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Pretty little shifter,
wizard prince—their taboo love could burn the barriers between
worlds.

Pull of the Moon Book 2

Shifter Emma Singer has more problems than
she can shake her pretty wolf tail at. Her father has been
executed, and her mother and brother plan to sell her to a pack
alpha for his harem. Even the wicked little crush she has on her
boss is doomed—why would six-and-a-half feet of hot, handsome,
royal wizard want a boring, good-girl, iota shifter like her? Not
to mention her only power is going berserker—that's a real
relation-shipwreck!

Gabriel Light is a wizard prince who turned
his back on his exceptional powers after he was accused of causing
his parents' death. Now he pours his intellect into his tech
business, and hides his naughty, forbidden lust for his pretty
shifter clerk. But when his sister is imprisoned, and Emma is
kidnapped, it's time for this alpha geek-wizard to decloak with all
laser cannons blazing. Only one problem—with Emma at his side, how
can he stay focused, with his inner wolf howling to have her?

Emma's father left behind a journal. When
Gabriel and Emma accidentally release its hidden magic, they learn
that together, they hold a key to power beyond imagining—if they
can stay alive long enough to use it. But when Emma unleashes her
berserker wolf on their enemies, can Gabriel draw her back from the
brink before she destroys everyone in her path?

Warning: Contains a hot
wizard prince panting to bring out a good-girl shifter's naughty
side. Accidental voyeurism, deliberate orgasms, a jealous rival
wizard, and fun with prophecy.
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for taking this on short notice and still giving the story incisive
editing. Christa knows what makes a story sing, and I’m so grateful
for her wisdom and kindness.
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Naming traditions
(wolves):

Like humans, wolf shifters have three or four names,
but only one is picked by the parents. Emma’s first name was chosen
at birth. Her middle name is her father’s family name (Ezra
Singer). Her last name is her birth-alpha’s family name (Liam
Sharpclaw). A pack name (nickname) may be added later. So, Emma’s
full name is Emma Singer Sharpclaw (though she goes by Emma
Singer), and her brother is Elroy (Edge) Singer Sharpclaw.

 


Naming traditions
(witches):

Girls take their mother’s clan name, boys their
father’s. Gabriel Light and Sophia Blue are full brother and
sister.

 


Foreign words used in this
book:

Accompagner à la
tombe—accompany to the grave.

Bonsoir—good
evening.

Bonjour—good
morning.

Circonstances
extrêmes—extreme circumstances.

Clé de la Nuit—the Key to Night.

Éclater—burst.

Exploser—explode.

Immobile—motionless,
calm.

Ma petite—my
little.

Menottes—bracelets,
handcuffs.

Mon ami—my
friend.

Ouvrir—open, unlock,
start.

Rituel marier—a
ritual trading of mates to avoid inbreeding and promote cooperation
between packs.

Succuba
Imprimo—ritual to bind wolves. With an alpha and iota, makes
the iota an imprinted concubine, or slave.

Tranquille—calm.

 




This story takes place
immediately after the wedding in Heart
Mates and prior to the children being born.
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 Chapter
One

Swaying atop the three-story ladder, Emma
Singer swallowed hard and forced herself to climb higher.

Her fingers curled tighter around the rungs
as she neared the metal braces of the Choice Buy’s
exposed-structure ceiling. An Employee Appreciation Day banner
drooped from her clenched hand.

“Damn. This good-girl shtick is getting
old.”

Wolf shifters, even iotas, weren’t afraid of
heights, but her stomach slid toward her legs the higher she got,
maybe knowing something she didn’t.

She glanced down and immediately wished she
hadn’t.

From the hushed, rarefied heights, her fellow
Techie Titans looked like ants gathered around the home-theater
setup, where their boss was installing a game. The huge flat-panel
was reduced to postage-stamp size by her height.

Strangely, her six-foot-five boss looked just
as imposing as usual.

“Hurry up, Emma.” Brant the Blundering, the
gangly teen who’d pulled down the streamer in the first place,
called from the base of the ladder. He was built like a puppy who
hadn’t grown into his paws—and was as coordinated too.

Swallowing her vertigo, she stretched to
refasten the crepe paper to a joist.

“More to the right.” Brant waved an arm to
demonstrate, hand like an oven mitt on a broomstick.

He hit the ladder and knocked it
sideways.

Emma tottered, arms pinwheeling. The streamer
fluttered away, waving mockingly in crepe paper’s version of the
finger.

No good deed goes
unpunished flashed through her thoughts as she toppled off.
The ladder rocked a few times before righting itself with a
kerchunk.

It seemed an eternity for Emma to fall the
three stories. Below, Brant’s wide eyes followed her descent. She
had time to wonder if there was a twelve-stepper for acute
volunteeritis.

Well. This is gonna
hurt.

“Emma!” In the nick of time her boss, Dr.
Gabriel Light, swooped in, doing his usual hero thing.

He caught her.

She landed in his strong arms (no problem).
They were tight around her (no problem). His scent, masculine and
heady, filled her sudden sucked breath (still no problem, or not
much of one).

Automatically she clung to his broad
shoulders, hard muscles under her fingers, her inner wolf wagging
its tail (starting to be a problem). Her fingers threaded into his
silky hair (definitely trekking into problem territory). Her lips,
a whisper from his chiseled jaw, his delectable earlobe, opened,
her tongue aching to swipe a taste.

Red-alert problem.

“Emma, you’re safe. Trust me.” Behind his
plain glasses, his lids lifted to her. His irises were a startling,
star-shot blue-green, like the moon sparkling off a warm sea,
making her want to dive in and do the breaststroke.

For all that he dressed like a junior college
professor, the man was teeth-achingly beautiful.

She tried to swallow, but her tongue had
swollen to fill her mouth and nothing happened. She tried again,
managing to pant and gulp at the same time, swallowed wrong, and
started coughing uncontrollably.

Dr. Light set her on her feet—by sliding her
down his sleek, muscular, cotton-and-male-smelling chest, oh
yum—and rubbed her between her shoulders
to ease her.

His big, warm palm did ease her cough, but
the breadth of his hand filled the entire area between her shoulder
blades and made the rest of her clench with aching desire. Gabriel
Light wasn’t simply lead Techie Titan—he was their nerd king, and
he was built like royalty.

The little iota wolf in Emma yipped
happily.

But she, her human self, wasn’t so pleased.
Despite her interest in him, he’d never shown anything more than
kindly concern. The last thing she wanted was to be a poor lovesick
fool.

But he smelled so good.

“Are you all right?” Dr. Light, one arm
clasped around her, slid a long, large finger under her chin.
Tilting her head up, he gazed deep into her eyes. His own were
sympathetic.

She stopped breathing at the oceans of
tenderness in that gaze—fraternal tenderness, but so damned
gorgeous.

Plus side, no breath meant her hacking cough
stopped, long enough for her to wheeze with what air remained in
her lungs, “I’m fine.”

One corner of his mouth tipped up in a gentle
semi-smile. “You always say that. ‘I’m fine.’ Whether you are or
not. You’re not a trainee anymore, Emma. It’s okay not to be fine.
You won’t get fired. It’s okay to admit you need help.”

An iota wolf, admit to being vulnerable? Hell
no, it wasn’t okay. Her breath surged back in a rush. She was
bottom of the pack, and worse, built like a kitten, tiny and cute
to the point that she had to buy her clothes in the kids’ section
at WallyWorld and one of her nicknames was Piglet. She could never
ever be caught out as needy and
vulnerable, surrounded by apex predators all day.

She wasn’t sure whether she meant her shifter
pack or the six-foot-five walking sex bomb who was her boss.

Human boss, she
reminded herself. Who didn’t seem to have a clue she was interested in him.

“I’m fine,” she
repeated through clenched teeth.

“Are you?” His gaze shifted to her mouth, and
she stopped breathing again. “That’s bad for your teeth, you know.
Relax.”

He eased the chiding words with a slide of
his finger along her jaw, the rough whorls of the pad caressing her
flesh. His touch raised tremors in her that shimmered down her
throat, waking nipples and belly and wolf.

Oh, to grab him, hook a leg behind his, and
take him down to the floor—with her underneath.

She was strong and tricky and might have
tried it in private, except he moved like he’d studied martial arts
and knew what to do. A warrior’s grace hinted at an extremely
muscular body lurking beneath his sweater vests and slouchy pants.
She’d probably only embarrass herself.

Her wolf didn’t seem to care. It was panting
and lifting its tail, and her human wasn’t far behind.

So naturally, when her eyes were big pools of
do-me and she was spurting pheromones like a department store
perfumery, her alpha wolf Bruiser prowled into the store.

* * *

Bzz-bzzt. A buzz
like an angry hornet stung wizard prince Gabriel Light’s ears the
moment the predator slunk into the store.

Cap’n Crunch me.
Gabriel had magically alarmed the door for just such an event, but
why now, when he’d finally gotten a semi-innocent excuse to wrap
his arms around this warm bundle of soft, sweet-smelling
heaven?

Emma. It felt like he’d been dying to hold
her forever. Now, with her in his arms, was the first time in
months he could breathe.

But that buzzing alarm told him the
approaching beast was male, a wolf shifter, and, from that level of
sting, Emma’s alpha. The beast was not going to appreciate seeing
her in another man’s arms.

She started trembling, no doubt in response
to the alpha’s rampant fight-club stench, a musk even Gabriel could
smell. He tried to ease her tension with a joke.

“Hey, Emma. How many tickles does it take to
make an octopus laugh?”

She skewered him with a disbelieving stare,
icing his flesh. He’d blundered, she didn’t understand he was
trying to comfort her, nobody gets my skewed
sense of humor… Then she gulped and said, “Eight? Like, um,
eight legs?”

Immediately his world brightened. “Nope. Ten
tickles. Get it? Tentacles?”

She managed a tiny laugh, tinkling bells to
his ears, and her body relaxed slightly under his arms. “That was
such a dad joke.”

He loved that she, of all the people he knew,
actually laughed at his jokes. He smiled into her eyes like a
besotted fool.

Of course, that was when the he-wolf prowled
into view.

Gabriel wondered how far he could get with
the wolf by protesting his intentions were honorable. Probably not
far. The creature was only barely in human form.

The wolfman was medium height but had a face
like a dented shovel and a body like a trash compactor, his
muscles-on-muscles popping in a stringy T-shirt that barely
qualified past no-shirt-no-shoes-no-service.

Worse, with the hair sprouting everywhere,
nose elongating like a snout, and lengthening canines, this alpha
was dangerously pissed.

Hard to reason with a pissed-off wolf. They
tended to bite first then ask questions…never.

Yet instead of releasing Emma, Gabriel’s hand
dropped from her clenched jaw to open protectively on her back.

“The fuck?” the wolfman snarled.

Something inside Gabriel snarled right
back.

He throttled it. Whether his own masculine
instincts or maybe he’d developed a wolf to complement Emma’s,
down boy. Diplomacy first. “This isn’t
what it seems—”

“I know.” The he-wolf tapped his snout. “Good
thing too, or you’d already have my fist in your face. Let her go.
Now.”

Briefly Gabriel clenched his eyes. The wolf
didn’t smell it, but Gabriel really reeked of desire. He’d magicked
up a way to hide the odor because of the Witches’ Council.

Witches tangling bed sheets with wolves was a
huge taboo—punishable by anything up to and including the
headsman’s axe. He’d have risked the ultra-close shave, but the
Council Enforcers usually hit the female with the worst of the
punishment.

He couldn’t stand the idea of one hair on
Emma’s head being harmed.

Trying to deescalate the situation, Gabriel
loosened his arms around her. But he couldn’t quite let her go.
“Sorry, sir.” He forced a smile and managed a creditable
professionalese. “Store’s closed. Private party.”

“In the middle of the fuckin’ day?”

“Yes, sir. A special recognition
celebration.” He had a small one every month, but this month they’d
had record sales, so he closed the store early, locked the doors,
and put on a real shindig. He wondered momentarily how the he-wolf
had gotten in. Maybe with the caterers. “You’ll have to leave.”

“Not without her.”

“Sir, what part of private eludes you?”

The wolf held up one ham hand and slowly
curled his fingers. “What part of my fist eludes you? If I’m leaving, so is my cousin.”

Probably not by DNA. “Cousin” was a common
cover story for pack members living together, caring for each
other, getting naked together… Gabriel’s
arms tightened around the pretty little shifter. The he-wolf
growled in response. Gabriel would have to let go of her.

Soon.

At least the creature didn’t know Gabriel was
a witch. No one would, unless he was working active magic. If the
wolfman had known, he would’ve attacked
immediately. The Witches’ Council’s taboo meant most wolves had no
use for witches, and some actively hated them.

Let her go.

Problem was, if he stepped away now the alpha
would see Gabriel’s intentions were no longer perfectly
honorable.

Slouchy pants only covered so many inches of
rock-hard hey-how-ya-doin’?

The wolf stalked nearer.

Let her go.

Not yet.

Hell and cornflakes, Gabriel had been
constantly aroused, ever since Emma started working at his store
two months ago. Her pretty face, pert body, and sparkling
personality called to everything in him.

What nailed it was that she actually got his
weird sense of humor.

The he-wolf prowled the edge of Gabriel’s
kill zone. Getting steamed.

Gabriel really needed to let Emma go.

But none of it seemed to matter squat, not
Witches’ Council headsman nor the hairy promise of death, not when
his dreams had become reality at last, and he had her soft, curvy
body in his arms.

“Dr. Light, it’s okay.” Emma’s sweet voice
snared his attention. “I know this, um, man.”

She gazed up into his face so adoringly he
fell into her big brown eyes, momentarily blotting the alpha
shifter from his awareness.

Which was when the wolfman grabbed Emma’s
delicate arm in one hairy ham hand and yanked her out of Gabriel’s
embrace.

Yanked her so hard she stumbled.

Fury seized Gabriel. He grabbed the wolf’s
slab of a shoulder and shoved him back, popping Emma loose.
Stalking after, Gabriel tore off his glasses to glare down at the
he-wolf. Bad idea to challenge an alpha, but this beast dared touch Emma.

The wolfman’s ears lengthened and definite
fangs flashed. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Gabriel ripped out, “Nobody manhandles a woman, or any being, in my…in our store.” His jaw clenched
against his slip of the tongue. At pains to blend in, he didn’t
advertise the fact that he owned this Choice Buy. Hell, head Techie
Titan was bad enough. He’d taken great care to stay under both
mundane and magical radars, to the point of wearing glasses he
didn’t need. Huffing a calming breath, he put said glasses back in
place.

“That is my cousin, and I’m head of the
family.” The he-wolf’s eyes narrowed, spitting fire. “You
interferin’ in family business?”

While the wolfman spoke, his hairy hand
dipped behind his back—where a concealed gun or knife would be.

Damn it. Gabriel played the wimpy nerd to
humans and potion geek to witches to avoid exactly this.

Mentally, he called up a shield spell.
Violence was about to erupt.

“Enough!” Emma wedged her tiny self between
them, shoulders back, chin up, and chest puffed like an irate cat’s
fur. “Bruiser—I mean Bruce. Leave Dr. Light alone.”

Gabriel found himself a little surprised and
a lot impressed. She was standing up to a wolf twice her size and
her alpha to boot.

This was a totally new side to her. In the
couple months she’d worked here, she’d only ever been diffident.
Eager to please.

Always saying “I’m fine”. He found himself
even more intrigued with the pretty little wolf. And more anxious
to defend her. He started to cut in.

She slashed him a glance, a clear “back off”
in her eyes.

He hesitated. If this was a wolf thing, his
interfering could harm her pack standing.

Fine, he’d back off—for now. He stepped to
the side, a hand cocked near his waist. Not for a gun, but ready to
plunge under the sweater vest for the row of charged magical
talismans that studded his belt.

“I don’t like your attitude, missy. We’re
going.” Bruiser grabbed Emma and hauled her toward the door.

She dug in her heels. “No.”

The wolfman slapped her face, so hard it left
a red mark on her creamy cheek.

Gabriel forgot all his talismans, took one
step, and planted a fist in the wolfman’s snout. Bam.

Bruiser rocked back on his heels. His hand
sprang open, releasing Emma.

Shocked gasps from the employees gave way to
a quiet cheer or two.

Mentally, Gabriel facepalmed. He was a
crunchy-even-in-milk idiot. Yeah, that
punch felt satisfying, but it as good as announced that he’d had a
raging hard-on for sweet, soft Emma for two months. A freeze potion
or calm amulet would’ve worked more subtly.

Bruiser straightened, rubbing his snout. “Why
you…you fucker…”

Gabriel shifted his weight to the balls of
his feet. This could get ugly.

“You heard Dr. Light.” Another male dressed
in Choice Buy blue, equally tall with Gabriel, glided up to stand
beside him. “Private party.”

Male, not man, his black hair and low,
growling bass hinting at his panther heritage. This was Gabriel’s
familiar, Pan, in his human form. If Gabriel had become a powerful
battle mage, it was mainly due to Pan’s wisdom and teaching.

Which meant the panther was going to kick his
butt later for being so obvious. But in private.

Casually, almost negligently, Pan slid a foot
forward into a fighting stance. He pointed toward the exit.
“Leave.”

One by one, the store employees cinched up
behind Pan and Gabriel. Gabriel didn’t need to see their
expressions to know they were glaring buckets at the wolfman,
because the bully paled and fell back a step.

Blustering, “This isn’t over,” the he-wolf
spun and marched out.

Pan rolled his golden eyes.

Gabriel jerked his chin at the wolfman, and
Pan, reading him flawlessly, followed.

“Thank you, Dr. Light.” Emma appeared in
front of Gabriel, her eyes shining up at him. “I could’ve probably
handled him, but your solution was much more elegant.”

“It was nothing.” His cheeks heated. Elegant?
He’d been fury-driven stupid and clumsy.

But at her words, something male inside him
puffed its chest and yodeled.

She took a step closer, placing fingertips on
his sweater vest. “You’re being modest.”

The chest-beater started fantasizing,
picturing her throwing herself into his arms—and bed—in thanks. His
cock rose in anticipation.

Before the fool penis and chest-beater could
take over, his phone rang.

Two scoops of damn it.

He’d shunted the store phones to the
answering service. Only a few people had his direct line. His
thoughts arrowed to his pregnant sister, Sophia. “I need to take
this. Excuse me?”

Emma stepped back with a nod and a sigh. His
cock sighed and stepped back too.

He tapped the headset he always wore in the
store. Most witches had trouble using advanced technology—their
connection with the basic quantum uncertainty that was magic
interfered with anything electrical—but he’d developed spells to
prevent such interference.

After his parents died in a magically
triggered plane crash, he’d made it his life’s work.

In case it wasn’t his sister, he spieled off,
“Choice Buy, Techie Titan Gabriel Light speaking. How may I help
you?”

“Gabriel, it’s Sophia.” His sister’s voice
was low and stressed, almost breathless.

His own breath hitched. “What’s wrong? Is it
the babies?”

Sophia had married alpha wolf shifter Noah
Blackwood in semi-secrecy last month, the forbidden witch/shifter
coupling in defiance of the Witches’ Council taboo.

At first Gabriel was happy for his sister.
Noah was a fine male and loved Sophia to pieces. Then Gabriel’s
familiar Pan had done a bit of research into the Council laws.
Gabriel had already known intermagical cavorting was a felony. Life
in prison for a witch caught doing the horizontal tango with a
shifter.

But a witch princess having children with an
alpha wolf? Death sentence.

Sophia said, “The babies are fine.”

He breathed in relief.

“But I’m not. Gabriel, a Council Enforcer is
about to jail me, and you’re my one phone call. I’m accused of
Coeuntia cum Lupo.”

Mating with a wolf. Gabriel’s worst fears had
been realized.


 Chapter
Two

Dr. Light’s face paled. At the sight, Emma’s
own blood drained, leaving her cold. A big teddy bear of a man,
with the laid-back disposition to match, Gabriel Light didn’t rile
easily.

Something was very wrong.

“I was afraid of that.” He gave Emma one
anguished, distracted look, then with a muttered, “Excuse me,” spun
and strode toward the back of the store where his office was.

Her heart tugged at her to run after him, to
comfort him, to find out what was troubling him and help him make
it right.

But she stayed where she was. Bruiser had
gotten into the store, and though Dr. Light had sent his assistant
manager Pan after him, the angry alpha was her responsibility.

Before she could help Dr. Light, she had to
make certain the he-wolf was locked out.

Trotting to the front public entrance, she
was relieved to see no Bruiser. As she double-checked that the
glass doors were locked, she caught the greasy imprint of palms and
face. He’d apparently tried to smash his way back in.

He’d have had a surprise. The glass was laced
with a polymer Dr. Light had invented which made the stuff tougher
than steel. All Bruiser would’ve gotten for his trouble was a sore
shoulder. Dr. Light’s brain was more than a match for even an alpha
shifter’s brawn.

But the belligerent he-wolf’s pride had been
wounded, and he’d never let that go. He’d try the back.

My responsibility.
Squaring her shoulders, she made her way through the store.

Sure enough, as she neared the employee
entrance, she heard the buzz of a heavy hand on the intercom.

Keying up the outside camera revealed a very
pissed werewolf. With a sigh, she hit the talk button on the
intercom.

“What?” She put as much assertiveness into
the word as possible without being hostile, then released Talk.

“Piglet. Let me in.”

Not by the hair of my
chinny-chin-chin. That was an invitation to disaster. The
nickname alone signaled danger.

All the bigger wolves in her pack thought she
was fair game—for picking on, for bossing around. Piglet was one of
the tamer names, better than Mouseturd, which her brother used to
call her. But lately, the taunting had turned threatening, and
worse, sexual. Since all the wolves over the age of ten were bigger
than her, that was a lot of macho lupine lust to combat.

Especially Bruiser.

“I can’t let you in without risking my
paycheck,” she improvised. “Since my money goes to you, I’d think
you’d agree.”

“I won’t risk your paycheck. I just wanna
scare a little sense into that guy.”

“What guy?”

“The nerd. I don’t like how he was holding
you.”

She bristled. Bruiser couldn’t abide humans
and got jealous at the least little thing. Even though she’d never
slept with him, much less made any commitments, he seemed to think
she was his personal chew toy. “I’m unmated. He’s single. We
weren’t breaking any laws.”

Not that she stood a chance with someone as
kind and smart and handsome as Dr. Light. Oh, sure, he’d stood up
to Bruiser for her—so gallant, so heroic—but he’d have done that
for anyone in trouble. Though she could pretend, right? Her
swelling rosy parts certainly were.

“Yeah well, next time I see you with the big
nerd,” her alpha growled, “I’m killing him.”

She rolled her eyes. “You can try.” She
hadn’t pressed Talk.

In fact, what would be the harm, letting the
male in? Gabriel Light was head and shoulders above the alpha and
could take care of himself in a fair fight.

Problem was, Bruiser wouldn’t fight fair.

She chilled. Trying to worm in through the
back door shouted his intentions weren’t honorable.

No, the best thing was to pretend being in
Dr. Light’s arms had never happened. The he-wolf had a short
memory. This should pass, as long as he never saw anything smacking
of her being involved with Dr. Light again.

Her wolf howled a Noooo. Being in Gabriel Light’s embrace, even
accidentally, had been the first nice thing to happen to her in
years. Warm, good-smelling, and safe, she’d wanted to burrow in and
stay for the rest of her life.

But that wasn’t safe for Dr. Light. She
tucked away the happy feeling to savor in private later and pressed
the intercom. “We’re getting out early today. I’ll be home soon,
and you can yell at me then. Okay?”

“You getting paid for the full day?”

Impatience seared her. Impatience with
Bruiser, with her situation, with having to finesse a surly wolf,
with not being able to finesse a handsome man. Emotions splashed
into her, fueling her fist hitting the intercom Talk button so hard
plastic crackled. “Yes, I’m being paid the full day. But if you
want the store to keep paying me, and
through me you, I need to stay long enough to be social.”

“Yeah, all right.” Bruiser’s growl was
grudging. “Get home pronto, you hear?”

“I’ll be out by four and catch the first bus
home. Half hour, tops.” She didn’t wait for his answer, turning
away from the window.

Setting her phone’s alarm for four p.m., she
sighed. Half an hour’s reprieve from Bruiser. The safest thing for
her to do was get back to the party, be blandly social for
twenty-nine minutes, then gather her things and go.

Instead, an inexplicable urgency knifed her.
Dr. Light’s call hadn’t been an irate customer. He handled those
with grace and aplomb.

The way he’d paled…it was personal.

She poked around the back area, looking for
him, wishing her iota talent was something useful like location.
Each iota wolf had a special power, maybe to make up for being the
bottom of the pack. A find sense would be
handy about now. But her talent wasn’t anything good, and she had
to search the old-fashioned way, with foot power.

Employee break room, restrooms, shipping and
receiving, and the suite of managers’ offices were all empty,
including Dr. Light’s office. When the back proved deserted, she
tried the store.

Her gaze was instantly drawn to him. He paced
inside Base, what they called the Techie Titan public workbench
near the checkouts. He didn’t see her, glaring at the horseshoe of
neatly stacked equipment and paperwork as he thrust a hand through
his shining dark hair.

Yikes. That was bad. He never blew his stack
or was overly demonstrative—aside from punching Bruiser in the
snout, and wasn’t that amazing?—but his mood showed in subtle
ways.

The hair pulling was a sure sign he was at
the end of his rope.

She started to rush to his aid—and remembered
in the nick of time she was no longer sick with infectious
volunteerism.

Someone else would leap to the rescue,
surely? She looked around for a would-be hero.

The entire staff crowded around the big
plasma screen, wrapped up in a League of Legendary Worlds of War
tournament.

Nobody else is helping.
Gabriel needs me.

She forgot her promises, not to do her
good-girl routine, not to get involved with him because of Bruiser,
and hurried to his side.

“Dr. Light. What’s wrong?”

He blinked up at her from behind his glasses.
His hand fell from his head and a slow smile curled the edges of
his gorgeous lips.

That smile curled corresponding good-girl—and
bad-girl—things inside her.

“Emma. Do you read minds?”

Only yours. “You
seemed upset. Can I help?”

He flung a hand at the bench, an unbridled
gesture for him. “I need to go out of town for a few days, but
before I do, the work waiting must get squared away. It’ll take
hours. Days.”

She frowned at the neat but full workbenches.
“You don’t have to do it all yourself.”

“No, but I have to make sure the tasks are
entered into the system, assigned to the right person, and
processed in a timely manner…I don’t have time for this. I have to catch the ferry across Lake
Michigan at eight thirty this evening, or…well, bad things will
happen.”

Feeling his frustration and urgency, her
heart went out to him. “Give the work to one of your assistant
managers.”

“I would, but Carol is on vacation and Pan
has to come with me. And I still have to pack.” He dug fingers into
his dark locks again, his eyes drifting over the bench and going
slightly wild.

“I’ll do it.” The words burst from her. She
immediately regretted them.

Until his fingers stilled, his hand slowly
dropping. His gaze returned to her, steady. “What?”

“I’ll make sure the bench gets the proper
attention.”

His mouth curved in a bemused half-smile.
“You don’t know the procedures.”

“No, but I do know you don’t get this upset
easily. Whatever you have to go out of town for, it’s important.
Vital, even. Carol’s on vacation, but she won’t mind if I call her
to walk me through the basics.”

He started shaking his head midway through
her words, and she braced herself for a “Sorry, but…”.

Instead he said, “I can’t believe you caught
that. How did you know I’m really worried?”

“Look at you. Anybody would know.” She
shrugged, awkwardly because she was feeling exposed. He’d noticed
that she’d noticed? Did he know why? Being
interested in a male who wasn’t interested in return was
unfortunate; being interested in a man who considered you only a
coworker was downright painful. She waved a hand at the staff,
mobbed around the huge flat-panel, roaring as someone hit a big
stash. “They’d all be here to help you, if you hadn’t installed the
game.”

“My mistake.” He gave her a wry smile. “Ah,
Emma. What can’t you and I do…” His smile slowly faded as he stared
at her. “…together?”

The world around her narrowed to those
star-shot eyes. The moment sang between them. What can’t we do, together?

Like a hot air balloon, she seemed to lift
toward the promise of his warm gaze. Shifter mating was all about
animal sex, but she’d dreamed of more, of a male who joined with
her in a way that went beyond sex to something deeper, something
sublime.

He cleared his throat. “It’s kind of you to
want to help. Frankly, I’m too rushed not to take you up on your
generous offer. Let me show you a few things before I go.”

She swallowed and stood straighter. “Yes,
sir.” Pride warred with a deeper need. Colleague was a start,
wasn’t it? At least he thought of her as an equal. That was more
status than anyone in her pack or family granted her.

“Let’s start with the repairs.” He sketched
bench procedure while she took copious notes. She even went so far
as to video him on her phone. For procedure, not to have a picture
of him to moon over before she went to sleep at night.

Really.

After he’d gone over everything from in-store
pickup to ordering coffee for the break room, she was finally the
one who said, “Dr. Light, I’ve got it. Don’t you have a ferry to
catch?”

He sighed and straightened. “You’re right.
It’s just that I’m beginning to see the magnitude of the headache
I’m leaving you with. But it looks like you’re up to the job. Let’s
take a spin through shipping, and I’ll feel safe leaving everything
in your hands.”

He feels safe with
me. That wasn’t exactly what he’d said, but her heart heard
different words. She followed him to the back like a pup, glad for
the game distracting everyone now. Even her walk was different,
hips swinging with a mental tail wag.

The loading dock was a bay of three big
roll-up doors. He gestured at a window beside them. “There’s a new
hire starting Monday. Make sure the shipping manager emphasizes the
visual check, that the truck in the bay is the one expected. Not
just via camera, because outside feeds can be interrupted. But
manually, through the window.”

“Right.”

“Okay, I think that’s it. I hope that’s it.”
He speared fingers through his hair, his gaze faraway, probably
mentally reviewing every single procedure in the store.

“Dr. Light, I’ve got it. You can leave
knowing I’ll take care of everything.”

She dared to grasp his free wrist, intending
to urge him toward the front exit.

He wore a short-sleeved Techie Titan polo
shirt beneath his sweater vest. Her fingers barely circled his
warm, bare skin. His size plus the lightest sprinkling of hair
crashed into her, making her highly aware that this was an
exceedingly masculine wrist.

A frisson of holy
crap shook her.

He blinked. His hand dropped from his scalp,
and he smiled uncertainly at her.

Even that bare curve of mouth practically
demanded a nibble, calling to a place deep inside her, a lush
primitive paradise so beautiful and uplifting it made her whole
body rise in return, including her lips. She smiled back.

His gaze darkened and dropped slightly, to
her mouth.

Her heart pounded faster, and her lips
swelled under his regard. Her blood began to whoosh in her
ears.

Is he going to kiss
me?

He leaned closer, still staring at her mouth.
His intense gaze, shining through his glasses like a summer sun,
was starting to raise goose bumps along her skin, as if his hot
hands were running over her flesh. She remembered the warm rasp of
his finger on her jaw and shivered in delight.

Nearer.

Breathing was getting difficult. His nostrils
flared as if he was breathing harder too.

A tink of nail
against glass made her jump.

She turned toward the sound. At the window,
Bruiser glared.

“Next time I see you with him, I’m killing him.”

Crap on a claw.


 Chapter
Three

Emma dropped Dr. Light’s wrist, fast, and
straightened away from him. Smiling a purely professional smile,
she briskly clapped her hands, a “chore done” gesture. “I’ve got
it. Have a good trip. A safe trip.” She whirled and practically ran
for the front of the store.

Before she’d gotten two steps, he caught up.
His big hand cupped her elbow, warming it.

“Sorry about that. Is Bruce someone special
to you?”

He’d noticed Bruiser at the window, and he’d
noticed her reaction.

Yikes. Normally Dr. Light’s being that smart
and observant was sexy. Now it was plain dangerous. “Special? Well,
he’s sort of head of our family. But he’s not…I’m not…we’re not
involved romantically.” Her cheeks heated. Why had she felt the
need to say that? Was she still hoping Dr. Light would be
interested in her that way?

Her wolf gave a little yip. Yes. Duh.

Sassy wolf.

“I see.”

She skewed another glance up at him. That “I
see” had sounded almost…satisfied.

Nonsense. She was imagining it. Surely if he
were interested, she’d have smelled it. Or, more mundanely, if he
were interested, he’d have asked for her phone number.

Then he said, “Before I go, let me give you
my direct cell phone number,” and her heart goosed into race—until
he added, “In case you have questions Carol can’t answer. Give me
your phone?”

She slid it out of her pocket, swiped away
the lock screen, and handed the phone to him. He thumbed in his
number and offered it back to her in such a way that, when she took
it, her fingers brushed his, sending a sweet thrill through her
belly.

Purely professional,
she reminded her belly. You’re imagining it.
He’s not interested.

But as he dropped off his Techie Titan badge
and left the store, his walk was almost jaunty, as if giving her
his personal number had been one of the important things on his
to-do list.

She shook her head. She was seeing what she
wanted to see, simply because the idea of him being interested in
her made her tummy tumble and her lips swell and her whole body
sing.

Her phone’s alarm chirped. Half an hour
already? If she didn’t want to unleash Bruiser’s temper, she’d
better leave herself.

But she delayed in Base, reviewing everything
Dr. Light had told her, really simply remembering his hands moving
over the machines and the shape of his lips as he talked, and
drawing in his lingering scent.

So it was closer to five than four when she
stepped through the front doors.

“Fuckin’ took you long enough.” Bruiser
stalked out from the side of the building, where he’d obviously
been lurking. He grabbed her wrist and hauled her toward his
jacked-up pickup, the riced-up vehicle more for showing off than
anything useful, made mostly of chrome and penis envy.

Dr. Light’s grip had been warm and sexy.
Bruiser’s hand on her arm was cutting off the blood flow.

She tripped along in his wake. “Why’d I join
your pack again? Seeing as you get most of my money and all I get
is grief?”

“You’re a mouthy little bitch.” In wolf
culture, the word wasn’t quite as damning, but he raised a
threatening hand along with it. “Don’t need your money. The pack is
rich.”

Emma had heard rumors that the treasury was
full of jewels, gold, and some very famous, very pricey paintings,
but she’d never seen any of it. Since none of it was liquid, he
did need her money.

So instead of cowering, she bristled. “We had
an agreement. I temporarily join this pack, and you send a portion
of my pay home to my mother. You are
sending cash to my mom, right?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Bruiser made one more
threatening swipe, then dropped his hand to chirp open the truck.
“Get in.”

She hoisted herself into the passenger seat
and stared out the window while the wolfman put the monster in
gear, only crunching three parked cars pulling out. Not really, but
he did scrape a bumper or two.

Why had she come to Michigan? Oh yeah.
Because they’d needed the money.

With her father dead, her older brother
jailed, Emma had to become the breadwinner. No jobs in her little
northern Wisconsin town, so she picked her birth pack in Michigan,
trying to find some comfort, some memory of home. But it wasn’t the
same here without her father.

“Why’d you come into town today, anyway?” she
asked. The trip from the wolf compound near Scottville to the
Muskegon Choice Buy was an hour via US 31. While the pack was close
enough to the big city to have a supply of jobs but far enough that
they could escape most of the problems of urban crowding, it wasn’t
a short drive. Two pack-subsidized buses ferried workers daily from
compound to jobs and back. She really wished she’d taken one
home.

“I needed some kit for my truck. But the
store was closed.” Bruiser’s tone was surly. “What kind of store
closes during the day? Nerd guy’s gonna lose customers that
way.”

She bridled at that but only said mildly, “He
doesn’t own the store.” He just made all the decisions like he
owned the store. She frowned.

By intimidating the rest of the traffic on US
31, Bruiser made good time. A little after six he pulled into the
compound, ostensibly a condo community but really shared pack
quarters. He jerked to a stop in front of his building.

Emma hopped out and started for her own small
efficiency on the other side of the complex.

“Oh no, you don’t.” He chased her, snared her
arm in a brutal grip, and dragged her toward his building’s
entrance.

She tried to pull free, but he only fastened
on with a second hand and hauled faster, his hands twisting like a
snake bite.

“What are you doing?” Her arm started to
tingle he was holding her so tightly.

“What I should’ve done long ago. Nerd boy’s
attention was the last straw. Time you understood your place in my
pack.”

A chill of premonition hit her. He’d had an
agenda after all, coming to the store today. Bravely, she said,
“What’s to understand about temporary?”

He didn’t answer, dragging her into the
condos’ shared lobby. A couple residents were getting their
mail.

“Let me go.” She raised her voice, hoping the
other wolves would help her. “I said, let me go.”

Bruiser slapped her face. “I said, mind your place. Now shut your pie hole.” He
dragged her toward the door bearing a big gold 1A.

Heart thudding, cheek smarting, she yelled at
the other wolves. “Help me!”

The male wolf leered. The female looked
sympathetic, and Emma’s hopes rose, but then the she-wolf turned
her back and shuffled through her mail.

“You can’t do this.” Bile rose in Emma’s
throat as Bruiser unlocked and opened his door.

“Of course I can. I’m alpha. My word is
law.”

“In this day and age? That’s antiquated.”

“You and your fancy words. I said, shut your
pie hole.” He dragged her inside and bolted the door.

While his attention was off her, she yanked
loose and ran. She fled through spacious living areas that would
fit a half dozen of her efficiency, head twisting to find
escape.

“Damn it!” Heavy footsteps pounded after her.
He was on her in seconds, cornering her outside an ominous heavy
metal door. Seizing her nape with one hand, he grunted open the
door with the other. “No more Mr. Nice Alpha.”

A dark room was revealed, curtains drawn, a
couple of shadowy cots visible. “Wh-what’s this?”

“A safe place.” He kicked her inside hard
enough to send her sprawling. As she scrambled to keep her feet, he
slammed the door shut—a metallic click telling her he’d locked
it.

“Safe for who?” she muttered. What kind of
bedroom locked from the outside? Her eyes adjusted and she saw the
manacles welded onto the bare cots.

Oh yeah, a bedroom designed to hold Bruiser’s
prisoners. Many modern alphas used the mundane legal system to
uphold law and dispense justice, but tradition was still a potent
force in wolf shifter society. As alpha, Bruiser’s word was law,
although even most traditional alphas were careful not to be
tyrants; the best, in return for their pack’s absolute trust,
treated every individual with deep caring and a sense of
service.

Not Bruiser, though. Her spirits fell. He was
more the tyrant variety.

The window curtains billowed, breeze laden
with the stink of a commercial-size garbage bin. Her hopes leaped.
The window must be open. If it was big enough, she could climb out
and escape. Eagerly she parted the panels.

Metal bars striped the opening.

Emma didn’t scare easily, but the feeling of
cage turned her flesh to ice.

Call on my power,
her iota wolf crooned.

“Because shredded curtains and broken cots
would be so helpful,” she muttered to herself.

Think. She forced
herself to put aside fear and be logical. She wasn’t completely
helpless, not as long as she had her brain and some freedom of
movement. All she had to do was leverage her advantages.

Okay, she was small—maybe she could escape
through the air vents? She found one in the floor, about four by
twelve inches, but no matter how she wedged in, her head wouldn’t
go through.

A covered vent in the wall looked bigger. Her
adrenaline surged, and she pawed through her pockets for her
multitool switchblade, last month’s Choice Buy bonus—handed out by
Dr. Light, so she carried it everywhere until it finally lost his
scent. Extracting the tool with shaking fingers, she cranked off
the screws and peered inside.

The metal sleeve angled sharply down, but her
head fit the hole. Heart pounding, she slid her arm and one
shoulder in—and stuck. She pushed forward as hard as she could,
exhaled and tried again, but stayed stubbornly stuck. Bracing
against the wall, she barely managed to muscle herself out,
accumulating a faceful of scrapes which immediately healed.

Frustrated, she dug through her pockets.
Wallet, pocket lint…and her phone. Duh. I can
call for help.

But who? She mulled it over as she put away
the multitool. She hadn’t made any close friends in the couple
months she’d been with Bruiser’s pack, certainly none she could
count on to brave his wrath.

Someone from her mother’s pack? The beta,
Mason, was a relative. He might come for her, but there was a Great
Lake in the way. He’d have to drive around the lobe of Lake
Michigan through Chicago traffic, and that might take as long as a
day. Even if Mason took the ferry, he wouldn’t arrive for six or
seven hours.

Did she have that much time?

“Bruiser,” she shouted through the door. “Why
are you doing this?”

Clomping shook the floor. The alpha had been
elsewhere in the apartment, but shifter ears insured he’d heard
her. He yelled, “Because I didn’t like how that nerd was looking at
you. You’re mine, and I’m going to make
sure of it. You’re going to be my mate. When the moon rises tonight
I’m performing the Succuba Imprimo.” His
laugh faded as he walked away.

Her breath froze. Succuba
Imprimo qualified as mating—barely. The ritual bound two
wolves together. But since he was an alpha and she an iota, it
would really seal her in his harem and make her his slave.

Enslaved. Forever. To this grunting,
sweating, pig of an alpha. Serving his every whim, and from the
rumors, his tastes ranged from unpleasant to gross to
mutilating.

Not a cherished female, but chattel. An owned
thing to be used and thrown away.

She trembled. Yeah, she didn’t scare easily,
but that goosed her adrenaline to top gear. She had to get away.

Spinning around the room, she assessed. Door
locked, windows barred, vents inaccessible. The room was used to
hold big males captive—how could she break out?

Unless she could circumvent Bruiser’s harem
ritual by finding her actual mate in the few hours until
moonrise…yeah, she was screwed.

Okay, then, so she had to call for help. Who was nearby that she could
trust?

Dr. Light’s smiling, blindingly handsome face
came to her.

The tightness in her chest eased. Gabriel
Light was strong and capable, and she had no doubt he’d help her if
she called…and she had his direct number.
Hope sang in her breast.

Until the memory of Bruiser’s growl knifed
her. “Next time I see you with him, I’m killing
him.”

The wolfman hated Dr. Light. If she called
him, she’d put him in danger. Sure, he was strong and capable, but
pitting a human, even a strong and capable human, against a wolf
shifter—especially an alpha who wouldn’t fight fair—was as good as
killing the human herself.

She’d never do that to Gabriel Light.

But then she had no one. Spirits plummeting,
she forced herself to prowl the room, looking for a weakness. For
nearly two hours she pulled at bars, tapped floors, walls, ceiling,
looking for any weak spot—but there was nothing. No trap panels in
the concrete floor, and the walls clonked like cinder block.

Her eyes stung as she fought back tears. She
wished she’d never come here. She wished she’d stayed with her
mother.

She wanted to go home.

Home. Her heart
clenched with soul-deep longing.

Her phone rang, startling her. She fumbled it
out.

“H-hello?”

“Emma.” Dr. Light’s voice was tight with
concern. “What’s wrong?”

* * *

Gabriel took his responsibilities as owner of
the Choice Buy seriously. Each employee, when hired, was offered a
comprehensive benefits package including a free emergency bracelet
engraved with allergies and medical conditions, plus a toll-free
number to call if they were in any kind of trouble. Many wore the
bracelet twenty-four-seven.

The bracelet had an added benefit—a touch of
magic. If the employee felt him- or herself in immediate danger,
Gabriel’s phone would chirp an alert. Thanks to basic human nature,
he got an alarm from one employee or another a couple times a
month.

So he wasn’t surprised when, while waiting in
line with a hundred other cars to board the ferry, his phone
signaled.

Not simply a chirp, but a whooping red
alert.

Gabriel’s battle-mage training ensured he
didn’t fluster easily. Instead he went the opposite, cool and
focused. He drew the phone smoothly from his pocket, knowing he’d
linked the alert spell to an app that dialed the employee directly.
All he had to do was press Talk.

Cool burst into hot shock when he saw the
caller ID of the employee in trouble.

Emma.

He punched the green call button, his finger
trembling slightly. When she answered, he barked, “What’s
wrong?”

“N-nothing?”

“Don’t lie to me, Emma. Don’t ever lie to
me.” He clamped down on his impatience to save her now, throttling back his gut-clenching fear to keep
his tone calm and reassuring, for her. “Tell me what’s wrong. I can
help.”

“I’m sorry, but…” Her high, tight voice said
how scared she was. “I c-can’t get you involved.”

“It’s Bruiser, isn’t it? I mean Bruce.”

Sucked-in air. “How did you…?”

“Routine follow-up with your employment
application.” He cursed himself, damned the rampant emotions
roiling in him that had let the alpha’s real name slip out, a
slight sign to a smart woman that he knew about the magical
community, very slight, but Emma was very smart.

“Bruiser…it’s a nickname.”

“I know. What did he do?”

She hiccupped a laugh that didn’t sound
amused at all, but rather on the edge of hysterical. “He locked me
in his room.”

“He what?” Wolves
were high-handed, and alphas dictatorial, but few crossed the line
into downright felony. “Why?”

“H-he thinks he’s going to m-marry me.”

Wolves didn’t lock up their wives, their
mates. They’d never violate a wolf’s sacred pair bonding that way.
Bruiser must be submitting her to a cheaper, degrading version of
mating the worst of the alphas sometimes indulged in—concubine
stable.

Pretty, feisty, smart little Emma, locked
away and reduced to a sex slave? She’d quickly wither and die.

He knew enough about wolf culture and ritual
that this wouldn’t be something she could deprogram. If Bruiser
completed the ritual, Emma’s life would be over.

Gabriel snarled. She needed his help, and she
needed it now. He started his engine.

The ferry gate opened. The first car crept
onto the auto deck. A glance at his phone showed it to be eight
o’clock.

“Scrambled eggs and damn.” Mentally, he was
already doing the math. The wolf pack quartered in a condo complex
near Scottville, maybe fifteen minutes from here via US 10, another
fifteen minutes back. Considering he’d have to break into the
alpha’s strongroom, could he make it there, free Emma, and drive
back in time to catch the ferry?

With sail time set for half an hour from now,
it seemed unlikely.

He dug his free hand into his hair. Rescuing
Emma might make him miss the ferry. Missing the ferry might make
him late helping Sophia.

Might make him too late to save his sister’s
life.

“D-Dr. Light? Are you there?”

Emma
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