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      Mates were trouble. That’s why Damon would never claim one.

      

      Sophie escapes to the White Mountains with her friend for a ski weekend. When she skis off trail and gets lost in the mountains, she stumbles into the path of a wolf. Only it’s bigger than any she ever thought existed, and it’s baring its fangs at her...

      

      Damon has refused to mate with another after seeing his father go mad. When he meets a woman his wolf recognizes as his mate, the call is more difficult to ignore. And when he catches her scent on the mountain, he can’t fight it any longer. He tracks her through the forest to ensure she’s safe.

      

      But Sophie has stepped into another pack’s territory.

      If Damon crosses the boundary, he’ll break the treaty between their packs.

      

      Mates—they could lead a shifter to spark pack war…

      

      Fated mates and forbidden love. Escape into the magic of the White Mountains with the Franconia shifters.
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      DAMON

      He stared at the gargoyle statues flanking the sides of the club and ground his teeth. Traveling here had been a mistake.

      He didn’t care if the venue attracted shifters.

      An unsettling sensation had prickled the back of his neck the moment his pack’s alpha had suggested the excursion three nights ago.

      “There’s an underground club on the Massachusetts coast,” Rafe had said after a pack meeting. “Let’s head down for the weekend.” He’d motioned to Damon, one of the pack’s enforcers, and Grayson, their beta. “We might have a better chance at finding our mates, since we’re not having any luck here.”

      That was just fine with Damon. Mates were nothing but trouble. Just ask his father.

      Impossible. His father was long gone.

      Damon groaned to himself. All because of that so-called magical bond with a mate. More like a suicidal noose.

      He attempted to push his unease about this club aside and followed Rafe and Grayson inside. They navigated down a dark passageway lit by electric sconces. Damon had to force his feet forward. He couldn’t wait to return to the solitude of his cabin back on Franconia Mountain. He could ski by day and hunt for prey in wolf form come dusk. If he wanted a female companion, there were plenty of snow bunnies that came for short-term visits, which made it easier to avoid relationships. But as a pack enforcer, his loyalty and protection remained with his alpha. If Rafe wanted to go on some mad mission to find his mate, Damon would go at his command.

      That didn’t mean he had to agree to seek out a potential mate himself.

      They reached a door guarded by a human male with dark skin and muscular biceps that strained the sleeves of his black shirt. While Grayson handled the financial transaction, Damon read the sign mounted on the door:

      “Abandon hope all ye who enter here.”

      The creepy decor is a little over the top, he communicated telepathically to Rafe.

      What did you expect from a club that attracts supes—rainbows and unicorns?

      The bouncer let them enter. Before Damon even stepped across the threshold, a remix of a familiar song with a sinister vibe slithered under his skin. He rolled his neck to ease the returning discomfort. Still, he walked inside.

      His senses were assaulted at once—not only by the music that seemed to fuse inside his body and echo in his ears, but by the bright lights and the scents. It was human perspiration mixed with desire.

      As his vision adjusted to the red, purple, and white lights that traveled overhead, he scanned from one end of the club to the other. Gargoyle statues were mounted like stone sentries from perches both near the ceiling and down at ground level. They were the only things standing still. People moved constantly, from those walking to those dancing, moving like serpents under strobe lights.

      Damon blew out a rough breath. “I need a drink.”

      Grayson nodded and motioned to the bar with rows of bottles lit under crimson lights. “Come on.”

      Once they ordered drinks from a pink-haired bartender, Rafe led the trio as they walked single file along the edge of the dance floor. They stood at least half a head above most of the men nearby. Rafe scoped out the dancers, likely eying the women in black outfits that revealed plenty of skin. Damon forced himself to take deep, slow breaths to ward off the claustrophobic vibe.

      He gulped his mojito. “I’m not going to dance.”

      Grayson chuckled. “Won’t or can’t?”

      Damon scowled.

      “I don’t care if you stand as still as one of the gargoyles,” Rafe added. “It’s good for you to experience something different. Besides, you know why we’re here.”

      Right. Alpha’s call: find mates.

      Rafe had been growing increasingly restless as the years passed. Being a billionaire in his thirties and owning a successful ski resort in the White Mountains wasn’t enough for him. He wanted a mate at his side.

      Not Damon.

      Mates could make you lose reason. Lose everything.

      Lose your mind.

      He wouldn’t permit himself to suffer the same fate as his father, no matter how his wolf urged otherwise.

      “Good luck.” Rafe raised his glass and then walked into the crowd of dancers.

      Grayson motioned to Damon. “You’re not coming?”

      Damon shook his head. “I’ll stay back and keep watch.”

      Grayson grinned. “Your reluctance to mate will turn you into a grumpy old wolf living alone in your cabin.”

      “Sounds like heaven.” Damon smiled and raised his drink. “Enjoy the hunt.”

      Grayson nodded and joined Rafe on the prowl for female companionship.

      Damon meandered toward the shadows at the back of the club. How long would he have to suffer through this ordeal before they could head back home?

      A white spotlight cascaded over a woman on the dance floor, who captured his attention. Once the light passed by, he blinked, continuing to stare at her. She was shorter than those around her and had long dark hair and bangs that glowed with a reddish hue under the club lights. Her eyes were half-closed as she danced, appearing to lose herself in the beat of the music. His gaze traveled down. Through brief glimpses in the movements of dancers blocking her, he noted that she was curvy. Her low cut-black dress revealed more than a hint of her full cleavage, which captivated him as she swayed.

      His skin felt hot and tight. He couldn’t take his eyes off this woman. He dragged his gaze to scan her companions. Was she there with someone?

      A taller woman with dirty blond hair danced beside her. Every few seconds, men nearby would shoot the women a glance. Damon wagered it would only be moments before one made his move.

      His wolf yipped at him, urging him to get closer.

      Despite Damon’s declaration not to step foot on the dance floor earlier, he wanted to see more of this woman. Too many people obscured the view.

      As he watched her dance, he reconsidered his mindset. Was he being too rash in wanting to rush out of there? After all, female companionship for the night wouldn’t be a hardship. It had been too long since he’d been with a woman. Why not enjoy the night?

      Although he worked as ski patrol on the mountain where many single women had propositioned him for a getaway fling, he’d lost interest in that pursuit a few years ago. An empty encounter provided no long-term satisfaction. He found more pleasure in skiing and hunting. Something about this woman intrigued him.

      Damon took another gulp of his mojito, emptying half the glass. He placed it on the bar and moved closer to the dance floor. And then, as if sensing him approach, she glanced out and caught his eyes.

      He sucked in a breath. The already claustrophobic club lacked oxygen, but this time it was different. He felt dazed.

      Entranced.

      Drawn to her, he wedged his large body through tightly packed dancers until he infiltrated the dance floor. Sweaty men and women appraised him, many with an appreciative glint, but his focus was on the brunette.

      Only two more feet remained when a male pushed his way in front of Damon and into her dance space.

      Damon stepped behind the human and released a low growl, which came out louder than he’d intended—more of a possessive declaration than an initial warning. The guy turned with a perplexed expression. Damon gave a sharp nod to the side of the dance floor, indicating for the man to beat it. The man rushed away.

      The woman fixed a wide-eyed stare at Damon, and he gulped. She was tiny next to him, at least a foot shorter, and stacked with delicious curves from her full breasts to rounded hips. He stepped closer and her scent reached his nostrils. He inhaled more deeply, and it drifted through his body like a magical enchantment, sweeping away all the sensory overload of the club. It dizzied him and challenged his balance. He struggled to stay still.

      His world narrowed to the woman before him. All he saw was her. His heart thumped and blood pumped like thunder through his veins. His skin burned with a tingling heat.

      His wolf bounced inside, jubilant. Pushing, pushing Damon to get closer.

      It’s her. It’s her. Our mate!

      The woman pulled back, planted her hands on her hips, and pierced Damon with an accusatory stare. “Do you always barge your way into crowds and growl at strangers?”

      SOPHIE

      The music was so loud, almost drowning out conversation, but that sound was unmistakable. The massive man was impressive, no doubt. But that didn’t excuse his odd behavior.

      She hadn’t paid much attention to the people around her as she danced with her roommate Tara, but she’d felt someone staring at her. When she’d glanced out, she’d caught the gaze of a man off the dance floor. He had dark, wavy hair that extended past his chin and dark eyes. His face appeared chiseled, yet that strong jawline gave him a more rugged appearance. A slight bump on his nose indicated he may have been in a fight or two. His intense stare added to the dangerous edge. As he approached her, he stood a head above those he passed. His shoulders were massive, as if he’d been carved out of limestone.

      His dark eyes appeared to glow with a golden hue. That wasn’t possible. Her heart thumped, and she swallowed. She blinked twice and focused on him once again. The glow was gone.

      She laughed to herself. It had to have been a trick of the lights. Still, she held her breath as he approached. But then some guy stepped right into her personal space and attempted to dance with her. Seconds later, the guy with huge shoulders growled.

      Growled?

      Who did that? That rumbling sound broke through whatever spell he’d cast with his intense stare from across the dance floor.

      She glanced over to Tara, her tall and willowy, blond roommate. Two guys were now dancing with her. That was expected. Guys were drawn to her model looks. Tara didn’t seem to mind. She caught Sophie’s eye, appraised the guy towering beside her, and gave her a nod of approval.

      Sophie huffed with exasperation, not that Tara would hear her over the music. She returned her attention to Shoulders.

      When he still hadn’t said a word, she said, “Well?” loud enough to be heard over the music. “Do you always growl like that?”

      A grin spread across his face, breaking that intimidating look. He leaned closer to her ear. “Only when I see an unworthy guy pushing his way into a beautiful woman’s personal space.”

      His warm breath tickled her ear and a delicious shudder rippled over her skin. This gorgeous man calling her beautiful sent a flicker of heat unfurling inside her core. After her recent breakup with her lying, cheating boyfriend, that compliment softened the blow. Tara had convinced Sophie to come out tonight to move on from the betrayal—“You can shake off that scumbag with some wild and free dancing on 80s night!” At this gothic club, that meant the more unusual remixes, including the current Duran Duran version of A View to a Kill.

      Sophie arched a brow at Shoulders. “Like you just did?”

      Shoulders motioned between them. “Am I invading your personal space?”

      She shrugged. It wasn’t that. He stood a respectable few feet away from her, not like the shorter guy who moved dangerously close to dry humping her leg. “No. It was still an odd move.”

      Shoulders placed his hand on his impressive chest. “My apologies. I’m not a club guy and I’m out of my comfort zone.”

      She could understand that since she was more of a Netflix or hanging in with a hot drink and a good book kind of gal.

      “What’s your name?” He assessed her with a long appraising glance—and one that seemed to caress all her curves without touching her.

      “Sophie.” She returned the bold stare, assessing his impressive torso, but stopping just before wandering into dangerous territory between his legs. “Yours?”

      “Damon.”

      She nodded and repeated his name in her head.

      “What brought you here tonight, Sophie?”

      The image of two naked bodies pulsed in her head as intrusive as the spotlights shining down. That rhythmic slap of flesh on flesh with each of his repeated thrusts from behind, repeating the piercing truth—they betrayed you.

      How long had her boyfriend and cousin been sleeping together behind her back? Sophie didn’t want to know. No matter what they told her, it was sure to be a lie.

      Enough.

      Sophie exhaled and glanced again at this hot stranger. “Escaping reality.”

      Damon’s eyes twinkled. “That sounds like an excellent reason to me.” He bent closer and murmured, “I’d like to escape with you.” His voice lowered with dark, velvety promise.

      She bit her lip. “Do you consider yourself ‘worthier’ than him?” Her voice had taken on a full-on flirtatious tone, which was so unlike her. She nodded in the direction to where the shorter guy had skittered through the crowd and disappeared.

      Damon’s eyes brightened with that amber glow again. “I hope you’ll give me a chance to prove it to you.” He offered his hand. “Dance with me.”

      That intense look and seductive voice ignited a fierce reaction inside her she almost didn’t recognize—desire. Her heart thumped with one hard beat after another.

      Rendered mute, she merely nodded. She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

      She took his hand and heat simmered beneath her skin. His touch seared her with a magnetic, almost magical sensation. Did he feel it, too?

      Judging by his rapt expression, the answer was yes. His mouth parted and eyes widened as if in awe.

      In the next second, he’d wiped that look away. The intense one was back. “Good. I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you.” He brushed a finger down her bare arm.

      Her breath caught in her throat as a shiver of awareness rippled through her body. “Why?”

      He stared down at her from intense eyes. So dark and deep. How foolish of her to think they had been glowing.

      “Because you’ve captivated me from across the room.” He pulled her body closer to his and wrapped his large hand around her, settling it on her lower back.

      That might have been a line, but she didn’t care. The way he looked at her with that hungry glint in his eyes made her believe it.

      Duran Duran faded into a remix of the Pet Shop Boys East End Girls. Although the surrounding people moved at almost a frenetic pace as they threw their bodies around, Damon moved his hips opposite her to a slower, more sensual downbeat. She mirrored his movements.

      As he held her body close, she relaxed and went with the flow. In no time, they found a rhythm, as if their bodies recognized each other’s primal beat.

      That was what she had wanted tonight—to release all the anguish from the betrayal and just let loose. Tonight, she didn’t want to be Sophie, the wallflower graphic designer. She didn’t want to be the good girl betrayed. The one whose love life had been destroyed as suddenly as a tornado taking down a house and leaving devastation in its wake.

      Tonight, she yearned to be free. And maybe a little wild.

      Since she’d had a potent, fruity cocktail and had danced with Tara and her free-spirited nature for over an hour, Sophie’s inhibitions had lowered throughout the night. Dancing in his arms practically knocked any remaining self-consciousness out. For once, she wasn’t thinking. She was feeling.

      Her hair flowed loose and brushed her shoulders as she swayed. His hand was protective. Possessive. She moved without self-consciousness and felt sultry. Sexy as hell.

      It felt amazing.

      Goodbye, good girl graphic designer—someone more likely to be up all night to meet a deadline, rather than tangoing with a hottie in the sheets. Hello, the new Sophie, almost dirty dancing with a striking stranger.

      Could she let the fantasy continue? Pull off seductive siren for one night of escape?

      DAMON

      Despite his non-dancing declaration earlier, Damon didn’t regret changing his mind. No one had ever made him feel so consumed by desire. He moved behind Sophie and placed his hands on her full hips, barely keeping from pressing against her lush ass.

      His wolf was triumphant. We found her. Our mate.

      She’s just a pretty woman, Damon countered.

      No, his wolf countered. She’s the one. Don’t you sense it?

      Damon gritted his teeth. He didn’t need a mate. They were nothing but misery, leading to agony and a cold, lonely death.

      But he couldn’t deny the overwhelming effect this woman had on him. He wanted to hold her, touch her, claim her.

      He moved his hands down her sides, inhaling her scent more deeply. It stirred a primal reaction in him that shot his desire through the rafters of this dark club.

      She dropped her head back towards his chest as they danced. The raging instinct drove higher. He couldn’t hold back from touching her any longer. He pressed his erection against her ass and moaned. That dizzying touch increased the need to do so much more.

      What the hell was he doing? Before he went too far right there on the dance floor, he spun her around, so she faced him again. He widened his stance to reduce the height difference. He took her arms and looped them around his neck.

      She stared at him from under hooded eyelids, desire palpable in her gaze. Despite all the human scents on the dance floor, all the perspiration and desire, he scented hers. She wanted him as much as he ached for her.

      Their bodies moved closer as they danced, as if unable to stay apart. He held her against him, hearts beating together. Everyone else in the room disappeared.

      Her scent intoxicated him. Her touch seemed to mark him as hers.

      He wanted to touch her everywhere, taste her. Claim her.

      Do it, his wolf urged. She’s our mate.

      Damon needed more of her.

      He pulled his upper body away just enough to look at her face. She glanced at him with anticipation. His gaze lowered to her mouth and her pink, pouty lips parted.

      Just a taste.

      He bent down as if in slow motion, enchanted by this desire. She seemed to be just as taken by him.

      The second his lips brushed hers, embers ignited throughout his body, soon exploding into flames. His wolf howled with relief. She was the one.

      They had to claim her.

      No, not here. Not in the middle of the dance floor. He didn’t want an audience to his desire.

      Damon stroked her upper arm and bent down. “Sophie, come with me.”

      Her eyes opened a fraction wider, revealing wide dark pupils that almost fully captured her blue irises. “Where?”

      He took her hand and led her through the crowd and into a shadowy nook at the back of the club. “Somewhere we can have a little more privacy.”

      Behind black tables where small groups chatted over drinks were couples close together in intimate conversations or making out far from the spotlights on the dance floor.

      “I just thought we’d come back here so we can—talk.” Yeah, right. Talking was the last thing he’d been thinking of in that state.

      She peered at him and teased, “Did you come here tonight to seduce a woman on the dance floor?”

      He chuckled. “No. It was more like peer pressure.” He faced her and traced along her cheek, her jawline, and then her throat. Her skin was as soft as the velvety moss on the forest floor. He wanted to feel the rest of her.

      Sophie stared at him from under dark lashes. He swallowed. The pull to her was too powerful, swallowing all the pounding bass that surrounded them.

      Damon placed his hands on either side of the wall, his large body shielding her from prying eyes. He couldn’t resist leaning down. His heart thundered in his ears. The world slowed during the agonizing wait to touch her lips again. When they finally met, he paused, momentarily stunned by that searing connection. There was something—something about this woman he’d just met that unglued him.

      Because she’s our mate, his wolf insisted.

      Damon ignored his
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