’s head.

      “You know, girl,” I said as I rolled over and curled around the cat, who circled a couple of times before resting her head against my belly. “I chose this. I walked away. I left the pride, but as much as running from the lions and not joining a family sucked, I kinda miss not smelling like burnt coffee all the time.” Rusty said nothing, just rubbed her head into my fingers. “I know, finish my master’s, get a real job, join a Pride that wants me for me, and not for my breeding potential, and stop bitching. But it’s taking so long.” I rolled onto my back and looked up at the water stains marking the low ceiling. I sighed. “You’re my Pride now, Rusty.” I ran my fingers through the cat’s black fur and pushed myself up off the bed, shucking my work clothes as I made it to my small three-quarter bathroom. I twisted the shower to hot and leaned back on the cold metal sink, waiting for the water to warm up. “God, I miss baths.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I used my shoulder to hold my phone in place as I played Erin’s hundredth voicemail. “Hey Taylor,” she started, a long sigh falling from her lips. “I haven’t heard from you in a while, and I thought I would call and ask again if you would please come visit. We haven’t seen you since we were down there last Christmas, and now it’s been more than a year, and I miss your face.”

      I huffed out a breath and saved the message, dropping the phone on the counter. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Erin; it just wasn’t feasible. I would call her back in the morning and decline like I always did.

      The sun had set over the trees, and I could hear the chattering of voices from the sidewalk outside. Rusty watched the big wooden spoon as it made its rotations inside the pot on the stove, her eyes intent as her nose reached into the air and sniffed the chicken broth that was starting to bubble.

      “Not for you.” I shooed the cat off the tiny counter and leaned back to look out the window, my bookcase nearly obscuring the entire tiny window that sat over my bed. “You got your kibble in your bowl; this is for my bowl.” Rusty just sniffed at me and stuck her tail in the air to find something to amuse herself. I poured my soup into a chipped Washington University mug and picked the discarded phone off the counter, so I could curl up on my bed and eat my dinner. First thing I was going to do when I got a real job was move to an apartment with more than one fucking room, or at least one big enough to have a table, this eating-in-bed shit was for the birds.
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        * * *

      

      My pajamas had seen better days, but with every cent going either to food or my education, there just wasn’t enough to stretch that little extra bit to buy a new pair of flannel sleep shorts. Without the support of a Pride, I was on my own for everything. I fingered the little hole that had formed just under the elastic of the waist; they would have to do until they completely fell apart. I turned down the ancient heater as far as I could stand it, and then curled up under the heavy, wool blanket I crocheted in high school. It was fucking cold in Missouri in January, and running the heat was getting more expensive every fucking day.

      Rusty hopped up on the futon and burrowed her way under the covers. Her warm little body pressed into my stomach as I clicked off the lights and tried to force my mind to wind down enough to sleep so I would be rested for my last final the next morning. My fingers wandered briefly over the thumbnail-sized green stone I had fished out of the tip jar that afternoon. The small gem felt warm under my touch as I let myself wish, if only for a moment, that I had just gone with Erin. That I had taken the easy path and joined her weird little pack, or whatever they called the zoo of shifters that made up Black Water Pack.
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      Warm fingers traveled down my back, rubbing gently at sore spots, soft lips following the path that the fingers traveled. I let out a sleepy moan as the lips were replaced by a wet tongue on my neck, sucking slightly at the curve of my shoulder, just the way I like it. I could almost smell fur and masculinity.

      I applauded my imagination for bringing me such a wonderful dream as a second set of hands joined the first, these fingers dragging down my front to pause momentarily to circle my nipples, pinching lightly.

      “Morning, darling,” someone behind me mumbled into my skin before pressing a kiss to my shoulders. “You said you needed to be up and out of the house by eight, so I think that gives us an hour.”

      “And whatever could we do with a whole hour?” someone in front of me said as he made his way down, under the sheets, his warm hands pushing my legs apart. Yep, this was an awesome dream; every dream should have two men pleasuring me.

      The alarm went off. “Shit,” the man behind me grumbled. The warmth of his skin left my back, letting cold air travel up my spine, making me shiver. The alarm cut off. “Sorry, Cole, I forgot to turn it off.”

      “Dude, you had one job,” the man whose hand was covering my mound grumbled. He had a single finger gently running through my folds when my mind clicked on. The alarm went off, but the dream didn’t go away.

      I sat up and tried to jump out of bed, tripping over the dark-haired man who had been fingering me, and I would have gone down if the blond man hadn’t caught me and kept me on my feet. “What the fuck.”

      “Sorry, Tay,” the sandy-haired man said sheepishly. He looked kind of familiar. He was tall and had that Captain America shoulder-to-waist ratio that made my mouth go dry. He was seriously big, and I knew I should be scared, but my lioness just huffed at me and curled back up, displeased that I wasn’t still basking on the bed with these two beautiful men. “We wanted to surprise you.”

      “Well, you fucking did.” I looked down at myself and realized I was completely naked. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Where the fuck am I? And who the fuck do you think you are?” I looked around the bright expanse of the bedroom, a wall of windows along one side, looking out over a set of hills that certainly wasn't the view from my apartment in St. Louis.

      “Taylor?” The dark-haired man on the bed slid to the edge and sat up, completely comfortable in his very aroused, naked glory. He was just as cut as the blond; his muscles moved like boulders under his tattoo-covered skin. But what really seized my attention was the very thick and erect appendage that was jutting out between his splayed thighs. I could safely say that I had never seen a bigger cock in real life. “What’s wrong, baby?” Must look away from the giant dick, this man had just been violating me. I closed my eyes and scrubbed my palms into the sockets. Nope, still there. God, it was so big.

      “What’s wrong?” I sounded hysterical even to myself as I backed away from the men with giant hard-ons pointed directly at me. Yep, blondie’s was just as big as tattoo guy’s. Nope, wrong, wrong, wrong. They were watching me like I had grown a second head as I backed up into a corner. “You kidnapped me, you were feeling me up, I’m naked, and you’re asking me what’s wrong!”

      “Umm.” The men looked at each other, twin looks of confusion on their faces. “Taylor, what are you talking about? You live here. Are you feeling alright, darling?”

      The blond behemoth pulled out a phone. “Call Dr. Kelly,” he said into the phone as he reached over the back of a chair near me, causing me to flinch back. “We need to get Taylor over to medical. Just come over here, please?”

      “Erin?” I wondered, how many Dr. Kellys could there be? Probably a lot actually. I snatched the flimsy-looking bathrobe he handed me. I pulled it around myself with shaking hands, the chill of the floor-to-ceiling windows at my back. “You still haven’t answered any of my questions.”

      “Baby, something is obviously really wrong,” the dark-haired man said as he pulled on a pair of flannel pants that clung to his thick thighs like a second skin. I finally got a good look at him. He was ripped to the point of insanity, his six-pack was more like and eight-pack, and he had that V in his hips that would make any girl’s mouth water. Black-and-gray tattoos covered his chest and his entire right arm down to his wrist. His golden eyes tracked my movements and locked me in their depths.

      “Oh, god. I know who you are; you’ve been all over the news.” My back hit the wall behind me hard. Feeling nothing but glass through the thin robe, I shivered. He was beautiful, well-built, and entirely captivating. Cole Anderson was the newest Enforcer for the Black Water Pack; war veteran and honorably discharged after he was injured by a roadside bomb during Operation Enduring Freedom, losing part of his left leg. The media had made him out to be unstable and vicious. There had been a big story on him when he joined Black Water, something about dealing with PTSD as a shifter. Peter Black made a huge deal about it when the story first broke—saying yet again how shifters weren’t that different from humans.

      I was reluctant to turn around and put my back to them, but I did after a moment. Through the tinted windows, I could see hills covered in
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