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  Chapter One


Cassie
“Hey, Ms. Cassie! I’ve been lookin’ for you!” 
I heard the words being spoken but took another three steps across the foyer before I realized they were directed at me. No one in my life had ever called me Ms. anything. Even hearing Cassie instead of Cassandra was something I wasn’t used to yet.
“Ms. Cassie?”
With a shake of my head, I turned to find one of the staff, Tessa, hurrying toward me. “Hey,” I said with a small, awkward wave. “Sorry.” I didn’t really have an excuse that would make sense to her, so I decided not to try.
“Oh, don’t worry about it, hun. I get lost in my head sometimes, too.” Her smile was so sweet and welcoming, it instantly put me at ease. “I know you were askin’ for some books, and I found this in the old alpha’s library.”
She held out a thick text, and I took it from her with greedy hands. “Oh, my gosh, algebra?” I squealed. “I’ve always wanted to learn about algebra!”
Tessa cocked a brow at me. “You know that’s math, right?”
I nodded with a giggle. “Yes! All I’ve ever learned is basic addition and subtraction.” I held the textbook up, so I could look at the corny picture on the front. “But this is algebra. This is the kind of stuff they teach you in school.”
“Didn’t you go to school?” she asked slowly.
My heart dropped as I realized I’d admitted something I hadn’t meant to. Keeping secrets had been a skill I’d learned early and wasn’t a habit I could just stop. Even though there was no real reason why Tessa couldn’t know I’d never been to school, it still felt like I should guard that information.
But then I reminded myself for the hundredth time that I wasn’t in Atlanta anymore. Things were different here. I didn’t have to hide all the real parts of me.
I licked my dry lips and shook my head. “No. The tutor in Atlanta was allowed to teach me some basics, but that was it.”
The words tasted bad on my tongue. Like admitting them was a weakness. My shoulders hunched, and my head dipped as I waited for the ridicule to come.
But Tessa just reached out and squeezed my arm. “Okay, honey, if algebra is what tickles your fancy then go on.”
I blew out a deep breath and nodded as I was reminded again how different my new home was.
Home.
It was a word I hadn’t been able to use for a long time. My old alpha, Mrs. Simmons, never failed to remind me I had no home. That I lost mine when I was almost five, and I was only ever going to be a guest in her house.
Which highlighted the differences between these two places even more.
“I’ve gotta get back to the kitchen, but I’ll keep on lookin’ for more books for you. Especially algebra ones.”
I turned with a big smile to thank her again, but before I could, a loud car engine roared up outside, and the tires squealed to a stop. Seconds later, the front door was thrown open and a bloody, naked man walked in.
“Where the fuck is the doctor?” he yelled as he scanned the foyer.
It wasn’t long before his angry gaze met mine and when it did, everything inside me froze. It was like he could see right through all my layers. Right through all the walls I put up between me and the world.
I stood there transfixed by his deep green eyes as I let everything else fade away. The doubts, the guilt, the worry, the stress. All of it leaked out of my pores as this naked man continued to stare.
He blinked and shook his head as the world seemed to reappear. Now I could hear the sounds of running and yelling as more people spilled into the estate.
None of it mattered though as my focus stayed locked on the stranger. When his lips curled into a grin, my heart started beating again, faster than before.
“Hey there, gorgeous. Do I know you from somewhere?”
Every inch of my skin began to burn, and I knew I had to be bright red with a blush. I’d never had anyone call me gorgeous before and hearing that word fall so easily from his lips was like a shot of adrenaline straight to my heart.
This guy, even covered in blood and dirt, was easily the sexiest man I’d ever seen. He was big, and broad, and dark, and handsome. Like a storybook character come to life.
His eyes seemed to almost glow as his smile got bigger. He opened his mouth to say something else, but before he could, Tessa spoke up from next to us.
“Dr. Roy is up in their room already.”
He finally tore his gaze off me to wink at Tessa. “Thanks, sweetheart.”
My heart pounded in my throat even hearing him flirt with someone else. 
What the hell was wrong with me? I’d never responded like that to anyone ever before. What was so different about this man?
He turned away, and my lungs finally started working again. But just as soon as I’d caught my breath, I saw her bloody body, and it whooshed back out of me. “Bella?” I whispered.
Shane was striding across the room with a very pale Atlanta princess in his arms. I hurried over to them and picked up her hand. “What happened?”
It looked like Bella wanted to answer, but she winced and hissed in pain instead.
“It was her mother,” Shane answered for her as he slowed. “She did all this.”
My heart sank to the pit of my stomach as I found the gouges in her chest. “Oh no,” I whispered, my hands itching to help.
“I need to get her up to see the doctor,” Shane said as he started walking faster again.
I nodded and worked to keep pace with his long legs. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t been invited. I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else until I knew she was okay.
As I followed them, my chest ached, and I wished I’d never let them hear that voicemail.
Bella’s mom, my old alpha, had only ever called my cell phone one time, and that was after we got to Charlotte yesterday. She’d left a message full of hate and anger, and before I could think it through, I’d run to the alpha’s office to share.
Now I regretted that with everything inside me.
It was my fault Bella even knew about the voicemail.
It was my fault she’d agreed to meet her mother to reconcile.
It was my fault that all went south, and she got hurt instead.
My heart stopped beating entirely as I worried it could be worse. What if Bella’s injuries were so bad she didn’t make it? What if I was responsible for her death?
Everything started to spin, and I had to grip the banister harder as I struggled to keep up with Shane. The toe of my shoe caught on the next step, and I went tumbling forward until a strong pair of hands stopped my fall.
“You okay?” a deep voice asked from behind me as he set me on my feet. Without turning, I knew it was the naked man from before. His voice was already imprinted in my memory.
I didn’t realize he’d followed us, but now it was all I could think about. My body heated with another blush, my skin tingling with goosebumps. The prickling sensation was everywhere except where the man touched me.
When I realized he was probably waiting for me to speak, I cleared my throat and said, “Yes. Thank you.”
His hands seemed to linger as he slowly slid them off my body. I held still for one whole second after they were gone before I shook myself off and continued to climb the stairs. Shane was pretty far ahead, but I had no trouble following their scents to a door on the second floor.
The room was busy with chaotic energy as he placed Bella on the bed, and the man I assumed was the doctor took over. “What happened?” he said as he pulled on a pair of vinyl gloves.
It looked like Bella wanted to answer, but the doctor had started his examination already, and her jaw twitched with how hard she was clenching it.
“Her mother attacked her,” Shane answered.
He’d said it before, but it still sent a shiver down my spine. I stood as far out of the way as I could with my hands fisted tight at my sides.
Before anyone else could speak, the door opened, and the alphas came hurrying in. I stiffened when I saw them, but it was only out of habit. Bea and Will weren’t the kind of leaders you needed to hold your breath around. At least, that’s how it had seemed since I’d been here.
“What happened?” Bea echoed the doctor, and Shane repeated what he told us a moment ago. “The plan was just to try to talk it out. How did it come to this?” she said with a wave at Bella’s bloody body.
Shane’s teeth were grinding so hard I could hear them across the room. “She brought over a dozen wolves with her, and when Bella refused to leave with them, she attacked her.”
Bea shook her head, the look on her face terrifying. “Where is she now?”
“Dead.”
A soft gasp spilled from my lips as that one word blared in my head, growing as it repeated itself over and over. 
Dead. Dead. Dead.
Cheryl Simmons was dead.
The woman who’d appointed herself my savior when I was only four.
The woman who’d filled my childhood memories with hard labor and disdain.
The woman who’d rather beat me than praise me.
She was finally gone.
She could never come after me again. She could never hurt me again. She could never tell me how useless I was ever again.
For the first time in my life, I was free.
But as I stared at Bella trying to breathe through her pain, I hated that she’d had to pay the price. I hated that she’d been the one to face her alone when I was supposed to be there too.
Mrs. Simmons’ voicemail clearly stated she expected us to both meet her in South Carolina, but I’d refused. The moment I left Atlanta, I promised myself I’d never follow another one of her orders.
Unfortunately, Bella was suffering the consequences of me sticking to my word. 
“And the other wolves?” Will asked, breaking into my thoughts.
“We snapped the spines of anyone who didn’t surrender,” the naked man said, his voice sending a shiver down my spine. “I left Tim to collect our wounded.”
“Thanks, Huxley.”
Hearing his name sent another tingle along my arms and legs, and I was covered in goosebumps again. I took a quick look over my shoulder and found his green-eyed gaze already focused on me.
My breath froze in my lungs as he stared, and I struggled to remain standing. His gaze was magnetic, and my body swayed toward him before I could stop myself.
“I’m seeing the gouges in her chest, but was she injured anywhere else?” The doctor's voice was enough to snap me out of whatever that was. “Am I missing anything?” he asked as he probed the top of her head.
Bella hissed, and everyone froze.
The doctor walked around the table to get a better look and frowned. "It appears as though a piece of your scalp is missing."
Shane's whole body shook as Bella spoke up. “It’s really nothing,” she gasped, her voice still full of pain.
"What happened to your scalp?" Shane gritted out.
She shook her head, but still answered. "My dad pulled out some of my hair." She frowned at the ceiling for a moment before she added, "And then he covered it in my blood before he walked away."
The whole room fell silent, only our racing heartbeats disturbing the quiet.
"What the fuck?" Shane finally said.
"I don't know," Bella whispered before the doctor took control of the room again.
"That isn't important right now," Dr. Roy said before turning to the woman wearing scrubs next to him. “I need morphine and antibiotics in her as soon as possible.” When he looked at Bella again, there was a soft smile on his face. “Ma’am, I know we’ve just met, but I need you to trust me. It sounds like your lung was nicked, and we need to make sure that heals properly.”
My heart sank as my worst fears were confirmed. Bella’s injuries were more severe than they looked, and it was all my fault.
Maybe if I’d gone with them I could have helped convince Mrs. Simmons to let us go. Or maybe she’d have been satisfied with just me returning to Atlanta. Going back to that place was the last thing I wanted, but if it meant saving Bella, of course I would do it.
“The injuries aren’t life-threatening,” the doctor continued, and it felt like I could breathe again. “But I do need to tend to them. If you folks want to give us some space, I’ll make sure someone comes to update you soon.”
I was sure that meant me, so I started shuffling toward the door. I’d have rather stayed to make sure she was okay but knew I needed to trust the doctor’s word and stay out of the way.
Despite how hard I tried to ignore him, Huxley’s presence was larger than life and completely inescapable. I could feel him close behind me as I left Bella’s room and stepped into the hallway. The moment the door closed behind us, he started speaking.
“Are you sure we’ve never met before?” he asked, his voice closer than I expected. “I feel like I know you from somewhere.”
I spun around to face him but kept my eyes on the ground. “Yes, I’m sure. There’s no way we’ve ever met.”
Huxley took a step toward me, and now I could feel the heat of his large, naked body on my skin. Since my gaze was still on the floor, I came face to face with his… privates… and I was instantly on fire again. 
“Yeah,” he said as I squeezed my eyes closed. “You’re probably right. When I meet a girl as hot as you, I don’t have to wonder if we’re acquainted or not.” He cupped my chin and lifted my face so I had to meet his eyes. “I’d never forget someone like you.”
Huge, vicious butterflies erupted in my stomach as I stared into his earnest eyes. There was nothing in there to indicate he was being anything other than truthful, but I still didn’t believe it.
I’d never been called hot in my life. Where I’m from, I was known as quiet, and mousey, and forgettable. It was hard to believe anyone would see anything other than that.
The door behind us opened again, and Bea stepped into the hallway with her mate. Huxley slowly removed his hand from my face as they turned to us with grim looks. 
“I’m not sure how this is going to play out now that one of their alphas is dead. Do you think Jason Simmons will retaliate?”
I stood there quietly for a moment before I realized she was talking to me. It was still strange that people cared about my opinions here. “Oh. Uh. Yeah. No. I don’t know actually,” I stuttered as I tried to keep my thoughts in order. 
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly before I tried again. “Mr. Simmons always doted on his mate in public, but in private, they were basically strangers. I’m not sure he cares enough to avenge her death.”
Bea and Will both nodded slowly, but their eyes were still troubled. “How confident are you in that?” he asked.
I swallowed hard and licked my dry lips before I shook my head. “Not confident at all.”






  
  Chapter Two


Huxley
“Here,” Bea said as she tossed a pair of basketball shorts at my head. “Put those on.” 
I shrugged and did as she asked but couldn’t help making a smartass comment while I did. “Am I making you uncomfortable, Alpha?”
Bea narrowed her ice blue eyes at me, and I should have felt fear, but I’d known her too long. “As a matter of fact, I was feeling pretty nauseous for a minute there. Good thing you covered up.”
I smiled wide and gave her a wink. “Sure that’s not round two brewin’ in there?” I asked with a wave at her stomach.
Bea’s eyes widened with rage, but I laughed. “You shut your goddamn mouth,” she seethed, which only made it funnier.
“All right you two, break it up,” Will said with a roll of his eyes.
I heard a small giggle come from the woman beside me, and my heart started to race again. Her name was still a mystery, but I could tell you the exact shade of her blue eyes. I could tell you all the different colors of yellow in her hair. I could tell you how many freckles were on her nose. There were thirteen.
I knew all that, but I still didn’t know her name.
As if she’d read my mind, Bea spoke up and answered my burning question.
“Cassie,” she said as she turned to the woman I couldn’t stop sneaking looks at. “Are you settling in okay?”
“Settling in?” I asked, not caring that the conversation didn’t involve me. “Where’d you come from?”
Cassie hunched her shoulders and tucked some wavy hair behind her ear. “I came from Atlanta with Shane and Bella. We escaped together.”
I looked her up and down, finding another dozen things to stare at before I met her gaze again. “Did you work there?”
She nodded. “I was one of the alpha’s maids.”
“The psycho bitch or the crazy bastard?”
A laugh burst out of her, and she finally met my eyes. In their blue depths was a respect I didn’t feel I deserved. “I’ve never heard someone refer to them like that out loud.”
I shrugged. “I saw the way she treated her daughter, and that’s her kin. I’m sure she was ten times worse to everyone else in her life.”
Cassie’s delicate throat bobbed with a swallow, and she nodded. “Yeah, she wasn’t the nicest.”
I could feel there was more to it than that though. In fact, it seemed like there was a whole lot I didn’t know about the situation. I wasn’t sure when I decided to give a fuck, but I did, and I wanted to hear what that bitch did to Cassie.
Before I could ask, Bea spoke up, and the conversation shifted. “Do you have everything you need? I have a ton more clothes if you want to come by my room later.”
Cassie waved a graceful hand in the air. “Oh, no. What you’ve given me already is more than enough. I’m used to cycling through two or three outfits at a time.”
The hall went silent as her words and their meaning became clear to everyone standing there. Cassie seemed to notice the awkwardness and shrunk even more. My gut twisted as I thought about her being at the mercy of those people.
Everything inside me begged to unleash the monster on the person that hurt her. I’d never hit a woman out of anger in my life, but I thought I could make an exception for that one. Too bad she was already dead.
I worked to rein in the rage, and when I was sure I had it under control, I cleared my throat. As soon as all eyes were on me, I clapped my hands together, ready to make an ass out of myself. If it took some of the weight off Cassie’s narrow shoulders, I’d do it happily.
“Are those donations open to anyone? Because you’ve got a slinky black dress I’ve been dying to try.”
Cassie giggled again, and my heart stuttered in my chest. 
“You’re an idiot,” Bea muttered as she pushed past me. “Go take a shower, you’re getting blood on my floor.”
I saluted her back as she walked away. “Aye aye, Captain.”
She waved her middle finger in my direction before turning to Cassie. “Come walk with me.”
I watched the sway of Cassie’s hips as she hurried to do as the alpha asked. My eyes stayed glued to her ass until they turned the corner, and I lost sight.
“She’s probably on her way to call Atlanta,” Will said once they were both gone. “Neither one of us are happy with how things turned out today.”
“Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you deal with psychos,” I said and clapped him on the shoulder as I walked past.
Will grabbed my wrist, and for a five-thousand year old werewolf, the dude was strong as fuck. “Hux, we’re going to be looking for you to step up around here.”
I finally shook his hold off, but I knew it was only because he let me. “What do you mean step up?”
Will sighed like he wasn’t ready for what he had to say, and I figured I wasn’t either. “You’re the most experienced enforcer we have.”
“What about Matthias?”
“He’s permanently relocated back to Asheville.”
I knew that already, but I’d use any excuse to get out of this. “Austin?”
Will shook his head. “I’m not taking him away from his family right now. And we might have to move them depending on how this Atlanta thing swings.”
“Okay, then what about literally anyone else?”
Will sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Trust me, Huxley. If there was literally anyone else, I’d call on them, but there isn’t. You’re the most knowledgeable and skilled wolf we have. It has to be you.”
I hated that his words made sense. I hated what they did to me even more.
My feet itched to run, and my palms began to sweat as soundbites from my childhood roared in my head. 
When are you going to grow up, Hux?
When are you going to take some responsibility, Hux?
When are you going to finally do something with your life, Hux?
I gritted my teeth and shook my head, willing the past to stay the fuck where it belonged. When I was sure I had my shit together, I ran a hand through my hair and met Will’s eyes. “Sorry. I’m not your guy.”
He blew out a deep breath and waved his hand in the air. “I’m not fighting with you over this right now. If you can find someone more qualified than you to lead this pack in the war we both know is coming, then send them my way. Until then, it’s on you.”
Before I could argue anymore, Will turned around and hauled ass in the opposite direction. I thought about chasing him down for a minute, but truthfully, I needed some time alone. And I needed to wash this fucking blood off.
I turned and walked the other way doing my best to ignore how the fabric of the shorts were sticking to my thighs when I heard them. 
“…know that look in his eyes,” Bea said, her words muttered like she was trying to be quiet.
A soft but strangled giggle floated my way next. “What look?” Cassie asked, her voice squeaky like she was nervous.
“The stupid look he gets when he’s ready to put his dick in something. That look will cause you nothing but trouble.”
My jaw fell open at her accusation, but deep inside, I knew she was right. The moment I saw Cassie I wanted to fuck her, but who wouldn’t? She practically glowed she was so beautiful. Hell yeah I wanted to touch her.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cassie said, her voice even more subdued than before.
Bea sighed. “I’ve heard a little about your past, and I know you probably haven’t dealt with a guy like Hux before, so do yourself a favor and listen to me. He’s only after one thing. As soon as he gets it, he’ll lose your number. My advice is to keep your distance.”
“How–”
“If you just ignore him, he’ll get bored and go away,” Bea added before Cassie could finish speaking. “I know he seems like a good time, but it’s not worth it in the end. It never is with guys like him.”
I stood there frozen as their voices got further away, and Bea’s words echoed in my head.
Guys like him.
What the fuck was that supposed to mean?
Handsome guys? Funny guys? Smart guys? Whole-fucking-package guys?
But even as I stood there fuming, I knew what she really meant. Just like I knew she was right, even if I fucking hated it.
I was that guy. 
The one who walked in a room and instantly had a girl on each arm. The one who never went home alone. The one who didn’t care what your last name was as long as he got what he wanted.
My stomach rolled as I imagined what Cassie must be thinking of me right now. Did she believe Bea? Was she disgusted? Had I lost my shot before even shooting it?
And what did Bea mean when she said I’ve heard a little about your past. What past? What did the alpha know that I didn’t? What kinds of secrets were buried in Cassie’s deep blue eyes?
Those questions and a hundred more spun through my head as I stood there listening to Cassie’s heartbeat fade into the distance. It wasn’t racing anymore like it did whenever she looked at me, but I still recognized it.
When I couldn’t hear them anymore, I hurried for the staircase and dashed up to my room. I wanted to get this itchy shit off my skin and go find Cassie. Hopefully, she wouldn’t listen to Bea’s warning because I didn’t think I could stay away from her.
I tossed the borrowed shorts in my laundry basket and rushed into the bathroom. The shower was still cold when I stepped beneath it, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to get clean.
As the water slowly warmed, I grabbed the bar of soap and started washing the blood off. My mind began to wander before quickly focusing on Cassie. I squeezed my eyes closed and imagined what it would be like to have her here pinned between the tile wall and my body. 
Would we fit together as perfectly as I imagined we would?
Would she give me that soft, breathy giggle that made my dick hard?
Would she let me touch her like I’d been dying to since the moment I saw her?
I grit my teeth as my cock swelled just thinking about it. 
Her skin would be smooth like silk and hot to the touch. I saw the blush spread from her face down her chest before and wondered where it ended ever since. I wanted to kiss every inch of flushed skin until I ran out. I wanted to know if she tasted as good as she smelled.
My hand drifted to my hard dick, and I squeezed it tight. 
More mental pictures burst behind my closed lids, and I dragged my palm up and down my shaft.
I saw Cassie’s pink lips quirked into a smile and wanted to kiss the look off her face. 
I saw the swell of her hips even beneath the baggy shirt she wore and wanted to pull them against mine.
I saw the cleft of her ass in those tight leggings and wanted to trace it with my hands.
Every inch of her was perfect, and before long, I could feel my balls tightening, begging for release. I clutched my cock tighter as I imagined lifting her up against this wall and burying myself inside her. I imagined her wet tits rubbing against my chest as I held her tight.
I imagined chasing the blush across her skin with my tongue as I made sure she came harder than she ever had in her life. And she’d be so fucking hot as she did. I just knew it.
The images were so clear in my head, it was more like I was looking at memories and not fantasies. It wasn’t much longer before they boiled over, and my dick jerked in my hand as I came. I wished I’d been deep inside her when I did, but that would have to come later.
Bea’s words drifted through my head as I cleaned myself and got out of the shower. Would Cassie listen to her? Would she try to avoid me? 
But worst of all: was Bea right?
Was I going to get what I wanted from Cassie and then forget all about her? I knew I’d done it before, but things felt different now. Cassie felt different.
I’d never been this… invested in a woman I’d just met before. I’d never cared where a girl was from or what made her tick before. Now that was just a few things I wanted to know about Cassie.
In fact, I wanted it all.
From the size of her shoe to her biggest hopes and dreams, I wanted to know everything about her, and I knew I wouldn’t stop until I succeeded. I couldn’t stop until I knew every single thing about her.
When I was dressed, I stopped in front of the mirror to fix my hair and give myself a wink before I left the room. I didn’t know where to find her, but if anyone knew, the kitchen staff would. Thankfully, they both loved me, so I knew I’d get the info out of them if I tried hard enough.
As I neared the dining hall, my skin started to tingle, and I slowed my steps. I’d felt this earlier too but chalked it up to the sticky blood drying on my flesh. Now that I was clean, that explanation didn’t make sense any more.
The closer I got, the more my entire body buzzed until it was almost painful. I jogged the last few steps and flung the kitchen door open.
There were three women in the room, and every pair of eyes were wide and focused on me. But there was only one I cared about.
I did my best to ignore Cassie’s blue-eyed stare as I focused on the two staff members in there. Mary and Tessa were still slack-jawed and staring at me as I stepped into the room. 
“Sorry,” I muttered as I let the door swing closed behind me. “I’m, uh, in a rush,” I said as I hurried to come up with a good excuse. Then I remembered I didn’t need to lie. “I’m trying to get to the bar before the game starts.” Then on a whim, I added, “You ladies comin’?” and held my breath as I waited.






  
  Chapter Three


Cassie
“You ladies comin’?” 
My heart leapt into the back of my throat as the other women in the room chuckled.
“Boy,” Mary said as she placed a hand on her wide hip. “It’s the middle of the day. I can’t go slackin’ off drinkin’ with you!”
Hux winked which made my pulse triple even though it wasn’t even directed my way. “You know you want to blow off work and come hang out with me,” he said, his big eyes wide like he was actually sad.
Mary waved a hand at his antics and turned away. “Not happenin’, Hux. Find someone else to distract today.”
He shrugged and turned to Tessa, making my stomach cramp. Would I be next? Would he ask me to go have a drink with him? We didn’t know each other, but it seemed like his initial question was directed at the whole room which would include me, right?
“What about you, Tessa? You gonna let me buy you a drink?”
The woman shook her head with a laugh, hands still busy snapping the ends off a bowl of green beans. “Last time you bought me a drink, you had to carry me home.”
My face instantly flushed, and I could feel Hux’s eyes on me, but I kept my gaze on the floor. 
Was this what Bea meant about him? Was Tessa one of the women he’d swooned?
“Hey,” Hux said. “You had a good time though, right?”
My neck burned hotter as the blush spread down my body. What kind of a good time did he mean? Was he talking about having a good time at the bar or having a good time afterhours?
“Yeah, it was fun until I spent the night in the bathroom throwing up.”
My heart slowed the smallest amount as I realized that must mean they hadn’t had sex. Why did that relieve me so much? Why was I already so invested?
“I told you not to mix liquors,” he said with a shake of his head. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as he turned to me. “How about you, Cassie?”
My name coming from his mouth sent goosebumps shooting down my arms and legs. I just barely held back a shiver as the tingling on my skin intensified.
Realizing I was still staring at the floor and hadn’t answered him, I picked my head up and met his eyes.
Which was a mistake.
Time seemed to stop as I completely lost myself. I even forgot to keep breathing as I cataloged the streaks of orange and gold in his irises. As I stared, the expression on his face turned amused and he quirked a brow.
It was then I remembered he’d asked me a question.
I shook my head, accidentally letting a nervous giggle loose, but before I could answer, the kitchen door swung open and another five men spilled into the room.
They were big and boisterous, and I figured they had to be enforcers.
“Davenport!” one of them yelled as he walked over to slap Hux on the back. “What’s goin’ on, man? The ‘Canes are on in less than an hour. We goin’ to Brady’s or nah?”
Hux’s eyes darted to me, and I looked away just as fast. I figured he’d already seen me staring, but if I wanted to keep my reaction to him at a minimum, I couldn’t get caught in his gaze again.
“Yeah, I was just about to head there now,” Hux said as he shook hands with another man. I felt his eyes settle on me again, and I held my breath. “Cassie, are you comin’?”
Was that a tiny shred of hope in his voice?
Did he really want me to go with them that bad?
Why? I was nobody. I was nothing.
“Cassie?” he called and something in his voice made me look up.
I met his eyes again and tried to ignore the blush I could feel reigniting on my cheeks. “Um. I don’t really know where you’re going,” I said, my voice barely louder than a whisper.
Now this outing felt like it might actually happen, and that brought with it a whole mess of anxiety I wasn’t prepared to unravel.
Back in Atlanta, I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere off pack lands unless I was with one of the alphas. I figured it was a way to keep me under their control, but for so long, I didn’t care. It didn’t matter to me that I couldn’t do anything without the Simmons’ approval because I didn’t have any desire to disobey.
They’d told me over and over that I was lucky to even be living there. That I’d be out on the streets without a single possession if it wasn’t for them. I was reminded daily that the humans would lock me up and run tests on me if I were to ever leave. And I believed every word.
Growing up, it never occurred to me to challenge those ideas. I didn’t wonder why others were allowed to leave, and I had to stay. My only priority was making myself useful and staying out of the way.
Now I was free from Atlanta, and I had the opportunity to live a little. Sure, going out to have a drink at some bar might not be on anyone else’s bucket list, but it sure made mine. I just never knew I’d get the chance to experience it.
“It’s just a little sports bar on the edge of town,” Hux explained, breaking me out of my thoughts. “It’s nothin’ special, but they’ve got ‘shine.”
“Shine?”
His lips curled into a grin, and my heart thumped hard in response. “Werewolf moonshine.”
“Oh. Right.” My tongue felt swollen in my mouth as I warred with what to say next. Bea’s warnings were still there, but the desire to go somewhere was too strong to resist.
The internal war waged on for what felt like forever before I finally made my decision. “Sure,” I said, working to keep my voice even. “That sounds like fun.”
The smile on Hux’s face grew, and my heart only beat faster. “Okay, great. Do you need to change?”
My stomach fell as I looked down at the clothes I had on. I’d never worried what I was wearing before. As long as I was clean and presentable, no one cared. But now that I was actually going somewhere, maybe the leggings and baggy shirt weren’t appropriate.
“Um,” I said as I struggled to form a response.
Did I even have access to anything nicer than this? I’d escaped Atlanta with just the clothes on my back, so everything I had was borrowed. Had Bea gifted me anything more formal?
“Don’t worry about it,” Hux said, dragging me out of my thoughts again. “You look perfect.”
My eyes darted to his without my permission, and I saw the truth deep in there. Another blush flared to life on my cheeks, but before I could respond, a different enforcer stepped between us with a laugh.
“Oh, Hux already has his sights set on his midnight snack! Let everyone else know,” he called, hands cupped around his mouth to make his words even louder.
Hux backhanded him in the stomach, and the man doubled over with an oof. “Try not to act as stupid as you look, Jared,” he muttered as he stepped around him. His eyes landed on me again, making me suck in a deep breath and hold it. “But seriously, it’s just an old sports bar. No one’s dressin’ fancy. You’ll fit right in.”
How did he know the magic words to say to ease my anxiety?
How did he know it was as easy as reassuring me I wouldn’t stand out? That I’d be able to blend into the background like I’d been doing for most of my life. 
I let out that breath and nodded. “Okay,” I finally said. My words were so soft I worried he didn’t hear, but of course he did. He was staring right at my mouth.
“Great,” he said as he held out his bent elbow. “Let’s go.”
Bea’s words swirled through my head on repeat as I stared at his arm. Was she right about his intentions? Was he just trying to sleep with me?
And honestly, did I have a problem with that?
I’d read hundreds of romance novels and pictured thousands of sex scenes, but never once participated in one of my own. How could I? When you lived at the alpha’s beck and call, you didn’t get a life of your own. A few enforcers showed interest before, but
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