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    To Dad. 
 
      
 
    You’ll never read this, 
 
    But all the same, it’s for you. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Phaebe leaned against the wall, the sting of the winter wind inflicting red patches on her cheeks. She pulled her coat tightly around her body. It made her feel like a jerk, having an actual coat she was allowed to take from Balaur, whereas the other women were wrapped in rags.  
 
    She sighed and looked to the sky. 
 
    Waiting.  
 
    As usual, the dragons were being a bunch of assholes. 
 
    Yesterday, she’d been notified by a dragon whom she’d never met before that she was no longer Second Dragon Bride of Hakkan. She had been banished from Balaur, her home for the past sixteen years, and traded to the wolves as restitution for a dragon crossing into their lands. 
 
    She should not have been surprised. After all, in the many years of their marriage, Hakkan had never, ever shown her the slightest bit of affection. Still, she could not believe he would relinquish something that was his. Dragons were real dicks when it came to their possessions. They owned what they owned, and no one else was allowed to take it. They’d fight over a blade of grass if someone else wanted it. So why on earth was Phaebe, Bride of Hakkan, standing against the wall that blocked wolf territory with a bunch of malnourished pets and a solitary servant?  
 
    Whatever his reasons, she was being handed off to the wolves of Luven. 
 
    Fine. She gave them six months before they saw she was worthless and cut her free. 
 
    Phaebe crossed her arms over her chest and shifted from foot to foot. There were five women all together, and Phaebe was the only Dragon Bride in the group. 
 
    Eelia was the oldest. She’d been a servant in Dragon’s Keep for two decades. Phaebe assumed sending her was supposed to be a slap in the face. The wolves always wanted women for breeding, and Eelia was obviously long past that age, with her gray streaked hair and hard-worked hands. Maybe she would be turned out with Phaebe. If she had to embark on a trip through the wilderness, it would be nice to have a partner who might actually know how to do survival…things. 
 
    Sitting against the wall curled into a ball was Millonia. She hadn’t stopped whimpering since they were taken out of Dragon’s Keep, and mostly stayed plastered against the wall as if she could melt into it with enough longing and escape the world once and for all. 
 
    Phaebe didn’t know her beforehand, and she definitely didn’t know her now. She was a skinny, terrified little thing, with bruised arms and no shoes. Her hands were stuck under her armpits for warmth. Phaebe felt bad for her. The dragons were a cruel lot, and their cruelty affected everyone differently. 
 
    Beside her, Domitia patted Millonia’s hair with her good hand, singing quietly to herself in a language Phaebe didn’t know, and on the other side was Vallie.  
 
    Phaebe liked Vallie. She’d cursed the dragons that dropped them off by every god and goddess she’d ever heard of, plus a handful that were new. She had called down every plague and ill she could think of, asking the heavens to rain shit on Balaur. 
 
    Then she spit on their faces, earning herself one last slap, and told them to fuck each other on the way home. 
 
    Vallie had a pretty good fight in her. 
 
    “I can smell them,” a voice called from the other side of the wall. 
 
    “Whelp, I guess the wolves are here,” Phaebe said, pulling Vallie to her feet, then turning to help Domitia. Eelia took care of Millonia.  
 
    Phaebe took a deep breath and steeled herself. 
 
    It was just another monster. Might as well get it over with and meet her new husband. 
 
    Or whatever the hell they were called here. 
 
    In Phaebe’s mind, it didn’t matter much which monster fucked her, as long as they left her alone once in a while. She wasn’t expecting much in the way of homes. She was coming from a keep, after all, where she had her own rooms with a golden bed and a pile of rubies. And, as one of the women who wasn’t chained in the dungeon, she assumed wherever she went now would be dirty, cold, and damp. Wolves weren’t known for their glamour, after all. They were wild animals. 
 
    It took an hour to get the five of them over the wall using an unsteady rope ladder, and once they made it, seeing Tella did quell some nerves. Phaebe had seen her before, keeping still during parties her dragon had hosted, decorated like an inanimate object. Phaebe had been invited to those parties, dripping in gold chains, shiny rubies dotting her tiara, her fingers, her ears.  
 
    But Tella looked healthy now. Her face wasn’t so angular and her cheeks were rosy. 
 
    She even smiled. 
 
    It was unsettling. 
 
    “Welcome to Luven,” Tella said and ran to hug Millonia, who burst into tears. “Life here is so much better than Balaur. This is my mate, Epsilon,” she reached out for a man, who Phaebe assumed was a wolf. 
 
    “All these men are mated,” Tella continued, “they are here to get you to the hospital so you can all be evaluated and given the medical support you need.” She rubbed her hand over Millonia, then reached out to grasp Vallie. “Things are so much better here, I promise. There’s so much food and I’m warm every night and no one will beat you or starve you.” Tella smiled at all the women, nodding her head. “Once Dr. Tau has taken a look at you, there’ll be a hot meal and a warm bed. Even a shower if you’re up for it. Luven is nothing like the dragons said. It really is a wonderful place to live.” 
 
    Phaebe was sure Tella was happy with her mate. He was a huge hulking man that stared at Tella like she was a goddess and the pets of Cade weren’t treated well. She would leave her decision on Luven until after she had a chance to get used to living there. 
 
    After a few minutes of Tella explaining life in Luven and what it meant to join the pack, Phaebe was on the back of a werewolf named Gamma. 
 
    “I won’t go too fast, Phaebe,” Gamma said once she was situated on his back. “Last thing I need is Dr. Tau reprimanding me for jostling some unhealed break.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Phaebe answered. “Run as fast as you want.” 
 
    Phaebe settled back in the dull existence of waiting for everything to simply be over. 
 
    * 
 
    The hospital was weird, almost like something out of the past. There were bright electric lights, machines that beeped incessantly, rows of beds made with white sheets and blankets. 
 
    Had Phaebe hit her head? Because this felt like a hallucination. 
 
    A nurse called Kappa led her to an empty room, where he wrapped things around her arm, listened to her heart, hooked her up to an IV with a burst of cold fluid, and then told her to rest until the doctor came in. 
 
    After looking at Millonia, Domitia, Vallie, and Eelia, Phaebe knew she was last on the list in terms of ‘in need of care,’ so she settled into her bed, pulled her covers up to her chin, and slept until she was awoken by Kappa with a plate of fried eggs, steamed spinach, a slice of bread, and a glass of milk. 
 
    “Breakfast,” he said quietly, setting the tray on the table beside her bed. “If it’s too rich, I can bring you something plainer.” The scent of the eggs hit her nose, and she sat up immediately. 
 
    She devoured it. 
 
    * 
 
    “So, I’m fine?” Phaebe asked the doctor, who insisted she call her Dana. It had been about twelve hours since she entered the hospital and the doctor looked like she hadn’t slept all night. 
 
    The other women must have been much worse off. 
 
    Phaebe, on the other hand, had slept soundly, ate heartily, and enjoyed the time in her white hospital bed, with no monster asking anything of her. 
 
    “You’re not fine, but you aren’t sick enough to be hospitalized. You’re iron deficient, but that probably comes from a lack of meat in your diet at Dragon’s Keep. As long as you aren’t morally opposed, there’s a lot of meat to be eaten in Luven. It’ll straighten itself out in no time.” 
 
    Meat.  
 
    Phaebe hadn’t eaten meat in…twenty years? She’d been taken by the dragons when she was only eight, and then at sixteen been chosen as a Dragon Bride. The amount of food she was given greatly increased then, but she was mostly given fruit and decadent sweets. 
 
    “Meat sounds amazing,” she admitted. 
 
    “Good, I’ll make sure your next meal is meat heavy. You’ll be discharged soon, though, before nightfall. Have you decided whether you want to stay in Luven or go to a human settlement?” 
 
    “I’ll stay in Luven.” Phaebe had no interest in being dropped off in some shithole like Maidenhead. She’d land back at the dragons in the blink of an eye, and this time she wouldn’t be a bride. 
 
    “Then Hadie will come pick you up and get you situated in our pack housing until your ritual in a little while. Then you’ll either be mated, or live in pack housing until you find your mate.” 
 
    “It’s a plan,” Phaebe answered. 
 
    Tella had already explained the ritual to all of them, and while Millonia had sobbed through the entire thing, Phaebe didn’t care much.  
 
    So, an old wolf was going to fuck her in front of a bunch of other wolves. Wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. Wasn’t the worst thing that had happened. Years and years of being Hakkan’s bride and his visits meant that Phaebe could very easily disassociate from her body. She’d go to her quiet little space in her mind and then pop back out when it was over. 
 
    She liked the idea of pack housing. Living in her own apartment, making her own food, sleeping and eating whenever she wanted to. Hell, she could even bathe whenever she wanted to, no fastidious schedule to keep to. No burning her hair straight and making certain it looked glossy. No waxing every strip of hair off her body (minus her eyebrows and the hair on her head, of course). No ridiculous gold dresses either. She had been given a pair of gray pants and a matching shirt and it suited her just fine. She didn’t have to look nice for anyone anymore. 
 
    Phaebe liked this chance of being left alone. 
 
    No more monsters with access to her body.  
 
    She could be free. 
 
    Phaebe walked around the hospital, killing time until she had to leave. There were a lot of white, lit hallways to amble down. There weren’t many people, or wolves here, but there was space to house dozens. This place was really a marvel. 
 
    “Heard you’re leaving us,” Vallie called from her bed as Phaebe walked past her room. 
 
    “Yup,” she answered, ducking in. 
 
    “You’ll have to let us know how fucking the Alpha goes.” 
 
    Phaebe shrugged. “I fucked a dragon for ten years. Can’t imagine it’s going to be much different.” 
 
    Vallie patted the foot of her bed and Phaebe came to sit. “You’ve never been with a human, then?” Phaebe shook her head. “Hm. Before Balaur, I had myself an old-fashioned lover.” 
 
    “You did?” Phaebe was shocked. She never really thought of any of these women having lives before Balaur. 
 
    “Yeah. Good guy, too. Died trying to protect me.” Vallie hummed. “I haven’t thought about him in a long time. Just, you know, shoved it away. But, with him, it was nice, you know?” 
 
    Phaebe smirked. “I really don’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you don’t.” Vallie grinned. “I’m glad you’re staying, though. I’ll be here a bit longer, but when I get out of here, we should hang out. You know, without you dressed in jewels and me half-naked on top of a table.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Phaebe answered. She liked Vallie. She was no-nonsense, she didn’t mince words. She was honest about what their lives were like.  
 
    Dr. Tau walked into Vallie’s room, and Phaebe left quickly. She didn’t want to encroach on Vallie’s time with the doctor. She wandered around a little while longer, then crawled back into bed for a nap. Sleeping here was unlike anywhere. There was nothing to fear in the rest. Only peaceful dreams. 
 
    Phaebe left the hospital that night, a belly full of steak, potatoes, and green beans, and followed Hadie down the rainy street to her new home.  
 
    This woman talked incessantly. 
 
    “Dragon Bride, huh? Were you sad to leave?” 
 
    “No. Wolf, Dragon, it’s all the same to me. My Dragon Husband was an asshole and had four wives. He didn’t care for me because I never gave him any slimy dragon babies, unlike his other three wives.” 
 
    “Shit, human women can have dragon babies? Even though they are part reptile?” Hadie’s eyes were like twin round moons she had them opened so wide. 
 
    “Some of them can. I cannot, not for lack of trying.” Phaebe picked up her pace. The faster she was in her apartment, the sooner she could leave this woman. All she wanted was a little quiet. 
 
    The first year of her marriage, Hakkan had come inside her every day. The second year, he slowed to a few times a week. This past year, he hadn’t come once. And why would he? His other three wives had given him a small brood of dragon offspring. He was content with his golden children, their scales poking through the human skin of their mothers, soon to be completely overtaken. Phaebe shuddered. 
 
    “Well, if you have a mate here, I’m sure he’ll get you pregnant immediately. Wolves are really, I mean really, into their mates. He will worship you. And they are very potent. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were pregnant before the summer.” 
 
    “Ugh.” It wasn’t that Phaebe was against the idea of children. Hell, what she remembered of her parents was that they were madly in love and treasured their children. She remembered cuddles and gardening and nights by the fire snuggled together in winter. 
 
    Then the plague had ravaged their city, leaving only Phaebe alive, and, poof, any semblance of normalcy disappeared. 
 
    What she didn’t want was to give birth to some monster’s offspring and be expected to care for it. As far as she was concerned, if a wolf managed to get her pregnant, he could take care of the pups that came along. 
 
    “Here’s your room.” Hadie opened the door to a simple apartment. There was a small couch, a bookcase, and a bed in the corner. On the opposite wall from the couch was a door leading to a bathroom with a shower, toilet, and sink. The walls were bare, but painted a bright white, and the floors had thick carpet. 
 
    “There’s a kitchen down the hall stocked with food. If you end up living here longer, I’ll show you where the stores are so you can replenish with stuff you like. There’s shampoo and soap in the shower, extra blankets under the bed, and a few pieces of clothing in the closet. The black dress you’ll wear tomorrow morning for your ritual is hanging in there. Also, there’s lubricant in the medicine cabinet. I suggest using a heavy hand with it for tomorrow. I didn’t say as much to Tella and I feel guilty about it.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t know what dragons are packing but werewolves are a bit thick.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip.” Phaebe noticed Hadie wasn’t leaving. “Well, I’m going to go to sleep. Been a crazy couple days, you know.” 
 
    “Of course! My room is number 504, just down the hall. Knock if you need anything, day or night. I’m a light sleeper and always happy to help.” Hadie pulled Phaebe in for a hug, then smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    Hadie ducked out of the room and Phaebe exhaled. She kicked off her boots and shrugged out of her coat, leaving them in a pile by the door, and dove into bed. Wrapped up in a pile of blankets, she fell immediately asleep, no thought of the ritual tomorrow on her mind. As far as she was concerned, it would be just another day in a long line of days. Just one more monster. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Ok, who’s up?” Sigma joked, knocking his shoulder into Rho, then Lambda. 
 
    “Well, I’m fucking thirty,” Lambda said. “It’s been nearly four years since every single female wolf has been mated off. If we are going by age…” 
 
    Rho hummed a laugh. He was still young, only twenty-two. Most wolves found their mates around their mid-twenties, but there were no hard and fast rules. Lambda might not find his mate until he was in his sixties, but a teenager could walk down the street and catch a whiff of that perfect person. But, he was certain his mate wasn’t here. He’d know, right? Even if he hadn’t been in close proximity of any of the women, Rho was sure the atmosphere would shift or something monumental.  
 
    “Epsilon said there are five new women. Five! Can you imagine? Our odds went way up.” Sigma grinned. “I hope Dana works fast healing them.” 
 
    “She could also not be anyone’s mate. Like Hadie,” Rho pointed out. 
 
    “Fuck. I was so pissed when Hadie wasn’t my mate. She’s so cute with her curly hair and bubbly personality.” Sigma sighed. “At least we had a couple months of fun once she realized her mate wasn’t here.” Sigma had been very open about his relationship with Hadie a few years earlier. They were both unmated, living in Luven, and looking for some companionship. But, as with all wolves, non-mate relationships never last. 
 
    They walked up to the arena, still far enough away that no one else could hear them. 
 
    “Everyone, take a deep breath,” Sigma said. “Any hits?” 
 
    Rho shook his head. “Hey, I’m going to take a quick piss before walking in,” he said, walking to the edge of the building. “I’ll meet you in there.” 
 
    “Wait up,” Iota called racing from behind. “I had to wait for Gamma to relieve me at the wall.” The dark-haired wolf jogged to meet them. 
 
    “Iota! We’ll need all the hands we can get if my girl’s here,” Sigma joked. 
 
    “Yeah, I sprinted the entire way here in case your mate is here. Not for any of my own reasons,” Iota retorted. 
 
    “See you in there, Rho” Lambda called as they disappeared into the building. 
 
    * 
 
    Rho knew something was different the moment he walked into the auditorium. It wasn’t monumental. But there was a subtle difference. Like the air was heavier. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he’d witnessed a ritual. A couple weeks ago, he’d held Epsilon back while Alpha fucked Tella. 
 
    That had been wild. Between him, Sigma, Iota, and Lambda, they’d barely been able to contain Epsilon. Rho thought he might watch a man he saw as a brother outright murder the leader of their pack. 
 
    Rho had gotten his arm dislocated in the process, but he had healed up nicely, partially due to his quicker-than-human healing and partially due to Dr. Tau giving him a clean pop, rather than Sigma jamming his arm back into the socket. 
 
    Before that, he’d seen two rituals. He was only twenty-two and they weren’t welcome to attend until age twenty. Rho had been born in Luven, his dad called Rho before him. Once he became mating age, he became Rho, and his father retired from Luven. His parents lived in a cabin outside the city, far into the woods, enjoying their quiet life, with his four younger sisters who were still uninterested in finding their mates.  
 
    Rho climbed the stairs to the observation deck, and took a spot next to Sigma. He glanced around. There weren’t too many unmated wolves at the moment, and he was the youngest. Lambda sat on the other side of Sigma, and then Iota next. The row behind them had Chi, Delta, Beta, and Psi. 
 
    “That was a long piss,” Sigma commented. 
 
    “Sorry.” Rho settled into his seat and crossed his arms. He felt off, like he couldn’t get comfortable in his seat. “I wonder if they’re going to start soon. I feel like with Tella we had to wait a while. Can’t blame them, if they try to put it off as long as—” 
 
    When she walked into the room, his entire being was changed. 
 
    Rho’s heart rate increased. His nostrils flooded with her scent. The scent that screamed mine over and over again. She smelled like a warm fire on a crisp night, like a spot of sunshine in the dark world. It was her, his woman, his mate, his forever.  
 
    He was undone. He hadn’t even seen her face, but he knew he’d never be the same. 
 
    That was the woman he would love for the rest of his life. 
 
    Rho watched her come into view, a sheet of black hair all the way down her back, skimming her wrists.  
 
    “Hello, Phaebe,” Alpha said quietly. 
 
    Phaebe. His Phaebe. A beautiful name for his mate. 
 
    Rho watched her get on her hands and knees in front of his leader. 
 
    “No,” he breathed. He clenched his fists against his pants. His heart raced. No, he couldn’t…he couldn’t let Alpha touch her. It was wrong. Alpha would hurt her. She didn’t want him. She wasn’t his. Rho needed to protect her— 
 
    He took a breath. He couldn’t attack Alpha. This is what happened. But, fuck, this was awful. He couldn’t watch Alpha take Phaebe. 
 
    Sigma heard his reaction and motioned to Lambda, Iota, and Chi. His friends circled him, waiting to see if they needed to intervene. 
 
    Rho squeezed his eyes shut. He dug the heels of his hands into his eyes and plugged his ears with his fingers. 
 
    He couldn’t stop her scent, but he didn’t have to watch. Or listen. 
 
    To his surprise, her scent went…blank. 
 
    She wasn’t excited or aroused or scared or in pain. She simply was. It was as if she was in the midst of a dreamless sleep, while Alpha thrust into her. 
 
    “We’re done?” he heard her say. Her voice echoed softly through the arena. 
 
    “Hadie will take you back,” Alpha answered. 
 
    Rho opened his eyes just as she was leaving the room. Her scent faded away, until only the memory of her hung like smoke in the air. 
 
    He stood and dashed out of the arena. 
 
    He needed some air. Without the scent of his mate laced through every molecule. 
 
    * 
 
    “She’s your mate?” Sigma asked.  
 
    After the ritual ended, Rho had run back in and informed Alpha—through gritted teeth—that Phaebe was his mate, then got the hell out of there as quickly as possible. He was still low in the pack, the youngest adult werewolf, but the need to beat the ever-loving shit out of his Alpha was running high at the moment. That man, his dad’s good friend, had fucked his mate and the animal side of him could care less that it was for her protection.  
 
    He wanted to beat Alpha bloody. 
 
    “Yes.” He bit the word out, stepping out into the freezing air again, and finally feeling a semblance of relief. It was like his insides were turning on him, all pain and longing and an instinct to protect a woman he’d never spoken to. 
 
    But the rules meant he had to stay away from Phaebe for a few days. He couldn’t run to her, comfort her after her ordeal. Fuck, this was terrible. Now, he understood why Epsilon had almost murdered Alpha. 
 
    “Well, shit. I can’t believe it. That’s amazing.” Sigma clapped him on the shoulder. “Lucky bastard. Few days and that woman will be living with you. You’re what, twenty-two?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Hell.” Sigma pulled a face. “I’m twenty-six and, until two days ago, I was thinking I’d have at least a handful more years until I had to have my house ready for a mate.”  
 
    Rho had been in Sigma’s house. It looked like a wild wolf lived there, not a werewolf. 
 
    Rho, on the other hand, was raised by a fastidious mother and it showed. His kitchen never had a stray dish, his bathroom always had clean towels, and his bed was made the moment his feet hit the ground in the morning. But it was a small place, not a true house. No land either. No room to grow with his mate. He did not feel ready. 
 
    Shit. He didn’t just feel unprepared. He wasn’t prepared. 
 
    “I mean, I’d love it if one of these women were my mate, you know? It’s all any of us want, to find the one we’re supposed to protect and love for the rest of our lives. But I didn’t really think through the idea of having a woman suddenly living in my house.” Sigma shook his head, then looked at Rho. “You ok?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rho admitted. “She didn’t…she didn’t smell like anything during the ritual.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sigma pressed. 
 
    “She had no emotion. Nothing. Remember Epsilon? He freaked the fuck out because Tella was scared and in pain. Hell, he almost killed us trying to help her. Phaebe didn’t feel anything. Not even like…into it.” He clenched his teeth a bit at the end. The idea of his mate being into it with anyone other than him turned his stomach. Especially his Alpha. Fuck, he’d known that man since birth. “It was like she wasn’t even there.” 
 
    Rho started to worry that there was something Dr. Tau had missed. How could Phaebe feel nothing? It wasn’t that he wanted her to feel bad, or good, but that blank smell…it was uncanny. 
 
    “Shit. Well, she came from the dragons. Who knows what they put her through? From what Epsilon has said about Tella, it’s a pretty terrible place to live. I can’t imagine any of these women are in a good spot, mentally. At least she looked healthy.” 
 
    “Yeah. Small favors.” Rho hadn’t concentrated too much on what Phaebe looked like. By the time she was in front of Alpha, he didn’t want to see.  
 
    But her hair was gorgeous. The shining, black sheet falling down her back…  
 
    It was the stuff of dreams. 
 
    They walked down the street, out of the downtown area to their neighborhood. It was a collection of rowhomes, mostly younger wolves not expecting mates anytime soon. There were only two bedrooms in Rho’s house and now he was supposed to be bringing a mate in? Fuck, every wolf he knew knocked up his mate within the first year of being together. 
 
    Did he need to move? His parents had five children in the first seven years they were together. What if he was just as potent as his father? He could have multiple children before he turned twenty-five. Oh, fuck. He couldn’t afford a house. His salary was good, but he hadn’t saved any money. 
 
    Rho felt his anxiety rise, wondering how on earth he was going to provide for Phaebe and any children that might come along as well. He blew out a breath. It looked like it was time to grow up. 
 
    “Hey, if you want to hang out or go hunting or anything, let me know,” Sigma said, turning up his stairs. “I’ve heard the waiting sucks and I’ve got a bunch of beers.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think I’ll do some things around the house for now. I’ll let you know if I change my mind.” Right now, he needed to be alone. His mind was racing a million miles a minute and sitting with Sigma wouldn’t change that. 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t like to hunt. He loved chasing down a deer on a crisp winter night. But hunting wasn’t something he did to blow off steam. He did it for meat, and to feed the animalistic nature. Also, hunting didn’t solve anything. It wouldn’t make the days go by faster, or help him get over the fact that his mate had been with Alpha. And tonight, Rho didn’t feel that running through the woods would do anything other than momentarily suspend his emotional upheaval. 
 
    Rho walked a couple houses down, then turned into his. The front walk needed clearing from the snow that had fallen earlier in the day, but he would wait until tomorrow.  
 
    He walked into his house and flipped on the lights. His front room was small, but quaint. There was a couch he occasionally fell asleep on reading, plus a chair next to the fireplace. He’d been meaning to get a coffee table in here so he could enjoy his morning coffee in front of the fire in the winter, but…well, maybe he would do that tomorrow. 
 
    He hung his coat on the solitary hook by the door, making a mental note that he needed at least one more. 
 
    He blew out a long exhale. He wasn’t hungry. He wasn’t tired. He was hard as a fucking rock since he smelled Phaebe, but that was going to be hanging around for a while, so he tried not to think about it. 
 
    It was a cruel evolutionary trick the Moon Goddess played on the wolves. When a male wolf saw his mate, he went rock hard until they mated—and not just mated. Until they’d fucked like animals for a couple days. 
 
    The Moon Goddess didn’t take into consideration that their mates, sometimes human women, might not be in a headspace to want to fuck like mad. They might want to get to know their mates before getting humped for hours on end. 
 
    They might be coming from hell and need a while to get accustomed to life in a new territory without their mate’s hard cock bumping into the them while they tried to sleep. 
 
    Rho needed a task, so he settled on clearing his closet and drawers to make room for her things and baking a few loaves of bread. Epsilon had said the women kept by the dragons were notoriously underfed. He had half a deer in the freezer from a hunt earlier in the month and set some chops in the fridge to defrost. He checked his cabinets and was glad to see he still had flour, yeast, salt, and sugar. He’d run to the market tomorrow for a few more things. 
 
    “All right. Time to make this house a home. For my mate. Holy shit.” Rho pushed up his sleeves and got to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Before Phaebe knew it, her alone time in the apartment was over.  
 
    She was declared not with child by Alpha and his intimidating brood of hovering mothers. Before she could rejoice in her good luck of not conceiving a monster within her first three days of arriving at Luven, Hadie announced she had a mate who was coming to pick her up and take her to their new home. 
 
    She was disappointed, but unsurprised. Though a small part of her heart had hoped she could remain here, unmated and living life in whatever way she wanted, Phaebe was accustomed to being let down. Life was a series of wrong ways, unfavorable outcomes. At this point, the surprise would have been a path to the life she wished for. 
 
    Now, she had to see how long this monster would put up with her inability to breed. 
 
    It wasn’t that she knew for certain she couldn’t have children, but while all the other women bled monthly with the moon cycle, Phaebe didn’t. She bled, but without pattern. Sometimes a full six moons past before her bleeding came, other times only a moon or two. None of the dragon doctors could ever find a way to regulate her cycle, so she remained as she was: without dragon children.  
 
    It was the best thing her body had ever done for her. 
 
    Wolves were different, as far as she could tell. They didn’t have multiple wives, a chance for children on many fronts. If this wolf wanted pups, he’d have to leave her and find someone else. 
 
    Someone who could give him what all wolves wanted: a breeding mate. 
 
    It was a glimmer of hope. 
 
    “Do you want to borrow a dress to wear to meet your mate?” Hadie asked from her spot in the doorway moments after delivering the news. 
 
    “Why?” Phaebe retorted. 
 
    “It’s a big day! A fun dress might be nice to remember wearing,” Hadie offered. 
 
    Phaebe scrunched her nose. “I think I’m good in my hospital clothes. If all this shit is true, about wolves being obsessed with their mates, it won’t matter what I’m wearing, right? He’ll want me no matter what?” 
 
    “I guess,” Hadie answered slowly. 
 
    “Cool.” Phaebe looked around the room, trying to signal Hadie to leave. 
 
    She didn’t. Time to be blunt.  
 
    “Thanks for your help. I’m going to sit in silence until he gets here, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course!” Hadie exclaimed, turning to leave before pausing. “Phaebe, they aren’t bad guys, the wolves. Seriously. Tella is so happy compared to her time in Balaur.” 
 
    “Sure. Ok. See you around Luven then.” Phaebe shut the door and collapsed on the couch. 
 
    She glanced down at her standard brown pants and matching shirt that had been hanging in the closet here. She looked at the simple apartment, her own bed, and the emptiness of it all. 
 
    “Fuck,” she breathed.  
 
    Of course, Tella was happy. Tella lived in a dungeon. She probably pissed in a bucket. Phaebe was sure whatever form of savior complex Epsilon was working had done loads for Tella.  
 
    Phaebe’s last monster had kept her in a castle. 
 
    “It is what it is,” she told herself. Then she stood up, collected her clothing into the bag it had been delivered to her, and enjoyed a last meal alone, in this perfect, silent, solitary space. 
 
    * 
 
    A knock came, sooner than she hoped it would, and Phaebe took one last look at the home that almost was, put on her coat, and opened the door. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    Her head twitched a bit. He didn’t look like a monster, or even the werewolf who had initiated her. 
 
    “Hello,” she mirrored.  
 
    He looked so young and a tiny bit afraid of her. His blonde hair flopped over his forehead, and his complexion was fair, a spray of freckles over his nose and cheekbones. He was very tall, but slender, missing the bulk of the other wolves she’d seen. He didn’t look like a monster. 
 
    Was this a mistake? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, “who are you?” 
 
    “Oh. Rho. I’m Rho. You’re my—I’m your mate.” He stuck his hand out to shake hers. “Nice to meet you, Phaebe.” 
 
    She took his hand, which was really warm and surprisingly soft.  
 
    What the fuck was going on? This young man didn’t look like a wolf. He looked like a teenager. 
 
    He stood back a little, strumming his fingers against one thigh. He didn’t move to speak or come in or grab her. 
 
    “Are we leaving now?” she prompted. Like always, Phaebe was impatient to get this over with. He’d take her to their new home, they’d fuck, and it would be done. At least for today, she dared to dream. 
 
    She had no false hopes of a relationship with this man. She’d crawl into her mind when he fucked her and if she was lucky, he’d leave her alone for a while afterwards. 
 
    “Are you ready? Is there anything else you need to pack?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she answered, picking up her bag, and stepped out of her apartment. The door closed softly behind her, and with that, she began anew again. 
 
    He took her bag and led her down the hall to the stairs. Thankfully, Hadie wasn’t in the hall to bombard them with questions. It was enjoyably silent. At least he didn’t expect her to make small talk.  
 
    They left the building, which was situated next to the hospital, and on a whim, Phaebe waved towards the frosted windows. She had no idea if anyone was looking out, but if they were, well, at least the wolf walking next to her didn’t look like he would devour her. 
 
    “I heard the other women need more time in the hospital,” Rho mentioned. 
 
    “Yeah. I was the only one kept well-fed in Balaur. The rest of them were basically starved by their dragons.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s considered lowly if a dragon can’t keep his bride fed. Not the same as a pet,” Phaebe explained. 
 
    “You’re married?” His voice cracked a bit at the end. 
 
    “Not really. Hakkan, my dragon husband, had four wives, including me. I didn’t make any vows to him, nor did he to me. Basically, it’s like a contract I didn’t have a say in that he tries to get me pregnant with his dragon babies and no one else is allowed to do that. Dragons claim certain women as their wives so no one else can knock them up. It is so they can be certain who their children are. Dragons are very weird about things belonging to them. I was his property, but a tier up from the pets. I had my own room in the keep, a few servants. I ate every day.” 
 
    “Do you have kids?” Rho asked quietly. 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Good.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then corrected. “Not good, nothing about where you came from was good. But, I’m glad you didn’t leave anyone you loved behind. You didn’t, right?” 
 
    “I don’t love anyone,” she answered sharply. She didn’t feel the need to play a part with Rho. This wasn’t going to last, as long as her body behaved as it had for the past ten years, so there was no reason to mince words. 
 
    He nodded, but didn’t press her for more. Phaebe hoped this man didn’t expect her to fall in love with him. Hakkan may have wanted obedience, but he never asked her to love him. 
 
    They turned down a series of streets and Phaebe was surprised how much this looked like an old human settlement. She’d seen books with pictures of places like Chicago and New York from hundreds of years ago. There was an old sign in Bloodfell that said Cleveland but no one called it that anymore. 
 
    There weren’t any buildings like this there. Anything that wasn’t a ruin was made of wood. While Luven wasn’t that big or crowded, the buildings were tall and made of steel, unlike Balaur, which was made completely of stone. 
 
    They came to a row of brick houses, all stuck together but with separate doors, and Rho pointed about halfway down. 
 
    “That’s ours, with the blue door.” He grabbed onto her hand and brought her to the path leading up to the house. “I’m sorry it’s not bigger. I didn’t expect to find a mate this early in my adulthood. We can move soon, if you like, if it’s not up to your standards. There are houses further out of the city with more rooms for children and space away from neighbors. Or if you like the woods, some of us live even further out, away from the city, if you don’t like being around lots of people.” 
 
    “This is fine.” She didn’t care one way or another where they lived. It wasn’t like they would need the space for children she’d never have. After all, she was getting older, not younger, and if it hadn’t happened yet, what was the use of thinking it would happen later? 
 
    Rho opened the door and pushed through, a burst of warm air enveloping Phaebe. 
 
    “Oh, that feels nice,” she commented, slipping off her coat. Rho took it from her and hung it on a hook next to the door, then did the same with his. 
 
    “Do you need anything to eat or drink?” he asked. 
 
    She was about to say no, but the scent of fresh bread and something simmering hit her nostrils. 
 
    “Did you cook?” Phaebe tried to hide the shock in her voice. 
 
    “I did. Simple venison stew and bread. Nothing fancy.” 
 
    “It smells amazing,” she answered. 
 
    “You sit down,” he motioned to the couch that had a small table in front of it, “I’ll bring you some food. Would you like water, juice, or beer to drink?” 
 
    “What’s beer?” Phaebe asked. 
 
    “Oh. Um. Did you have alcohol with the dragons?” 
 
    “We had thick red wine.” She hoped beer wasn’t another name for wine. After so long without anything else to drink, she didn’t really like it anymore. 
 
    “Ok. So, it has a similar effect but a very different taste.” 
 
    Phaebe shrugged. If possible, she got really drunk before Hakkan wanted to fuck her. She might as well take a bit of the edge off before Rho climbed on top of her. “I’ll try it.” 
 
    Rho disappeared into the next room, giving Phaebe a chance to really look around. It was a comfortable room, with a low ceiling and rugs on the floor. The windows had curtains pulled tightly closed, but if they were open, there’d be good light.  
 
    The hearth was the best part, with its crackling fire. The dragons were obsessed with fire, but never in a useful way. They liked bonfires as high as the keep or open flames in the middle of rooms. She liked this little fireplace, with its wooden mantel. It warmed her cheeks and made her a little sleepy. 
 
    The mantel had a ceramic crescent moon on it, as well as two fat candles and a small stack of books. The walls were bare, but a nice deep cream color. Phaebe snuggled against the couch. 
 
    It was a cozy room. 
 
    Rho walked back in, a bowl of steaming stew and a plate with a chunk of bread on it. He set both down on the table, then pulled a bottle from his back pocket and popped the cap off with his thumb. 
 
    “Here,” he said, handing her the bottle. She took a whiff before trying it. It smelled yeasty and a little bit sour. 
 
    Phaebe tried a mouthful and nearly choked, forcing herself to swallow it down rather than spit it all over the room in front of Rho. She dissolved into a series of coughs and was certain beer was about to fly out of her nose. 
 
    “Are you ok?” he asked, sitting beside her and rubbing his hand on her back. 
 
    “Yes,” she wheezed. “I wasn’t expecting it to be bubbly.” 
 
    “Shit, I should have warned you. I’m going to get you a glass of water.” He hurried back out of the room and returned with a large cup of cold water, which she downed gratefully. 
 
    “Thank you.” Phaebe cleared her throat, then took a hunk of bread and dipped it into the stew. She savored the bite, still acclimating to a diet of more than fruit and sweets. “This is delicious.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it. My mom made certain I knew how to cook before I left home.” 
 
    “Does she live in Luven?” Phaebe picked up the spoon and took a mouthful of the stew. Venison was quickly becoming her favorite food. Who knew those wild deer were so tasty? 
 
    “No. My family lives out in the wilderness. There are a few small settlements away from the city that wolves live in.” 
 
    “Who’s in your family?” Phaebe asked between bites. 
 
    “My parents and my four younger sisters. Ailla, Kaeli, Enna, and Wini.” 
 
    “You have four sisters? That’s a big family.” 
 
    “Wolves tend to be prolific. When they are older, they’ll come to Luven, see if their mates are here. For now, though, they are total forest girls. They like to hunt their own meat, stay in wolf form for days. They aren’t really suited to the city.” He leaned against the couch. “Do you have family?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not anymore. I grew up outside of Bloodfell. After the plague hit, the dragons swept the streets and collected everyone who survived. There were only about twenty of us all together.” 
 
    “Hell. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s ok. If they hadn’t come, I definitely would have died. I was only eight, only one in my family who survived. Back then, people didn’t take in kids that weren’t their own. Just another mouth to feed. I don’t know. Probably still like that in Bloodfell.” 
 
    “Well, you’re here now. I won’t keep saying sorry. But, I want you to know that you can depend on me. I’ll make sure you are fed and warm and comfortable. I don’t know how much Hadie or Tella told you about what mating means, but I’m here for you. I know I’m on the younger side, but that doesn’t diminish my bond with you. Anything you need, tell me. I’ll do my best to make it happen.” 
 
    “How old are you?” she asked slowly. She was a little afraid of the answer. She couldn’t quite tell if he had a babyface…or was much younger than her. 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “That’s not too young.” At least she wouldn’t have to mother him and fuck him.  
 
    She could handle twenty-two. A four-year age differences wasn’t that bad. After all, she’d been sixteen when Hakkan took her as his second bride and he’d been twenty-eight. 
 
    “I’m twenty-six, is that ok?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rho answered, his eyebrow notching up. 
 
    Well, being declared too old to mate was off the table. 
 
    Phaebe picked up the bowl and finished her stew and bread. Then she tried a few more sips of beer, but really couldn’t stomach it. While she would have preferred being drunk for what came next, she could handle being sober. Hell, she’d been as removed as possible when Alpha fucked her, and there’d been an audience. 
 
    “Can I see the rest of the house?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh. Yes.” Rho picked up her dishes and led her out of the front room. On the other side of the wall was a small kitchen with a dining area. The table had two chairs and was pushed against the wall so it didn’t take up the entire kitchen.  
 
    “Whoa, you have a refrigerator and a freezer? How?” 
 
    “We all have them here. Oven and stove, too.” He pointed to a large machine in the corner. 
 
    “Did this place not get hit like the rest of the world?” Phaebe asked. 
 
    “No, it did. But it was easier for wolves to focus on getting electricity back when we could hunt animals for food whenever we wanted. No need for guns or aim or anything like that. Just shift to wolf form and grab a rabbit. With food not being a problem, our great-great-grandparents got to work on electricity and running water.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t think about it like that.” Humans didn’t have any of this. She lived in a shanty-type house with her family, but they got their water from the lake and light from candles made from animal fat. The only refrigerator Phaebe had ever seen was covered in an inch of mud and used to hide things from neighbors. 
 
    “I work for the power plant here in Luven. There are plans to get electricity all over the wolf territory. Maybe after that, make a deal with the humans to get them power as well.” 
 
    “Damn.” Phaebe was impressed. Rho knew how electricity worked? He must be smart. 
 
    “The basement is unfinished,” Rho continued. “Just an empty room. Maybe we’ll put something down there now that there are two of us here.” 
 
    They walked out of the kitchen back into the front room and up the stairs. There was a bathroom with a toilet, sink, and combination shower and bath, as well as an empty smaller bedroom, and the main bedroom with a medium size bed, bedside table with a pile of books on it, and a dresser. 
 
    “This is our room,” he said slowly. “I made some space for you in the dresser and closet. Tomorrow, if you want, I can take you to the shops to get you some more clothes. I know the hospital gave you a few things, but you’ll probably want some warmer stuff. Winters here are pretty cold, and summers are hot. You’ll need a variety of clothing.” 
 
    Phaebe nodded, half listening.  
 
    She looked at the bed. It looked warm at least, but as far as she could tell, they were supposed to share it. Maybe she could talk him into making that other room hers. She didn’t need this big of a bed. Hell, a blanket in the corner was fine. 
 
    She took a deep breath and stepped out of her pants, then climbed on the bed. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Rho asked, taking two steps towards the door. 
 
    “I mean, we should mate and get it over with, right? Do you want me on my hands and knees? Is that how wolves like it?” Phaebe sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Oh my moon,” Rho muttered. He grabbed a throw blanket off the bed and draped it over her lap. “I’m not going to force myself on you. Ever.” 
 
    “Clearly, it’s not force if I took my own pants off,” Phaebe pointed out. “But, I would like to get it over with, if you don’t mind. No use in waiting. So, fuck me, then we’re mated, and we can go about our days.” 
 
    Rho looked at her like she had three heads. What the hell was wrong with him? She thought he was hardwired to want her. Maybe he needed a little encouragement. 
 
    Phaebe dropped the throw and got on all fours, facing away from him. 
 
    “Fuck…” Rho muttered.  
 
    She could hear his breathing, heavy and quickening. He walked towards her, his hand smoothing the skin of her ass. Good. He was into it. It would be over before she knew it. She closed her eyes and started to fade into herself. 
 
    The room dissipated, Rho’s touch melted away, and Phaebe settled into the nothingness she sought. 
 
    “Phaebe?” Rho’s voice broke into her mind. 
 
    He wasn’t touching her, let alone fucking her. She turned around to sit and face him. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Why’d you stop?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you…you went blank. You weren’t here,” he explained. “You did the same thing during your ritual.” 
 
    Phaebe felt her cheeks flame. “How on earth do you know that?” 
 
    “I can smell what you’re feeling. If you’re scared or happy or in pain—it’s part of us being mates. I noticed when Alpha…was with you, your scent went blank also. Why?” 
 
    “What.” Phaebe tried to steady herself, but couldn’t. Panic rose from her belly to her throat. She tried to force herself to stay calm, but everything was bubbling up. “You can smell my emotions? My emotions! If that isn’t the most fucked up thing I’ve ever heard.” She pulled the throw over her body. Her heart was racing, blood pounding in her ears. “Dragons, they’re cruel, they’ll starve you or ignore you for weeks, but hell, at least they stayed out of my mind. You are in my mind! Fuck!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he started. 
 
    “No. It’s fine.” She gritted her teeth. “Let’s mate and get it over with.” 
 
    “I’m not going to fuck you if you aren’t into it,” Rho said plainly. “That goes against everything I believe in.” 
 
    Who was this wolf?  
 
    Phaebe didn’t understand. The dragons took what they wanted when they wanted it, whether or not she was asleep, crying, sick…it didn’t matter. And here she was, freely offering herself to him, and he wasn’t going to take it. 
 
    “What if I’m never into it?” she asked. 
 
    Rho shrugged. “I guess we never mate then.” He took a breath. “Our mating tradition is that I make you comfortable in the house today, and then leave you. Alone. Then tomorrow I come over and get you off. The next day, I get you off twice. Every night I leave. Every day you have to invite me back into the house. The day after that is usually the mating day with us both in this form, and then whenever you are ready to take me in wolf form, we would do that. But if you don’t feel anything towards me, sexually, we won’t do any of it. Ever.” 
 
    Phaebe mulled it over in her mind. “Are you saying I can’t fake anything with you?” 
 
    “Why on this gray earth would you want to?” 
 
    “I’ve been faking everything for the last ten years. I don’t know…” How was she supposed to live like that? Live in her emotions and not risk angering him? “Are you going to throw me out?” 
 
    “What? Of course not. You’re still my mate, even if we aren’t mated. Obviously, I won’t sleep here for the next few nights, but after that we can figure something out. Maybe I can put a bed in the other room.” Rho ran his hand through his hair. “I need to get out of here. You want to go buy some new clothes? Then I’ll drop you off to familiarize yourself with the house.” He headed toward the door, then turned back to her. “Do you want a new book or anything? Do you have any hobbies?” 
 
    Phaebe’s brow furrowed. “What’s a hobby?” 
 
    “Something you like to do for fun. Like reading or drawing or playing an instrument.” 
 
    “I…” she began than stopped herself. She didn’t know this monster. She shouldn’t tell him too much about her past yet. “I don’t have any hobbies.” 
 
    “Ok. I’m going to walk downstairs. You can come down when you are ready.” 
 
    He left her sitting on the bed, her mouth open in shock. She collected her pants from the pile on the floor and stepped back into them. 
 
    Life in Luven was not turning out at all as Phaebe expected. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Rho sat in the front room, his hands on his head. 
 
    He had no idea what to do. 
 
    Phaebe was beautiful, with hair like a raven and lips like the first pale roses of spring and when she bent over in front of him he thought his cock would burst of happiness.  
 
    But when she all but disappeared from the room, his heart sank like a rock in the lake. He understood why she’d faded away with Alpha. If the situation was reversed and he was a human entering a pack, he could imagine going somewhere else in his mind during the ritual. Choosing to simply get through it. 
 
    But she was his mate. They were supposed to be connected, made for each other by the moon goddess. 
 
    She didn’t want that. It seemed like she didn’t want anything from him. 
 
    But, she needed things. She needed clothes and food and a warm house. And if Rho couldn’t give her satisfaction, he would give her those things instead. Fuck, his life had taken a hard turn. He’d never…well, he’d never pictured a mate who didn’t want anything from him. He’d never pictured a face or a body, only a soul matched perfectly with his. Someone who would want his hands on her body. Maybe not immediately, but eventually. He wasn’t sure if Phaebe would ever want to live as mates. 
 
    Fuck. Rho was only twenty-two years old and now he was staring down a lifetime roped to a woman who didn’t want him. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He was supposed to have a few more carefree years. Now…fuck. There was nothing carefree about the life looking back at him. 
 
    A deep sadness settled over him. Rho didn’t know what to do. He would try his best to care for her, in the way she needed, but he didn’t know how to care for someone with her past.  
 
    He glanced between his legs at the hard ridge pressing against his pants and sighed. Usually these days between meeting one’s mate and actually mating were uncomfortable for wolves, stuck in a spiral of non-stop arousal. Now, it looked like he might be stuck there indefinitely. 
 
    “Better get used to it,” he mumbled, readjusting himself. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Phaebe said, walking down the stairs. 
 
    Rho looked up. By the moon, she was beautiful. She had pulled her hair back into a braid that she slung over her shoulder. Her brown eyes glinted with hints of gold, and she gave him a small smile. 
 
    He returned her smile and inhaled. “Let’s go.” 
 
    * 
 
    Luven had a small shopping district, with a clothing store, baker, bookshop, and a general store. They went into the clothing store first, knowing that Phaebe needed a few more things to get her through the winter. Once spring hit, Rho would bring her back for light-weight clothing. Or she would go alone. It would depend on where they stood. 
 
    “Good afternoon!” called Kata. She and Rho had been the same year in school and her family owned the shop. She was a tall wolf, with brown hair and a very loud voice. 
 
    “Hi, Kata,” he answered. 
 
    “Oh my moon, you must be Phaebe! I heard Rho’s mate was here now!” Kata rushed over to say hello. “I’m Kata and, can I say, you have the nicest mate! We went to school together for years. Obviously, nothing between us. He is the sweetest guy I know. You really ended up with a great guy.” 
 
    Kata leaned against a shelf as if she planned to stay and chat. Rho grimaced. 
 
    “Oh, nice to meet you,” Phaebe said quietly. 
 
    “It’s probably all so overwhelming. I try not to listen to gossip but it’s been pretty much constant since Tella arrived. Who knew the dragons were such absolute assholes? Not us or I’m sure Alpha would have led some sort of, I don’t know, mission against them. Well, let’s pick out some clothes for you. I helped Tella get her things.” Kata led them deeper into the store, where the women’s collection was. 
 
    “I know you all are used to warmer life, so I think three sweaters, some wool pants, maybe a pair of jeans, some women buy a dress for their mating ritual. But it’s up to you whether or not you even want one.” She grinned widely and scrunched up her nose. Rho waited for Phaebe to bolt to the door.  
 
    “We don’t have a ton of variety when it comes to cuts,” Kata continued, “but we make it work by stocking as many colors as possible. That way you can stand out. All our stuff comes from Muchan, in the south. They have a huge textile manufacturing system there. What are your favorite colors?” 
 
    Phaebe’s eyes went wide, and she looked terribly overwhelmed. “I don’t have any favorite colors.” She turned to Rho. “What do you want me to wear?” 
 
    “Uh, whatever you’re comfortable in,” he answered. He turned to Kata. “We’ll look around for a while and then come up to pay.” 
 
    “Of course! Just holler if you have any questions. There’s a room in the back if you want to try anything on, Phaebe.” Kata smiled and scurried away, leaving them alone surrounded by clothes. 
 
    “You can pick out whatever you like.” 
 
    “But don’t you want to dress me to your liking? If you have to live with me?” Phaebe turned toward a stack of sweaters. “If I must be covered so completely, not giving you a chance to gaze on my skin, it should at least be in a color you enjoy.” 
 
    “Phaebe.” His voice was low and hushed. His heart clenched at the words coming out of her mouth. “I am not a dragon. You do not exist for my entertainment. I am here to provide for you. I want to make you happy, safe, healthy, warm. I want you to be comfortable in what you wear, and maybe even take some joy in it. You should pick what you like, not what pleases me.” 
 
    She looked at him for a moment, as if her mind was unlocking some puzzle. Then she turned back to the stack of sweaters and ran her hands over them. 
 
    “I think I like this one,” she said, pulling the deep mulberry one from the pile. 
 
    “I’ll hold it for you while you keep looking,” Rho answered. 
 
    Over the next hour, Phaebe picked out three sweaters—mulberry, pale pink, and cinnamon—two pairs of wool pants—black and tan—a pair of jeans, and three white undershirts. She also picked out seven pairs of underwear and seven pairs of socks. The hospital had provided a hat, coat, and gloves, but at the checkout counter, Rho grabbed a bright pink scarf for her and added it to the pile. They still had over a moon of winter left, and the nights could get very bitter in Luven. He didn’t want his mate to be cold another day in her life. Not if he could help it. 
 
    “Thank you,” Phaebe said as they pushed back out into the wind, her new scarf wrapped around her neck. 
 
    “You’re welcome, but you don’t have to thank me for things that are necessities. We’re a team now.” 
 
    “I don’t have much to bring to the team,” she answered, then bit her bottom lip. Her scent hit the air, nerves laced with uncertainty. 
 
    “Phaebe. I don’t know what it was like for you with the dragons, but I can imagine it was pretty awful. I don’t want your life to be awful, I want it to be wonderful. I know I’m probably not what you were hoping for. I don’t have a big house, I’m still a young werewolf, but I want you to know that I’ll never hurt you or make you sad. I’m wired to make your life as good as I can. I’ll never have a castle or a team of servants to wait on you, but you are free. If you wanted to leave Luven tomorrow, I wouldn’t stop you. I only want you to find peace, however that might come around.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, simply nodded. But about a few blocks later, when they were almost home, she slipped her arm through his and walked a little closer. 
 
    And, for that moment, he allowed himself the luxury of hope. Maybe he could prove to her that even though he was young and unfamiliar in how to care for a mate, that he could learn to care for her. He meant what he said about being a team. He wanted to protect Phaebe, yes, but more than that, he wanted her to feel like his equal. She wasn’t his bride, she was his mate.  
 
    * 
 
    That night, after feeding Phaebe dinner and making certain she didn’t need anything else, Rho made his way to the front step. He didn’t have a porch big enough for a chair, so he settled to sit on the stairs. Eventually, he’d shift into his wolf form and sleep guarding their door, but for now, he was wide awake. 
 
    He worried over Phaebe. The way she spoke while picking out clothes… it was as if she hadn’t been allowed to make a single decision for the last eighteen years. Hakkan, her dragon husband, had stolen all of her freedom. 
 
    Thinking of the monster made Rho’s stomach turn. Epsilon had slain Tella’s captor. Rho craved to do the same.  
 
    He shook his head and flexed his hands a few times. Phaebe needed him here, not gallivanting through Dragon Territory like a beast. Tomorrow, he’d take her to the baker and let her pick out a few things. She’d really loved the bread he made for her. Once she saw the pumpernickels and ryes and sourdoughs Chi could make, well, hopefully she would be happy to try them all. 
 
    Usually, once a wolf’s mate was known, he took a week or two off from work. Rho was scheduled to go into the power plant tomorrow. No one would expect him, but he was wondering if it would be easier on Phaebe if he did, rather than hang around her all day. He didn’t want to crowd her while she got accustomed to the house. 
 
    He leaned against the door and stretched his long legs out. The air was cold and damp, with the feel of winter trying to linger and hold on, even with spring coming soon. 
 
    His nose caught something on the air. 
 
    It was Phaebe. She smelled…what was it? He sniffed again, trying to sense her more deeply. 
 
    She smelled calm. 
 
    He exhaled. Calm was better than scared or sad or hurt or angry. It was a start. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Phaebe climbed into bed alone, and for the first time in ten years, she was confident she would stay that way. Even after months and months of Hakkan ignoring her, there was always the chance he’d appear, demanding her legs open and her womb ripe. Demanding she do her part in their sham marriage. 
 
    And she would do it. She would crawl into her mind, shutter the world around her, and wait until the room was quiet and empty again, only her own thoughts to keep her company in the darkness. Usually, Hakkan would leave without ever noticing she’d been silent or somewhere else. He didn’t care what she felt or thought. He was there to do his dragon-husband duty and go. 
 
    Once, early in their marriage when Phaebe had just learned how to tuck herself away from him, he did say something about her not answering his questions, and she had demurely replied that it was hard for her to think about anything when he was inside her. That answer had placated him, and he strode away thinking he was the best dragon lover in Balaur. 
 
    Truthfully, she had no idea what constituted a good lover, only that the dragons teased one another about their prowess and their brides’ bellies, swollen and misshapen from the creatures within. 
 
    But that was not her life anymore.  
 
    As Rho said, she was free. 
 
    She didn’t understand that man—wolf. Not one bit. But for some reason she couldn’t name, she believed him. She believed he would stay away from her tonight, stay on the porch in the frigid winter darkness, and leave her to her peace. 
 
    She didn’t have any sleeping clothes, so she wore one of the undershirts Rho had purchased today and snuggled under the covers, pulling them up to her chin. While the house was colder than the keep, the beds and blankets given to her from the dragons didn’t give her this sense of…comfort. There were silky sheets in Balaur, the bed like a shelf rather than anything soft. This sleeping situation felt more entuned with her body—the need for soft, comfortable things. It reminded her a bit of laying against her mother as a child, and the feeling that nothing in the world could touch her. 
 
    The moon shone brightly through her window, a beautiful sliver of silver light across the blankets and wall. As she dozed off, she thought of Rho, sleeping outside alone, and wondered if he was cold. 
 
    * 
 
    Phaebe woke slowly. No jumping to consciousness, no sudden burst of fear. She opened her eyes and stretched her arms above her head. The sun was up, dappling where the moon had been the night before. There were gentle sounds downstairs: water filling a kettle, plates landing on a counter. 
 
    She stood up and put on the black pair of pants Rho bought her yesterday, plus the pink sweater. Then she walked into the bathroom and found a note. 
 
    Purple toothbrush is yours. I also got you a hairbrush and shampoo recommended by a woman at the pharmacy. We can pick up more things, but thought this was a start. White towel is for you. 
 
    Well, shit. When she was elevated to Dragon Bride, the only things Hakkan gave her were three apples and a fear of the night.  
 
    This was preferable. 
 
    She brushed her teeth and washed her face, then walked downstairs into the kitchen. Rho stood in front of the stove, cooking eggs in a pan. 
 
    “Sorry. I know you are supposed to invite me back in, but I thought you might be hungry,” Rho apologized just as Phaebe’s stomach grumbled loudly. 
 
    He grinned. “Do you like eggs? I also made cheesy toast and bacon.” 
 
    “I…That sounds delicious.” She sat in one of the chairs at the small table. She folded her hands in front of her and looked around the room. 
 
    Was this wolf serving her? In Balaur, there had been servants, but she could never, ever imagine Hakkan preparing food for another. 
 
    “Tea or coffee?” Rho asked. 
 
    “What’s coffee?” 
 
    “Sort of like tea, but a different flavor. Warm and wakes you up in the morning. No bubbles.” He handed her his mug. “You can try a sip of mine. There’s a bit of milk in there, too.” 
 
    Phaebe took the mug from him and slowly sipped the warm liquid. 
 
    “Ooh.” She loved it. It warmed her immediately. “That is good.” 
 
    “I’ll pour you a cup.” Rho went between the stove and the refrigerator, putting her plate together. “Splash of milk?” 
 
    “Please.” She paused. “Is it customary for the men to cook here?” Phaebe asked, taking her mug from him. 
 
    “I want to eat, I need to cook,” Rho teased. 
 
    “Yes, but now that I am here, will I cook instead? Clean the house, do the sort of domestic tasks?” Phaebe hadn’t done any of those things at Dragon’s Keep, but Phaebe had a team of servants.  
 
    “Do you want to cook?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know how to cook. Before the plague, I occasionally helped my mother prepare our meals, but I’d have no idea how to use that.” She pointed at the stove-oven combo. “We mostly ate foraged fruit and greens and rabbit stew or fish cooked over the fire. Every once in a while my mom would make bread.” 
 
    “I’m fine continuing on cooking, or I can teach you if you’d like that.” 
 
    Phaebe took another sip of her coffee. “I think I’d like to learn how to make a few things. I’ve eaten enough fruit to last my entire life.” 
 
    “So, I should keep the bowl of grapes in the fridge?” 
 
    She burst out laughing. “You are welcome to eat them, but there were months when all I ate were grapes. I’m in no rush to have them again.” 
 
    Rho set their plates down, hers overflowing with eggs and toast with melted cheese and two thick slices of bacon. He turned to grab his coffee from the counter and kissed her on the head before he set it at his spot, then froze. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did that. It was an instinct.” He backed away from her. “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “No. It’s fine. Trust me, Hakkan never kissed me, let alone on the head.”  
 
    Rho nodded and fetched his plate, then sat across from her. She couldn’t help but feel like the coffee wasn’t the only thing warming her. She was starting to like Rho, his quiet presence. He was always doing something, fixing something, cooking something. She liked the solidness of him. The dragons spent their days lounging waiting for others to serve them, feed them, clean for them. Rho wasn’t like that. He was a provider. 
 
    It didn’t mean she wanted to jump into bed with him and stay in her head the entire time. But at least he didn’t scare her. She wasn’t worried he would lunge across the table and attack her. He’d be a good friend. A life with him appeared bearable. 
 
    “Thank you for breakfast.” She bit into the cheesy bread and couldn’t help her eyes from rolling back. “By the sun in the air, that is fucking delicious. I haven’t had cheesy toast since I was a kid. I forgot how good it tastes.” 
 
    “There are few things in the world that taste as good as melted cheese,” he agreed, taking a bite of his own. 
 
    Phaebe settled into her seat, suddenly feeling very much at home with the plate of food in front of her and the quiet company beside her. They ate in relative silence after that, each in their own thoughts and content to let the other remain there. The dishes clinked against the table and outside a few of the winter birds trilled, but otherwise, it was a peaceful silence. 
 
    “I am going to leave for work in a few minutes,” Rho said, clearing their dishes from the table. “Is there anything you want me to show you before I go?” 
 
    Phaebe started to open her mouth, then stopped. He was his own man. If he was leaving for work, that is what was happening. It didn’t matter how she felt. She needed to adjust to her place in this new situation. She took a breath to steady herself. 
 
    “What is it?” he pressed. 
 
    She grimaced a moment. Rho and his damn super-smelling powers. Of course he’d notice if her emotions shifted. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you would be leaving me yet,” she answered slowly. 
 
    “Oh.” He leaned against the counter. “Well, usually I wouldn’t. Usually I would stay home from work until we were officially mated, and then a few days longer. It’s time wolves take to get to know their mates before the world encroaches in. But since you aren’t sure you’ll ever want to mate, I thought I should get to our regular schedule. Plus, I didn’t want to hover over you all day long. Thought you might like some space.” 
 
    “Ok. Should I stay in the house? Will anyone come by?” Phaebe could feel her heart start to beat fast, thumping against her chest. She wanted to be alone, that was her original plan. But now, it was like the idea of being alone scared her out of her wits. What was wrong with her? She should be glad Rho was leaving her. 
 
    “Whoa, are you ok?” Rho rushed to sit back down and took her hand in his, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. 
 
    “Of course, why?” 
 
    “Your scent is all over the place. I don’t have to go work, no one would fault me for staying home with you.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to get in trouble because of me.” She didn’t know why she wanted him to stay, but suddenly the idea of staring down the day without him seemed unachievable. 
 
    “Get in trouble? Phaebe, everyone in Luven would understand if you want me to stay with you. Hell, everyone knows I want to stay home today.” He squeezed her hand, then let it go. “My neighbor, Sigma, works with me. I’m going to tell him I won’t be in. I’ll be right back, ok?” 
 
    Phaebe nodded. 
 
    She felt so stupid. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been left alone before. Why was she suddenly scared of Rho leaving? It was really ridiculous. 
 
    She walked over to the sink and washed the dishes, then set them to dry beside the sink. She tried to push away this sudden dependency, but short of fading into herself, it looked like it wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Rho began, walking back into the kitchen.  
 
    “It’s ok. I want to help.” She dried her hands on the dishcloth, then turned towards him. “Everything go ok with Sigma?” 
 
    “Yeah. He assumed I wasn’t coming in anyway. And then he got to asking me no less than thirty questions in the three minutes I was gone.” 
 
    Phaebe giggled. “What did he ask?” 
 
    “General things like, how’s it going? Does she like the house? And then weird stuff like, what is it like to have a woman using your bathroom? What does she eat? Did you sleep at all last night?” Rho shook his head. “I’m sure Sigma is hoping one of the women you came with is fated to be with him.” 
 
    “Do you have a shortage of women here?” There were no female dragons, only males who begat males on human women. They needed humans to keep their line going, but Kata, at the store, had been a female wolf. At least, Phaebe thought she was. Her eyes had been silver, as far as she remembered. 
 
    “Not particularly. But, wolves don’t really date, you know. Nothing is casual here. Just our mates or nothing.” 
 
    Phaebe let that information wash over her. Had Rho never been in a relationship? She hadn’t been in a healthy one, but she had spent the last ten years walking a thin line of her relationship with Hakkan. They hadn’t been true spouses, but it had been a relationship to navigate. 
 
    And if he’d never been in a relationship… 
 
    She looked over him again, her mate with the babyface. If he’d never dated, was she the first woman he’d ever been close with? Shared a space with? 
 
    “Rho,” she said slowly, “Can I ask you something really personal? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “Sure.” Rho leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossing over his chest. 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” 
 
    Rho’s cheeks pinkened immediately. “Ahh.” 
 
    “You seriously don’t have to answer. Only with what you said about not dating, it made me wonder. But what the hell do I know about wolf culture? For all I know there’s a wolf brothel in town and you’re the best customer.” 
 
    “There is not a brothel in town,” he said quickly, “and even if there were, I would not be its best customer.” He paused a moment, his mouth ticking to one side as he mulled something over. “I’ve never been with anyone else. Fully. Not to say that wolves never sleep with non-mates. But I never have. I did have, you know, teenage flings. But nothing serious. So, yeah, I am a virgin.” 
 
    She nodded, a little shocked at his honesty. 
 
    “Do you mind that I am not a virgin?” Hakkan had insisted he have a woman who had never been fucked as his bride. Something about the purity of his line, no one else touching something that was his…Phaebe couldn’t really remember, only that she wished so hard that first night that she’d somehow been defiled to keep her out of Hakkan’s grasp. A single night with someone else seemed a good trade for a lifetime with him. 
 
    “No. If you had been with other people because you liked them or you were attracted to them, I wouldn’t mind at all. I want to kill Hakkan for ever touching you or bringing you pain, but that has nothing to do with you not being a virgin.” 
 
    Phaebe turned it over in her mind, still coming to terms with a man who didn’t think his mate was for his pleasure alone. To do with what he wanted. 
 
    “If you’ve never…I mean, wasn’t it hard for you, you know, not to fuck me yesterday? When I was on the bed. Naked.” 
 
    He chuckled a bit. “Phaebe, it’s been hard not to fuck you since I first saw you. That doesn’t mean I’m going to.” He closed the distance between them and raised his hand to her cheek for a moment, letting his thumb brush against the soft curve before pulling back. “When you want to welcome me into your bed, and your body, to really be with me, I will run to you. But, you don’t have to worry. I’m very good at waiting.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes wide. This was not what she expected from a wolf. 
 
    Phaebe had never met anyone like Rho. His quietness was a strength. He never wavered, never let his emotions overcome him. He stayed steady, like a beacon in a storm. An unbreakable pillar.  
 
    They spent the day learning each other’s rhythms, and it was lovely. Rho liked to read and gave her a book to try. Phaebe had read occasionally in Dragon’s Keep, but usually the books were boring records of Dragon families. The book Rho gave her was an old-fashioned romance between a princess and a stable hand. It had surprisingly ended happily, with the two of them escaping the corrupt kingdom to live a quiet life in the woods, living off the land instead of in a grand castle. 
 
    It was a delight. 
 
    After reading, they enjoyed dinner together and then Rho set to cleaning the kitchen while Phaebe got ready for bed. 
 
    She climbed under the covers with another book close at hand and cracked the spine. 
 
    “Good night, Phaebe,” Rho called up the stairs. 
 
    “Good night, Rho.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really know Tella, in Balaur. She was much better friends with Millonia and Vallie. Even Domitia. I think they all might hate me.” Phaebe crossed her arms in front of her chest. Rho walked a little closer to her. They were on their way to the Spruce Creek neighborhood on the outskirts of Luven. 
 
    “They don’t hate you,” he started. 
 
    “Uh, I was basically a princess, and they were prisoners,” she pointed out. 
 
    “You were a prisoner, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but my prison came with a bed. And food. And clothes that weren’t rags and a place to bathe and a team of servants. Their prison was a literal dungeon complete with chains, no light, and a bucket in the corner.” Phaebe sounded a bit panicked. Rho tried to remain calm. There was no way he could soothe her if he was panicking also. 
 
    He set his hand on Phaebe’s shoulder. “Epsilon and Tella wouldn’t invite us over to be mean to you. I don’t know Tella well, but Epsilon is a good guy. He’s one of my best friends. But if you don’t want to go, we can skip it. They will understand.” 
 
    Rho wondered if it was too much for Phaebe. When Epsilon reached out that the four of them should get together, just the four of them, not the whole crew, Rho had thought it was a good idea. Epsilon and Tella were newly mated, still getting used to each other. And both women had suffered at the hands of the dragons. It might be nice for them to talk things over in a private setting. 
 
    Also, Rho and Phaebe had been together almost every waking hour of everyday. With her resistance to forming a true relationship between mates, Rho worried that she would get skittish if they spent too much time alone. Group activities would be better. 
 
    But now Rho thought he might be asking too much of Phaebe. It had only been two weeks since she’d been released from the pack housing. He was sleeping on the couch now, but they were still getting used to each other. He didn’t know the inner workings of her mind. Did she want to be with other people? Was she sick of everyone in Luven including him? Rho still had a lot to learn about Phaebe, something he felt he was failing miserably at. He tried to talk to her and be friendly with her but he didn’t want to scare her off. For now, they were working on being friends. 
 
    Friends in which one of the friends was head over heels in love with the other. 
 
    “No, we should go. I’m just nervous.” She flexed her fingers a few times and shook out her shoulders. 
 
    Rho held his hand out for Phaebe to take, which she did, soliciting a grin from him. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re holding my hand,” he teased and wrapped his hand more tightly around hers. These small touches made him feel like a pup in summer. For a few moments, with Phaebe’s hand in his, all his worries could melt away and he could focus on just her. 
 
    “Yeah, you offered it. I’m not a dick.” 
 
    “I don’t know Phaebe, I think you like holding my hand.” Rho pulled her a little closer. 
 
    “Now who’s the dick,” she said, giving him a playful shove. “Which of these homes is theirs?” She gestured at the long line of cabins in front of them. 
 
    “Down the road there.” He pointed. “Gamma and Jaine live across the street.” 
 
    “Big brother Gamma?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t call him that to his face. He still thinks he can run with the young wolves, but I swear I can hear his knees clicking when we transform.” 
 
    Phaebe burst out laughing. 
 
    “He’s not even that much older. I think thirty-two?” 
 
    “By the sun in the air, I hope I’m not creaking in six years.” Phaebe rolled her eyes. “Or if I am, you have the decency to keep it to yourself.” 
 
    “I have a question for you.” Rho walked a little closer to her, ducking his head in her direction. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “What is by the sun in the air? Is it a worship thing?” In Luven, they all worshipped the Moon Goddess, the heavenly being who watched over all wolves and their mates, set out souls to care for and love each other. Rho knew the continent had loads of other gods with other followers, but as someone who had never left wolf territory, he didn’t know much about the world beyond the borders. 
 
    “That’s a loaded question.” Phaebe blew out a breath. “By the sun in the air is basically how the dragons said, ‘oh my god’ from what I remember of living with humans. It’s just a way to emphasize something. Like how you say by the Moon Goddess or by the moon. The dragons worship the sun, crazy ball of fire that it is. There’s some god attached to it, but they aren’t overly religious, nor do they force their humans to convert. It’s more about the appearance than anything.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Rho answered, and meant it. “Did they have any dragon holidays?” 
 
    “A few fire festivals a year. They weren’t very fun though, especially not for the pets, like Tella. Lots of uncontrolled fire, lots of drunk dragons. Not a good mix.” She paused and Rho was about to tell her he was sorry, again, but she continued. “Do you have holidays?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re really fun, actually. We have the spring equinox in a couple weeks. We have a big party and the kids all wear flowers in their hair and we have a big meal and hang out with family. I used to go home to my family, but the last two years I’ve been going to Gamma and Jaine’s. It’s a nice night.” 
 
    “Sounds better than staring at a bonfire all night while a bunch of dragons chant and then eventually fight.” She rolled her eyes. “Won’t miss those nights.” 
 
    * 
 
    Phaebe perched on the edge of the couch while Tella sat on the chair. Rho had followed Epsilon outside to use the grill, leaving her alone.  
 
    The front room was simple but warm. A small fire burned in the hearth and Tella looked at ease in the space. Much better than covered in gold paint and standing frozen for hours. 
 
    “Thanks for inviting us,” Phaebe started. 
 
    “I figured you might be having a hard time getting adjusted. It’s not that easy to go from living in the dragon’s hell to an old-fashioned city.” Tella tucked her feet under her seat. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “How is living with Rho going?” 
 
    “He’s very nice. Good cook.” What was she supposed to say? That they didn’t live as mates, that Rho slept on the couch and currently had a rock-hard cock under his pants because Phaebe couldn’t fuck him without fading away? 
 
    Tella nodded and picked up her mug. “It took me a little while to get used to Epsilon fawning over me all the time, but I’ve come to see it’s genuine. I don’t know Rho that well yet, I don’t really know anyone here besides Epsilon, but I get only good feelings from him. Epsilon told me Rho has a big family, too.” 
 
    “Yes,” Phaebe answered, relieved she could talk about something now. “His parents and four sisters live in the woods outside Juniper Knoll. It’s pretty far from the city. They don’t fall into Luven’s protection, but there is a solid group of wolves out there. He said we’ll go visit in the summer, if I’m up for it.” 
 
    “Four sisters. Wow. I don’t have any siblings. It was just me and my dad in Maidenhead. Before Balaur.” Tella blew out a breath. “It’s weird to think of life before Dragon’s Keep. I wasn’t even there that long, but living there really wiped out the feelings of the before.” 
 
    “I was in Balaur for eighteen years. My memories before are just flashes. My parents. My two brothers. Sitting around the fire in winter. Berries in the spring.” 
 
    Tella smiled. “Now that I know the wolves, it’s a wonder the human territory even exists. You’d think word would spread to every corner of the continent how much better things are here.” 
 
    “Are there maps here? Of the continent?” Phaebe had seen old maps of the world before the Collapse. Maps with tidy lines of countries that didn’t exist anymore, with cities that were burned out ruins, forests that were now five times the size.  
 
    “I’m not sure. Epsilon has some of wolf territory, for work. He does security on the border. But I’ve never seen anything that showed lands beyond the walls. I know there’s an ocean to the east, and mountains to the west, but I think they’re both far enough that walking would take many, many days.” 
 
    Phaebe nodded. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Tella asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she answered, taken aback. Was she staring off into space? 
 
    “You don’t have to pretend to be fine. I know…look, living in the dungeon at Dragon’s Keep wasn’t fun. It stunk. I was starving and dirty and would have killed for a blanket. But I didn’t have to live with them. I didn’t have to share my bed with a dragon or marry one, or keep a smile plastered on my face the entire time. Sometimes I didn’t see Cade for days. I got breaks. We knew—the rest of us—we knew it wasn’t a life of your choosing. No one blames you for being one of the chosen brides. We felt sorry for you.” 
 
    “Felt sorry for me? But you were all starving. Dr. Tau said everyone else will be in the hospital for a month at least. I got cleared in days. I was fed, I had a bed—" 
 
    “You also had a dragon you didn’t love trying to put a child in you. For years.” Tella sighed. “The worst lies the dragons told us were the stories of the wolves. That we would be nothing but breeding tools for them. In the end, it was what made me run. If I was going to give them healthy children, they would need to feed me.” 
 
    Phaebe gasped. 
 
    “Sick, I know. And once I got here and I saw Gamma and Jaine, who live across the street, with two kids and another one the way, I did wonder that, love me as he does, if Epsilon’s true drive for me was children.” She took a breath. “So, I asked. And Epsilon answered that if I wanted children, he’d love to have them, too. But that we could wait until we were ready. He wasn’t in a hurry to procreate. And living here, well it’s the first time I’ve felt like bringing a kid into the world wouldn’t be absolute shit.” Tella shrugged. “The dragons told us lie after lie because if we knew how the wolves lived, we’d see that it is a much better way to live. And every one of us would have been rushing to the wall, no matter the consequences.” 
 
    * 
 
    “What are we cooking?” Rho asked. He didn’t see any meat out, nor smell anything on the grill. 
 
    “Oh, we’re not actually grilling. We’re giving Tella and Phaebe some alone time. Tella’s been trying her hand at cooking and made a casserole last night. Looks pretty good. It’s in the oven inside.” 
 
    “Why do Phaebe and Tella need alone time?” Rho asked, peeking back into the house. He hoped Phaebe was ok. She had literally just said that she was worried the other women from Balaur hated her. 
 
    “I don’t know. So, they can complain about us maybe?” Epsilon joked. “She’s fine in there, I promise.” 
 
    Rho wasn’t so sure. Phaebe appeared tough and standoffish to the rest of the world, but he was slowly seeing it was all a front. 
 
    Deep down, Phaebe was still learning what it meant to be free from the dragons, free from Hakkan. She was still figuring out how to make her own decisions, and that everything she did didn’t need to please Rho. Or anyone other than herself. 
 
    “You look miserable,” Epsilon pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not miserable,” Rho defended. “My mate is here.” He shifted a little uncomfortably. 
 
    “Yeah and you’re not mated yet.” Epsilon leaned against the side of the house. 
 
    Rho exhaled. “Is it obvious?” 
 
    “Well, your pants look like they are two sizes too big for you and new.” Epsilon shrugged. “Don’t sweat it. Sometimes it takes longer.” 
 
    “How long did it take Tella to get comfortable with you?” Rho prompted. 
 
    “That’s not important. Phaebe’s going to go on her own schedule and so are you.” 
 
    “I wish…I wish she didn’t have to go through all of that. Before,” Rho admitted. 
 
    “We all do. And seeing that there are four more women in the hospital now, I have a feeling there are going to be four more wolves wishing their mates never saw a dragon in their lives. But you have to focus on now. Phaebe’s here, where you can protect her. The dragons aren’t going to breach the wall again. Alpha would declare all-out war if that happened. Focus on what you can do to make her life better. She’s safe in Luven. Safe in our pack. Safe in the house you’ve provided.” 
 
    “Shitty small townhouse,” Rho grumbled. 
 
    “Your house isn’t shitty. It’s in better shape than mine. And what do you need a big house for? You’ve got a spare room. Even if you get her pregnant next week, you’ve got nine months before the baby comes, and then hopefully at least two years before the next. Don’t put so much pressure on yourself.” 
 
    “I feel so unprepared,” Rho admitted. “I thought I’d have more time. Get a little more settled in my life before a mate came into it. I know I’m a man, but part of me still feels…like a teenager.” He felt ashamed to say it, but it was the truth. Phaebe needed him to step up, be the man she could depend on, who could predict her needs and take care of her so she felt safe in Luven. Instead, Rho second guessed every move he made. 
 
    “You are a man. Phaebe knows it. She’ll get there.” Epsilon shrugged. “Hell, until I saw Tella half-dead next to the wall, which is both the worst and best thing that’s ever happened to me, I didn’t think I’d be mated soon. The Moon Goddess knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “Epsilon! Food’s ready!” Tella called from inside. 
 
    “Be right there!” he answered. “It’s going to work out, Rho. You’ve got a partner for life. No need to rush things.” Epsilon clapped him on the shoulder and walked past him. 
 
    Rho didn’t want to rush things—he wanted the exact opposite. He wanted Phaebe to completely take the lead. 
 
    But he was worried. 
 
    What if she never wanted to be with him, truly? What if they were destined to live together in a platonic relationship forever? 
 
    He’d heard of mate rejection, but that was usually among the wild wolf packs that roamed the Emptylands. Ones that smelled their mate and took them by any means. No small number of wolves had died by the hand of their mates fighting them off. 
 
    Rho shook his head. Obviously, it wasn’t going to come to that. He’d never give her a reason to reject him so fully. The worst-case scenario was Phaebe would only ever accept him as a friend and they would live out their days in their townhouse sharing meals and conversation but never a bed. 
 
    Just Phaebe and Rho and his rock-hard cock. For the rest of their lives. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Phaebe sat on the couch in the front room, her feet tucked beneath her bottom, reading. Now that Rho was back at work for the time being, Phaebe was alone a lot, and books were a nice solace to that. 
 
    She didn’t hate being alone now. She liked the feeling of knowing when Rho would be home, and that she wouldn’t be upset when he got there. She would even get a little excited to tell him about what she’d been reading that day, or if she had gone for a walk. After their dinner with Tella and Epsilon, Phaebe felt a bit more settled in her life in Luven and her life with Rho. Last night, she’d almost asked him to sleep upstairs instead of on the couch. 
 
    It was confusing but also wonderful. 
 
    The wind whipped against the windows, causing Phaebe to jump up from her spot on the couch. The snow fell in huge fat flakes, nearly blocking out the streetlights that usually glowed warmly at night. 
 
    Rho wasn’t due home for another hour, but Phaebe wondered if he’d be able to get here through all this weather. She picked up a throw and wrapped it around her shoulders then walked to the front door and opened it a crack. The wind whistled loudly as she did, and she slammed the door shut immediately. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Was Rho ok out there? Storms like this hit Balaur but no one ever left the keep on these types of nights. Hell, dragons didn’t go outside unless conditions were perfect for flying. They let their servants do any outside work once winter settled over Balaur.  
 
    Was Rho working outside today? Phaebe wasn’t sure. She knew sometimes he worked inside the power plant, but sometimes he went to houses to repair their electricity or he had to work on the giant machines on the edge of Luven. What if he was out there tonight? 
 
    Phaebe bounced anxiously. What was happening with her? He was a wolf. He was fine. Even so, it wasn’t like she…cared about him. 
 
    Phaebe widened her eyes and inhaled sharply. 
 
    Fuck, she did care about him. A lot.  
 
    “Damn it,” she breathed. What if something happened to him tonight? Should she go out and look for him? No, she had no idea where she was going in daylight. She would definitely get lost in this crazy storm. 
 
    She peeked out the front window again. Sigma’s lights were on. Did that mean he was already home or had today been his day off? She should go ask him to check on Rho? The storm looked really bad. Bad enough to knock over a wolf— 
 
    “Shit, it’s terrible out!” Rho exclaimed as he busted through the door. His entire body had a dusting of snow and he stomped his feet violently before pulling off his boots. “This is not an end of winter storm. Hell, this is a midwinter night storm. We’re going to have a thick blanket on the streets in the morning.” He shook his head back and forth, raining snow all over the floor. His eyes landed on Phaebe. “I’ll clean this all up, don’t worry.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” she answered softly. “I was worried about you.” 
 
    “Worried about me?” Rho’s mouth ticked up in one corner. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s a terrible storm. I didn’t know if you were stuck out somewhere in it.” 
 
    He grumbled a bit, but smiled. “I’m a wolf. I can handle a bit of snow.” 
 
    “It isn’t just snow. The wind is really bad.” 
 
    “True,” Rho conceded. He slipped his jacket off and hung it by the door. His shirt and pants had wet patches all over them from the snow. “Takes a lot to knock a wolf down though.” He started to pull his shirt over his head and Phaebe focused on the thin strip of skin that peeked over his waistband. 
 
    “Sorry,” Rho said quickly, dropping his shirt. “I’m going to go upstairs and change and shower.” He nodded once, then disappeared out of the room. 
 
    Hell. She had wanted to look for once. 
 
    * 
 
    Rho padded upstairs as quickly as possible. 
 
    Had Phaebe been…aroused? He wasn’t certain but he swore there’d been a subtle hint. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Until she said in plain words that she wanted him—physically, emotionally, as a mate—Rho wasn’t changing his behavior in any way. 
 
    He rushed into the bathroom and turned the water on, then allowed himself an exaggerated exhale. She had been worried about him. Arousal or not, that was a good thing. Hell, it didn’t matter that a blizzard was nothing to a wolf, what mattered is that Phaebe was concerned over his well-being. 
 
    Rho couldn’t smother a smile as he peeled his shirt off and then worked on his pants. His mate liked him enough that she didn’t want him to freeze to death in a blizzard. It was hardly a resounding, “I love you” but he’d take it. 
 
    Rho jumped into the shower and warmed up almost immediately. He looked down at his aching cock and for the first time in weeks, smiled. 
 
    “Maybe not forever,” he mumbled.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Phaebe stood under the showerhead, letting the water rush over her while she tossed Tella’s words around in her mind. 
 
    She had always thought she was lucky. 
 
    Lucky the dragons had found her in Bloodfell. 
 
    Lucky that Hakkan had chosen her as a bride so she didn’t waste away in the dungeons, half-starved. 
 
    Lucky that she hadn’t been turned out when she couldn’t produce dragon babies. 
 
    Lucky Hakkan had taken another wife and started to ignore her. 
 
    But it wasn’t luck, none of it was. Now, Phaebe saw it was one of two things. 
 
    Either she’d had the worst luck of anyone born. Or this entire path had been laid out by someone—the moon, the sun, any of the gods her parents had burned offerings to whose names were lost to her childhood memory—so she could find Rho and he could find her. 
 
    Phaebe never gave much thought to gods and goddesses, powerful creatures that lived in a world other than this bleak earth. If they were all powerful, they must love to watch humans suffer. 
 
    But maybe, just maybe, this moon goddess Rho talked about was one of the good ones. Maybe she put Phaebe on this path to Rho, and she could find something here, something real. Something that wasn’t pain or the better of two evils. 
 
    Maybe the answer to all her bad luck was Rho. 
 
    She stepped out of the shower, wrapping her body in the fresh towel Rho had gotten her when she moved in. It was soft and plush, nothing like the drapes she used in Balaur. It actually did the job it was meant for. She dried her body, then switched to her hair, shaking out the excess water before tying it into a knot on top of her head to squeeze the water out. She unwrapped her hair and hung the towel on the hook, then realized she had forgotten her clothes in the bedroom. 
 
    Hm. She had always brought her clothes into the bathroom when she showered, so she emerged from the bathroom clean and dressed. Phaebe reached for the towel to re-wrap her body, but it was very wet from her hair and she was relatively dry. 
 
    Rho was downstairs, so it wouldn’t be a big deal if she walked to the bedroom naked, right?  
 
    She opened the door slowly and noticed that something about knowing Rho was so close, and she was uncovered, gave her a burst of excitement. She made her way to the bedroom, and the pile of clothes she had left on the dresser, but didn’t get dressed right away. 
 
    She smoothed the fabric of her t-shirt between her fingertips, letting her mind wander a bit to Rho and her. What they meant to each other, and what they could mean to each other. 
 
    She tossed an idea over in her head, then called, “Rho?” 
 
    “Yes?” His voice sounded a little strained. 
 
    Phaebe took a deep breath. 
 
    She could do this. 
 
    “Do you want to come up?” 
 
    She couldn’t believe she was doing this. What was going on with her? But, she was curious. And feeling…a weird mix of anticipation and nerves. But the nerves didn’t scare her now. They intrigued her. Was this excitement? 
 
    “Phaebe?” Rho’s hand wrapped around the door, but he didn’t push it open. 
 
    “Come in,” she answered. She sat on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed, but without a stitch of clothing on her body. For the first time ever, she found herself wanting. She wanted Rho to see her, maybe even touch her. And she wanted to see him, touch him. It was so alien a feeling she wasn’t sure if it would dissipate at any moment. 
 
    Rho opened the door and exhaled slowly at the sight of her. He took his time, his gaze wandering over every inch of her, from her bare feet to the pile of wet hair on her head. 
 
    “Yes?” he said, his voice low and guttural, strained with need. By the sun in the air, she desired him. 
 
    “I wanted you to see me like this,” she said slowly. “I’ve never wanted that before. In my entire life.” 
 
    He simply nodded, making no move to close the distance between them. His jaw worked, like he was holding back a thousand things he wanted to say. 
 
    “I’d like to see you as well,” she prompted. She said it quickly, the words tumbling out of her mouth before her brain could hold them back. 
 
    Rho raised an eyebrow. “All of me?” 
 
    “All of you.”  
 
    Rho pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it on the floor. He was slender, but cut, with a thick patch of blonde curls on his chest that shaped into a V towards his navel. She was overcome with an insatiable curiosity: what would his chest feel like beneath her hands? Would his skin be warm or cool? Rough or soft? 
 
    Next, he unzipped his pants and stepped out of them, tossing them to the side. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she breathed, her eyes focused on his cock jutting away from his body. It might be rude, but she could not look away. “That’s…that’s not what a dragon looks like.” 
 
    Rho looked down at his erection, then back at her. “Dragons don’t have cocks?” 
 
    “They do, but,” she motioned at the raging pipe between his legs, “not like that. Holy hell, that is supposed to fit inside me? How on earth?” 
 
    “I was never planning to shove it in your body without you being ready.” 
 
    “Is there a way for me to be ready for that?” Phaebe uncrossed her legs and leaned forward a bit, her forearms resting on her knees and her eyes intent on figuring out how mating with Rho would even work. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean…as far as I know, it will help if you come a few times first, and I can use my fingers before my cock goes anywhere near you. To make sure you are comfortable.” 
 
    “Your fingers?” Phaebe felt her face get hot. Suddenly, all she wanted was Rho to touch her. Her nipples ached, she felt a wetness growing between her thighs, and her low belly swirled with heat. Her breath became labored and her heart fluttered against her chest. 
 
    Was this what desire felt like? She’d been so preoccupied with keeping Hakkan away from her, that she’d never even explored herself. Now, she was sitting on the edge of her bed staring at her werewolf mate wondering what the palms of his hands would feel like against her skin. 
 
    “If this is too much for you, I can leave,” Rho began, keeping his distance.  
 
    “Don’t leave,” she answered quickly. 
 
    Rho nodded, his eyes sweeping her body again, much to her delight. It was lovely to sit here and feel no great need to cover herself from his eyes. To feel no fear over the monster in front of her. 
 
    It was freeing. 
 
    “I would love nothing more than to kiss you right now.” Rho’s eyes were hopeful, but he stayed at the door, giving her space. 
 
    “I’d like that.” Phaebe stood up, her arms loose at her sides. Here she was, standing completely naked in front of a naked wolf, about to get her first kiss. 
 
    Phaebe may have been fucked hundreds of times, but never once had Hakkan kissed her. He never touched her softly or marveled at the feel of her skin beneath his fingertips or brushed his lips over her skin in adoration. Did she want Rho to do that to her? Suddenly, she felt like that might be of some comfort. She remembered her father covering her mother’s face with kisses as she cooked dinner, and she shooed him away, a smile on her face.  
 
    Rho looked at her like she was the most precious thing in the world. As her parents had gazed at each other. 
 
    He moved slowly toward her, his hand outstretched. He wove his fingers through hers and brought her hand up to his mouth, pressing a kiss against her knuckles. 
 
    “Beautiful Phaebe,” he breathed. He placed her hand on his shoulder, then brushed his thumb across her jaw. 
 
    “I’ve never kissed anyone before,” she admitted as she turned her face towards his. “I’m sorry if I’m not good at it.” 
 
    “Impossible.” Rho leaned towards her, careful to keep their bodies apart, and gently took her mouth with his. His lips were warm and soft, barely touching her own. She pressed her mouth against his a little harder, widening her grasp on his shoulder at the same time. A low, warm feeling spread across her body. 
 
    She wanted…well, she wasn’t sure what she wanted. She wasn’t afraid of Rho, like she had been of Hakkan. She liked this feeling of closeness with him. He was warm and soft, and his hands stayed on her face. They didn’t sweep down her body, or pull her against him. They cupped her chin, smoothed her hair back, cradled her neck. 
 
    She parted her lips, a small moan escaping her throat. Rho pulled back, but kept his hands on either side of her face. 
 
    “May I kiss you more deeply?” His voice was low and gruff. His throat worked a swallow and Phaebe trembled at the sight. But not in fear.  
 
    No, this was nothing like fear. Fear made her run cold and she was hot as a summer’s day. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “I’d like…” he paused a moment, and pressed his forehead against hers, “I’d like to use my tongue while I kiss you.” 
 
    “Oh!” Phaebe felt a blush rise on her cheek. “All right.”  
 
    Rho came back to her, still slowly but with a bit more purpose than before. His lips were parted this time, his tongue warm against her bottom lip, as if he was tasting her. 
 
    Well. She liked this. 
 
    Phaebe opened for him, and tried the same, running the tip of her tongue against his, reveling in the intimacy of it all. 
 
    She’d never had intimacy. Hakkan had bedded her, but it had never felt private or like a secret shared between them. It was transactional. 
 
    Kissing Rho felt like a promise. 
 
    He pulled away from her mouth, kissed both her cheeks, her forehead, the tip of her nose, the line of her jaw, the space behind her ear. 
 
    “Good night, Phaebe,” he whispered and before she could open her eyes, he was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Rho padded downstairs, clothes in hand, and went straight to the kitchen. He splashed freezing cold water on his face and his cock, then pulled on his clothes as quickly as he could and went outside. The blizzard had calmed, but he kicked the snow off the front stoop, grinning like a fool the entire time. 
 
    Kissing Phaebe had been the hottest thing he’d ever experienced. 
 
    Hell, he knew she was scared. He knew the shit that dragon put her through had made her nervous about the physicality of mating. He knew she might never be ready to be with him completely. 
 
    But that kiss had given him the best kind of hope. 
 
    She was aroused. 
 
    Even now, the scent of her flooded his nostrils. 
 
    Phaebe liked kissing him. Her body responded positively to him. 
 
    Rho could live for months on that. 
 
    He tucked his hands under his arms and settled down to his spot on the front steps. The sky was clear now, stars twinkling down on the sparkling snow. It was still cold, but nothing in the world could quell the heat in his body. 
 
    Rho didn’t want to leave Phaebe; he wanted to kiss her for the next three hours. But, he knew her comfort hinged on his control over his desires. And while he was in no danger of burying his face between her thighs without her enthusiastic begging, it had been rather difficult to keep his hands on her face, when her perfect ass was so close. 
 
    Rho leaned back and looked at the sky, a goofy grin on his face. 
 
    He hadn’t slept outside in six days—he’d been sleeping on the couch—but tonight, after that kiss, it felt right to be under the night sky, protecting his mate at the threshold. 
 
    * 
 
    Rho came back inside as soon as the sun peeked through the trees, alighting the whole world with sparkles. It was coming earlier and earlier; before long, spring would be here, the snows would melt, and he could show Phaebe how beautiful the woods around Luven were. The wildflowers would dot the wilderness with pinks and purples, and the birds would return. Rho wanted to show her the beauty this territory had to offer, and living in Luven as well. Rho liked living here; the solitary wolf life was not for him, but he wouldn’t mind living a little further out of town. He hoped they might eventually move to Spruce Creek, where Epsilon and Gamma lived. They could have a little piece of land, more space if they ever decided to have children… 
 
    He shouldn’t get ahead of himself. One kiss wasn’t the promise of a lifetime together, it only meant that for a few moments, she was open to the idea of them having more than a friendship. 
 
    He hung his coat by the door and headed to the kitchen to get breakfast started. He decided to make bacon, and bent over to fetch the frying pan in the low cupboard. 
 
    “You’re back,” Phaebe said. He was surprised she was awake. 
 
    Rho stood and turned to face her in the doorway. 
 
    Phaebe had on one of his shirts, a long-sleeved flannel. It hung halfway down her thighs, the smooth skin of her legs out for his viewing. She had left the top two buttons undone, probably because it was more comfortable to sleep like that, but a V of her skin peeked out the top. Her hair was wavy, not the uniform straight it had been when she first came. Phaebe had explained the Hakkan had made her burn it straight, and that it might take time to go back to normal. He was glad to see the time between her and Balaur was showing. 
 
    He liked this new disheveled look, especially in the morning. 
 
    His cock twitched against his pants. Shit. 
 
    “I thought I would get some breakfast started,” he said slowly, peeling his gaze off her legs and forcing himself to look at her face. She had her wavy hair piled up in bun, but strands fell against her face and neck. 
 
    Oh, to be a strand of hair. 
 
    She nodded, but her eyebrows knitted together.  
 
    He grabbed out the frying pan and set it on the stove. He needed to focus on making breakfast. Not on his gorgeous mate a few steps away from him. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Phaebe asked, her voice quiet and shaking. 
 
    “What? No! Why do you think that?” Rho took two steps towards her, abandoning the stove. 
 
    “You left last night. We were kissing and you left. Was I doing it wrong? If you tell me what you like, I can do it.” 
 
    “That’s…no.” Rho closed his eyes a moment. “Kissing you was the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    “Rho,” she started. “You don’t have to say that.” 
 
    “Phaebe, I’m serious.” He reached for her hand and caught it between his. “I left because I know we have to take things slow. And I don’t mind. But I didn’t want my hands to wander and scare you. I want you to feel safe with me. I am your protector, and sometimes that might mean I need to remove myself. You are the most precious thing in the world to me, and I never, ever want to do anything that could hurt you in any way. My biggest fear is frightening you. I want you to feel safe all the time.” 
 
    Phaebe looked down at their hands. “So, you can’t be around me? Or touch me?” 
 
    “No. I was…” He took a deep breath. “Honestly, my cock has been rock hard since I saw you the first time. You’re so beautiful and kissing you, with your gorgeous body so close… I was worried I’d scare you if I touched your ass.” 
 
    “My ass?” Phaebe shrieked. “You wanted to touch my ass?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why?” Her eyes were as wide as full moons. 
 
    “Phaebe, your ass is amazing.” So was the rest of her, but, for now, Rho would focus on her ass. 
 
    “Really?” She threw a look over her shoulder. “I’ve never thought much about it.” She shrugged. “Just another part of my body. You can touch my ass.” 
 
    “I can?” Rho’s voice cracked a bit at the end. By the moon, his mate was going to think he was an overexcited child. 
 
    But he couldn’t lie. The prospect of touching Phaebe’s ass was more exciting than any holiday or birthday or promotion at work he’d ever experienced. 
 
    “Sure.” She smiled and slid her arms around his waist. Her breasts pressed lightly against his chest. “Since we’re being honest, I couldn’t sleep last night.” 
 
    “Were you cold? Or hungry? Or afraid of something?” he asked in quick succession. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I couldn’t stop thinking about what it might be like if you put your hands on me. For the first time, I actually wanted to be touched.” Phaebe curled her bottom lip between her teeth. “That’s why I put on your shirt. At least part of you would be close to me.” 
 
    Rho could feel his heart hitting his chest so hard, he thought he might break a rib. She was so close to him, her breasts against his chest, her hands on his back. By the Moon Goddess, he wanted to kiss her. 
 
    “You look good in my shirt. You can sleep in my clothes whenever you want.” 
 
    She nodded. “Will you sleep in the house tonight? I like the idea of you being closer to me. I understand if you want to be outside, but—” 
 
    “I’ll sleep inside.” He’d never leave her again. 
 
    “And…” her voice drifted off, but her cheeks pinkened. 
 
    “Phaebe?” Rho prompted. He brought a hand to her face, brushing those tantalizing strands away from her face. 
 
    “I don’t want to impose, because you said last night was difficult for you,” she started slowly, “but, I think I’d like you to touch me today. Not, you know, mate. I’m not ready for that yet. But I really want to know what it would feel like to have your hands on me.” She looked up at him, her eyes searching wildly. “You can say no—” 
 
    “I’ll touch you. Wherever you want. Whenever you want. Tell me what you want from me and I will do it.” He couldn’t stop the words from pouring out of his mouth. “I would do anything for you.” 
 
    “Oh, well.” She looked away from him for a moment. Her scent shifted again, her desire deepening. She was aroused, attracted to him. Rho took a breath to steady himself. 
 
    Phaebe looked down and stepped back from him. She brought her fingers to the buttons of the shirt she wore.  
 
    His shirt. She slipped the buttons through their holes slowly, each pop a deliciously agonizing test of his strength. Rho slid his bottom lip between his teeth and forced his hands to hang loose at his side. 
 
    She peeled the shirt off, and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    By the moon goddess. He would never grow tired of this sight. 
 
    “Tell me where you would like to be touched.” Rho’s eyes swept over her entire body. Her hair, her face, her neck, her breasts, her belly, hips, thighs, the delicious core he was dying to taste—he’d touch her ankles if that was what she wanted. He would be elated to touch any inch of skin on her body. 
 
    “Here,” she said softly, taking his hand with hers and placing it just beneath her breast. She drew a sharp breath, but her scent didn’t shift. She still wanted him. 
 
    Rho ran his thumb over her smooth skin and his eyes wandered from her face to her body. With the swipe of his thumb, her nipples tightened into buds, her breasts rose and fall with her quickening breath. 
 
    Rho widened his hand, the tips of his fingers stretching around her side and towards her hip. He tucked his pinkie under the cotton boundary of her underwear. 
 
    Phaebe looked at him and said, “More.” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    Rho got to his knees and brought his other hand to her side. He placed a kiss beneath both her breasts, then blew a trail of warm breath over her skin. 
 
    Her ribs expanded and contracted wildly and she grabbed his shoulders. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she breathed. 
 
    Rho looked up between her breasts. “Where?” 
 
    Phaebe shut her eyes and raised her hand. “Here,” she answered, her fingers grazing one of her nipples. 
 
    Rho didn’t need to be asked again. He placed a featherlight kiss over her taut nipple. He brushed his lips over and over and over her until she clapped a hand over her mouth and moaned. 
 
    “Please don’t hold those back. Let me know you like what I’m doing,” Rho paused to say. He nuzzled against her breast and exhaled. Goddess, her body was unbelievable. 
 
    “Someone might hear us. One of your neighbors? What will they think of me?” She rubbed her hands over her face.  
 
    Rho smiled and licked her nipple making Phaebe squeak. “They’ll think I’m being good to my woman. If they even hear you. We tend to respect our neighbor’s privacy. Especially those who’ve just found their mates.” He ran his hands lazily over her belly, then squeezed her breasts quickly. 
 
    Phaebe nodded quickly. “All right.” She licked her lips. “I’ve heard…I’ve heard there are things a man can do to a woman that feel like nothing else. That there are ways we can touch each other that are better than anything in the world?” she asked. 
 
    Rho nodded. Honestly, touching Phaebe right now felt better than anything else in the world, but he knew there were so many more wonderful things they could do. 
 
    “I think I finally want that. Want to do those things. With you. I want to know what that might feel like.” Phaebe lazily drew her hand through his hair. 
 
    “Tell me whatever you want, whatever you think might make you feel good, and I will do it.” Rho moved his hands from her sides, down her back, and cupped her ass. “And tell me to stop if you don’t like something.” 
 
    She smiled, then inhaled. “I want you to stand up. Kiss my mouth. Touch my breasts and then touch me between my legs,” she spilled out. She slunk out of her underwear quickly and tossed them to the side. 
 
    Rho got off his knees. He slowly pressed her against the kitchen wall, then his body against hers. 
 
    “I have two hands. I can kiss your mouth and touch your breasts and touch you here,” he ran a finger over her seam, “at the same time.” 
 
    “Do that,” she managed to breathe out before his mouth covered hers. His tongue pushed past her lips and explored her mouth. 
 
    He swept one hand over her entire body, teasing her breasts, running down her arm, grasping at her ass. He wished he had ten hands for all the places he wanted to touch her. 
 
    He settled his hand on her breast, then concentrated on his fingers between her legs. 
 
    Her seam was slick, moisture gathering over his fingertip. He prodded gently, parting her, finding her clit. 
 
    Rho may have been a virgin, but he wasn’t celibate. He’d spent his teen years messing around with girls his age and had learned a few things. 
 
    One, most women want something different. 
 
    Two, when in doubt, the clit is a good place to start. 
 
    Rho strummed her lightly. She might want it harder, but he thought it would be better to start light and work up to something more forceful, if that was what she wanted. 
 
    Phaebe tipped her head back and away from him, moaning loudly. 
 
    “This is good?” Rho confirmed. 
 
    “Yes,” she panted. “I can’t…this exists?” Phaebe grabbed Rho’s biceps. “I can’t believe this is possible.” 
 
    Rho trailed kisses down her neck, holding himself back from answering… 
 
    There’s even more. 
 
    Phaebe squirmed, opening her legs wider and lifted one foot off the ground. 
 
    “Here.” Rho snuck his hand behind her thigh and wrapped her leg around his own to keep her balanced. His fingers still worked her clit, now with wider circles, but he kept his other hand beneath her knee. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Phaebe asked. “I feel…I feel like I’m about to burst.” 
 
    “You will burst,” Rho answered. “And it will feel amazing.” He kept at it, doing nothing differently. She moaned and panted and begged. His name was garbled with her animalistic noises, sounds he hoped to hear every day for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Rho? Rho…Rho!” she shrieked, her body shaking violently. He kissed her hungrily, lapping up every moan, every plea. He wanted to swallow her pleasure and let it settle in his heart. 
 
    Her shaking stilled, and Phaebe’s leg slid off his. Her head collapsed against his chest. 
 
    “I didn’t…I didn’t know,” she finally managed. “I didn’t know it could be like this.” 
 
    Rho snuck his arm beneath her thighs and picked her up, cradling her to his chest. He walked her up the stairs to the bedroom and laid her down on the quilt, then climbed in beside her and pulled her ass against him, his cock pressing against her cheeks. 
 
    “Stay,” she mumbled, snuggling against him. Rho pressed a kiss to her shoulder and nodded, then tucked his chin against her. 
 
    Perfection. 
 
    His mate was pure perfection. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Phaebe had never felt like this in her entire life. 
 
    She had let—let!—Rho touch her. She had allowed a man to put his hands on her body, not because he wanted to and it made sense not to fight. No, because she wanted it. 
 
    And she loved it. Rho drove her mad with his body, his mouth, his tongue. His rough hands between her legs…she felt her cheeks pinken thinking about what that felt like. 
 
    Thinking that she already wanted him to do it again. 
 
    Wondering when she could ask him to do it again. 
 
    Was this what it was like for everyone when they were with someone they loved? Did any of the women in Balaur have this with their Dragon husbands? 
 
    Shit, did she love Rho? 
 
    Phaebe pushed the thought deep into her mind. She wouldn’t think about that, couldn’t think about that. For now, she could only think about what he did to her body. How he made her feel when he touched her. 
 
    How he made her feel even now, his body holding hers. 
 
    She could feel his cock pressed against her ass. She wondered if he would roll her over, part her legs, and take her pussy. 
 
    The thought still scared her a little. She couldn’t know how she would react. If she would fade or cry out or…enjoy it. His fingers had never entered her. He stayed firmly in front of her entrance, on a delicious spot she had vaguely known existed, but never, ever touched before. The fear of Hakkan finding her had always stopped her from exploring herself on lonely nights. 
 
    Hakkan had never touched her between her legs, only shoved his cock there. 
 
    Phaebe didn’t think Rho would do that. She didn’t think he’d dream of doing anything like that unless she begged him. But she worried that even if she asked for him, begged him, that she still might disappear into herself. 
 
    And he would know.  
 
    “Phaebe?” Rho mumbled, his voice muffled by his mouth sitting against the back of her head. 
 
    “Yes?” she answered quickly. 
 
    “Are you ok? You’re suddenly stiff. Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “No. Don’t leave. I…my mind started to race. But, I don’t want you to leave. I want you to stay here with me, from now on.” She took a steadying breath and closed her eyes. She tried to focus on only Rho, only what she felt like in this moment. “Can you sleep in here with me? Permanently?” 
 
    Rho was silent for a moment, his hand running down her side and over her hip. She felt her nervousness swirl into desire for a moment, but then it settled again. 
 
    Is this what life would be like now? Constantly wondering if Rho was going to touch her? 
 
    Wondering if he could make her feel like that again? 
 
    “If you want me to stay, I will stay. If you want me to sleep here with you every night, curled around you like I am now, I will. I’m yours, Phaebe.” He pressed a kiss against the back of her neck. “I don’t think either of us slept well last night,” he began, burrowing his face against her hair again. “Why don’t we take a nap and then I’ll make us a feast?” 
 
    Phaebe nodded and settled back against him. Rho pulled the quilt over them and tucked it around her, and they slowly fell asleep wrapped up in each other. 
 
    * 
 
    When Phaebe awoke an hour or so later, Rho was still holding her. His hand was splayed over her belly, his knee tucked between her thighs, his cock pressed against her ass. 
 
    She ran her fingers over his hand. She traced each of his digits from knuckle to nail, then moved up his forearm to explore further. His arms were freckled, like his cheeks, and she dotted the spots, her finger jumping up his arm. 
 
    “Good morning, again,” Rho mumbled. He wandered his hand until he cupped her breast, letting his hand rest there. He didn’t move to caress her or tease her, he simply rested his hand against her. 
 
    Phaebe could feel desire building between her thighs. She shifted a little, pressing her breast into his hand, pressing her core against his thigh. 
 
    Rho rumble a low chuckle. 
 
    “Again?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. 
 
    Rho rolled her to her back, then pinned his legs on either side of her thighs. “Tell me if you don’t like any of this,” he warned. 
 
    “I will.” She paused. “I will tell you, I promise. But, I think I’ll like all of it,” she added brazenly. 
 
    Rho’s eyes turned black for a moment, flooding from his pupils and overtaking the silver, before fading back to normal. 
 
    “Yes, you will,” he growled. He leaned back to his knees and pulled his shirt off. Rho dove back to her, his tongue, teeth, and lips running over her breasts, teasing her nipples, kissing the skin between her breasts. He took her nipple into his mouth and sucked. 
 
    Phaebe thought she could see stars on the ceiling. She reached behind her head and grabbed the bed frame, hoping that the feel of wood beneath her hands would ground her. 
 
    His hand slid between her thighs. His legs trapped her from opening any wider but he still managed to part her seam and find that bundle of sweet nerves. He kissed her mouth hard, sucking her bottom lip into his mouth, running it between his teeth. 
 
    She ground against his hand, chasing that building energy already. She wanted to feel it again, she wanted to build and coil and get so high and tight before crashing back to the earth.  
 
    “Impatient?” Rho growled. He released her mouth and went back to his knees. “Your pussy feels amazing. I love touching you here. I want to do this to you every day. Whenever you want.” His voice was low and driving her mad. She was too far gone to answer so she nodded, then fisted her hands against the bedding.  
 
    “I want to watch you come,” Rho said. “I want to watch your breasts bounce and your eyes squeeze shut and I want to draw every last ounce of pleasure this orgasm has out of you.” 
 
    Phaebe had no idea what he was talking about, but she didn’t care. She could feel the building beginning, the overwhelming swirl of heat that started at her pussy and nipples but shot to every corner of her body. 
 
    She burst apart and grabbed Rho’s thighs as she did; she needed something to hold onto, something to keep her from spinning out of control. This time, her pants became sobs, the intensity rushing through her body became too much for her. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she rode the waves of her release. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” Rho took his hand away, climbed off her and settled beside her. “Phaebe, are you all right?” 
 
    She tried to breathe, tried to calm herself, but all she could do was crash against him and fall apart as he wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    Phaebe cried and cried, bawling like she had eighteen years earlier when she woke from her fever surrounded by her deceased family, and then never again. It was like something switched in her and all the time and effort she’d spent holing up every single emotion, every single fear, came pouring out, like a dam that couldn’t hold back the rushing river anymore. Nothing could stop the sobs wracking her. 
 
    Rho didn’t move or speak. He laid there with his arms around her convulsing body and did nothing but hold her. There were no words like “calm down,” or “stop crying,” or even, “I’m here.” He simply let her be. 
 
    When Phaebe’s sobs quieted, turning into little hiccups and shaky breaths, she felt a wave of shame wash over her entire body. 
 
    Why did she do that?  
 
    Rho still didn’t say a word, but he did move his hand against her back in circles. His fingers soothed their way over her skin. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Phaebe finally managed. “You should go eat.” 
 
    “What?” Rho mumbled. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “You must be hungry—” she started. 
 
    “Same with you. And I’m fine.” Rho shifted so he was on his side next to her, his hand still circling her back. “Phaebe, are you ok?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” he asked again. 
 
    She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. How could she explain it to him? Her body felt amazing with him—there was no pain or uncertainty. It was wonderful, but her mind…  
 
    “I haven’t cried like that since I was taken from Bloodspell,” she spat out. “I didn’t mean to fall apart like that. Next time I feel a cry like that coming, I’ll go in the bathroom.” She sniffled and took a shaky breath. 
 
    Rho didn’t answer for a moment. His hand played over her low back. 
 
    “If you want to be alone when you cry, I understand. But I don’t want you to feel like you can’t be sad in front of me. Or scared or angry or overwhelmed. I want to be here for you.” 
 
    “It’s embarrassing,” she pointed out. “Have you ever cried like that?” 
 
    “Sure. When I was eighteen, my parents decided to leave Luven. I’d grown up here, and I was an adult and officially looking for my mate. The last thing I wanted to do was move out to a homestead and see new people once a month. I made the decision to move out from living with my family and live by myself here. I was fine for a week or two, but then it was the Autumnal Equinox and they weren’t coming back to Luven and I had to work the day before and the day after and I realized I was going to be alone on a holiday for the first time. I cried like a baby that night. In this very bed!” He smiled. “But, then I asked Sigma what he was doing and that’s when the rest of them all—Gamma, Epsilon, Sigma, Lambda, Iota—invited me to hang out with them on holidays. And that was such a small thing to fall apart over. I still see my family; they are safe and alive and I’m safe in Luven. You went through a real trauma that lasted almost two decades. And I’m not stupid. I know that coming here hasn’t halted all the trauma you’ve faced. I know that it’s still happening. You’re in a new place, again, with a new husband, of sorts, who you don’t know. I don’t have any false ideas of what I might represent to you.” 
 
    Phaebe nodded, feeling her lip start to quiver again. 
 
    “If you want to cry, bawl. If you want to be alone, I’ll get out of here. But if you want me to hold you while the world comes crashing down, I always will.” 
 
    A handful of tears slid down her cheeks again, but this time, Phaebe didn’t feel overwhelmed. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she dared to feel like everything was going to be ok. 
 
    “I’m ok,” she promised. She blew out a breath and felt her mind return to a sort of normal. “But I am really hungry,” she admitted. 
 
    “Do you want to take a hot shower while I make breakfast? Cheesy toast and eggs with tomatoes?” 
 
    Phaebe couldn’t stifle a smile. “When you talk like that, I never want to leave your side.” 
 
    Rho kissed the tip of her nose and grinned. “That’s the point, beautiful.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    That night, Rho was prepared to sleep outside again, if that was what Phaebe wanted. He didn’t know if she needed some time without him, some time to sort through her feelings. 
 
    So, he stood at the front threshold, his eyes on her. But she walked to him, threaded her fingers through his, walked him up to the bed. They both put on sleeping clothes, climbed under the quilt, and fell asleep with their hands tangled between them. 
 
    The next morning, when Rho woke, Phaebe pressed her ass against his cock and slid his hand between her damp thighs. He circled her clit until she came under his fingers, this time almost silently, her body slowly shaking against his. 
 
    The next few days went like this. Rho touched Phaebe until she came as soon as they woke in the morning, then he went to work for a little while, came home to have lunch with her, they hung out in the afternoon, ate dinner, and went to bed. 
 
    In the evening, she never slipped his hand between her thighs. 
 
    He didn’t let himself dwell on it. If the morning was when she was most comfortable with him, he would be glad of it. He would let her set the pace, pick the times, and be completely in charge when it came to intimacy. Did his cock feel like it was going to burst every morning? Yes. But he could handle it. 
 
    “Who is going to be at Gamma’s?” Phaebe asked. She stood in front of the mirror in the bedroom, looking at her outfit. It was the Spring Equinox today, and while it was probably the least celebrated holiday in Luven, they still got together for a meal.  
 
    “Epsilon and Tella, Sigma, Lambda, Iota, plus all of Gamma and Jaine’s kids.” 
 
    “Ok, so basically your entire Luven family,” Phaebe said, then pulled a face. “Will Jaine and Tella be dressed like this?” 
 
    “You look as hot as the sun,” Rho growled. He snuck his hands around her hips from behind her and pulled her against him. 
 
    “Stop. I know you think I look good. You’re my mate. I’m wondering what people who view you as a brother will think. I don’t want to stand out.” 
 
    “They’ll think, wow, Rho’s mate is smoking hot,” he teased, pressing a kiss to her neck. “You look beautiful. Don’t be nervous. They all want to meet you and they will not bombard you with questions. Well, Jaine can be a little forward so she might ask you stuff, but otherwise you’re fine.” 
 
    Phaebe narrowed her eyes. “What kind of stuff?” 
 
    “I don’t know—what’s it like living with the best catch in Luven?” 
 
    Phaebe rolled her eyes and smiled. “All right, that’s enough of that.” She smoothed her deep pink sweater down, picked at some imaginary fuzz on her black pants. Her hair was tied back into a braid and Rho couldn’t help but run his hand down it.  
 
    He wanted to unweave that braid, pull off her sweater, slink down her pants, and lick her pussy until she screamed his name. 
 
    They hadn’t done that yet. For now, he only used his fingers on her, mostly on her clit. A few times, he’d slipped the tip of a finger inside her, but never further than that. 
 
    He would wait until she wanted it.  
 
    He took a steadying breath. 
 
    “Ready?” Phaebe asked, then turned a pressed a kiss to his cheek. 
 
    “Yup,” he answered, cupping her ass before following her downstairs. 
 
    * 
 
    Gamma and Jaine had decorated their front porch with the first wildflowers and a giant wooden rabbit. 
 
    “What’s with the rabbit?” Phaebe asked. 
 
    “Fertility symbol,” Rho answered. 
 
    “What?” she shrieked. 
 
    “Oh. The Spring Equinox is sort of a fertility holiday. I don’t know why…probably something about all the flowers blooming and animals getting busy. Isn’t spring a fertility time everywhere?” 
 
    “Not in Balaur. And, I thought werewolves fucked all year long,” she pointed out. 
 
    “We do. But it’s sort of a celebration of it? I don’t know. It’s mostly an excuse to get together with loved ones and have a party.” 
 
    “Is there special food involved?” Phaebe asked, sneaking her hand into his. Rho gave her a quick squeeze. 
 
    “There will be a cake.” 
 
    “Ooh! I like cake. Ok. I’m into it now. The Spring Equinox is a good holiday.” Phaebe nodded once, then looked at the house with renewed confidence. 
 
    There was going to be cake. She could handle it. 
 
    Inside, she had second thoughts. It was a flurry of activity. Two kids were running around the floor, with grown men chasing after them, Tella sat on Epsilon’s lap while he nipped at her neck, distracting her from her conversation with Jaine, and Gamma was in the kitchen piling a plate with meat for the grill. 
 
    “Rho!” Jaine yelled, throwing her arms in the air. “And Phaebe! I’ve been so excited to meet you!” She ran over to the door, threw her arms around Phaebe and pulled her into a hug. Jaine was beautiful. She had long, straight blonde hair, wide blue eyes, a big smile, and an unmistakable baby bump. “Welcome to the pack! Our small pack. Can I get you something to drink? We have beer, berry juice, and coffee.” 
 
    “Coffee, please,” Phaebe answered.  
 
    Two large men stumbled in front of her, one with a child over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, Phaebe,” the childless one said, sticking his hand out. “I’m Lambda.” He was a shorter, stouter wolf than Rho, with golden hair, bronze skin, and a glinting smile. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Lambda.” 
 
    “Phaebe! I’ve only seen you from afar. Allow me to officially introduce myself: I’m Sigma. This pile of silliness,” he pointed to the boy in his arms, “is Renny. I’m very busy torturing him with tickles.” He turned around, pinned the kid to the ground and proceeded to pretend to eat him. 
 
    What the hell was this? Phaebe hoped her coffee arrived soon so she could bury her face against her mug. She had never been anywhere like this. The dragon’s parties were dignified, ridiculous affairs, and children were not allowed. Plus, everyone here was wearing regular clothes. Phaebe had thought she would be extremely underdressed. Every dragon party was complete with jewels and golden dresses for the women. 
 
    Jaine stepped over Sigma and Renny, coffee in hand as promised. “Come outside! They’ll all head out in a bit, but it’s a little less overwhelming in the yard.” Jaine linked her arm through Phaebe’s and dragged her through the living room and kitchen, gave Gamma a quick peck on the mouth, and then opened the door outside. 
 
    “Whoa,” Phaebe breathed. 
 
    The backyard was like a springtime wonderland. 
 
    There were ribbons and flowers everywhere. Hanging from trees, from posts put up throughout the yard, wrapped around the railing of the deck. It was like pale pink, pale blue, and yellow exploded back here. 
 
    But Phaebe sort of loved it. It reminded her of when her mom used to tie wildflowers in her hair on May Day. Her heart warmed. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Phaebe said. “It must have taken forever.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Jaine gushed. “I know it’s not as big of a deal as Midwinter or Midsummer, but I do love spring. As a regular old human, I love celebrating the return of nice weather. Our wolves may not love sweating all summer, but I do!” she giggled. “Plus, our middle baby, Celyn, is a spring baby. Lots of happy memories.” Jaine rubbed her belly. “So, how does it feel to land the best of all the wolves?” 
 
    Phaebe choked on her coffee. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Jaine threw her head back and laughed. “Look, they’re all the best at something. Sigma’s the best with kids, Lambda’s the best at staying calm, Iota is the best listener, Epsilon’s the fastest, and Rho’s the best cook. I feel like a lot of women would like the best cook. No offence to the rest, but I do a lot of my thinking with my stomach.” 
 
    “He is a very good cook. And he doesn’t mind doing all the cooking. I barely slice my own bread.” 
 
    “Lean into it. Most wolves have this thing about feeding their mates. It’s why they’re all into grilling venison. They hunt the food, they cook the food, they give the food to their mate, in a way, it gets them off,” Jaine explained. “Not like, sexually. Well, sort of. Their brains are different than ours, the way they are wired. I don’t feel guilty when Gamma does all the cooking and then cleans up while I lay in bed waiting for him. Because I know he gets something out of pleasing me, if that makes sense.” 
 
    Phaebe’s eyebrow ticked up. She knew Rho was constantly hard still, but not that he might be getting off making her breakfast. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “Let him provide for you. Before you know it, you’ll be giving him a brood of kids.” 
 
    Phaebe stiffened. 
 
    “Or not…” Jaine responded. “You don’t have to have kids if you don’t want to. There’s no hard and fast rule that wolves must procreate.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I’m…” she didn’t really know Jaine. But this secret was pressing on her chest like a weight. She needed to tell someone. “I’m barren, Jaine. I can’t have kids. The dragon doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. That’s why I was sent here. My Dragon Husband didn’t want an infertile bride anymore. They sent me here as a trick. They know the wolves all want offspring. And I can’t give it to him.” It all rushed out of her, like a river in spring coming down the mountain. She couldn’t believe she let that all out to an absolute stranger. But, it did feel a little better to share her secret. And Jaine didn’t seem like someone to spread gossip. 
 
    “Oh, Phaebe.” Jaine stood up, walked to her, and pulled her into a long hug. “You poor dear. I can’t imagine living somewhere that deemed your worth on your fertility.” She leaned back to look at her. “You are not your womb. You are your soul. Rho is connected to your soul, not your ability to give him children. Gamma and I have all these kids because we want to, not because he needs to.” She paused. “Have you told him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Only that I couldn’t have children with Hakkan. Not about the doctors or anything. I…” 
 
    What could she say? That she didn’t tell him before because she was worried he would throw her out of Luven and that she didn’t tell him now because she was afraid of losing him? 
 
    “You should tell him. Don’t keep that wound inside yourself too long. He’s a good man. It won’t make him love you any less.” Jaine kissed her cheek and released her. “The men will be out to grill in a minute. Let’s go sit under the trees and wait for Tella to join us.” 
 
    * 
 
    Rho watched Phaebe. She sat in the yard, under a tree filled with yellow and pink ribbons, talking with Tella and Jaine. She looked more relaxed now, laughing at things the other women said, her posture not as stiff as it had been. 
 
    She looked happy here, among his friends. 
 
    Rho’s heart swelled. He wanted nothing more than Phaebe to feel like she had a place. Not just a place by his side, but a place here, in Luven, among friends and family. He wanted to introduce her to his parents and sisters, but going out to Juniper Grove was a big trip. He wasn’t sure Phaebe was up for something like that yet. Not to mention that his four sisters would probably bombard her with questions about her entire backstory, including her time with the dragons. It might take a long time for her to be ready to discuss that with others. 
 
    “She looks happy,” Lambda said, handing Rho a beer. “Things going ok?” 
 
    “They’re going,” Rho answered, taking a swig.  
 
    “You know, sometimes,” Lambda lowered his voice, “I wonder if we should say fuck it to the truce with the dragons. Especially now. Six women living there had to go straight to the hospital. Can you imagine if we treated our citizens like that? Even Phaebe, she was supposed to be one of the women taken care of, and she hardly looks sad to have left them.” 
 
    Rho nodded.  
 
    “I know we don’t want to lose any wolves to a war, but is it our responsibility to take down creatures that are basically terrorizing any humans they come into contact with? I’ll bring it up with Alpha,” Lambda continued. 
 
    “He’ll probably say we need to take care of our own first.” It was no secret the wandering bands of werewolves in the Emptylands were hardly a lawful bunch. While Luven had traditions and rules, the wild wolves lived only by the laws of strength. The dragons were a bunch of evil assholes, but they were on the other side of the wall. As much as Rho wanted to murder Hakkan for what he put Phaebe through, he didn’t want her to live through the trauma of an all-out war with her former captors. 
 
    Lambda nodded. “You’re probably right. Wolf Territory has enough problems without lumping the dragons on top of it.” 
 
    The party went on with food, drinks, laughter, and a bit of teasing. Jaine’s pregnant belly was clearly visible now, so well-meant jeers at Gamma not waiting until the fertile time of the year echoed over the festivities. Sigma, Lambda, and Iota stumbled home eventually, Tella and Epsilon said goodbye, and Gamma and Jaine excused themselves to put the kids to bed. 
 
    Finally, it was only Rho and Phaebe, sitting beneath a tree full of ribbons. They sat against the trunk, Rho behind Phaebe, her head resting just beneath his chin. He danced his fingers over her belly in swirls. 
 
    “So, what do you think of everyone?” Rho asked. “They were all nice to you?” 
 
    Phaebe smiled and looked up at him. “Of course. I like Jaine a lot. She comes on a little strong, but she’s got a big heart. That woman hugged me five times today. Gamma seems like a good guy. Lambda is nice, too.” 
 
    “And Sigma?” Rho was a little worried what she might think of his best friend. 
 
    “Sigma reminds me of a puppy. Very excitable, a little out of control, but always well-meaning.” She paused. “You have really good friends.” 
 
    “I hope you see them as your friends, too. When Tella showed up, there was no question, she was one of us. They all feel the same way about you.” Rho pressed a kiss against the top of her head and breathed in her scent. “I wasn’t kidding earlier today when I said you looked hot.” His hands wandered to cup her breasts, gently squeezing. “I’ve wanted to touch you all day.” 
 
    “Rho!” she hissed. “What if Jaine or Gamma walk back out?” 
 
    “We’re in the shadows. Plus, I happen to know that it takes them a good hour to put their kids to sleep.” He lowered his voice. “And I can get you off in minutes.” 
 
    Phaebe arched against his hands and her ass rubbed against his cock. “Are you sure they won’t come out?” Rho could sense the shift in her. Now, she was aroused. 
 
    “Yes.” Rho slid one hand under her sweater and found her nipple. He pinched it lightly until Phaebe gave out a little muffled moan. 
 
    He dipped his mouth to her ear and whispered. “There are neighbors nearby so try not to make any noise. But I’m going to make it very difficult for you to do that.” Rho moved his other hand to slip into her pants. He found her core, already damp, and split her seam to find her clit. “I love it when you’re wet. I love when your body responds to me.” He kept his voice low and his lips brushed her ear as he spoke. He circled her clit slowly, dragging his fingertip around the bundle of nerves. “Can I put my finger inside of you?” 
 
    Phaebe nodded, widening her legs. He pressed the tip of his middle finger against her entrance, expecting some resistance, but there was none. He slid into her, straight to his second knuckle. 
 
    “Fuck,” he hissed. It was his turn to be overcome. Feeling the grip of her on his finger drove him mad. He wanted…oh, he wanted. 
 
    He wanted everything from Phaebe—her heart, her soul, her body. The waiting had tempered none of it; it only made him want her more. Every time she gave him a little bit more of her—her heart, her body—he rejoiced at the gift. 
 
    “Phaebe. I can’t wait to lick your pussy. I want to stick my tongue inside you and feel you come on my face. I want to bury my mouth here,” he said, slowly fucking her with his finger. He moved the knuckle of his thumb to hit her clit and rubbed her at the same time. “I want you with your legs spread in front of me, offering this beautiful pussy for me to devour.” Phaebe’s hands flew up to her mouth, both slapping over her face, muffling her cry as she came. 
 
    Rho had never felt her come from the inside. Her pussy contracted and squeezed his finger, rhythmically, like the beat of a wild heart racing. 
 
    It was divine. 
 
    “Holy fuck.” Phaebe breathed. She pulled his hand out of her pants and turned onto her side, burying her face against his chest while she panted. “Holy fuck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Phaebe and Rho walked home in silence, his arm slung over her shoulders. The night was cooler, with a bit of chill on the wind. The city was dark. A few houses still had lit windows, but most of the citizens of Luven had gone to bed, tucked themselves under their covers, wrapped up with their mates on the first night of spring. 
 
    Phaebe couldn’t believe she had let Rho touch her in Gamma and Jaine’s backyard. With others so close, only a meager wall dividing them from their intimate acts…only a moment away from discovery. 
 
    It had been worth it, though. Worth being caught, worth being heard. Whenever she was with Rho, she felt…  
 
    She felt free.  
 
    She snuggled closer to him, impatient to get home. She wanted to climb into bed, press her body against his until they were both warm and gasping.  
 
    They walked up to the house, Phaebe in front of Rho, with his hand on her low back. 
 
    “Do you want anything to eat or drink before bed?” Rho asked. He stepped around her and pushed open the door, then ushered her into the house. 
 
    Phaebe shook her head. “Come up with me.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Rho followed her up the stairs. He stood at the threshold while she pulled off her clothes, shedding them in slow movements, then slid naked into their bed, pulling the quilt over her body. 
 
    “Sleep next to me tonight?” she asked. 
 
    Rho pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it to the ground. He paused at his pants, his hand hovering over his button. 
 
    “Yes,” she said simply. He nodded, rid himself of his pants, then climbed into bed beside her. Phaebe slid to his side, snuggling under his arm and against his chest. Her cheek pressed against his chest, his hand cupped her waist, and she sighed. She could feel familiar desire building between her legs. It had been an hour since she last came, but here she was, already wanting Rho again. 
 
    The things he’d said had piqued her interest. 
 
    “Rho?” she asked timidly. 
 
    “Hm?” He moved his other arm to circle her waist and pulled her closer. 
 
    “You said something…at Gamma’s,” she prompted. 
 
    “When I asked if everyone was nice to you?” he teased and pressed a kiss to her forehead. 
 
    “No.” Phaebe rolled her eyes. “You were talking about some things you wanted to do to me.” She licked her lips. 
 
    “There were a lot of things I said I wanted to do with you.” His voice got low and guttural again. Like it was when he was whispering to her. “I think I mostly talked about using my mouth on your pussy.” 
 
    “Yes. That. What was that? Did you mean it?” Phaebe pulled away from his chest to look up at him. 
 
    “Of course, I meant it,” he chuckled. “I’ve been dying to taste you.” He rolled onto his side, their face inches apart. “Remember our first night, when you disappeared into yourself, you wanted me to simply fuck you and mate you and get it over with?” Phaebe nodded. “Honestly, even if I had given in, before I thrust my cock in you, I definitely would have gotten on my knees to taste your pussy first.” 
 
    Phaebe raised her eyebrow. “Why? Why on earth would you do that? It sounds insane.” 
 
    “Phaebe. I would do it for a lot of reasons. The first being, I think it would make you feel amazing. The second being, I know I would love it.” 
 
    “You would love it? But…you don’t get anything from it.” 
 
    “I get to taste your pussy. I get to make you come. I know I would love the taste of you. You know I love to make you come,” he growled. 
 
    “I still don’t believe you.” Phaebe rolled onto her back. The quilt fell down below her breasts and Rho was quick to palm one. He ran his thumb over her nipple a few times until she squirmed, and he inhaled deeply. 
 
    “Want me to prove it to you?” Rho grinned wolfishly, his teeth gleaming.  
 
    Phaebe’s cheeks pinkened. “Maybe,” she answered. 
 
    “Maybe?” Rho teased. He crawled over her, splitting her thighs with his knees. She could feel his cock heavy against her low belly. But he didn’t move to penetrate her. Instead, he lowered his head to her nipples. “It sounds like you need a little convincing.” He ran his tongue over one nipple, then the next, back and forth, never lingering on one, only staying long enough for her to want more. He drove her crazy with his mouth. 
 
    He slipped his hand between her thighs and grumbled against her breast. “I don’t know if you were still a little wet from my fingers but you are soaked, Phaebe. By the moon goddess—I don’t know if you’ve ever been this ready for me to touch you.” He nipped her a few times then sucked her nipple into his mouth. “I want to hear you beg for my tongue. Tell me you want me to lick you here,” he ran his finger over her clit, “and here,” his finger slid inside her. “I need to hear you say it, scream it. Beg me.” 
 
    “Rho,” she squirmed under his hand. Damn, this already felt amazing. She knew his hand would make her come. There was no question. 
 
    But…she was curious. What would his tongue feel like there? Would it be different? Would she even like it? Better? Worse? When she visualized Rho doing that, she couldn’t conjure up a feeling at all. It was like a blank space in her mind. 
 
    Well. She supposed there was only one way to find out. 
 
    “Rho. Lick my pussy. Use your tongue on me.” 
 
    “Fuck yes I will,” he growled. He moved down her body, put her legs over his shoulders, and buried his face against her pussy. 
 
    Phaebe exhaled, hard, the moment he touched her. He started with her clit, his tongue circling like his fingers did, but it was different. Softer. Slipperier. More intimate. Rho’s hands were clamped around her thighs, and he groaned against her. 
 
    “Fuck, Phaebe,” he said, pulling away for a moment, “you taste like bliss.” 
 
    Phaebe didn’t answer. How could she? Rho was doing something to her she never imagined. 
 
    She felt like she was sacrificing herself to him, laid across a pyre and given to the gods. 
 
    A sacrifice that saw her born anew, a free woman. 
 
    He teased her and licked her, moaned against her, slid his tongue over her, inside her…he moved over her with such delicate touch that when she did come, it was like a summer rainstorm—sudden and all at once. 
 
    Her eyes felt wet, her forehead damp with her sweat. Rho kissed her thighs, her belly, both her breasts, her mouth. He pulled her against his chest and steadied his breath. 
 
    She wasn’t the only one panting. 
 
    “By the moon goddess, Phaebe.” Rho buried his face against her neck. His lips were wet against her skin, a delicious reminder. His hands pawed over her, grabbing her waist, her breasts, her ass, like he couldn’t get enough of her body. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. I…did you know it would be like that for me?” 
 
    “I hoped.” 
 
    “Have you done that with anyone else?” she asked, suddenly jealous. She had no room to be, she’d had a husband before, by the sun in the air. But, in this moment, she wanted Rho all to herself. She wanted to be the only one who knew what he could do with his mouth. What he could do to her. How he could completely undo her and leave her soul bare in the night. 
 
    Rho shook his head. “Never. Wolves…talk. I’ve heard that it was something that women enjoyed. And when I first caught your scent, I craved your taste. It’s been thrumming inside me for months.” 
 
    Phaebe gripped at his shoulders. She felt so alive. So electric. Like every nerve in her body was awake and humming. She wanted more. Not another orgasm, but she wanted to be closer to Rho. She wanted him panting and seeing stars and his soul laid bare to her. 
 
    “Would you like me to use my mouth on you?” Phaebe asked. That seemed like a way to be even closer to him. A way to bring him inside her without fucking. 
 
    She still wasn’t sure about fucking. When she thought of it, of that act, it was still clouded with Hakkan. Fearful nights, praying that he would visit a different wife. The disappointment that came afterwards when she didn’t carry his child. Being alone in her bed after he’d left without so much as a word. Phaebe never wanted to feel those things with Rho. 
 
    But she still wanted the connection with him. 
 
    “Phaebe, you don’t have to. I’m happy lying next to you, holding you,” Rho answered. He kissed her hard, his teeth seizing her lip a moment before letting it slide free. 
 
    “But you are hard. Your cock has been hard for months now. You must want something from me in return.” Phaebe ran her hand over his chest, teasing the hair there for a moment. 
 
    “Our intimacy is not a trade. Yes, my cock wants you, but beyond that, I want you. As you are. Not giving me pleasure, just being near me. I am elated to lie beside you, sleep beside you, simply live with you. I only want to be with you.” 
 
    Phaebe nodded. “But if I wanted to, you wouldn’t mind, right?” 
 
    Rho huffed a laugh. “Would I mind my mate wrapping her lips around my cock? No, I would not mind it. I’m sure I would love it.” He pulled her close, stroking her cheek as she laid against his chest. “That doesn’t mean I need it.” 
 
    “Have any women done that to you before?” 
 
    Rho shook his head. 
 
    “Then how do you know you will like it? What if I’m terrible at it? What if you hate it?” Phaebe was starting to lose her confidence.  
 
    “Phaebe. I’ve kissed your mouth dozens and dozens of times. I know what your lips and tongue feel like, even a bit of your teeth.” Rho ran his fingers through her hair. “Even if something happened, if it wasn’t great for a moment, or you kneed me in the balls, it’s you Phaebe.” He took a deep breath. “I love you. We’ve done a pretty good job figuring out everything so far. I think we can figure out anything life throws at us.” 
 
    Phaebe’s heart swelled. She wanted to say it back, wanted to tell Rho that she loved him too. She loved his quiet strength, she loved how he cared for her, through his patience and his cooking and his teasing. She loved waking up next to him. She loved the feel of his hand against her back as she drifted off to sleep. 
 
    But she couldn’t. The words wouldn’t form in her mouth. She swallowed desperately, then slid down his body and slipped his cock into her mouth. 
 
    “Phaebe,” Rho groaned in surprise. His hands fisted the quilt on either side of his body. “Oh, Phaebe.” 
 
    He felt wide in her mouth. She couldn’t put his entire cock in there, she would have choked, but she tried sucking only the tip, and Rho rewarded her with a pant. 
 
    She tentatively wrapped her hand around the base, taking time to actually feel him. He was soft and hard, the most confusing dichotomy. She had never thought much what a cock felt like. She expected it to be rougher, less vulnerable. She squeezed him a few times and Rho thumped his fist against the bed. 
 
    She worked her mouth over him, mimicking fucking, hoping that was what he liked. She glanced up at Rho’s face, but his head was thrown back, his eyes screwed shut. His breath came hard, rhythmic, almost like a hiss. 
 
    Hakkan. 
 
    Hakkan had sounded like that. His breath against her ear, his hand pushing her face to the side, his elbow against her chest. That awful hiss…it stuck in her memory from a time before she could fade away. Now it flooded her mind, her ears. Hakkan’s hiss, over and over again, deafening her, stealing her away. She looked back up to Rho, trying to find his eyes, trying to find him. If she could see him, if he could look her in the eye, she could come back. But he was too far gone. 
 
    Phaebe closed her eyes and felt herself start to fade away. The edge of the world became hazy, a gray darkness settling over her. It would be better. Rho would come, and she wouldn’t be there anymore. He would still feel good, but she didn’t have to live in this panic. It was better that way. 
 
    “Phaebe!” Rho pulled out of her mouth and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Phaebe, what happened?” 
 
    She shook herself awake. Had he finished? Her mouth was empty. She looked around the bed, in case he had come outside of her, but there was nothing. 
 
    “Phaebe, look at me? Are you ok? What happened?” 
 
    “You didn’t finish,” she said slowly. 
 
    “Yeah, of course not. You were disappearing. Phaebe, did I do something? Oh, fuck.” Rho moved to wrap his arms around her but she shrugged him off. “Shit, Phaebe tell me what I did. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Phaebe scrambled off the bed, feeling her eyes sting with tears. She didn’t want him to see her cry. Not like this. 
 
    What could she say? He breathed like a dragon for a minute there? That she hadn’t been able to always block out Hakkan? That there were nights when she cried as he fucked her, and he acted like that was normal?  
 
    That she was a broken mess of a woman, and he deserved so much better? 
 
    “I can’t,” she spat, and ran out the room. She clamored into the bathroom and locked the door, then turned on the shower. She slid to the floor and buried her face in her hands, praying that the water would muffle her cries. 
 
    “Phaebe?” Rho knocked outside the door. “Phaebe, please tell me what I did.” 
 
    She stayed silent, shaking her head. How could she tell him? How could she admit that she was so broken she might never mend? 
 
    “I’m going to sit out here if you need me,” Rho said, his voice quieter. She could hear him sliding to the ground. 
 
    “Go!” she shouted at him. 
 
    She didn’t want him to see her like this, hear her like this. She wasn’t good enough for Rho. The moon goddess had made a mistake when she matched them. Phaebe was too far gone for the love of a man like Rho. He deserved a woman who wasn’t broken, a woman who wouldn’t panic sucking his cock. A woman who could fuck her mate without being terrified! 
 
    “Leave, Rho!” she wailed. 
 
    “I’ll go to the front step. Phaebe, please come get me if you need me. Or want me.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but waited until she heard him pad down the stairs, then climbed into the shower and sobbed while the water rushed down her back. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Rho burst out of the house, stumbling over the threshold. He skidded to a stop at the foot of their stairs, then paced. 
 
    He didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Phaebe, oh goddess, his Phaebe was hurting so badly. 
 
    And it was his fault. 
 
    He’d pushed her too far. What the fuck had he been thinking? He never should have let her try that so early. Yes, it had been months, but months could never make up for years. And now he’d gone and fucked it all up, for a few minutes of bliss. 
 
    A bliss he could find simply holding her. 
 
    Rho wanted to run back inside, knock the door down, and beg on his knees for her forgiveness. He wanted to promise her over and over and over again that he would never, ever act so selfishly. He just wanted her to feel safe with him again. 
 
    He was so stupid. The first time she’d faded, they hadn’t known each other at all. He was just another cock wanting something from her. It made sense for her to want to get away from him. But tonight…tonight. He’d thought they’d made strides. First at Gamma’s, then when she wanted him to taste her. He finally thought that she was beginning to heal a little more. That they’d taken a step in the right direction. A step towards the rest of their lives. 
 
    And then he had to fuck it all up with the promise of a blowjob. 
 
    Rho shivered. It wasn’t that cold, but he was standing naked on his front porch. 
 
    He deserved it. He deserved to feel awful tonight. He’d squandered her trust. He’d hurt the only woman he would ever love. 
 
    Rho sat on the edge of the steps and buried his face in his hands.  
 
    She might never forgive him. 
 
    And how could he blame her. 
 
    * 
 
    Rho didn’t sleep that night. He shifted into his wolf form after a couple of hours, pacing the path in front of their house, guarding her from invisible foes. 
 
    Here he was, protecting the woman he loved, when he’d been the one to hurt her. He didn’t deserve to call himself her mate. 
 
    When the sun came up, he shifted back to himself, and walked into the house. He didn’t want to bother her, but a few of the parents in Luven didn’t appreciate fully hard wolves walking around in front of their families. 
 
    He understood. 
 
    “Phaebe,” he said quietly. “I’m grabbing some clothes. I’ll leave again if you want me to.” 
 
    He listened for an answer but didn’t hear one, so he tiptoed upstairs, hoping she had managed to fall asleep at some point. He crept into their room, but their bed was empty. 
 
    The bathroom door was still shut. 
 
    Rho threw on pants and a shirt, then walked into the hall and knocked on the bathroom door. 
 
    “Phaebe? Please tell me you’re ok.” Rho pressed his forehead against the door. 
 
    Rho heard her shifting on the floor. 
 
    “I’m ok,” she mumbled. He felt a rush of relief travel through his chest. 
 
    “Phaebe, can you come out? Can we talk? I’m so sorry,” he began. 
 
    “I don’t think we should talk,” she interrupted. 
 
    Rho’s heart lurched. 
 
    “Please. Oh, goddess, Phaebe I never should have done it. We weren’t ready. It’s all my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Phaebe said slowly. “But I would like to be alone. Please.” 
 
    Rho rested his palm against the door. What he would give to hold her right now. “Ok,” he managed. 
 
    He pushed himself off the door and trudged down the stairs. 
 
    His heart was fucking broken. 
 
    Rho went to the kitchen, made a cup of coffee and two slices of toast covered in cheese, put them on the table, and left. 
 
    * 
 
    Hearing Rho’s voice had broken her heart all over. Phaebe dug her nails into her arm to keep from sobbing as she told Rho to leave. 
 
    She didn’t want him to leave. She wanted to climb into his arms and cry on his shoulder and tell him she’d never be fixed. She’d always have this broken mind. That for the rest of her life, she could still fade away because of fucking Hakkan and how he had forced her to hide in her mind, away from her trauma. 
 
    Once Phaebe heard Rho leave, she let herself growl in anger. She balled up her fists and banged on the floor until her knuckles were sore and a little bloodied. 
 
    “Fuck you, Hakkan,” she managed to spit out through her gritted teeth. “And fuck your ceremonies and your indifference and all your lies! Fuck every day of the rest of your life! Fuck all the dragons on the continent! May you all die with your hearts ripped out while the humans you’ve imprisoned smile at your corpses!” She collapsed back to the floor in a fit of sobs.  
 
    She would never get better. 
 
    Eventually, Phaebe dragged her body off the floor. She dropped the towel she’d been wrapped in for hours, put on clothes, brushed her teeth, and tied her hair back. Her face was red and blotchy and her eyes were swollen, but there was nothing she could do about that. 
 
    She went downstairs and found the breakfast Rho had laid out. Cheesy toast and coffee, just how she liked it. She ate the meal, really savoring every bite of Rho’s bread, every sip of the coffee and milk. Then she rinsed her dishes and put them away. 
 
    She sat in the living room on the couch where she’d slowly gotten to know Rho, from the first day she nearly spit a beer out everywhere until two nights earlier when she’d drifted off against his shoulder while they both read.  
 
    It really was a perfect house with a perfect man. 
 
    A type of perfection Phaebe didn’t deserve. She might have one time, but there was no fixing her. She couldn’t live up to the perfection of this life. There was no making her into a good mate for Rho. 
 
    Phaebe should have tried her luck with Bloodspell. She’d survived a plague, survived the dragons. Bloodspell was a broken human settlement now, as far as she knew. A few families working to scrape together a life in the ruins. That was the life Phaebe deserved. A cold, quiet one, alone with her thoughts forever. With no one to love her or hurt her. Only herself. 
 
    She survived sickness and the poverty she lived in once before. She survived brutal, bitter winters with little food, years of nothing but fruit and sweets. She survived losing her parents and her brothers, losing the only life she’d known. She survived living with a monster. 
 
    But Phaebe had never had a broken heart before. She’d never allowed herself to fall in love with someone, and then lose them.  
 
    Right now, it felt unsurvivable. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Rho sat against a tree in the woods near Spruce Creek. It had been a full day since he’d seen Phaebe. He walked past their house again the night before and in the morning, but saw no indication that she wanted him back. 
 
    Or ever wanted to see him again. 
 
    As much as it absolutely destroyed his heart, he wouldn’t go against her wishes. He’d already broken her trust. She had to want him back before he could take any steps to rebuild their relationship.  
 
    So, Rho was living in the woods. He would shift into his wolf form around dusk, hunt a few rabbits for meals, then sleep among the trees. It was the life he deserved. He’d acted like a wild animal with his dearest mate. He should live like one now.  
 
    His heart felt like it was rent out of his chest. His wolf instincts to protect Phaebe were screaming that his mate needed him. 
 
    But he knew the last thing she needed, or wanted, was him. He had betrayed her. Like an animal. 
 
    “Rho? What the hell are you doing out here?” Sigma called. 
 
    Rho looked up as the other wolf jogged in his direction. Damn. He didn’t really want to see anyone. But Sigma was undeterred, loping towards him like a puppy, a huge grin on his face. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in so long! Are you out here to hunt? I’m a little low on meat. With the whole my mate might be currently in our hospital and ready to be discharged at any moment, I thought it was time to take down something big. Tella and Phaebe both seem to like venison, so a deer would be ideal. We could hunt together if you want, but I get the deer. I’m the one who is going to have to woo my mate. Phaebe’s already got those sparkly eyes for you.” 
 
    Rho shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Whoa. Is something wrong?” Sigma took a step towards him and cocked his head. 
 
    “Phaebe asked me to leave,” Rho admitted. “Yesterday in the middle of the night. And she hasn’t asked me back in. I’m worried this might be forever.” 
 
    “Naw, that can’t be. She’s your mate! And she looks at you like…well like Jaine looks at Gamma. Like you’re the moon in the sky. I’m sure she’ll get over it.” Sigma clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I did something. Something bad.” Rho didn’t know how he could tell his friend how he’d taken advantage of his mate, but he was bursting to confess. 
 
    Sigma stiffened. “What the fuck did you do?” 
 
    “I don’t want to tell you. You’ll think I’m a monster.” Rho shook his head and looked down. 
 
    “Fuck, Rho, what did you do? Now, I’m worried.” 
 
    “It was something…intimate,” Rho forced out. 
 
    “Oh.” Sigma relaxed considerably. “Did you try to fuck her ass? A lot of women aren’t into that. She’ll get over it. Happens to a lot of couples. See, this is the problem with not fucking someone before your mate. I know you weren’t really into anyone on that level, but it’s nice to have a few practice runs in before. That way you’ve gotten some of the problems worked out. Hell, the first time I had sex with Hadie, I was in the wrong place, she didn’t come, she elbowed me in the balls. Hurt for two days. Now, I know what not to do when my mate shows up.” 
 
    “That’s…” Rho started to correct him but then thought better of it. He could hardly explain Phaebe’s fades without breeching her trust. Better Sigma thought it was something like that. 
 
    “Get her a bouquet of flowers, her favorite food, a few orgasms in her preferred method, stay away from her ass, and you’ll be golden.” Sigma nudged him with his shoulder. “About that hunt?” 
 
    “You go ahead,” Rho said. “I’ve already caught a bunch of rabbits today.” 
 
    “Awesome. See you around,” Sigma called. A moment later, he sprinted into the woods, his shape changing from man to werewolf in an instant. 
 
    * 
 
    That night, Rho walked back into the city. The streets were quiet. Even though spring had arrived, the light was still a bit low for frolicking this late in the night. Wolves could see pretty well in the dark, but Luven wasn’t home to only wolves. A lot of humans made their homes here as well. The women from Balaur were not the first humans to find sanctuary in Luven. Jaine had come from human territory five years earlier. Hadie also. There had been mixed relationships for as long as the territories had been divided. Rho had two wolf parents, but his mom’s mom was a human from the southern territories.  
 
    The streets were still too dark for human eyes. There had been some petitions to keep the street lights on all night, but for now, it didn’t have enough support. Their access to power wasn’t unlimited and there were still large swaths of Wolf Territory without any power. Lit houses were far more important than lit streets, in Rho’s opinion. 
 
    He hurried down the streets he’d walked his entire life, feeling a wild mix of nerves, sadness, and a glimmer of hope. 
 
    Maybe she could forgive him. 
 
    Not tonight, no. It was still too soon. But maybe in a month or so. He would vow never to do that again. Vow to only ever please her… 
 
    Vow never to scare her. 
 
    Rho bit the inside of his cheek. 
 
    How could he? Phaebe was his mate. It was his sole purpose in life to keep her happy and safe. And he had failed in the most intimate moment. 
 
    Rho turned onto his street, hurrying past Sigma’s house and down the row of homes.  
 
    The front light was on in their house. 
 
    He picked up his pace now, racing towards the light, hoping beyond all hope that the light was a sign. That Phaebe was awake and missing him. That she wanted him back.  
 
    That she forgave him. 
 
    Rho stopped in front of their house. The whole first floor was still lit, and Phaebe sat on the couch facing away from the window. He was surprised the curtains were open. He had been keeping them closed since Phaebe moved in, wanting to give her privacy. 
 
    He situated himself in front of the window, but not right on top of it. He didn’t want her to think he was desperate. 
 
    Obviously, he was desperate, but he didn’t want her to feel his desperation seeping through the glass. Rho watched her sit, wrapped in a blanket, her dark hair tied into a braid. She rubbed her neck with one hand and her head hung forward. Was she crying? He couldn’t tell. 
 
    Fuck, Rho wanted to wrap his arms around her. He wanted to hold her until she felt better. Until all the pain in her left. Until they could be happy. Or at the very least, until she could feel safe. With him. 
 
    Phaebe stood up, the blanket falling away from her and walked into the kitchen. Rho waited. Should he knock on the door? He didn’t want to startle her, or make her feel like she had to let him in. He wanted to be invited back in, not intimidate his way. He didn’t want Phaebe to feel like she had no other options in Luven than resigning herself to another monster. 
 
    She returned with a glass of water and before she could sit back down, Rho called out to her. 
 
    “Phaebe.” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks and squinted at the window. He waved his hand, hoping she would be able to see the movement. Maybe recognize him if she hadn’t caught that it was his voice calling to her. 
 
    She walked to the door and opened it. She looked beautiful, but tired. Strands of her ink black hair fell out of her braid and her eyes were darkened. She was wearing her sleeping clothes even though the sun had set only an hour earlier. 
 
    “Rho,” she breathed. Her eyes welled with tears. She looked behind her, reaching for her coat off the hook. “I can leave, if you want to come home. I was thinking maybe I would go back to pack housing,” she began. 
 
    “Phaebe, no. This is your house. I’m not forcing myself in. I only wanted to see if you were ok.” She gave a half nod, but as she did a tear slipped out of her eyes. 
 
    Shit, this wasn’t going how he wanted it to. 
 
    “Phaebe, I’m so sorry. You don’t have to forgive me. You don’t ever have to forgive me. What I did…it was inexcusable. As your mate, I am supposed to protect and care for you. I breached your trust for my own pleasure and I will spend the rest of my life re-earning your trust. But I need you to know, my heart is broken—” she shook her head and put her hand up. He swallowed the rest of his words. 
 
    “Don’t apologize. Please.” She shook her head. “But Rho…I can’t.” She let out a sob. “I’m sorry, Rho. I can’t. It’s not your fault I’m broken.” She sniffled and looked down at her feet. “I should go. Let me get my shoes.” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly, backing away from the house. He walked down the stairs to give her room. “Go back inside, please. It’s late and you shouldn’t be walking around. You could get lost. I will leave. I shouldn’t have come so soon, that’s my fault. You need time. You need more time.” 
 
    Phaebe opened her mouth to speak, but Rho turned away from her and ran down the street. He couldn’t listen to what she had to say next. Couldn’t listen to her shut that door forever. 
 
    But his speed wasn’t enough and before he turned the corner, he could hear Phaebe cry out into the night sky. 
 
    Rho threw his head back and howled to sliver of a moon. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Phaebe had the fitful sort of sleep when the dreamer has no idea what is real and what is a nightmare. She wandered their house, touching little things that reminded her of Rho, the stack of books beside the bed, his neatly folded shirts in the drawer, the toothbrush he bought her their first day together. Her pink scarf. 
 
    Then everything shifted and she laid in the bed while visions of Hakkan climbing beside her, spreading her legs, and hissing in her ear assaulted her. She saw her wedding day, the gaudy gold dress she wore, and the wide-eyed servants who looked on her with pity. 
 
    Her mother came too, in fits and bursts. Her hand against her hair, her sweet songs filling the air. Phaebe curled on her side, pressed her face against her mother’s skirts, and it was like she was a child again. Her brothers, Kob and Beve, laughed and her father grumbled. They were all together, with firelight dancing on the wall. 
 
    Like she had never left them in Bloodspell. 
 
    But then the plague came like a thief in the night and her family faded into the shadows one by one. Only she was left with her fits of coughing, her burning dreams finally replaced with the golden dragons. Saviors turned into captors in the blink of an eye. 
 
    When the sun came up the next morning, Phaebe was resolved in her decision. She packed a few of her things, but not everything Rho had bought her. That wouldn’t be fair. She took an extra sweater and extra pair of pants. She took her toothbrush and the scarf he’d wrapped around her neck.  
 
    Phaebe allowed herself to linger a bit, run her fingers over the quilt on their bed, flip through the books he’d bought her one last time, breathe in his scent on his shirts.  
 
    She ate one last slice of bread, drank one last glass of milk. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    It had been a wonderful dream, for a little while. But she couldn’t pretend anymore. And Rho deserved so much better than she could give him. 
 
    She peeked out the window, making certain that Rho wasn’t waiting again, then stole out of the house in the early morning, to the center of town. 
 
    If she saw him, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to go through with it. 
 
    * 
 
    Phaebe stood outside the arena with her arms crossed. She had no idea if this was where Alpha lived, but she needed to talk to someone in charge. And he was in charge.  
 
    Fuck, she hated this building. It was so utilitarian looking compared to the rest of Luven. Like a steel eyesore in the middle of a pretty nice place. 
 
    She banged on the door.  
 
    Nothing. She banged on the door again, five times.  
 
    Still nothing. She banged on the door while yelling, “Hello?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Fuck,” Phaebe breathed. She walked around the building to pack housing, where she lived for a blink, and walked in. She was surprised this door was open, but maybe no one except Hadie was currently living there. She’d been pretty shitty and hadn’t checked on any of the women in the hospital. She took the elevator up to floor five, found Hadie’s room, and knocked. 
 
    “Be right there!” Hadie voice called from inside. “Oh. Hi, Phaebe.” 
 
    “Were you expecting someone else?” 
 
    “Not particularly. There are currently four women in the hospital, and I am the liaison for new arrivals, so I thought maybe one of your friends was ready to be released.” Hadie opened the door and ushered her in. “You’re up and out early. Can I help you with something, or is this a social call? Would you like a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “Yes to the coffee, not a social call.” 
 
    Hadie filled her a cup and passed it to her. Phaebe took a sip. The jolt of energy helped, but it wasn’t as good without the milk Rho usually put in hers. 
 
    “Ok. How can I help you, then?” 
 
    “I need a meeting with Alpha,” Phaebe said plainly. She had a plan now, but she couldn’t go through with it without talking to leadership. 
 
    “Oh.” Hadie’s eyebrows flew up. “That’s not really a thing. Why do you need a meeting with him?” 
 
    “I’d rather keep that between me and him.” Phaebe had no intention of airing her private matters with Hadie. 
 
    Hadie furrowed her brow. “Are you pregnant with his kid? Did he miss it?” 
 
    “No. But I need to talk to him. It’s very important.” 
 
    “I can ask, I guess. He might say no though.” 
 
    “Why? I’m pretty sure when I let him fuck me, I officially became a part of this pack and he’s the leader and I need to talk to my pack leader.” Phaebe was starting to get frustrated. Hadie was making everything take longer. She wanted this over. As long as it still lingered, she couldn’t build a wall between her and Rho. 
 
    “You see, usually Alpha stays away from women who are newly mated. You know, so the wolves don’t get…overly angry.” 
 
    Phaebe raised her eyebrow. “Is Alpha afraid Rho will murder him if he gets too close to me?” 
 
    “Basically,” Hadie conceded. She leaned back on the couch. “So, you see the problem.” 
 
    “Alpha doesn’t sound very strong. Do we need a new leader?” 
 
    “Hell, Phaebe! What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I need to talk to him and you’re standing in the way. Just get me a meeting with Alpha and be done with it.” 
 
    “Fine.” Hadie grimaced. “Hang out here. Don’t touch my stuff. Well, you can obviously touch the couch and like normal things, but don’t go through my stuff. I’ll be back after I talk to a couple people.” Hadie pulled on her shoes and stomped out of the apartment, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    Phaebe crumpled on the couch. She hadn’t come in thinking she’d be a bitch to Hadie, but leaning into her anger really helped her ease the deep sadness sitting on her chest. 
 
    * 
 
    Hadie was gone for over two hours, during which Phaebe fiddled with her indoor plants, checked out the contents of her bathroom cabinet, and then finally passed out on her couch. 
 
    After what felt like a moment of dreamless sleep, Hadie shook her awake. 
 
    “Phaebe, hey. Wake up.” 
 
    Phaebe rubbed her eyes and sat up, taking a moment to realize she was in fact inside Hadie’s apartment and drooling on her couch. She wiped her mouth and looked up at Hadie. 
 
    “I’m sorry I was so rude to you earlier,” Phaebe said quickly, before she could think better of it. “I’m not in a good place.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured.” Hadie sighed. “It’s fine. I remember when I first got here. It’s like everyone is trying to convince you it’s a wonderful place to live, and it is. But that doesn’t mean everything from before disappears, right? I’m not from the dragons, but the Badlands are pretty shitty, too. Obviously. I wouldn’t have fucked a random man to join a pack otherwise.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Phaebe let silence sit over them for a moment. “You’ve been here for a while?” 
 
    “Ten years. Ran away from home. Wasn’t really home. Ran as far as I could.” 
 
    Phaebe nodded. “Are you lonely?” 
 
    Hadie smiled. “Sure, but, you know, I feel like I do good work with my life. I was never very smart or particularly good at anything, but I can talk to pretty much anyone. And I don’t get embarrassed about passing out lube.” She chuckled. “You should have seen the woman that had this job when I came along. She shoved that jar in my hand and bolted.” 
 
    “You did a better job,” Phaebe said. “You’re good at your job.” 
 
    “Thanks. I can take you to see Alpha, but Beta and I have to be present.” 
 
    “In case Rho comes in?” 
 
    “I’m guessing you didn’t tell him you’re here?” Phaebe shook her head. “Then, yes. You can’t have a solo meeting with Alpha your mate doesn’t know about. He could lose his mind.” 
 
    Phaebe’s heart wrenched in her chest, twisting on itself. She was doing this for Rho. He would be happier this way. 
 
    * 
 
    Hadie led Phaebe down that same elevator, and into the arena room. Hadie looked at her like she was expecting her to fall down and cry, or panic to be back in the room where Alpha fucked her. 
 
    In truth, Phaebe couldn’t care less about the room they were in. This was hardly the worst place in her past. She had barely been present for her ritual with Alpha.  
 
    There was a large table in the room with seats for about a dozen, but only two of those chairs were taken. Alpha sat at the head of one end with another wolf by his side, a man Phaebe assumed was Beta. He looked like Alpha, the same square jaw and wide set eyes. 
 
    “Please take a seat,” Alpha motioned to the pair of them. “I hope Hadie has instilled in you how odd this meeting is and that I will not be making a habit of private audiences with the mates of my pack brothers.” His voice was sharp, his face stern. Alpha looked different. First of all, he was clothed in all black, but also his wild beard had been tamed into a single braid and his hair was pulled up into a bun. 
 
    “She did. And I countered that you are my Alpha now, as per our little ritual a few months ago. And I have a problem that I need addressed.” 
 
    Alpha visibly bristled and Beta’s eyes looked like they were about to pop out of his head. 
 
    “You will speak to your Alpha with respect,” Beta sputtered out, but Alpha raised his hand to stop him. 
 
    Phaebe steeled her gaze. She was not a wilting flower. These wolves would not intimidate her. 
 
    “Clearly, you feel very strongly about whatever you want brought to my attention. I will ask that you sit down while we speak,” he reiterated. 
 
    Phaebe took a deep breath and sat, then folded her hands on the table. 
 
    “I would like to petition to be unmated from Rho.” 
 
    “What?” Hadie shrieked. 
 
    “That’s a very serious ask,” Alpha answered. “One we have never entertained. Why do you wish to be separated from him?” 
 
    Phaebe felt like her heart had been slammed with ice. 
 
    She didn’t wish to be separated from Rho. Hell, Rho was the only person on this earth that she cared about. He was the only person who cared about her. He was like a burst of sunlight in her dark, gray life.  
 
    But she needed to. She couldn’t do this to him any longer. It wasn’t fair to force him to put up with her broken soul. 
 
    “Rho and I are not suited to be mates. I wish to separate so he is free to mate again.” 
 
    Alpha and Beta looked at each other, their brows furrowed. 
 
    “Have you met someone else you want to be mated with?” Beta asked. 
 
    Phaebe shook her head. “I have no interest in being mated with anyone else. I would like to live in pack housing with Hadie. I can…help the other women in the hospital. My sisters from Balaur.” This felt particularly hollow in her mouth, as she had not visited once since her discharge. 
 
    “You want to stay in Luven after splitting with Rho?” Beta asked. “This is insane. No one has ever requested to be split from a mate. The Moon Goddess doesn’t make mistakes. She picks two souls suited for each other. Two that can be happy and make strong children. What you are suggesting is an insult to the very fiber of our culture. You would disrespect our goddess in such a way?” 
 
    “Look. I’m human and I’ve spent the last eighteen years living in Balaur. I don’t follow the moon goddess. I didn’t know who she was until I got here. To be honest, I don’t follow any deities. The dragons worship the sun, you worship the moon, in my opinion, we’re all living on a dying gray earth and if there are any gods or goddess out there in the ether, they’re just laughing at our misfortune.” Phaebe could feel her heart start to beat faster. “You have to let him go. You have to sever this connection so he can find someone else, someone who can make him happy. If the moon goddess exists, she made a mistake. I’m not meant for a mate.” 
 
    “Phaebe,” Hadie said slowly, covering her hand with her own. “You deserve a mate.” 
 
    “No! No, I don’t. I don’t, I don’t, I don’t. And Rho definitely doesn’t deserve being shackled to me for the rest of his life. Don’t you realize how unfair it is to him? I’m not like Tella. I can’t bounce back from Balaur in a few days and become some wolf’s mate.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have stayed. I should have tried my luck with the Emptylands or Maidenhead. At least there I wouldn’t have to worry about breaking anyone’s heart.” Phaebe covered her face with her hands and sobbed. 
 
    “Would you two leave?” Hadie said quietly. 
 
    “Leave? This is our room, where we hold our meetings,” Beta complained. 
 
    “Beta, stop,” Alpha interjected. “Yes. We will give the two of you some time.” 
 
    Phaebe heard their chairs scrape the floor and the sound of their footsteps fade in the distance. 
 
    “Oh, Phaebe. What is it?” 
 
    She shook her head hard against her hands. She barely knew Hadie, how could she tell her all the things pressing on her? How could she breathe life into those words?  
 
    “Has Rho said he was disappointed with you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she mumbled. “Rho is the kindest person I’ve ever met. He would never, ever say anything like that. But he shouldn’t have to live with me.” 
 
    “Rho loves you,” Hadie pointed out. “If anything, he’s probably worried about you. Especially since you asked Alpha to sever your bond.” Hadie paused. “That’s not possible, you know. No one can sever the bonds of mates. Even after the death of a mate, the other never finds a new mate. Sure, they might have flings with another whose lost their mates, but nothing in this world can replace the mate bond, nor anything sever it. Not even death.” 
 
    “I won’t make him happy,” Phaebe sighed, letting her hands drop away from her face. “I’ll always be broken. He deserves someone stronger than me.” 
 
    “Why do you think he would want anyone else? Phaebe, wolves are not like humans. He’s not going to toss you aside because things are hard. A year after I came, there was a group of women who came here from the vampires. I won’t say that they are crueler than the dragons, because these women were not starved like your friends. But, none of them were in a good place when they got here. It’s been nine years. They all live well among us, some with mates, some without. They have found peace. I truly believe you will find peace. And you’ll find it with Rho. You need to give yourself time.” 
 
    Suddenly, Phaebe had the strongest urge to wrap her arms around him, bury her face against his chest. She wanted to curl up on top of him and fall asleep, let the world melt away for as long as she could. 
 
    Ignore everything until they had to face it. 
 
    “You should go home and talk to him. I know you’re hurting, so deep. I remember how sharp it feels when the pain is fresh. But you have a mate to help you through it. You have someone who wants nothing more than to make you feel safe. You should let him.” Hadie pulled her to her feet. “You don’t have to talk to me about any of it. I demand none of your secrets. No one does. But if you think you might feel a bit lighter without them pressing on your chest, talk to Rho. He was made for you by the Moon Goddess, after all.” Phaebe started to protest but Hadie raised her hand. “I know, I know. You don’t believe in her. Neither did I.” Hadie smiled. “I’m going to ask you again in ten years how you feel about the Moon Goddess. We can debate her existence then. For now, I’ll walk you back home.” 
 
    “He isn’t there,” Phaebe said. 
 
    “But he thinks you are there. And if I know anything about wolves, he’s checking on the house constantly making sure you are safe. Even if you told him to stay away, he’ll be keeping his distance, but still making certain you are ok.” Hadie slipped her arm through Phaebe’s and lead her out of the arena. 
 
    Phaebe was going home. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Rho couldn’t sleep. 
 
    After leaving Phaebe in tears, he shifted into his wolf form and ran as fast and as far as he could. He passed the boundaries of Luven, loped into the woods beyond. He sprinted past deer, rabbits, badgers, and skunks. He jumped over creeks, waded through rivers, ran around lakes. He ran and ran and ran until the sun rose over the horizon and dotted the landscape with patches of sunlight. 
 
    There, in the middle of some meadow between Luven and Juniper Knoll, he shifted into his human form and watched the sunrise. 
 
    It was a beautiful one, all pinky yellows and promises of longer days and warmer winds. The fog of the night settled around him, gathering into a thick cloud before disappearing under the morning rays. 
 
    And then, he turned back. 
 
    Because no matter what war raged within him, he had a mate to protect. A woman that needed him, even if he had squandered her trust and hurt her deeply. Even if she never wanted him again, he would make certain she was safe, well-fed, and warm. 
 
    There couldn’t be much food left in the house. Rho cursed himself for taking so long to realize this. But, he could remedy it. He ran back, tossing over whether he wanted to take a deer down. Phaebe liked venison a lot. 
 
    But, it would take time to butcher the animal, and she needed food in the kitchen as soon as possible. So, Rho ran half the morning away, back over creeks and around lakes and through woods that were not as familiar as the ones next to Luven, but landed at his pile of clothing. He dressed and ran to Chi’s bakery, with renewed resolve. He purchased two loaves of bread and a sweet cake, then went to the market and picked up bacon, potatoes, greens, carrots, and coffee. 
 
    He switched to walking now, with his hands full of packages. The streets were bustling, families in the city for the day, people going to work, children heading to school. Rho passed them all, eager to get back home. He would knock and if Phaebe didn’t let him in, he could leave the food on the front step and leave. Maybe he should stop in and see if Sigma has noticed her around. Or ask Tella to check in on her. Or Jaine. She and Jaine had struck up a sort of friendship that night… 
 
    Rho wouldn’t let himself focus on that night anymore. He would be the best mate he could be to Phaebe going forward, and right now that meant keeping her belly full.  
 
    He walked up their street, focused on their house. As he got closer, he saw the windows were dark. 
 
    “Hm.” That was a little odd. It wasn’t terribly dark out, but the drapes were pushed open, and the house looked still. 
 
    Rho set his bags down and knocked on the door, hoping he would hear Phaebe’s footsteps on the stairs. 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Rho knocked again and this time called, “Phaebe?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Rho tried the doorknob, and it was open. He picked up the bags and pushed into the house slowly. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her. 
 
    “Phaebe? It’s Rho. I brought you some food.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    She could have gone for a walk, or to see Tella or Jaine. Rho brought the food into the kitchen and started putting everything away, when he noticed a note on the table. 
 
    Rho- 
 
    Thank you for everything. Our time together has been the greatest gift I could have ever received. You were the first bright spot in my life. I hope you find someone wonderful. Someone who can give you the life you deserve. 
 
    I will miss you. 
 
    -Phaebe 
 
    Rho couldn’t breathe. 
 
    What was this? She’ll miss him? Where did she go? Rho’s hands started to shake. He grabbed the note and shoved it into his pocket. 
 
    He needed to find Phaebe. 
 
    He rushed out of the house and raced to Sigma’s door, banging his fist against the wood. 
 
    “What?” Sigma yelled, throwing open the door. “It’s my day off, asshole.” Sigma was buck naked in his living room. 
 
    “Phaebe. Phaebe is missing. She left. Have you seen her?” Rho pulled the note out of his pocket and waved it in front of Sigma. “She’s gone. I need to find her. What if she’s wandering the Emptylands? What if…” His mind started to jump to all the worst possible outcomes. Phaebe alone in the wilderness, being hunted by a rogue pack. Phaebe injured and scared. Phaebe getting picked up by the dragons. 
 
    “Rho!” Sigma yelled, snapping him out of his nightmare. “I’m going to get dressed. Do you think she would say goodbye to Tella or Jaine?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe?” Would she? She and Tella weren’t necessarily close, but she wouldn’t disappear without any of the women knowing, right? 
 
    “Go talk to them. I’ll go into town and see if she’s there. Take a deep breath. When was the last time you saw her?”  
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “Ok, good. She couldn’t have gotten far.” Sigma pointed over his shoulder. “I’m going to go put some pants on, then I’ll start looking.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll go check with Tella and Jaine.” Happy to have a direction, Rho raced through the city. He wanted to shift into his wolf form, but that was considered rude to the rest of the citizens to shift within the city bounds.  
 
    “Morning, Rho. You ok?” Iota called from across the street. 
 
    “Iota! Have you seen Phaebe?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. Everything all right?” 
 
    Rho didn’t stick around to answer, just turned back to his race to the Spruce Creek neighborhood. 
 
    Jaine was out with the kids, blowing bubbles in front of their house under the spring sun. 
 
    “Jaine!” Rho called, running towards them. 
 
    “Hey, Rho!” Jaine called back. She must have seen his face because her expression changed from happiness to concern. “What’s wrong?” She picked up Celyn and pulled Renny towards her. 
 
    “Phaebe. Have you seen her? Did she come to say goodbye?” 
 
    “Goodbye? No. Where is she going?” 
 
    Rho unfolded the letter and handed it to her. “I don’t know. But I think she’s leaving. Fuck, did she wander out into the wilderness?” Rho looked wildly at the tree line. 
 
    “Rho, Phaebe did not go into the woods alone,” Jaine said. “Come on. Take a second and relax. Phaebe does not like the woods. She is not a woodswoman. She’s also not an idiot. She wouldn’t wander out into the wilderness in the middle of the night.” Jaine let Renny go back to his playing. “She isn’t here, and Tella left an hour ago so she’s not there. Do you think she went to the hospital to see the women there?” 
 
    Rho looked at his feet. How blind he’d been? Jaine knew his mate better than he did. Phaebe wandering the Emptylands? She would never do that. 
 
    “Go home, Rho. Or go into town and see if you can find her there. But don’t run like a madman all over Wolf Territory. Give her time to come back.” Jaine wrapped her arm around Rho and pulled him into a side-hug, Ceyln giggling and grabbing at his chin. “She’ll come back, Rho. She’ll come back.” 
 
    * 
 
    Rho did go to town, where he saw Sigma and told him to go home. He checked the bakery, the market, the clothing shop, and the hospital. Then, he went home and sat on the front steps to wait for his mate. 
 
    A part of his brain still niggled to go searching for her but Jaine had given him sound advice. He would listen to her. 
 
    He would sit and he would wait. It was a lesson in patience, but hadn’t everything with Phaebe been exactly that? Rho knew that if he needed to wait a lifetime for her, he would. 
 
    But, he didn’t have to wait forever. Half an hour after he positioned himself on the front steps, his knee nervously bouncing, Phaebe turned the corner. 
 
    Their eyes locked and she ran to him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Phaebe didn’t know what came over her, but when she saw Rho—her Rho, her mate—she sprinted. She didn’t stop running until she crashed into his arms and felt him wrap around her.  
 
    Fuck. It felt right, being held by him. 
 
    Rho guided her legs around his waist, hitched his hands under her thighs, then carried her into the house and shut the door behind them. He walked them to the window and closed the drapes, then settled on the couch with her straddling his lap. 
 
    “Phaebe, I am so sorry—” he began, but she silenced him with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “I need to tell you some things. About me.” She took a deep breath. 
 
    This was it. Once she stepped off this cliff, there would be no crawling back. Her walls would be down, her heart laid bare for him. She would be completely exposed to her kind, sweet Rho. 
 
    She was ready. 
 
    “You know I can fade. I think it’s a sort of coping mechanism. There were a lot of nights, and mornings and afternoons but mostly nights, when it was better for me to not be present in my body. So, my mind developed this trick to simply fade away. It’s almost like falling asleep. I tell myself it’s time to fade, and my mind complies.” 
 
    Rho didn’t say anything, but he laced her fingers through his and cradled their hands against his heart. 
 
    “I didn’t always know how to do this. It took a while to hone. So, I have memories of being with Hakkan. Two years of memories. Those were the worst years. The years he still thought I might give him a dragon child. I try not to think about those times, but they are in my mind, sitting on the edge, waiting to flood.” She paused and took a deep breath. This was it. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I wanted to be with you. I always want to be with you. But it was just…it was a hiss. A simple hiss of breath between your teeth and my mind was flooded with those times with Hakkan. All those awful times. I tried to push them out of my mind, I tried to stay focused on you, on us, but I failed. It was like every terrible moment I had with him was fighting to distract me from you. But I still…I wanted to make you feel as good as you make me feel. I want that so badly. So, I thought I could fade, just for a minute, just to get Hakkan out of my mind and you would come and then we would wrap up in each other and all the horrible thoughts would disappear again.” 
 
    “Phaebe,” he breathed, finally. He pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I don’t want you to ever feel like you can’t tell me when something is wrong. Or when you don’t want to do something.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing. I want to, you know, suck your cock. And fuck you. I want those things with you. But I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to do them. I don’t know if we tried to mate, if I’d flash back to those nights with Hakkan. And it’s not fair to you.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s not fair?” 
 
    “You are amazing, and you deserve a mate who can be with you without panicking!” Her voice rose unintentionally. 
 
    “You deserve all those things, too,” he pointed out. “I’m not going to abandon you because you’ve been hurt terribly in your past. I love you, Phaebe.” 
 
    “How?” She felt her lip quiver and bit it quickly to still it. “How on earth can you love someone who hasn’t even mated you yet?” 
 
    “I love your body but that’s not the only reason the moon goddess matched us. I love how honest you are with people. I love that you don’t match the energy of the room. You never act fake. I love when you fall asleep reading against my shoulder. I love watching you eat.” 
 
    “You love watching me eat?” 
 
    “Yes! And you always compliment the food I make. I love that. Seriously, it makes me feel amazing. And yes, I love your eyes and your hair and your ass and your breasts and the sounds you make when I touch or lick your pussy. And I love the taste of your clit on my tongue and when you come on my face. And if you don’t want my cock in your mouth ever again, that’s fine. And if you never want to fuck me, that’s fine, too. Because I love you, Phaebe, and you are so much more to me than your body.” 
 
    Phaebe closed her eyes and squeezed his hand. How could she ever have contemplated leaving this man? This kind, loving, perfect, beautiful man. 
 
    There was still more she needed to confess. The walls were down; she had no reason to stop. “I had a meeting with Alpha this morning.” 
 
    A growl rumbled in Rho’s chest. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “No, of course not. He came nowhere near me. Beta and Hadie were there, too.” That seemed to placate the wolf a bit. 
 
    “Why did you meet with him?” Rho’s voice still sharpened. 
 
    “I asked to be separated from you,” she admitted. 
 
    The anger in his eyes flashed away and was replaced with panic. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “It’s ok. Hadie told me it isn’t possible.” Phaebe ran her hand over his jaw. 
 
    “Phaebe, please don’t leave me.” 
 
    “I won’t. I didn’t want to leave you. I’ve missed you so much. I could never leave you. I wanted them to sever our bond so you could find a new mate.” 
 
    “I don’t want a new mate!” 
 
    “Rho, there are more things about me that you don’t know. Things that might make you change your mind about staying with me.” 
 
    “I promise, nothing you say to me could make me love you any less than I do.” 
 
    Phaebe winced. She wanted to believe that was true, but there was still an inkling of doubt in her heart. But he had to know everything. It wasn’t fair to trick Rho into staying with her when she couldn’t offer him a full life. He needed to know everything before he decided. 
 
    “I told you that Hakkan and I didn’t have any children,” she began. 
 
    “I know. Selfishly, I was glad. I didn’t want you to have anyone left in Balaur who you loved. Who could pull you away from me.” 
 
    “There’s more than that. The dragons, they have doctors. No one could figure out why I didn’t have children. I don’t bleed regularly. Most women bleed with the phases of the moon. I don’t. For years, I tried herbs and other medicines to regulate my cycle, force me to release an egg, but nothing ever worked. I was declared barren. I’ll never be able to give you any children.” 
 
    Rho didn’t react. He didn’t look sad or angry or even relieved. His face stayed blank. 
 
    “You understand now? It isn’t just that I have these fading episodes or that mating might always be hard for me. I can’t make you a father.” 
 
    “Phaebe,” he started. 
 
    “It’s a big deal, please don’t say it isn’t. I know you’re only twenty-two and weren’t expecting a mate for years and probably didn’t think you’d have kids for a while. So right now, it might not bother you, but when you’re thirty you might really want kids. And that’s something I can’t give you.” 
 
    “Do you want to be a mother?” he asked. “Honestly. If Hakkan had never happened and we weren’t mated yet and you were a virgin with no idea where this all stood—do you want to be a mother?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “Not right now. But, in general, yes. When I think about babies and children and how I felt when my parents and brothers were still alive, I do want that. But I can’t have it.” 
 
    “I also don’t want a baby right now. So, let’s deal with that when we’re ready to deal with it. Nothing against the dragon doctors but you hadn’t eaten protein regularly in years. I don’t think they know much about humans and how to make them healthy. Wolves, on the other hand, are also mammals. I’m not saying there will be an answer, but there might be.” Rho pulled her against him and tucked her head against his chest. “You were keeping this?” 
 
    “I thought of telling you right away, but then I didn’t want you to kick me out. And then I started to like you.” 
 
    “You like me?” Rho teased. 
 
    “Of course, I like you. You’re the first person in decades who has cared about me. It would be impossible for me not to like you.” 
 
    “For now, I’ll take that.” 
 
    They sat like that, Phaebe wrapped around Rho on the couch, until her stomach grumbled and he made her a huge lunch. Then exhausted from the previous few days, Rho carried Phaebe up to bed and tucked her under the quilt, then slid in beside her and cradled her head against his chest. 
 
    “I love you, Phaebe,” he whispered. 
 
    I love you, she answered in her mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Phaebe woke up hours later, the setting sun dappling through the window. Rho was still asleep, his chest rising and falling in a hypnotic rhythm. 
 
    She felt…safe. 
 
    It was a far cry from her feelings twelve hours earlier. She’d been ready to leave Luven, abandon the only person she had ever loved, and release him to find happiness with someone else. 
 
    Now, she realized she was being an idiot. 
 
    She shifted onto her elbows to look at him. He really was the handsomest wolf in Luven with his sunny blonde hair and spray of freckles. He looked younger when he slept, so peaceful and innocent. Not like the man that could make her come with his mouth and fingers.  
 
    Phaebe sighed and snuggled back against him, reveling in the closeness of this. The simple intimacy of sleeping beside someone was unfathomable.  
 
    “You are a little squirmy,” Rho breathed against her hair. He wrapped his arms around her waist and hauled her body over his until her thighs split and straddled him. “Did you sleep well?” His voice was still drowsy, like he had one foot in the dream world. 
 
    “Much better now that I am next to you again,” she admitted. 
 
    “Did you dream?” he asked. 
 
    “No. It was a quiet, peaceful sleep. No visions of the past or fears of the future.” 
 
    “Good.” Rho’s hands danced along the backs of her thighs. “Do you want to get up and do something? Go somewhere? Eat something?” 
 
    She giggled. “Absolutely not. I would be happy to stay right here with you for the next month.” 
 
    “Hm,” Rho’s hands moved up her thighs, over her ass, and settled on her low back. “I’d have to work out something with the power plant, but that sounds like a perfect month.” 
 
    “Before you woke up, I was thinking about how good looking you are,” Phaebe said. She rolled off him, but left her leg flung over his body. “You really are a handsome wolf-man.” 
 
    Rho chuckled. “I’m glad you like what you see.” 
 
    “I do. I feel like I don’t say enough nice things to you. You always tell me I’m beautiful and how much you appreciate me, but I’ve never done that before. With anyone. So,” she took a deep breath. “I like you a lot. I like how you cook for me and kiss the top of my head out of nowhere and when you put a blanket over me when I’m half asleep. I love it when you hold my hand while we’re walking, and I really appreciated that pink scarf you bought me on my first day with you. Especially since that was a really hard day. That was really sweet. You’re so kind. And you do make me feel safe.” Phaebe steadied herself for a moment. “Rho, I think I’m in love with you. I’ve been afraid to say it to you because what if it all falls apart? What if I fall apart? But it’s not fair to keep this from you. You should know how much you mean to me. I love you, Rho.” She exhaled in relief. 
 
    “Oh, Phaebe.” Rho brought his hand up to her chin and ran his thumb across her lips. “You are my entire heart.” He gently pressed his mouth to hers. It wasn’t a hungry kiss or a devouring one. She didn’t feel like he would consume her soul. 
 
    That kiss was a tender promise. And with it, her heart felt completely cared for. 
 
    “I love you, Phaebe. Always will.” 
 
    Phaebe grinned. She smiled wider than she ever had in her entire life. Rho loved her and she loved him. And everything else would fall into place. 
 
    “Can we…can we try again?” she asked. “I don’t know if I’ll panic or start to fade, but I promise this time I’ll tell you if I freak out. I won’t try to keep it to myself.”  
 
    Rho buried his hand in her hair and kissed her forehead. “I’ll try as many times as you want to. But we don’t have to try anything unless you are truly ready. If you want me right now, I can touch you or kiss you until you come. We don’t need to jump into anything difficult.” 
 
    “By the sun in the air, you truly are the best wolf in the world,” Phaebe answered. “But this is what I want.” 
 
    Rho nodded, his fingers dancing over her neck, tracing her collarbone. “If there’s anything that would make you feel more rooted in the moment, tell me and I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    Phaebe nodded. She scooched back to straddle him and sat up. She was still wearing her clothes from earlier in the day, black pants and a plain white shirt. And Rho was dressed as someone who’d been sleeping outside for days—thick flannel and jeans. 
 
    Rho rested his hands on the tops of her thighs. “Lead the way, Phaebe.” 
 
    She peeled her shirt over her head and tossed it aside, then snatched his hands off her thighs and led them to her breasts. He teased her, playing and pulling, running his thumbs over her taut nipples, then stealing to the underside of her breast. 
 
    “More,” she breathed. Rho guided her forward, his hand settling on her low back, until her breast hovered right above his mouth. 
 
    “Tell me what you want from me,” Rho said. 
 
    “I want you to lick my nipple. And then suck it. And I want you to use your teeth, just a bit, like when you do that scraping motion.” Phaebe waited for embarrassment to color her cheeks, but it didn’t. She wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed. She loved Rho. She was showing him she loved him, and he definitely returned the sentiment. He did exactly what she asked, in that order, and she loved it. She loved every inch of this wolf. 
 
    She leaned into his mouth, letting the sensations take over. She wanted to bask in this moment. This new chance. Rho had given her exactly what she needed: time. And with that time, Phaebe was beginning to heal. 
 
    Phaebe wasn’t sure if she would ever fully believe in the moon goddess, or any deity for that matter, but when she looked at Rho, it was hard to deny that something had made them for each other. 
 
    “You are amazing,” Rho breathed against her. His hands ran up her back, skating against her skin and making her whole body feel alive. 
 
    “Let’s take off all our clothes,” Phaebe said, rolling off him. She whipped her pants off, underwear too, and tossed both aside. 
 
    Rho didn’t move at first, only watched her. 
 
    “Are you sure? I can just do you tonight. Keep my clothes on until…” his voice drifted off. 
 
    “Rho. I want to see you. I want to touch you. I really do want to try. Everything. And if I panic, I know it’s ok. But can we try tonight? Try to mate?” 
 
    It was Rho’s turn to blush, and that he did. A red flush creeped across his cheeks, matching his freckles. He inhaled sharply and looked at the ceiling. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. I’m not promising I’ll actually go through with it. But I would like to try.” 
 
    Rho nodded. “Ok. But if you want to fuck me, I’m going to have to make you come at least twice first.” He licked his lips. “And I’ve been dying for another taste.” 
 
    Phaebe shivered and ticked her eyebrow up. “I’d love that. But clothes off please. I’d like to look at you as well.” 
 
    Rho pushed off the bed and got to work on the buttons of his shirt. He was done in a flash and tossed the shirt to the ground, then dropped his pants and stepped out of them. 
 
    His cock pointed directly at her. Phaebe had been worried that the sight of him might make her nervous, might make her relive that panic that set in that night, but it did the opposite. She felt a pulse between her legs looking at his length, and wondered what it would feel like to have him inside her.  
 
    She bet it would feel divine. 
 
    Everything was different with Rho. It was all love and excitement and arousal—things she never thought possible. For the first time, Phaebe felt like the waiting was over. Her life was happening now. 
 
    He walked to the foot of the bed, then grabbed her ankles and pulled her toward him. Phaebe giggled as she bounced down the bed. 
 
    “You have such a pretty pussy,” Rho commented. He ran his fingers over the soft fluff finally appearing. It had been months since the dragons last waxed her and she knew eventually the hair would grow back. She was glad Rho didn’t mind. After what felt like a lifetime of waxing, Phaebe was looking forward to leaving that painful ritual in the past. “And already so wet.” Rho ran a finger over her seam, parting her lips. “My favorite part of you,” he hummed, dancing a finger over her clit. 
 
    Phaebe stifled a moan. “My clit is your favorite part of me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rho lazily drew circles around it. 
 
    “Not like, ah, my hair? I thought you loved my, oh, ass.” Phaebe panted. 
 
    “I love your hair. And your eyes and your lips and your sweet ass,” he gave her butt a quick pinch. “Your breasts are amazing, too. Your legs…when you wear only my shirt, and I can look at your long legs. Mm. I love everything about you. But this little button here is my favorite because I can do the most wonderful things to it and make you shake with pleasure.” He slid a finger inside her and Phaebe clenched. “Though very soon, right here will probably usurp your clit.” He pumped a few times, then pulled his finger out of her. He moved her legs to his shoulders and pressed a firm kiss to her clit. 
 
    “Do you want to lay down or sit up?” Rho asked. His mouth moved off her clit, teasing her folds, kissing her everywhere but his favorite place. 
 
    “I want to,” she stumbled as he stuck his tongue inside of her, “fuck Rho. I want to sit up so I can watch you.”  
 
    He hummed his approval and pulled her up to sit, then finally, finally, ran his tongue over her clit. 
 
    “Oh, Rho,” she moaned. Phaebe kept her eyes on him. Watching him, watching his head move in time with the most amazing feeling in the world, turned her on more than anything ever had.  
 
    He moaned against her, burying his face further between her legs, licking her like he couldn’t get enough of it, of her. He wrapped his arms around her, supporting her back. Phaebe closed her eyes and turned her face to the ceiling. She could feel it coming, feel the build becoming more intense, the rise beginning. She raced now, the pinnacle right before her. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” she mumbled. She raked her nails through Rho’s hair and came apart against the mouth of her mate. 
 
    * 
 
    Rho loved nothing more in this world than the sound of Phaebe coming. 
 
    He especially loved it when his face was between her thighs. 
 
    He loved it so much that when she came, and crashed to her back on the bed, he didn’t stop tasting her, licking her, finding that little nub and driving her mad. He couldn’t stop—it was like a drug he couldn’t get enough of. He loved Phaebe and anything that made her feel good gave him the best high in the world. He was insatiable when it came to her. She was like a river, and he would be glad to stand among the rushing current, let it drown him in joy. 
 
    She came again, her moans turning into heaves turning into sobs. Rho stilled, searching for her scent in the room. 
 
    She was happy. 
 
    “Rho,” she finally panted. “Come lay by me.” Her hands reached out to him, pulling him toward her. He climbed up the bed and settled beside her. He circled her waist with his arms and pressed a kiss to her mouth. 
 
    “I want you,” she mumbled while catching her breath. “Lay on your back.” 
 
    Rho did as he was told, mesmerized by Phaebe climbing over him, pressing her mouth against his jaw, his chest, his shoulder. He touched her thighs, her hips, her belly—he couldn’t get enough of her skin, the softness of her.  
 
    She was above him now, her hands on his chest.  
 
    “I’m here with you,” she said. “I love you, Rho.” 
 
    His heart ached with so much joy. This woman—his woman, his mate, love of his life, his partner from everyday forward—she loved him. And with that, the rest of the world no longer mattered. 
 
    “I love you, Phaebe.” 
 
    She smiled with a touch of nervousness, then took him in hand and guided his cock inside her. 
 
    Rho nearly came immediately. Thank the Moon Goddess he’d still be hard for a while, because he couldn’t imagine lasting more than a few moments. Phaebe felt like…she felt like all the warmth in the world. She felt like the summer sun on his face, the first snow of winter, the rush of the lake water in his ears when he jumped in. 
 
    She was the whole world. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he managed. He needed to stay present. He couldn’t lose himself to the sensations.  
 
    “Yes. I like it. It’s…oh…intense. But,” she arched her back and thrust her breasts forward. “Put your hands on my hips. Like that. Guide me.” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Rho mumbled, bouncing Phaebe on his cock. And then, without much warning, he came, flying up to her, burying his face in her chest, his hands wildly grasping her. 
 
    And she crashed right after him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    He finished. She finished. But they were still mating. He was still hard inside of her, though their pace had slowed. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Phaebe breathed. She was flat against him now, her face pressed against his chest. He held her tightly, like if he loosened his grip, she might dissipate into the air.  
 
    “Oh god,” she giggled and propped herself up to look at him. “That was your first time. Or this is still your first time? I’m not really sure how that works.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Rho laughed. “But yes. My first time. No longer a virgin wolf.” He kissed the tip of her nose. 
 
    “This was exponentially better than my first time,” Phaebe admitted. “From now on, this is my first time. Whenever I think about the first time I was with someone, it will be this moment. Because it’s the first time I was with someone by my own choice, and with someone I love.” Phaebe could hardly believe how honest she was being with Rho. But it was all true. This was a new beginning. Her past didn’t matter anymore. She would leave it there. She had a beautiful future with Rho.  
 
    “This is going to sound weird, but, Goddess, your pussy is the best thing in the world,” Rho said between kisses. “I don’t think I ever want to pull out of you. I will, and if you want me to stop I will—” 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she interrupted. 
 
    Rho grinned. “I will eventually want a taste again,” he added mischievously. “But, right now, I’m content to stay here.” 
 
    They fucked more slowly this time, covering each other with soft kisses and caresses. And when Phaebe came apart, she did so with soft pants and a swelling in her heart she found more satisfying than any previous orgasm she’d ever had. 
 
    The rest of the night passed in a blur of stolen sleep and passionate embraces. After her third orgasm with Rho inside her, Phaebe dozed, Rho wrapped around her body, his cock still hard against her ass. He had whispered that he loved her over and over again until she drifted off. 
 
    Phaebe woke after a few hours, Rho pressing kisses to her back. When she mumbled, “that feels good,” he rolled her to her back, licked her clit until she came, and then brought her to orgasm again with his cock. Then she grabbed him and rubbed his cock until he came all over her stomach. Rho carried her to the shower to clean her off. They ended up fucking again, and then finally fell asleep until morning, a puddle of spent muscles and pleasant dreams. 
 
    In all of Phaebe’s wildest dreams, she never, ever, believed she would find this bliss. 
 
    Yet, here she was, sated and drowsy, her body pressed against her mate’s. And she’d never been so happy in all her life. 
 
    * 
 
    “I hadn’t realized how hungry I was,” Phaebe said between bites of bacon.  
 
    “I may want to fuck you non-stop,” Rho began, handing her a piece of bread slathered with butter, “but, I’ll never let you go hungry.” 
 
    He was still in his ever-hard state, but now that he was actually fucking Phaebe, coming inside her multiple times a day, he didn’t mind it anymore. Plus, fucking Phaebe was the best thing in the world. Part of him hoped this state lasted forever, taking breaks from sex only to eat, sleep, and shower. 
 
    Phaebe hadn’t faded once or even had a flicker of it. He’d concentrated on her the entire time, making certain she was there, and she was. Every single time. 
 
    They finished eating, and Rho cleaned up while Phaebe looked at him and made him want to throw the dishes to the ground and fuck her on the table. 
 
    “I have a question for you,” Phaebe asked slowly. 
 
    “You may ask me anything.” 
 
    “As a wolf, do you…do you want me…” she paused and seemed to toss something over in her mind. “I always thought wolves would want to fuck like wolves. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Rho shrugged. “I’m a man, too.” He set down the dishes and walked toward her. He set one hand on the table and the other on the back of her chair, then leaned toward her. “I want to fuck you every way possible.” He kissed her quickly. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I have been very much enjoying it all. But is the hands and knees thing from behind something you want?” 
 
    “Ah.” Rho straightened. The truth was, he did want to fuck Phaebe from behind. He wanted to hold onto her hips and thrust his cock wildly while she submitted to him. 
 
    But just because he wanted it didn’t mean they were going to do it. That position was fraught with memories of their first day. Her climbing onto the bed and offering herself, then fading away. 
 
    “Rho?” she prompted. 
 
    “Would I like to fuck you like that? Yes. Do I need to fuck you like that? Absolutely not.” Rho pulled out his chair and sat, weaving his fingers through hers. “Phaebe yesterday morning I was a virgin and now I’ve been fucking my mate for almost a day. I’m elated with everything we’re doing.” 
 
    “You’re still hard, though. Is that because we haven’t done it like that?” Phaebe asked. 
 
    “No. My friends who are mated aren’t terribly forthcoming about how long they stay hard, but I know it’s at least two days. Why? Are you tired? I can leave you alone.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me alone, Rho. I only want to make sure you’re happy.” She took a deep breath. “I would like to try, you know, mating with you behind me, like wolves, but…” her voice drifted off. 
 
    “But?” he prompted, kissing her hand. 
 
    “I like seeing your face. I think it helps me stay focused on you, on us. It keeps me in the moment. If I can’t see you…” 
 
    “You’re worried you might panic or start to fade. We don’t have to fuck like that, Phaebe. Not ever.” Rho pulled her onto his lap. She went willingly but brought her slice of bread. 
 
    “What about when you are a wolf? Won’t you take me like that?” 
 
    Rho shrugged. “I’m still me. I’m not a wild animal. If you told me to stop, I would. If you told me you were scared, I would comfort you.” 
 
    Phaebe looked unconvinced. 
 
    “Phaebe. If you asked me, as a wolf, to sit down and let you tie me to a tree, I would do it.” 
 
    She giggled. “Maybe I will,” she teased. “But I would like to give you what you want. If only there was a way for me to see your face when I’m on my hands and knees in front of you.” 
 
    Rho grinned. “I have an idea.” 
 
    * 
 
    Rho grabbed Phaebe’s hand and led her upstairs to their room. 
 
    Then he opened the closet and angled the mirror towards them. 
 
    He slipped behind her and circled her waist with his hands.  
 
    “Ah,” she smiled. “You are behind me, but I can see you.” 
 
    “Mhm,” his hands wandered up her thighs and fisted into the fabric of his shirt she was wearing. “Can I take this off?” he asked. 
 
    Phaebe nodded and lifted her arms up to give him the space to remove her shirt. He tossed it aside, then growled. She didn’t have anything else on and stood, framed by the mirror, completely naked. 
 
    “I will never, ever, get tired of seeing this beautiful body.” His hands roamed over her skin. “You make me so…” 
 
    “Hard?” Phaebe teased, grinding her body against his cock. 
 
    “Yes,” he mumbled, a roar in the back of his throat. Rho pulled his shirt off, then stepped out of his pants. His cock rested against her low back. 
 
    “Do you want me to lean forward?” she asked. 
 
    “In a second,” Rho answered, his hands moving to the apex at her thighs. She had been so turned on for so long—how was she still aroused by him? How, how did she still relish the feel of his fingertip sliding through her folds, finding her clit, strumming it until she came, panting his name the entire time? 
 
    And yet, she did. Every time he touched her, she still shivered and moaned, and her body moved like an animal in heat. She fell apart in his arms, her body reduced to nothing but a shaking, feeling thing, while Rho kissed her neck and kept her from falling. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. Phaebe looked to Rho in the mirror. He really did look wolfish in the throes of passion. His eyes were more black than silver, his grin slightly hungry.  
 
    But it didn’t scare her. 
 
    Rho excited Phaebe. 
 
    She nodded and leaned forward slightly, pressing her palms against the mirror.  
 
    “Just like that,” Rho muttered, running his hand down her spine. His gaze met her own in the mirror and held it. “Look at me, Phaebe.” He notched his cock at her entrance but didn’t plunge in yet. His hands were on her hips, his thumbs smoothing the skin beneath them. “Tell me if it’s too much.” 
 
    “Rho,” Phaebe answered sternly. “Fuck me.”  
 
    Rho hummed a growl and thrust deeply into her in one fluid motion. Her knees buckled and she grasped the mirror, but Rho held her up from falling. 
 
    “Eyes on me, Phaebe.” His voice was a low rumble in his chest. She gazed up at him and locked eyes with him. “Don’t look away,” he commanded. 
 
    It was Rho. Her Rho. Her mate, her true husband. They would have a great love, a great marriage, a great life. He was her partner, through it all, and she knew that no matter what happened, no matter what came to pass, Rho would stay by her side. 
 
    “I love you,” she breathed.  
 
    He liked that and picked up his pace. She wasn’t going to come, she was still riding the decline of her last orgasm, but the deep, emotional connection she felt, at this moment, with Rho inside her, was worth one thousand orgasms. 
 
    He came, throwing his arms around her, pulling out and flipping her so he could cradle her against his chest, then covered her face with kisses. He kissed her wildly, frantically, like she would disappear at any moment, until finally, the fervor abated, and they were calm. 
 
    Then, they collapsed onto the bed, arms and legs woven, and were still. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Rho had been fucking Phaebe for four days straight. 
 
    He wasn’t complaining, but he was slightly worried. None of his friends had lasted past two days. 
 
    Though, none of his friends were twenty-two when their mate showed up. Nor did they have a celibate few weeks. 
 
    Or a celibate life previously. 
 
    Maybe that was what was making him stay hard for so long. 
 
    Either way, he and Phaebe were still enjoying themselves several times a day and usually once or twice in the middle of the night. 
 
    “I think we should try you out in wolf form,” Phaebe said moments after Rho pulled out of her. 
 
    “We don’t have to,” Rho said quickly. “We could wait a year or so for that. I really don’t mind.” 
 
    “But, it’s like a wedding, right? It officially mates us?” she pressed. 
 
    “Technically,” Rho continued, “but I don’t think there’s any question that we are currently mated.” He nipped at her shoulder then rolled off the bed. He pawed around the floor for his pants. 
 
    Phaebe pulled the blanket around her and turned onto her side to face him. “I had a wedding with Hakkan.” She ran the quilt between her fingers. “It was ridiculous really.” 
 
    Rho sank back beside her on the bed and laid on his side. 
 
    “They had this whole ritual where I was pampered for a day. I’d been living in the dungeons before that, so it felt like a dream come true. I bathed in rose-scented water, the servants brushed my hair until it shone. They also waxed every inch of hair off my body, but I didn’t mind. They gave me plates and plates of food. I ate so much I started to feel sick.” Phaebe smirked. “But then, I slept in my new bed. It was soft and had actual blankets and I really felt like a princess that night. Morning came. Those same servants came back and dressed me in a gold monstrosity, slipped rings on my fingers. It was exciting for a few minutes. I really thought I was about to be some sort of queen. The ceremony was short, and odd. I didn’t know a lot about human weddings, but I had remembered that we were supposed to say ‘I do’. Everyone said ‘I do’ or it didn’t count. At a dragon wedding, the dragon doesn’t promise anything, only demands that no one else touch his bride. And then…” Phaebe shrugged. “Then, it was over. I was Hakkan’s. He paraded me past his friends, took me to my new bed, and…” she shook her head. “In my head, when I think of what it means to be married, I think of you. I think of how I feel when I am with you. Like no matter what happens, you’re by my side. And that I like you in my bed, instead of dreading it. I want to be your wife. I know I’m your mate, but I’d like the distinction all the same.” 
 
    Rho snuggled closer to Phaebe and kissed her chin, then her nose, then her mouth. 
 
    “I would love to have you as my wife.”  She smiled in response. “Do you want to have a sort of ceremony?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It would feel weird to have one without my parents and brothers. I remember wishing my mom was there, the day I married Hakkan. Like she would have let me go through with it.” Phaebe smiled. “She was fiercely protective.” She kissed him quickly. “Do you, Rho, take me as your wife?” 
 
    “I do,” he answered. “Do you, Phaebe, take me as your husband?” 
 
    “I do!” she giggled. “Look! We’re married. And we didn’t need anything other than each other.” 
 
    “I’m going to start calling you wife,” Rho said sleepily. Phaebe giggled and snuggled her head against his chest. 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    * 
 
    That night, just as the moon rose above the tree line, Phaebe kissed Rho goodbye, then wandered into the woods. She didn’t go far—she knew there was no point in that. Even if she had wandered for hours through the wilderness, he would find her. 
 
    Plus. She wanted to be found. She was the most willing prey. 
 
    She found a small tree, one perfect for her plan, then turned and looked out into the darkness. 
 
    She waited for her wolf. 
 
    He came, loping along. He was unmistakably Rho, even in wolf form. His jaw was wider, his shoulders broader. His silver eyes were now black, but there was no mistaking the kindness behind them. Even his howl upon seeing her sounded like his voice.  
 
    “Rho,” Phaebe breathed. 
 
    “Mine,” he answered. “Wife.” His growl was pleased, almost like he’d won a prize. 
 
    Phaebe pointed to the tree. “Sit.” 
 
    Rho nodded, and walked past her, sniffing deeply as he did. He sat beside the tree and looked up at her. 
 
    “Raise your arms.” 
 
    Rho did as he was told, crossing his forearms above his head.  
 
    And she tied him to the tree. 
 
    Phaebe knew he could break through the ropes. After all, he was a wolf and she was only a woman, one without any great knowledge of knots. Yet, he stayed, bound before her, like a willing sacrifice to her strength. 
 
    Phaebe pulled her dress over her head, let it flutter to the ground, then smiled. 
 
    “Mine,” she whispered. “My wolf. My man. My husband. My mate.” 
 
    Rho growled his approval.  
 
    She let her gaze linger over him, the changes in his face and form. The pelt on his chest was thicker, and spread further; all the way to his sides and past his navel. His jaw was sharp, as if the two corners of his chin were pointed like elbows. His teeth jutted out beyond his lips. 
 
    The darkness in Rho’s eyes was new. But it didn’t frighten her. 
 
    Rho would never frighten her. 
 
    Phaebe stepped over him, one foot on either side of him. He licked at her greedily, his tongue lapping at her pussy. She let him enjoy her for a moment, leaning her head back and staring at the clouds moving over the stars. 
 
    But she didn’t want to come on his tongue. She wanted to come with his wolf cock inside her. 
 
    Phaebe grabbed his jaw and tipped his head up, locking eyes with him as she sank to her knees, sliding over him. 
 
    “Mine,” she moaned. “You are mine, Rho. Wolf and man, I claim you as my husband and mate, as the love of my life and my protector. We will never be separated.” 
 
    Phaebe moved over him, loving every inch of his cock. She rushed over him like a river, wild and unyielding. When she came, he threw his head back and howled, pumping his cock into her, lifting both of them off the ground.  
 
    Rho ran his tongue over her neck. “Bite you?” he asked gruffly.  
 
    “Yes,” she answered and offered her neck to him. 
 
    She steeled herself for the contact, expecting at the very least a sting. 
 
    What she received was euphoria. Stars exploded in her vision and her heart lurched—it was like an unbreakable cord was now tethered between her and Rho, tying them to each other for eternity. 
 
    Eventually, it faded. The starbursts became the night sky, her orgasm waned, their fucking slowed. And when she climbed off him, her legs wobbling, Rho shifted back into himself—the man she loved so dearly—and carried her home where they climbed into bed and fell asleep. 
 
    And for the first time in days, Rho’s unquenchable lust did not wake either of them. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Phaebe woke well-rested. She peeled her body off Rho, who was sleeping so soundly he didn’t stir, and tiptoed to the bathroom.  
 
    She relieved herself, then turned on the shower and hopped in. 
 
    Her body was sore in the most delightful way. It was like she’d been running for days and was finally allowed to rest. Her thighs ached, her low back was a bit stiff, and she would ask Rho to rub out the knots in her ass later today, but it was a pleasant kind of soreness. A kind of soreness that one earned. 
 
    Phaebe was married. For real this time. It wasn’t a sham or a forced marriage, she was married to a man she loved. Someone she trusted to stay with her for the rest of her life, no matter what. When Rho told her that her inability to have children didn’t bother him, she believed him with her whole heart.  
 
    She took her time in the shower, scrubbing her hair, letting the warm water run over her skin. She rubbed her knees clean from the night before, then turned off the water and wrapped herself in a towel. 
 
    Phaebe got ready for the day. She brushed her teeth, combed out her hair and braided it, then tiptoed back into the room wrapped in her towel to find some clothes. 
 
    Rho was up and tucking fresh sheets over the bed. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, his voice gravely with sleep. “Have you been up long?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Only long enough to shower.” 
 
    He walked to her and brushed a quick kiss over her lips. “I’m going to do the same.” He turned to walk to the bathroom but stopped and looked back at her. “Love you, wife.” 
 
    Phaebe couldn’t contain a wide grin. 
 
    What a wonderful man to marry. 
 
    “Love you, husband,” she called after him.  
 
    * 
 
    After a relaxing morning, Rho went to work. His cock was back to normal, still stirring at every sight of Phaebe, hard if she caught his eye and smiled. But nothing he couldn’t work through. His job working for the power company wasn’t overly demanding, but he wanted to keep it.  
 
    The day dragged by, though. Even if he didn’t want his cock buried deep in her every moment of the day, he still wanted to be around her.  
 
    When his shift was over, Rho practically skipped home. He couldn’t wait to wrap his arms around his wife, maybe bang out a quickie before he started making dinner. He was making steaks and potatoes on the grill and there were some spring greens he had plans to cover in cheese. 
 
    He jumped up the front steps and threw open the door. “Phaebe?” he called. 
 
    “In the kitchen,” she answered. 
 
    His nose caught something on the air, and it wasn’t her. 
 
    “So,” she began as he rounded the corner, “I tried to make you dinner.” 
 
    Phaebe stood in front of the stove where a pan filled with something that was now ash sat. “I failed.” 
 
    “I was planning to cook for you,” Rho said, pressing a quick kiss to her head. “What…what was that?” 
 
    “Eggs. I thought it would be safe to start with eggs. I didn’t realize I really can’t take my eyes off them.” 
 
    Rho couldn’t smother a smile. Take her eyes off them? It looked like Phaebe had left for three hours. 
 
    “I have a better idea of something I’d like to do.” Rho pulled her into his arms. “I missed you.”  
 
    Phaebe sighed and turned her face up to his. “I missed you too. I need to figure out what I’m going to do during the day. It’s a little lonely without you between my legs constantly. Or, you know, just here and talking to me.” 
 
    Rho ran his thumb over her cheek, then down her jaw. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “No, I want to get naked with you.” 
 
    Rho grinned and pulled her shirt over her head. He palmed her breasts and kissed and mouth and slid his knee between her legs and— 
 
    Someone knocked at the door. 
 
    Phaebe groaned. “Did you invite someone over?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Rho didn’t have plans to invite anyone over until after Midsummer. And then he would make sure it was on a day he didn’t work and wouldn’t be craving Phaebe all day long. 
 
    Phaebe pulled her shirt back on and straightened her hair. Rho adjusted his cock, which was hard again, and headed to the front room. 
 
    “I’ll clean up the mess in here,” Phaebe said. “At least I know how to throw out burnt food and wash a pan,” she added. 
 
    Rho opened the front door and revealed…Beta? 
 
    “Uh, hello,” Rho said quickly. He didn’t have a relationship with Beta. As Alpha’s oldest son and in line for the job when his dad stepped down, Beta didn’t hang out with any of the other werewolves. He took his job as second in command very seriously and rarely spoke of anything other than the running of Luven and the pack. 
 
    “I’m here as an emissary for Alpha,” he began. With the simple name of his leader, Rho felt his eyes shift, his wolf jumped to the forefront of his brain. 
 
    “And that’s why he didn’t come,” Beta snorted. He handed Rho a bundle of paper. “Alpha received this from the dragons. It’s addressed to Phaebe.” 
 
    Hearing her name, Phaebe came out of the kitchen and hurried to stand beside Rho. 
 
    “Don’t send me back,” she spat out, grabbing onto Rho. “I love him. I was wrong to ask you to separate us. Rho, don’t let them take me.” 
 
    “No one is taking you,” he growled, pushing her behind him. 
 
    Beta rolled his eyes. “I’m not here to take Phaebe. She received a piece of mail, and we aren’t in the habit of confiscating letters.” Beta put his hands up. “Phaebe is part of the pack. No one is trying to split you two. I’ll leave you alone.” He shook his head. “Mating is so bizarre.” Beta turned and left down the front stairs. 
 
    Rho looked at the letter in his hands. Then up at Phaebe. 
 
    “It’s Hakkan’s handwriting. The dragons write constantly. I recognize it anywhere.” She kept her hands at her side. 
 
    “Do you want to read it?” 
 
    “I don’t. But I’m worried there might be something in there I need to know.” 
 
    “Do you want me to read it?” Rho offered. 
 
    “No. Because if you read it, you might want to murder Hakkan, and I need you to stay here in Luven with me.” Phaebe bit her lower lip. “Do you think…do you think Tella would read it for me? Let me know if there’s anything important?” 
 
    “Probably. Should we walk over and ask?” 
 
    Phaebe nodded.  
 
    They left their house, and the prospect of a quickie before dinner, and made the trek to the Spruce Creek neighborhood. It was a beautiful spring night and tons of people were eating outside at tables, on picnic blankets, or their front porches. The air smelled fresh and alive, like the sun was reclaiming her territory. Rho looked over to Phaebe. By the Moon Goddess, this woman was divine. He couldn’t wait to celebrate Midsummer with her. She’d look beautiful with flowers in her hair as they fucked under the night sky. 
 
    Tella and Epsilon were sitting on the front porch, his arm wrapped around her while she leaned against his chest. 
 
    “Hey!” Tella called when she saw them and popped up. “What are you two doing around here?” 
 
    Rho squeezed her hands as they approached.  
 
    “I have a favor,” Phaebe asked, her voice low. She nodded to Rho, and he handed Tella the paper. “I got a letter from Hakkan.” 
 
    “That dick.” Tella shook her head. 
 
    “I’m afraid to read it. But…” 
 
    “But what if there’s something in there you need to know.” Tella reached out. “Give it to me. I’ll read it and let you know.” 
 
    Tella took the papers, and scurried inside, leaving Epsilon with Rho and Phaebe. 
 
    “Well, you two look official,” Epsilon said. “Congratulations. I heartily welcome you to mated bliss.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rho chuckled.  
 
    “So, you going to move out here now, or what?” 
 
    “We like where we are for the time being,” Rho answered quickly. He was glad Epsilon didn’t joke about kids coming before they knew it. 
 
    “Sigma will be glad. You know you can’t leave him until he has a mate. It’d break his heart.” 
 
    “Well, there are four more women in the hospital. Three are age appropriate,” Phaebe added dryly. 
 
    “There is hope for Sigma yet.” Epsilon leaned back against the stairs he sat on. “I am happy for you both. Phaebe, Rho is like a brother to me. I wish you both all the happiness in the world.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rho answered.  
 
    Tella came back, her eyes rolling. “There’s nothing in here. Just a dragon being a dick. But, don’t read it. His poison seeps through the pages.” Tella looked at Epsilon. “I wish you could watch Rho rip his throat out. It provided a lot of closure for me.” She settled back to Epsilon and pressed a kiss against his jaw. 
 
    “Hakkan’s a coward. No pile of gold would ever send him into dangerous lands. He chose to send me away. He’d never risk his life to get me back.” Phaebe turned to Rho. “We’re safe here.” 
 
    “Yes. We are.” 
 
    They walked back home that night, through the quiet streets of Luven, listening to the din of residents enjoying the warm night. 
 
    It was peaceful and felt right, the two of them alone in the night. It didn’t feel like they were facing the world, but no matter how dark the world became or how long the sun took to rise, they would survive because they were together. 
 
    Rho pulled her a little closer, tucking his arm around her waist. 
 
    “I love you, Phaebe. My dearest wife,” he whispered against her hair. 
 
    “I love you, husband,” she answered, leaning into him. “Forever and ever.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Five Years Later 
 
      
 
    Phaebe was beyond bored. 
 
    Rho had been gone for over three weeks on a work trip. They were setting up a power grid for Juniper Knoll and some of the other outer settlements. And while Phaebe believed all those living in wolf territory deserved to have electricity, she missed her husband. 
 
    A lot. 
 
    The first week she’d been weepy. She cried when she woke up, after she got home from her shifts at the store, and before bed. Her eyes had been perpetually red and irritated. The second week she’d gotten angry at Rho. Why did he have this job? Epsilon and Gamma were never gone more than a night. Why didn’t he work in security? Why didn’t he work at the bakery?  
 
    But now that week three had rolled around, she was bored. And horny. 
 
    She missed Rho. She missed having breakfast with him and snuggling before bed, and when he would surprise her by making her laugh. 
 
    But, by the Moon Goddess, she missed that man’s body. She missed him between her thighs, she missed his hard cock pressed against her ass in the morning, she missed his hands pawing her body every chance he got. Her breasts ached with missing him. 
 
    It was insane. 
 
    And annoying. 
 
    Phaebe went to her little calendar on the kitchen counter and frowned at three blank weeks. Dr. Mylan, who specialized in midwifery and fertility, had told them to keep track of how often they had sex and Phaebe’s cycles for six months. After six months, she’d promised to come up with a plan for them. Five years into their marriage, Phaebe was more than ready to have a baby with Rho. 
 
    It was in the forefront of her mind. 
 
    While Rho leaving for three weeks to help people gain a better quality of life was important, Phaebe didn’t like that they’d basically lost an entire month. What if she’d been ovulating? With her sporadic cycle, they might have missed their window. A window that might not reopen for months. 
 
    There was nothing she could do about it now. And Rho was coming home tomorrow. 
 
    She made herself some eggs, bacon, and toast for dinner. Besides being ready to start a family, five years with Rho had also given her the chance to learn how to cook a few things without creating a cloud of smoke in the kitchen. After she ate, she masturbated and fell asleep alone in their bed. 
 
    At least tomorrow, she’d have Rho wrapped around her. 
 
    * 
 
    Rho couldn’t wait to get home. After twenty-two days away from Phaebe, sleeping outside every night instead of next to her, and only his colleagues for company, he was ready to go home to his wife. 
 
    As soon as they were given the ok to leave, Rho took off running. It would take the better part of two days to run back to Luven, but it was well worth the run. Everyone else would spend the night midway sleeping among the trees. 
 
    No one else had Phaebe waiting at home. 
 
    The day passed in a blur of trees and rivers and open meadows. Luckily, there were no roaming packs between him and his wife, and when Rho finally reached the border of Luven, he slowed to a walk. The sun had come up an hour or so earlier and the city was starting to wake up. Hopefully, Phaebe was well-rested for the plans he had. No use being out of breath when he burst through the door. 
 
    He walked down the streets of Spruce Creek, passing the homes of his friends, now bursting with mates and children. He waved to a few but didn’t stop to speak. He could talk to everyone tomorrow. Or the day after. He needed a long while with his wife before he rejoined Luven. 
 
    Rho hadn’t felt this insatiable since Phaebe first came to Luven and weeks passed without him burying his cock in her. By the Moon Goddess, he missed his wife. 
 
    He picked up his pace until their townhouse came into view. The front light was on, but the drapes were shut tight. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Rho hopped up the stairs two at a time, knocked, then opened the door. 
 
    “Phaebe, I’m-” 
 
    He was cut off by his wife jumping into his arms. She covered his face with kisses and before he could say hello or that he missed her, Phaebe was untucking his shirt and pulling it over his head. Rho grinned against her mouth and kicked the door shut. 
 
    “I need you,” she mumbled between kisses. Her hands were on his skin, roaming across his chest, then dipping to his waistband and pulling his pants off. 
 
    “Hell, I missed you,” Rho finally managed, doing his best to rid her of her clothes as well. In moments, they were naked, and Rho was picking up Phaebe and laying her on the couch. He squeezed her breasts, thumbed her nipples, then dove between her thighs. 
 
    Usually foreplay lasted a bit longer, but after three weeks without her, Rho was dying for a taste. 
 
    “Fuck yes, Rho,” Phaebe moaned, running her hands through his hair. “Ah, I know you need to work but—yes, right there—three weeks was too long. That feels so good.” She squirmed against his face. “I’ve been so horny. And lonely. Fuck, I’m going to come.” Phaebe opened her legs wider.  
 
    Rho looked up at her, catching her eye just as she came.  
 
    “Get inside me,” she begged. “Right now.” 
 
    Rho crawled up her body, licking her belly and breasts, and sucking on her nipples before plunging into her warm, wet pussy. 
 
    By the Moon, his wife was perfect. 
 
    He didn’t last as long as he wanted to, but how could he? He’d been celibate for weeks, going to bed hard every night like it was five years earlier. Before he knew it, he was coming inside of his wife, her name on his lips, his hands in her hair. 
 
    “Fuck, I needed that,” Phaebe breathed. She wrapped her legs around his waist, keeping them connected. He wouldn’t stay hard, not anymore, but in a little while Rho knew his cock would stir again. He had plans for the rest of the day and it didn’t involve Phaebe doing anything other than lying naked in his arms. “How did the trip go?” 
 
    “Well. But I did not like being away from you.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. Rho rolled to his side, keeping Phaebe in his arms, until she was lying on his chest. “How was home?” 
 
    “Boring without you. I missed you so much. Please tell me there aren’t any more long trips on the schedule?” 
 
    Rho hummed a laugh. “Not at the moment.” He buried his face against her breasts and sighed. Their desires faded and they slipped into the comfort of two people in love simply enjoying the other’s company. The lust that laced the air dissipated and Rho was left with… 
 
    Not the scent of his wife. 
 
    “Phaebe? You smell different.” He inhaled sharply, seeing if he missed something. No. That was decidedly not the scent of his wife. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “You smell different. Something’s off.” Rho jumped off the couch and grabbed his pants, then tossed Phaebe’s clothes at her. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Something in you is off. I swear. You smell…I don’t know what it is. I’m taking you to the hospital.” 
 
    “The hospital?! Rho, I feel fine. Come lay with me.” 
 
    “No. Two days before my grandmother had her heart attack, my grandfather could tell something was off. She started to smell differently.” 
 
    Phaebe blanched. “Ok. I’ll get dressed.” Phaebe hurried into her clothes. Rho tried not to panic, but every breath he took told him something was extremely wrong. 
 
    Within half an hour, they were sitting in a room in the hospital, waiting for someone to come in. 
 
    “Maybe it’s nothing?” Rho tried to soothe her. “Maybe you have a virus or an infection or something?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I have a virus.” 
 
    “What do you feel like?” Rho ran his hand over her back, partially to calm her but also because he felt like he needed to be touching her right now. 
 
    “Well, now I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack because my wolf husband smells something off about me. So somewhere between fine and dying.” Phaebe rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rho started. “I didn’t mean to scare you but…” 
 
    “You don’t want me to die. I get it.” 
 
    Rho slid onto the bed beside her and wrapped his arm around her waist. “You’ll be ok.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Phaebe sighed. “Fuck, I’m scared.” 
 
    “No matter what, I’m with you.” Rho could feel his stomach sinking also. The last five years of his life had been incomparably wonderful. He couldn’t lose Phaebe. She was his whole world. He tried to steady himself. They were in the hospital. Best place to be if something went wrong. 
 
    Dr. Tau walked in, holding her clipboard, smiling widely. “How are you feeling Phaebe?” 
 
    “Nervous as hell,” she answered. Rho squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Well, let’s quell those nerves. Rho, you said Phaebe smelled differently?” 
 
    “Yes. And my grandfather could smell my grandmother’s heart failure so…” 
 
    “You were worried. Completely understandable. I have good news though. Phaebe’s change in scent is completely normal.” Dr. Tau paused. “Because she is pregnant.” 
 
    “What?” Phaebe exclaimed. 
 
    “Most wolves can’t smell the change until about four to six weeks, and even then, it’s hard to tell, especially if you’re feeling any sort of strong emotion that can drown out the new scent. We can do an ultrasound right now to get your exact gestation period if you are curious,” Dr. Tau continued. 
 
    “Wait. I’m still stuck on me being pregnant. We…we’ve been trying for years, we were supposed to start fertility treatments in three months and now I’m pregnant. What is happening?” She looked directly at Rho. 
 
    He felt like his face was going to split in two, he was smiling so wide. 
 
    “We’re going to have a baby,” he whispered. He ran his hand over her belly, which showed no difference but still felt slightly magical now. 
 
    Phaebe’s brow was still crinkled. “Are you sure? I have very irregular cycles. Doctors have never been certain when my ovulation time is and—” 
 
    “The hormone levels in your blood test are consistent with pregnancy, but I know it can be hard to wrap your mind around it. How about an ultrasound?” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Rho was staring at a blurry, squirming image which Dr. Tau declared to be a seven-week fetus.  
 
    “You’re still very early, but I do see a heartbeat flicker, which is a good sign. You might start to feel some nausea or exhaustion and that’s completely normal. Try to eat whatever you can keep down and I’ll have the front desk schedule you with Dr. Mylan for three weeks from now. Congratulations!” Dr. Tau turned off the machine, then ducked out of the room. 
 
    “A baby,” Phaebe said softly. “We’re having a baby.” She looked at Rho. “I was so worried it would never happen for us. That we’d try and try and…” 
 
    “Me too. But it did. Hell, Phaebe. A baby. I’m so happy I could cry,” Rho admitted, pulling her into his arms. 
 
    By the Moon Goddess, Rho thought his heart would burst from happiness. 
 
    Eight months later, when Phaebe gave birth to a screaming, beautiful little girl with hair as dark as her mother’s and eyes as silver as her father’s, Rho immediately knew that his family, and his heart, were complete. 
 
    * 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Millonia gripped the edge of the hospital bed so tightly her fingers started to tingle. 
 
    She was cleared. 
 
    Her BMI was healthy, her iron deficiency stabilized. She could walk without feeling dizzy, hadn’t fainted in three weeks, and didn’t need help on the stairs. After two months of rehabilitation, her hospital stay was over. 
 
    “Physically, you’re completely healthy,” Dr. Tau began, looking up from her clipboard. “No matter how much time a new citizen gets, be it three days or three months, it always seems not quite long enough. But, you do need to decide whether you’d like to join the pack, or be taken to a human settlement, most likely Maidenhead.” 
 
    Maidenhead. 
 
    All Millonia knew of that place was that humans sold other humans to the dragons. She had never lived there, that dark spot of the northern human territory, but Tella had told her enough during their captivity. As pets of Cade, they’d had stolen moments of chatter, times when they could pretend they were simply friends lying beside each other as the stars grew bright, and not sisters in bondage. 
 
    And Tella, her dearest friend and now citizen of Luven, spoke of Maidenhead as a place with nothing for anyone. 
 
    She had no interest in going to Maidenhead and returning to the dragons the moment someone decided she was worth a spot of gold. 
 
    She could wander wolf territory, go south, pray that she found other humans, ones that wouldn’t sell her for money. Or keep her for worse. 
 
    Or she could stay. And fuck Alpha like a piece of entertainment, in front of a crowd of wolves all wondering who she belonged to—who would get to take her home as their prisoner. 
 
    Her head pounded. 
 
    These choices were three identical hells. There was no option of freedom. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    Millonia could barely remember when she felt free. When she came and went like the wind blowing over the continent, jumping from place to place, sampling every city she could find like a delicacy on a plate. 
 
    That life felt like a dream of a thousand years ago. 
 
    “You can have the night to decide,” Dr. Tau continued, squeezing Millonia’s hand, “but I can’t let you think for longer. These rules are in place and we follow them to keep from the chaos that could ensue.” 
 
    Millonia nodded. “I’ll take the night,” she whispered, and pulled her blankets to her chin, burrowing down into her bed. 
 
    If only…if only she’d been more injured? What a terrible thing to wish. But, she looked at Vallie, with her poorly healed nose, and Domitia…she still couldn’t use her left arm. Eelia was quiet, but claimed she would be there the longest, even though Millonia could see nothing outwardly wrong with her. She didn’t want to pry though. It was not her business. 
 
    Phaebe had left a few months earlier, and lived with a wolf named Rho. He seemed kind, from what Phaebe said, but she didn’t coo over him like Tella did with Epsilon. Tella was lucky. She found a true mate, in body and soul. It wouldn’t be like that for the rest of them. 
 
    “Millonia?” a voice whispered around the door. She peeked over her covers and saw Eelia sneak in, closing the door quietly. She sat on the foot of Millonia’s bed. 
 
    “I’m being discharged,” Millonia said, her chin shaking. The words tasted bitter in her mouth. Tella spoke of the wolves like a salvation, but this didn’t feel like that. It felt like trading one evil for another, simply one more monster to use her however he wanted. Tella told her that Epsilon was kind to her and that the bed they shared held no fear or pain, but Millonia didn’t know what would be in store for her. She didn’t know which wolf would claim her as his mate and what he would want from her. Or take from her. 
 
    “Oh, darling. Dear Millonia.” Eelia ran her hand over Millonia’s foot over the blankets. “Are you nervous for your ritual?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m going to do it,” she admitted. “I might try my luck in wolf territory.” 
 
    “No!” Eelia answered sternly, her gray-streaked hair shaking as she did. “Millonia. You will die out there. Here, you can have some safety.” 
 
    “Safety? Is that what it looks like to you?” Millonia shook her head. “I will be paraded in front of them to be plowed for all to watch then given to whoever claims me as their mate! How could you say that to me after…” Millonia bit her lips shut.  
 
    “Cade’s cruelty knew no bounds. He did those things to you because he wished to torment you. The wolves do it out of necessity. To initiate you into the pack. The Alpha’s scent will protect you.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you go fuck the Alpha!” Millonia bit. “In front of dozens of wolves.” 
 
    Eelia steeled her gaze. “I plan to. And it will be worth it. I know what you’ve been through. I understand. But, you cannot let this opportunity slip away for a few moments of embarrassment.” 
 
    “It isn’t only that. I’m young. I still have many years of bearing those animals children. You don’t understand!” 
 
    “True. I am past my prime. No wolf would want me. But, I will still join this pack, still fuck the Alpha and still stay with you all, the women who know the damage the dragons can inflict, and how we withstood it. Think of our sisters still in captivity, still serving them. Think of the pets that take your place and what they would give for this chance. We have been given an amazing opportunity. You should not squander it.” 
 
    Millonia swallowed.  
 
    Now that she was gone, Natya would be taking her place at every party. 
 
    Poor Natya. If only she’d been one of Cade’s… 
 
    “Millonia, promise me you will do the ritual. Promise me you’ll stay. I cannot lose you. I can’t lose any of you girls. We made it out. We can’t throw that away.” 
 
    Millonia felt guilt sink in her stomach. 
 
    She was a lucky one. Lucky not to be in chains, lucky to have a full belly, lucky to have a doctor looking after her. 
 
    Lucky to be invited into this pack. 
 
    Natya had none of that. She was still in that dark dungeon, still in chains, still mad with thirst and hunger and loneliness. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Millonia whispered. “I want to sleep now.” 
 
    Eelia patted her foot. “I’ll let you be. But promise, after you are mated, you will come and visit me,” Eelia added. 
 
    “I can’t make any promises tonight, Eelia.” Millonia turned to her side and shut her eyes, listening to Eelia sneak away and back to her room. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe Rho was that damn lucky,” Sigma began, pointing his beer bottle at Lambda. “He was the baby of the group! And he ended up with some queen!” 
 
    “I don’t think she enjoyed being the bride of a dragon,” Lambda pointed out. “It wasn’t like she could consent to the marriage.” 
 
    “True, true. But Rho getting his mate before any of us? I never would have thought it.”  
 
    The group of unmated wolves was getting smaller and smaller. They were supposed to go to Gamma’s house tonight, the pack of them, but one of the kids was puking and Sigma didn’t want any part of that. He was in no hurry to have a mess of kids, even if he was dying for a mate. 
 
    It wasn’t like he was saving himself for his mate—he’d slept with a few unmated women in the past couple years, but every year saw more and more wolves coupled off. At this point, the only unmated women he knew well and hadn’t made a pass at years before were Rho’s sisters, and Rho would probably take his balls if he tried it with one of his sisters. 
 
    Plus, they lived outside the city. He wasn’t in the habit of running fifty miles to maybe get laid. 
 
    And then there was Epsilon. He didn’t have kids with Tella, not yet at least, but he’d backed out for beers with the brothers in favor of time with his mate. 
 
    Sigma sighed. 
 
    “There’s another woman being released from the hospital,” Iota pointed out. Now that Rho had Phaebe, Iota was the youngest of the group. He was a newer fixture in their brotherhood. Iota’s family lived in Luven so he tended to hang with them, but like Sigma and Lambda, he was still looking for a mate, and beers with the brothers was always a good time.  
 
    “Have they announced when her ritual will be?” Sigma asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. Dr. Tau said she decided to stay today, so they’ll get her initiated as soon as possible. At least that’s what Beta said when I saw him.” 
 
    Sigma nodded. 
 
    The rituals were a weird thing to behold. Basically, Alpha, or Maximus, would fuck these women as fast as possible, getting his scent all over them and initiating them into the pack. There was nothing sexual about watching. Usually, Sigma felt pretty bad for the women, when he wasn’t completely distracted by making sure one of his friends didn’t murder them all while he was forced to watch his mate take another man. 
 
    Sigma imagined it wasn’t too pleasant to watch your mate humped by your leader. But, he could stand it if it meant he had a mate. At least, he thought he could. Sigma didn’t really know what would happen once his mate was on the scene. 
 
    “If I’m being honest, I hope it isn’t one of us getting our mate tomorrow.” He nodded at Lambda. “Between Epsilon taking time off and Gamma’s kids sick all the time, I feel like we’ve been on overtime with work,” Iota pointed out. “Maybe Chi or Nu will be this one’s mate. It will suck to have the bakery close down for a couple weeks, but at least I’ll be able to sleep through the night without a call to check on some random wolf pack encroaching on our area.” 
 
    Sigma hummed an agreement. Lambda and Iota worked security at the wall with Epsilon and Gamma, while he and Rho worked at the power plant. The power plant was a pretty well-oiled machine, so when Phaebe showed up, Sigma didn’t have to work many extra shifts. 
 
    “Chi deserves a mate. He’s what, thirty-five?” 
 
    “At least,” Iota answered. “He’s been running the bakery for fifteen years.” 
 
    “Wow, that long.” Sigma hadn’t grown up in Luven. His parents and siblings still lived in Juniper Knoll, a loose pack area in the wilderness. They had log cabins, but lived pretty simply. There wasn’t any running water or electricity in Juniper Knoll. It was a different way to live, but a lot of wolves liked that life. They hunted for food, lived more in rhythm with the seasons. Sigma had come to Luven about seven years earlier looking for his mate, but once he saw what life in the city was like, he decided to stay. He liked light switches and turning on a faucet in the middle of the night when he was thirsty. He liked going to Chi’s bakery and grabbing a loaf of bread and freezing his kills, rather than smoking them. There was a lot of convenience in Luven that Juniper Knoll didn’t have. 
 
    “You want another beer?” Lambda asked, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Sigma answered, Iota nodded as well. Who knew how many more nights with the boys on the porch he had left? Might as well drink up and enjoy it. 
 
    * 
 
    After too many beers, Sigma wandered a few doors down to his townhouse. He’d lived there for five years, alone. After his life in Juniper Knoll, his whole family crammed into a small cabin, sharing a room slightly larger than his current bed with his younger brother, Andren, and his two older brothers, Galor and Nenun, he was more than happy to live alone. 
 
    But, sometimes, when he laid in bed at night, listening to nothing but the air around him, he missed those small signs of others. The steady breathing—not snoring—of a brother. His mother puttering around the house long after she should have gone to bed. The low voices of his parents as they discussed something they didn’t want the children to hear. His sisters, Davin and Kaylor, working in the garden on early spring mornings. They were the sounds of family. 
 
    Sigma put out the lights and walked upstairs. He used the bathroom and stripped out of his clothes, leaving them in a heap on the floor beside his bed. He climbed into his unmade bed, punched the pillow a few times, then rolled onto his stomach. He sighed and shut his eyes, trying to will sleep to come, though the beers he drank were still swimming around. 
 
    It would be nice to have a mate. 
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