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My Guide Dog’s Pack Knotted Me

The braille display had gone quiet under Cora’s fingertips, but she hadn’t moved. Her voice was a wrung-out rag of a thing after six hours of narrating an enemies-to-lovers romance set on a haunted Viking longship, and the couch had done its best impression of quicksand — pulling her down, down, into the particular exhaustion that lived somewhere between her shoulder blades and the back of her skull. She’d meant to make tea. That had been forty minutes ago, or possibly a century.

Shadow’s tags jingled.

Cora smiled without opening her eyes — not that opening her eyes did much, but she’d long since stopped bothering in the privacy of her own apartment. The sound of him always settled something in her chest, that particular small music of ID tag against rabies vaccination disc, the rhythm she’d trained herself to track across rooms, around corners, through half-asleep mornings.

Except.

The jingle was wrong. Not wrong like a different sound — wrong like a wrong note in a song you’ve known since childhood, the kind that makes your stomach lift half an inch before your brain catches up. The tags rang with the same frequency, but the footsteps that followed were not the soft, padded percussion she expected. They were the sound of bare feet on hardwood. Heavy. Deliberate. Human.

Cora sat up.

“Shadow?”

The air shifted — there was no other word for it. The presence that moved toward her was too tall, too warm, displacing too much of the apartment’s ambient quiet. She’d spent enough years mapping the world in pressure and temperature and the specific way sound bent around bodies to know the difference between a dog and a man. This was emphatically, overwhelmingly, a man. A large one.

Then his hands closed over hers.

She should have flinched. She didn’t, which would bother her later. The hands were warm — deeply, almost uncomfortably warm in a way that reminded her of a heating pad set one notch too high — and large, her fingers completely swallowed by his palms. And they were familiar. That was the most unnerving part. They were familiar in the specific way that Shadow’s head bumping her thigh was familiar, that unconscious ease of something that had always been there.

“Cora.” His voice was low and careful, with a roughness underneath it like a river running over stones. “I owe you approximately two years of explanation, and I want to start by saying that I know how this looks.”

“I can’t see how anything looks,” she said, on autopilot. Then: “You’re my dog.”

“I’m not your dog.”

“You were absolutely my dog this morning. You ate out of the bowl with the little paw prints on it.”

A pause. “I was very committed to the role.”

Cora’s mouth opened. Closed. She reached up with her free hand and found his face — the sharp angle of a jaw she hadn’t expected, the faint scratch of stubble, the high flat plane of a cheekbone. He let her, staying very still, and she felt the warmth of him radiating against her palm before she even touched him. Her fingers traveled upward, and he exhaled slowly, like a man practicing patience.

“You have a face,” she said.

“I do.”

“A significant one.” She traced the bridge of his nose. “What’s happening?”

His name was Kael, and he told her everything with the slightly pained efficiency of someone who had rehearsed this and was now watching the rehearsal dissolve in real time. He was a wolf shifter. He had been assigned as her guide and protector — chosen for her, he said, by something older than assignment or choice. He had taken the shape she needed, stayed close in the way she’d allow, and kept her safe from things that were not haunted Viking longships. For two years. He said the word fated with a gravity that would have been more convincing if his voice didn’t crack slightly on the second syllable.

Cora sat with all of this.

Then she started laughing.

It came out of her in a helpless, wheezing rush — the kind of laugh that bypasses dignity entirely and goes straight for the ribs. Because she was remembering, suddenly, the afternoon she’d thought Shadow had nudged her away from a puddle with what she’d described to her neighbor as “suspicious intentionality.” She was remembering the time she’d scratched behind his ears and he’d made a sound she’d thought was unusual for a dog. She was remembering, with acute specificity, having a one-sided conversation with him about her ex-boyfriend’s emotional unavailability while he sat and apparently understood every word.

“You knew about Marcus,” she managed.

“I have thoughts about Marcus,” Kael said, with a controlled stillness that suggested several of those thoughts were not appropriate to share.

She was still laughing, one hand pressed to her sternum, when her front door opened.

They came in like the weather. The door swung wide and the apartment, which had been a quiet private universe of two, was suddenly full of enormous warm bodies and overlapping noise — the rustling crinkle of takeout bags, a thunk that was probably flowers being set down with more enthusiasm than coordination, and three voices talking over each other in a cheerful, overlapping chaos that smelled like pad thai and something floral.

“She’s laughing,” one of them said, with evident relief. “Kael, she’s laughing, that’s good, right?”

“Put the flowers somewhere that isn’t the floor, Rafe.”

“I got the good dumplings.” This from a different voice, lower, with a grin built into it. “Also I brought a card. It says ‘Welcome to the Pack’ but Mace drew a wolf on it that looks more like a frightened golden retriever.”

“It looks exactly like a wolf,” said a third voice, aggrieved.

Cora held out both hands in the direction of the noise, purely on instinct. Someone — Rafe, she would learn — caught them immediately, folding them in his own enormous grip with a gentleness that was almost comically careful, like he was holding something he’d been warned was breakable.

Kael settled beside her on the couch, his shoulder warm against hers, and explained the rest: the pack, the claiming, the particular ancient mathematics of fate that had been building toward this specific couch, this specific evening, for longer than she’d been alive. She was their fated mate, he said. The fertile heart of their future. They had waited and watched and been excruciatingly well-behaved, and they were done waiting.

“The whole pack,” Cora said.

“The whole pack,” Kael confirmed.

From across the apartment, someone dropped a container of dumplings. The resulting clatter was followed by a brief, dignified silence.

“Still,” said the voice she’d learn was Jax, “we’re going to be the best guides you’ve ever had.”

Cora’s heart was going at a pace her cardiologist would have notes about. But underneath the thunder of it, threading through the warmth and the absurdity and the faint smell of takeout and flowers crowding her small apartment, was something she recognized from the best pages of her own books — the particular aliveness of a story that had just decided to begin.

She squeezed Kael’s hand.

“You’d better be,” she said.
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​Chapter 2
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The dumplings went untouched on the coffee table. Cora was aware of the brothers — of their collective warm mass arranging itself around the edges of her apartment, the creak of her armchair accepting an occupant it had not been built for, a stifled laugh from somewhere near the bookshelf — but Kael’s hands were drawing her full attention in the way that large, warm, purposeful things tended to do.

“Still with me?” he said.

“Marginally,” she said.

He turned toward her fully on the couch, and she tracked him by warmth and the small displacement of the cushions under his shifting weight. His hands found her face first — a gesture that might have been checking in and was also, unmistakably, the beginning of something else. She felt the calluses on his palms, the careful pressure of his thumbs against her jaw.

“I want to take care of you,” he said. His voice had dropped to something that bypassed her ears entirely and landed somewhere in her sternum. “Properly. If you’ll let me.”

“Is this the part where you explain what properly means for a wolf?” she asked.

From across the room, someone — Rafe, she was fairly certain — made a sound of barely contained delight.

“Quiet,” Kael said, without turning his head.

He guided her back against the cushions with a steadiness that she felt in her joints — the unhurried authority of someone who had been navigating her body through the world for two years and had simply changed the nature of the navigation. Her cardigan slipped from one shoulder and he followed it, his mouth finding the curve of her neck with a precision that suggested he had been thinking about this exact point of contact for some time. She laughed — a surprised, helpless thing — and he made a low sound against her skin that was half growl and half satisfaction.

The undressing was slow. He took his time with every button, every hesitation, and she appreciated the pace with the particular gratitude of someone who didn’t have visual confirmation to substitute for it. Her hands were busy on him in return, mapping the geography of a body that was bigger and more solid than she’d prepared herself for — broad shoulders, the flat topography of a chest, the specific warmth of skin that ran several degrees warmer than it should.

“You’re like a furnace,” she informed him.

“Wolf thing,” he said, into her hair.

“Incredibly inconvenient in July,” she said, and then he pressed her back into the cushions with his full weight and she stopped having thoughts for a moment.

When he finally settled between her thighs, she was already soft and aching and faintly astonished at herself, her fingers wound into the couch cushions. He paused there — she felt the heat of him, the deliberate stillness.

“Cora.” Her name in his voice was a complete sentence.

“Yes,” she said. “Obviously yes.”

He pushed in slowly, and she felt the breath leave her body all
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