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Corner by Tricia Andersen
Josiah Hallow carries the weight of the world on his shoulders. Literally. Between keeping his family safe as the head of the Hallows, training his six younger brothers for their individual turns in the MMA cage, and guarding his mother’s amulet from the creatures who want to use it to take control of the world, his sanity is about to break. 
Mating with the pure Sarah Merit, an overly-religious school teacher whose body makes every fiber of Josiah’s being stand at attention, could finally push him over the edge. Unfortunately, despite the all-consuming sex that blazes between the pair, it isn’t enough to convince Sarah to live with him so he can protect her as well.
When Josiah learns the secret Sarah is keeping from him, he makes a deal with the pair of vampires who run the MMA promotion the family fights for in an attempt to save her. But will he be able to save her again when Sarah is kidnapped and taken to Josiah’s grandfather, Atticus, the vicious alpha of a pack of werewolves in Maine? And what will Sarah do when she finds out the sexy corner of the Hallow Brothers is a werewolf too?
 
 



Dedication
To Angie. Your excitement to meet Josiah was inspiration enough to write him. Thank you for your encouragement. Lots of love to you!
 



Chapter One
If one more thing went wrong, he was going to have a fucking meltdown.
Josiah stared at the little house as he pondered. Five of his younger brothers filed onto the sidewalk beside him, each with his hands shoved in his pockets. He had no idea where the sixth was. Did werewolves have meltdowns? Or was he the first one who was going to get locked up in the loony bin?
The little house didn’t hold too many fond memories. Aunt Edith and Aunt Edna warmed up to him at first. He was the firstborn of their baby sister. He wasn’t sure if it was Micah and Samuel’s arrival or if the boys’ true nature finally got to them. They slowly soured to the little tykes. By the time he was six, he was introduced to a wooden spoon to the ass. His aunts told him it was to beat the disobedience out of him. He was pretty sure they were trying to beat the werewolf out instead.
Now he was an adult and a deviant, according to his aunts. He heaved a sigh. He may have hated being around Edna and Edith, but right now he’d give just about anything to get them back. They were his family.
Josiah huffed as he started toward the front door. “Standing here isn’t going to change anything. And we need to stop these sons of bitches.”
He strode to the front door with his brothers on his heels. He threw open the door and then held it open for Micah to catch. He didn’t have to even step inside before he saw the blood. It was everywhere. The whole sight made Josiah’s stomach turn. There were puddles dotting the floor, and there were streaks on the walls. The faint outlines of two bodies contained only drops. The end tables were overturned. Little porcelain knick-knacks were shattered. The putrid smell of cooked cabbage and something akin to death filled the air.
The day before, his two spinster aunts, Edith and Edna, had shuffled around the tiny abode, chatting and praying and acting holier-than-thou, which was the mantra they lived by. Now, they were dead. And there was no doubt in his mind who did it. Vampires. Fuck.
Voices across the room caught his attention. He glanced up to see Caleb, the middle of the seven Hallow brothers, in the doorway of the kitchen. Littlefoot, his late father’s best friend and a second father to them, stood on one side of him. Eve, Micah’s mate and the Hallows’ resident computer hacker, stood on the other. The three of them were studying several photos in Eve’s hand.
Josiah caught Micah’s lunge forward toward the kitchen. He reached out an arm to stop him. They couldn’t taint the crime scene, not if they wanted any kind of justice. The sheer amount of blood stopped Micah in his tracks.
“Eve, baby. Why are you here?” Micah asked.
Eve turned to her mate. “I finally cracked into the right camera. I found an image of who lives in that mansion in Connecticut. The one that was bidding on Momma’s necklace and probably caused the massacre at the strip club.” Eve held the photo out to him. As much as they stretched, they couldn’t make contact.
“Let’s all meet outside on the front lawn,” Littlefoot advised. “I have images of Edna and Edith on my phone before they were taken away.”
“Where’s Momma?” Josiah questioned. His heart ached for her. She and Littlefoot were the ones to find Edith and Edna that morning. Her sisters were the only relatives she had from back in Maine. It left her all alone, the lone survivor of her family line that didn’t include werewolves.
“Back at my house,” Littlefoot answered. “Meg and Ruby are with her. I sent them with her in my truck when Cay and Meg arrived from the North Cabin. We’ll finish talking outside.”
Josiah turned toward the door and pulled it open. The rest of his brothers on the foyer side of the bloodbath followed him outside into the warm sunshine. He jogged down the steps and onto the grass. They didn’t bother with the lawn. His family wasn’t known for conformity. He reached to Eve for the photos. Micah beat him to it with a huge smirk on his face.
“Mike,” Josiah chided.
“You might be the oldest, but I sleep with her.” He held them out for Josiah to study with him. Josiah barely got a gander at them before another hard, masculine body pressed tight against him. He didn’t bother to look, and he wasn’t about to tell whoever it was to back up and give him some space. They were all heartbroken and scared shitless. They all needed to know what they were dealing with. He heard a sniffle from his right.
He sighed hard as he closed his eyes. He only needed one glance at the pictures. The figures in them had become all too familiar to the Hallows. Rock and Cort had introduced themselves as Leroy’s new partners in his mixed martial arts promotion in Duluth. It was fine with Josiah. Leroy was a cheat and a bastard, and he sucked as a promoter. But ever since that first meeting during Samuel, his little brother’s, face-off before his fight, Josiah sensed something disturbing about them. It was something ancient, something primal. Like they had been at war for thousands of years.
Photos like this just proved that his feeling might be true. They wanted his mother’s amulet. Josiah had no idea why, but they followed Samuel’s new mate, Henry, to their isolated camp. Then Henry was struck by lightning on a clear night. He flickered from himself to an ancient Egyptian.
The Heka.
Josiah hadn’t thought things could get more bizarre. He was a werewolf, after all. But in the past few weeks, they did. They were mind-blowingly bizarre.
Micah crumpled the photo paper as he clenched it tighter. “Should have fucking figured.”
Josiah shook his head as he opened his eyes and cursed. “Shit.”
“Who is it?” Sam queried.
Micah handed the photo to him. “Your boyfriend led them to us.”
Josiah watched Sam study the wrinkled photo as he muttered under his breath. “Motherfuckers.”
“So as far as we can tell, Cort and Rock are vampires,” Josiah continued.
“We know they are,” Samuel replied. “Henry saw one of them suck at his assistant’s neck. What other kind of creature does that?”
“Did he ask for their ID?” Caleb quipped.
Samuel glared at Caleb. Seven alpha males had a tendency to evoke that response. “No, smartass.”
“Then we surmise,” Josiah concluded.
“Let me add a little more information to that.” Littlefoot handed his cell to Josiah. He stared at the cell phone photo of his aunts. They were covered in blood. Yet he didn’t miss the two linear spots on each of their necks. He cringed as he handed the cell to Micah. Micah, in turn, handed it to Samuel. Each brother cringed before they passed it on to the next. “Whatever happened to those folks in the strip club happened to Edna and Edith. And there are two dots on Edna’s neck just about the distance of a human’s canine teeth.”
“What do they want with Momma’s necklace?” Ezekiel questioned.
“I might have an answer,” Samuel answered. “Delilah did research on the Heka while she’s in Egypt. The Heka was a powerful magician. The Pharaoh hired him to enchant an amulet to give to a girlfriend. The Heka did so but also spelled it to give the person who possessed it the ability to rule the world. The Pharaoh found out about it and put the Heka to death, but a local prostitute was pregnant with his son. The son inherited not only the Heka’s abilities but his evil spirit. It seems that the enchanted amulet and the Heka have been following each other throughout history causing chaos. Wars start when they reunite. I sent her a picture of Momma’s amulet. It’s the exact same as the sketch in the book.”
“Cort and Rock called Henry the Heka.”
“Delilah wants to do more research, but I begged her to come home.”
Caleb laughed. “You begged?”
Josiah rolled his eyes. Caleb had a big mouth with no filter. He had no idea why the ancient power that led them to their mates picked him first. Meg, Caleb’s mate and wife, had the patience of a saint. Before he could tell him off, Samuel did the honors.
“Shut up, fucker.” Samuel looked at Eve. “She says all her research is digital, but it’s secured. Can you help her with that?”
Eve smiled. “Of course.”
Josiah felt the long night he had before, and the loss of his aunts, wear on him. His body ached with exhaustion. He glanced at each of them. “There is quite a bit to figure out, but we need to get back. I don’t know about you boys, but I need sleep.”
“I need to get Meg and Ruby,” Caleb added.
Josiah looked at Samuel. “When does Delilah return?”
“After the full moon,” Samuel responded. Josiah didn’t miss the little smile on Sam’s lips. He’d fallen for the fiery redhead that he mated with. Samuel had two mates. Was it even possible? It seemed like it was. But the Heka worried him. It bothered him enough to piss Samuel off to the extremes.
“Good. We need her help. In the meantime, we’ll figure out what to do about Henry.”
“What the fuck does that mean?”
“I can’t speak for the other five but I’m not sure your supposed mating to him is a good thing.”
Sam’s face contorted as he clenched his fists at his sides. “Fuck you. Fuck you all.” He stormed off before Josiah could say another word. The rest of the group was silent as they watched him climb into his beat-up truck and speed off.
Josiah felt a hand clamp over his shoulder. “Let’s head back to camp,” Micah said. “Just let me kiss Eve goodbye.”
“I want to go check in on Momma,” Josiah replied.
“All right. Eve can ride in the Jeep with us. The two of us can spend some more time together then.”
Josiah watched his brother as he strode to his mate. Micah and Eve talked quietly to each other. Josiah felt a pang of envy pierce his heart. The way Eve gazed at Micah made the jealousy burn. Josiah enjoyed sleeping around. The kinky things he picked up from the women he slept with would make the devil blush. But he wanted a woman to look at him that way. He wanted a woman to love him like that
He followed the couple to the Jeep and climbed in the back.
Eve shook her head. “Joe, I can sit back there. You and Mike need to discuss this shit.”
Josiah smiled at her. “No. You need time with your husband. Mike and I can hash all this over on our very long ride home. And there’s always the next few days of the full moon. We don’t just sleep, fight, and beast out. Sometimes we degenerates talk.”
“I didn’t refer to you as a degenerate.”
“I know. But it is a popular opinion amongst some.” Josiah winced as the memory of his aunts popped into his mind. He couldn’t believe how much he already missed the old women.
“It’s not mine.” Eve hopped into the passenger side and wrapped her hand around Micah’s. Micah threw the vehicle into drive and took off after Littlefoot’s truck. Josiah listened to the couple’s small talk with each other. Their topics veered to the mundane. Their quiet, quick answers told him they were just as on edge as he was.
They pulled into Littlefoot’s drive. Josiah waited patiently for Micah to help his wife out of the Jeep. The little brother cocked a grin. “Wanna hand, old man?”
Josiah grinned. He had a special relationship with Micah. It always seemed like the two of them against the other five hoodlums. It stung when Micah and Eve mated and then married. It was like he lost his best friend. “No, smart ass. I can manage.”
“Suit yourself.” Micah didn’t follow Eve into the house but waited for Josiah. Josiah jumped out of the Jeep, and the two men started up the sidewalk to the front door.
“What are you going to do about Henry?” Micah asked.
“I’m going to talk to Littlefoot. Or Momma. Or whoever knows how to break their mating.”
Micah stopped his stride. “Would you break Eve and me apart? Or Cay and Meg? Better yet, who gives you the right to?”
Josiah turned to him. “No, I wouldn’t. I’m protecting our family. We already lost Edith and Edna. I’m not going to lose anyone else.”
“From Henry? From our brother’s mate? What threat is a guy in love with Sam?”
“Henry isn’t the threat. The Heka is. And as far as I’m concerned they’re one and the same.”
Micah bit his bottom lip. “Joe, there is no way to break our mating apart. You know that. Henry looked pretty confused about the Heka. I don’t think he has a clue how it all happened. We’ll watch for the Heka. We’ll be on our toes. But in the meantime, you need to see that Sam is in love with both Delilah and Henry. The three of them are a family. And the great power that binds us deemed him to be a Hallow. And Josiah, Henry is a Hallow. We need to treat him like a brother for Sam’s sake.”
Josiah watched as Micah continued his gait into the house. He hurried up to him as Micah stepped inside. “Who made you a fucking romantic?”
Micah winked. “Eve.”
The wail hit both of them as they stepped in the foyer. The sound shattered Josiah’s heart. His mother was such a happy, cheerful spirit. He hated hearing her like this. There was only one other time he heard her cry like this. It was a horrible fall morning ten years ago. She sat beside her dying husband with their seven sons gathered around their bed. Poppa’s breath was weak and shallow. His lungs rattled. Yet he mustered the strength to sit up and kiss his mate goodbye.
Then he settled back on the pillow and stopped breathing. It wasn’t like they could call an ambulance to come save him. One look at a blood test or X-ray would have outed Dad as a werewolf and put the seven brothers in jeopardy. So they stood there and let him die. Poppa demanded that they let him go, and they never disobeyed Poppa. Momma wailed the rest of the day and off and on for two months solid.
What the rest of the family didn’t know was an hour before Poppa died, Josiah spent a few moments alone with him. And Poppa gave him the one order that took over Josiah’s life. It was the one that Josiah was certain was going to get him locked up in a straitjacket. Take care of your mother and brothers. You’re in charge now.
Things spiraled out of control after that. Josiah and Samuel took off for Duluth every weekend to drink themselves into a stupor and then sleep with anything that moved. Micah, the ever-dutiful son, took care of Momma. Caleb abandoned them all and joined the army. And Joshua, Ezekiel, and Abraham, all too young to drink or join the military, started to fight. They’d beat each other and then head into Bemidji to wreak havoc there.
Littlefoot stepped in to snap the six remaining at home back into shape when the three youngest were arrested for battery. He bailed them out, drove them home, and gave them a list a mile long of chores to do around the camp. Then he brought young men from the reservation to teach them to box, to grapple. Skills developed. The six homebound Hallows picked up on the martial arts fast. Caleb came home and shared what he learned in the military. It wasn’t long before Josiah took his first mixed martial arts fight. He won in the first round. After that, they all caught the MMA bug and started to compete.
And Littlefoot reiterated what Poppa said to Josiah. The old man put the fear of God into Josiah back then just like his dad could. Matter of fact, he still did.
Another cry tore Josiah from his memories. He stood in the foyer alone. He strode into the spacious living room with its ivory painted walls. At least a dozen members of Littlefoot’s family sat on the sofas and armchairs.
Momma struggled out of the beige suede recliner nearly swallowing her whole when she saw him. She waddled across the living room into his arms.
“Joe,” she whimpered.
He hugged her tight. “I know, Mom. We’re going to find the bastards who killed Edith and Edna. We’ll make them pay for what they did. And we’ll be sure they don’t hurt anyone else.”
He swayed a little as he hummed to comfort her. Her tears dampened his shirt. It took almost ten minutes for him to coax her back to the recliner. He searched for a tissue and dabbed at her tears. Then he stood to look at Littlefoot. “You’ll protect them?”
“I always do,” Littlefoot replied.
“But Cort and Rock have powers you can’t anticipate.”
Littlefoot smiled wide. “You underestimate what we’ve got, Josiah. We have a little magic of our own.”
“But can it stand up to vampires?”
“It already has. Edith and Edna weren’t their first target. I was.”
Momma let go a strangled gasp. Josiah nodded slowly. It felt like a knife pierced his heart. He lost his father. He almost lost the closest thing he had to a father now.
Micah’s voice was broken when he spoke. “Joe, we need to get some sleep.”
“Yeah,” Josiah agreed. He crossed the room and kissed his mother on the cheek. “Stay with Littlefoot, please. Don’t go anywhere without him. I’ll be back first thing in the morning to help you with the funeral plans. All right?”
“Of course,” Momma answered.
Josiah backed away to give Micah time with her. Once they said their goodbyes, they made their way to the door. Eve walked out with them to the Jeep.
Micah kissed her. “I’m not leaving until you’re back in the house.”
She smiled at him. “Mike, I’m safe. You heard Littlefoot.”
“Eve, you are my soul. My world. I’m not losing you to these sons of bitches.” He kissed her again. “I love you. Be safe. I’ll come in with Joe to see you. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
The final kiss they shared was a bit more passionate than the others. Josiah bit back a growl. There was that jealousy boiling up again. Eve waved as she strode up the sidewalk and stepped inside the house again. She turned and watched them from the closed screen door. The two men climbed into the Jeep.
Micah flipped the key in the ignition and fired it on. “Let’s go home and sleep, bro. We have a long night ahead.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Josiah replied.
Micah backed out of the drive. Both men gave Eve one last wave goodbye before they sped away.
»»•««
The chapel was crowded with folks dressed in their Sunday best. Splotches of color left by the sunlight streaming through the stained-glass windows dotted the worn burgundy carpet. There was the distinct smell of mothballs lingering in the air. Nowhere in his wildest dreams did Josiah think so many people cared for his bitter aunts. Or maybe they were here to celebrate their deaths. He could see it. They were hard to get along with. They beat and tortured him and his brothers on a regular basis when they were children. Momma fought with her sisters over their forms of punishment. Often, she stormed out of the sisters’ house with the boys in tow. Edith and Edna would remind her that they did it to save the brothers’ souls. And the truth was, the seven boys could be little hellions.
However, they all still had nightmares from their aunts’ abuse.
It didn’t stop him from missing them.
Josiah cut his sleep short each day of the full moon to help his mother plan the funeral. More than once during the night as he hunted he tried to lay down and take a nap. The maddening chaos in his mind brought on by the change that destroyed his focus didn’t let that happen most of the time. Being the beast left him feeling wired like he was on crack and a sugar rush all at the same time. But after the week he had, fatigue often won.
On top of it all, he felt a burn inside him deep in his core. It wrapped around his soul. It aroused him to the point of agony. He excused himself at least twice a day to lock himself in the bathroom and pleasure himself. It stole his breath. It possessed his mind. He was going insane.
He glanced around the chapel to survey the scene. His sisters-in-law, including the newest, Delilah, gathered around Momma to comfort her. Mother cuddled his niece, Ruby, to her chest. The baby was more soothing than all the adults put together. His brothers were scattered around the church checking their phones, pacing, or muttering to each other. The Hallows had a horrible tendency to be awkward around large groups unless they were in a cage.
That was, all but one Hallow. Samuel stood at the coffins. He looked like any other guest, dressed in a lavender dress shirt and black trousers. That was, except for the Mohawk. His spiked hair down the middle of his shaved head had nearly every person in the building staring at him. By the way his head twitched, he was glancing from one body to the other. It surprised Josiah. Samuel and Caleb were the ones Edith and Edna had picked on the most. No wonder they ended up the way they did.
What Josiah did know is that if they were going to take on the vampires, they had all better be on the same page. That included Sam. He huffed to himself and then strode to Samuel’s side beside the caskets. He noticed his younger sibling’s body stiffen as he approached.
“When are you going to get out of your snit?” Josiah demanded.
“You can fuck off,” Samuel responded.
“Grow up, Samuel.”
Samuel spun at him with his teeth gritted in rage. Josiah heard his mother gasp from across the room. Sam must have heard her too. He lowered his voice. “Me grow up? You need to get over yourself. Henry is my mate. I love him as much as I love Delilah. So you can keep your narrow-minded thoughts to yourself. I’m not giving him up.”
“Is that what you’re bent out of shape about? I don’t give a shit who you’re in love with. You’re in love with a man? Great. Fantastic. You have my full blessing to love whoever you want. I want you to be with whoever makes your sour ass happy. But Sam, we all heard Cort and Rock call him the Heka. And from what you told me, the combination of the Heka and Momma’s amulet can cause big trouble. It’s trouble that’s beyond us. It’ll impact innocent people.” Josiah motioned to the coffins. “It already has. We might not like them, but Edith and Edna were innocent of this. And there are too many coincidences pointing to Rock, Cort, the amulet, and the Heka. Something evil is brewing. Do we want the soul of it in our camp? Do you want the soul of it sharing your bed?”
Samuel swallowed hard as he looked away. Josiah followed his gaze to the door of the sanctuary. Sam’s two mates, Henry and Delilah, stood there hugging each other tight.
A force grabbed Josiah’s attention. It dragged it away from the couple to the other side of the doorway. A tall blonde, just a few inches smaller than his six-foot-three-inch frame, clenched a clutch purse to her as she studied the crowd. Her long hair cascaded around her shoulders. She wore a modest sleeveless dress that fell to her knees.
Josiah lost his breath. His body was on fire with a lust he never felt before. He wanted her. He needed her. He needed to be buried deep inside her with those long, perfect legs wrapped around his hips. He needed to taste her. He needed to hear her scream his name. He needed hours, no, an eternity of this.
Then he needed to hold her tight in his arms. He was prepared to die for her, and he didn’t even know her name.
He heard Sam suck in a deep breath. “We have to prove he has anything to do with this.”
He didn’t give his attention to his brother. He kept his gaze locked on the blonde. He was painfully aware of his thick cock pressed hard against the zipper of his trousers. He was standing in the front of a church next to his dead aunts with a throbbing erection. He didn’t know why he didn’t go up in flames right there.
“Joe?” Samuel asked.
Josiah shook his head to break himself of the hold that possessed him. It didn’t help. He cleared his throat. “Keep on your guard. All right? At least until we can figure out exactly what we’re dealing with.”
“Of course I will.”
“Okay, then. Excuse me.” Josiah gave him a quick nod. Then he spun on his heel toward the door. She was still standing there, but now she was staring at him. Butterflies erupted in his belly. Had he ever been nervous to talk to a woman? Not that he could recall. He swallowed down the lump of fear in his throat and then nudged through the crowd to talk to her.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two
Sarah ascended the cement steps that led to the modest Catholic church. She held her floral red clutch purse with gold accents a little tighter against her body. It was a sharp contrast to her black sleeveless dress. She heaved a sigh as she climbed closer to the door.
It was hard to believe Edith and Edna were dead. She had to be the last one to see them alive. She came to their house the morning they were murdered to pray with them. The sisters offered her a warm cup of stale tea, a rock hard Danish, and their hospitality. She spent an hour there, talking and singing and praying. Lots of praying. She hugged them both and wished a beautiful day to them before she left them to go to her classroom. It was summer. School break had started. But the students she tutored in summer school needed her.
Hours later, Edith and Edna’s little sister and a man she was acquainted with found them both on the floor lying in a pool of their own blood.
Now, she was at the church where she met them months ago, attending their funeral.
The two sisters weren’t very cordial when she first arrived in Bemidji to teach first grade at the private Christian academy associated with the church. They were cold when she introduced herself. That was, until they found her alone in the chapel praying. They invited her to their home for a devotion. One devotion led to two. Two led to whenever she was free from her work at the school. Sarah had made many friends in the northern Minnesota town. The two sisters had a special place in her heart.
They were especially accommodating that cursed morning a few days ago when she arrived on the doorstep of their little house and asked to pray with them. They never questioned it. Edith invited her in. Sarah didn’t want to impose, but something was happening inside her. She felt like she was burning. She was filled with a desire she couldn’t explain. Whatever it was claimed her for its own. It branded her with the fire of passion. She dreamed about sex with a man she didn’t know. He had long black hair, dark brown eyes, and was covered with tattoos. He wasn’t someone who would normally turn her head, but she couldn’t get enough of him. And the pleasure he gave her left her a trembling mess and craving more. She did things in her dreams she would never do, like having sex in front of strangers. Never. It would never happen. But it made her orgasm three times.
She woke up, showered, and tried to scrub the impure thoughts off her. But it still had her in its tight grip. A demon must have had control of her. The sisters could chant it away.
But they didn’t. It was stronger than ever, and they were dead.
Sarah stepped inside the church and exchanged pleasantries with those she passed. The narthex was far more crowded than she anticipated. Edith and Edna could be off-putting with their stuffy natures, but the parishioners appreciated all they did for the congregation.
She stopped in the doorway to the sanctuary and looked around. She recognized nearly everyone in here too. There were about a dozen faces she didn’t. She kept her gaze away from the caskets. Something inside of her didn’t want to believe they were dead. If she didn’t look at them, she could pretend they weren’t for a few moments more.
Her gaze fell on a rotund woman with graying black hair sitting in the middle of the room sobbing her eyes out. She held a baby in her arms. Sarah knew she had to be Evelyn, Edith and Edna’s younger sister.
Evelyn married a guy who Edith and Edna hated with a passion. Together they had seven sons before the husband passed on. Edith and Edna spoke lovingly of their sister even after they had a bitter falling out half a year ago. They didn’t care much for her husband and children. They often referred to the boys as deviants, miscreants, sinners, the seven beasts of Satan. They boasted of the strict discipline they put the boys through. It was the only time the sisters condoned violence. Sarah guessed it was because they didn’t see what they did as violent.
Three younger women flocked around Evelyn, one blonde, one with black hair, and a redhead. The redhead suddenly rose and hurried toward Sarah.
That was when Sarah noticed the handsome, bespectacled man standing beside her at the door. He was tall with thick dark hair and dressed in a shirt, tie, and slacks. By the care he put into his appearance, Sarah could tell he was a professional of some sort. He must have dressed like this most of the time. Normally he was the type of guy she found attractive. He was safe. He didn’t seem to harbor any strange quirks. He was vanilla pudding. She liked vanilla pudding.
But this guy didn’t spark one iota of interest in her. She needed, craved, something dangerous. She needed something more decadent than vanilla pudding. Which was probably good since the redhead wrapped him tight in her arms. They whispered to each other and then turned their attention to the caskets. Sarah took a deep breath and followed where they looked. This was it. Be brave.
Her breath caught in her throat. Her body ached with desire. She didn’t see Edith and Edna’s lifeless bodies in the black, glossy, chrome-lined caskets. She saw two men standing there talking to each other. By the bashful smile on the face of the guy with the Mohawk, he must have been associated with the couple beside her.
The other man was a couple inches taller than her. His wavy dark brown hair fell to his shoulders. She could see a hint of tattoos peeking from his collar and the cuffs of his long sleeve dress shirt. His chocolate brown eyes stared at her. She could feel it in her soul. This guy beside the casket looked eerily like the man in her dream, the one that made love to her for hours, the one who claimed her in ways she wouldn’t dream of others taking her. He was her decadent delight.
He said a few parting words to the guy with the Mohawk and then made his way through the crowded church. Sarah gasped as she tightened her grip on her clutch. He was headed her way. He must need to talk to the couple in the doorway. Except they were gone. They were walking hand in hand to the guy with the Mohawk. Maybe he had to use the restroom or…
He stopped just shy of her and cocked a grin at her that made her insides flame. “Hey. Never seen you before.”
She returned his smile with a subtle one of her. Her instincts demanded she run. First impressions warned her that he was trouble. But something she couldn’t explain rooted her there. Maybe it was the fantasy of licking him head to toe. Wait? Where did that come from? “I’ve never seen you either. Do you live in Bemidji?”
“No. I live out of town. Over an hour out of town actually.”
“Well then. That would explain it.”
“Do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Live in Bemidji?”
Sarah narrowed her eyes. Where was he going with this line of questioning? She studied his strong body. He looked like one of those ancient statues she had studied in Greece. Absentmindedly she wrapped a finger around a long, blonde lock of hair. “Yes. I teach first grade at the church school.”
“Interesting.”
Sarah frowned, confused, as he stepped closer and took her hand. What puzzled her more was her lack of resistance. Had she believed in magic or voodoo or mythical creatures like that, she would have thought he put her under a spell as he led her out into the foyer.
He continued. “So you knew Edith and Edna?”
Her mouth went dry when he stepped into the coatroom. He tugged her in with him. She licked her lips to wet them and then answered. “Yes. They were my friends. I would go to their house to pray or talk.”
His smile was more wicked than before. His gaze slowly wandered from her feet up her legs. It didn’t stop until his gaze met hers again. “So you’re a good church girl, I suppose?”
“I guess you could say that. I don’t know why…”
Her words were cut off with his mouth. His kiss was wild, sensual, and sinful, just like her dream. When he parted her lips with his tongue to search for hers, she surrendered. She wrapped her arms tightly around his shoulders. If she didn’t, she was going to crumple to the ground.
“I should slap you for that,” she murmured as they parted.
He chuckled. “You should.”
“I don’t know you.”
“How well do you know Edith and Edna?”
“I spoke to them all the time.”
He kissed her again. Her heart stampeded in her chest at the feel of his breath, the taste on his tongue. He knotted his fingers in her hair and tugged her head to the side. His mouth wandered her neck as he spoke. “Did they tell you about Evelyn, their sister?”
She moaned at his touch. “Yes. She married a man they didn’t approve. Ran off with him. They had seven sons. Edith and Edna called the boys deviants and the seven beasts of Satan. They never explained why. How do you know Evelyn?”
The man stood straight and stared into her eyes. She whimpered. Was it from need? From fear? She didn’t know.
He kissed her again, this one soft and quick as he pulled his hand from her hair. “Evelyn is my mother.” He offered his hand to her to shake. “Hi. I’m Josiah Hallow. I’m the oldest of those seven beasts of Satan.”
Sarah swallowed hard as her eyes widened. Everything Edith and Edna said about the Hallows screamed in her head. It didn’t stop her from wanting him to take her there in the coatroom in her church no matter who saw. Sweet Virgin Mary, what was this man doing to her?
He cocked his head at her. “What’s wrong?”
Her answer was breathy. “Nothing.”
His impish smile faded. “What do you want…I’m sorry. I don’t know your name.”
“Sarah. Sarah Merit.”
“Well, then. What do you want from me, Sarah Merit?”
Her voice went from breathy to husky in a split second. Her demand shocked her. It sent a tremor through her core. “Kiss me.”
“As you wish.” Josiah gathered her in his arms. His lips on hers were feather-light as he teased her. She opened her mouth. She had to look like an eager baby bird begging for a worm. Not that he saw because his kiss descended on her with full force. His tongue traced her upper teeth before it tangled with hers. His fingers splayed across her back. The pinky of his lower hand pressed dangerously close to her ass. She wanted him to dip it farther down, to grab her and mold her tight against the erection she felt hard against her belly. She wanted it inside her, wanted him inside her.
As they broke apart, Josiah spoke. His voice was low and dangerous. “What do you want, Sarah? Tell me how to please you.”
She opened her mouth to voice her needs. Her mind filled with her dream. She could feel him slide deep inside of her. “I…”
His brow furrowed as he looked past her. “What the fuck is that asshole doing here?”
Sarah clung to him tighter. Josiah looked down at her, flustered. “I’m sorry. Give me just a moment. I have something I need to do.”
She whimpered as he let her go and stormed out of the closet. She followed him, baffled, back to the sanctuary. She glanced at her reflection of her rumpled dress and messed up hair as she passed the mirror mounted on the wall in the narthex. How was she going to explain this one?
She stopped in the doorway of the sanctuary to witness the showdown. She knew the man standing alone in the aisle. They spoke regularly about her fight coming up. Why was he there in the church? Did he know Edith and Edna?
It seemed like he knew the Hallows. Josiah stood at the point of a vee formation. Six other men including the guy with the Mohawk—strong, dominant, heavily tattooed—flanked off him, blocking the intruder from the caskets.
»»•««
Josiah growled as he flew in the side door of the sanctuary to stop Leroy. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see his younger brothers fall in behind him. Despite their current spats, it was good to know they had each other’s backs. He snarled as he crossed his arms over his chest and stared Leroy Nelson down. There was no reason the MMA promoter needed to be here. And if he brought those two vampires with him, Josiah didn’t care where he was standing. All hell would break loose.
“Not quite the reception I expected,” Leroy quipped.
“What are you doing here?” Josiah questioned.
“I heard about your aunts. I came to pay my respects.”
“How’d you know they passed? Did your business partners tell you?”
“Why would they?”
Josiah grit his teeth. He bit back another growl. “Where are the Brood Brothers?”
“They do private business during the day. They hold meetings at night. I’ve never seen them when the sun is out. They seem to go out of their way to avoid it.”
“And that doesn’t seem odd to you?”
“With the improvements they’ve done to my promotion, they can meet every third Thursday at midnight for all I care. The fights we’re going to have in two weeks will blow your mind.”
Josiah felt someone brush against him. He glanced sideways to see Samuel at his side. “Seems sort of reckless to have promotions two weeks apart. Seems like a waste of money to me.”
Leroy smirked at Samuel. “There aren’t two promotions. Just one. Yours.”
Samuel strode past Josiah until he was nose to nose with Leroy. “My fight is four weeks. Not two.”
“We moved it up. We were able to book five new fighters. Big name fighters. A couple of them are champions with other promotions. Really you shouldn’t be in the main event anymore, but the local folk love you so there’s nothing we can do. Cort and Rock signed them.”
“I signed a contract.”
“A contract that says we can move the date if the need arises. The need arose. We’ll see you in the cage in two weeks. Now if you’ll excuse me, I believe that lovely lady with the baby is your mother. I would like to express my sympathies for her loss. Gentleman.” Leroy gave them an evil smirk as he nodded his farewell to them. If looks could kill, he would have been dead by each Hallow as he wove his way through the brothers and approached Momma and their mates.
Samuel sighed heavily. There was worry in his tone. “I’m fucked.”
“You’ll be fine,” Josiah replied. “We’ll have you ready.”
Micah strode up to them as the other four wandered off. “Do you think dumb fuck there has any idea that his buddies are vampires?”
Josiah shook his head. “Leroy has always been a prick. I have no idea. It’s in our best interest to keep him at arm’s length.”
“Agreed.” Josiah glared at Leroy. Rage filled him as he saw the promoter console Momma and his sisters-in-law. He didn’t trust Leroy before. Leroy regularly cheated him and his brothers when he booked their fights. Now that he aligned himself with Cort and Rock, Josiah wanted him away from his family.
His gaze drifted away from Leroy back to Sarah. She leaned against the doorframe staring at him. Her long blonde hair was still a mess, as was her little black dress. She looked rumpled, standing against the dark-stained pine. He’d rather see her undone beneath him in his bed. His cock thickened in agreement. “Guys.”
Micah laughed. “Go. Good luck.”
Josiah gave him an uneasy smile. “Thanks. The attraction is just so strong. All I can think about is…”
Samuel put his hand up. Josiah could tell he was biting back a laugh. “Please, stop. We really don’t want to hear it. Go.”
“Got it.” Josiah grinned at them before he took off through the crowd toward Sarah. She bit her lower lip as he approached. He fought himself not to pull her into him arms and kiss her senseless. Something inside him demanded that he do so. If he went through with his craving, he’d have to explain quite a bit to his mother. And this wasn’t the time and place for that lecture.
“You’re too late,” Sarah informed him.
“What do you mean? Did you hook up with some other lucky guy while I was gone?” Josiah asked with a grin.
She pointed past him. “The funeral is starting.”
Josiah turned to the caskets. Two of the morticians that served his aunts’ funeral closed the caskets. Leroy was long gone. Momma, his brothers, and their families had taken their places in the front. The priest talked softly to Momma as the six other Hallows checked their cell phones.
“Come with me,” Josiah replied.
Sarah shook her head. “You need to sit up front with your family.” She kissed him, her lips lingering on his to tease him. “Go.”
“I’ll see you later.”
“We’ll see.”
Josiah didn’t move. He watched Sarah as she walked away and took her seat in the church. He huffed and joined his family in the front row. Momma patted the seat beside her. “Sit.”
Josiah settled in the pew and took her hand. The hardwood pew was uncomfortable on his ass. It wasn’t helping his hard-on in the least. “How are you doing?”
She gave him a puzzled look through the tears. “I’m fine.”
Josiah frowned. “What is it?”
“You seem different.”
“I’m not.”
Momma hummed to herself. “We’ll see.”
The funeral took an eternity. The air was thick with sobs and sniffles. Josiah was sorry his bitchy old aunts were gone, but he couldn’t shed a tear for them. He had at first, despite the fact the only memories he had of them involved some sort of pain inflicted on him and his little brothers. His heart had moved past grief and was ready for revenge. He shot the occasional look over his shoulder at Sarah. Fuck, she was so beautiful. He needed to be inside her. No amount of mourning could drive the desire away. He felt possessed, but by what he didn’t know.
His eyes widened as he concentrated on the pull. He remembered what Micah, Caleb, and Samuel had said about the power that possessed them right before they mated. This wasn’t it. Was it? He shook himself to his senses and then struggled to concentrate on the preacher’s message. His cock throbbing in his slacks made it the most difficult challenge he’d ever faced.
Once the service was over and the congregation dissipated, the seven Hallows were invited to carry the caskets to the waiting hearses. Josiah never took his eyes off Sarah. The obsession with her drove him crazy. He was satisfied to see her gaze locked on him. She seemed just as crazed as he was. She bit her swollen pink lower lip and then smiled. He didn’t pay a bit of attention to where he was going. A large, solid body stopped him cold.
Samuel glared at him from over his shoulder. “Seriously, Joe.”
Josiah looked up to find them all standing still at the back of the hearse waiting for the funeral director to direct them. He obviously missed the memo to stop. Sarah had that effect on him. “Sorry.”
Joshua glanced back and forth at the two brothers from the other side of the casket. “No. You’re kidding me. Joe too?”
Samuel smirked. “Mated? Not yet. I give it by the end of the night.”
Josiah snorted. “You’re fucking crazy.”
Each brother took a step forward at the director’s orders to slide the casket into the vehicle. Samuel smirked at him. “We’ll see.
The Hallows climbed into the waiting vehicles as the rest of the cars outside the church drove away toward the cemetery. Josiah fidgeted with his tie, then his phone, and then with his keys the entire way. Each brother riding with him shot him an annoyed look. His mind was filled with images of Sarah standing in the church. He imagined her naked on his bed, her face contorted in pleasure. The thought almost made him come. He glanced out the window for any sight of rain. He could use a shower, preferably a cold one. All he saw was a clear blue sky dotted with puffy cotton ball clouds. Shit.
The brothers and Littlefoot partnered up in groups of four to pull the caskets from the vehicles and carry them to the site. There were more prayers, more words. Josiah needed to escape. He needed out of these formal clothes. He needed his naked skin against Sarah’s. It was all he could think about. The instinct to fuck drowned out every word the priest said.
He turned around and searched the crowd. He knew Sarah had been there. She had stepped out of a little red convertible and joined the crowd. He watched her every step. But then he turned away. Now she was gone, but the desperate need for sex wasn’t.
“Hey man.”
Josiah nearly jumped out of his skin. Visitors to his aunts’ gravesites were stepping carefully across the lush green grass to their cars. He had pretty much missed the entire internment. He also didn’t see Micah move from his spot on the other side of Momma until he was right beside him. Josiah cleared his throat. “Yeah?”
“Need a ride home?”
Josiah spoke before his mind thought it out. The words that came out weren’t his own. “Go ahead. I’ll find a ride later.”
“How?”
“I’ll figure it out.”
“Ok, Joe. If you need me, call. Okay?”
Josiah gave him a smile. “Sure, Mike. Thanks.”
Micah walked away. He stopped long enough to take Eve’s hand in his before they finished their trek to the Jeep. One by one, his family members disappeared. Josiah smirked. He was all alone in the cemetery. It was time to go on a hunt for a beautiful leggy blonde. And he wasn’t going to stop until she was screaming his name and begging for more.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Three
Sarah wandered through the small crowd at the carnival. The sound of one calliope tune clashing with another filled the air. The warm scent of corn dogs and funnel cakes tickled her nose. Her stomach growled in protest. It didn’t matter how good they smelled. She was training. She’d have to pass.
She smoothed her black sleeveless dress as she walked along the street. She had planned to go home and change before she came to the fair. Then she thought about blowing the whole thing off, crawling into her pajamas and binge watching that new hot series everyone was talking about. No one would miss her appearance at the academy’s bake sale. But that deep, primal desire that seeped into her nerves and consumed her led her there after practice. She didn’t know why.
A pang of guilt pierced her heart. She stood Josiah Hallow up, plain and simple. He told her to meet him after his aunts’ interment ceremony in the cemetery. She watched him look for her. Once the minister tore his attention away, she hopped in her car and drove off. If she’d waited for him, she most certainly would have given into him. All her unholy thoughts would have become reality. She just couldn’t do that.
Besides, she would have been late for practice, if she made it at all. Her trainer hated it when she was late. She was too close to her event to be missing practice.
Sarah stopped when she heard a chorus of young voices call for her. She waved at the three little boys riding on the carousel. She barely made out their frantic arms waving back before they disappeared around the turn. She laughed. She would see the smallest, Timmy, in her classroom on Monday morning for summer tutoring. It had only been a couple of weeks, and he had already made remarkable progress in his reading. And Sarah was going to fully enjoy the in-service day she would have tomorrow.
She waited for them to reappear. They almost fell off their horses when they excitedly greeted her again. Her smile faded as the butterflies in her belly took off in a swarm. A couple of horses back, she could have sworn she saw Josiah still dressed in his dress shirt and slacks. The tie was long gone. The amusement ride concealed him before she was certain. She waited. She started to tremble. The images of her dream, of the moment they shared in the coatroom, filled her memory. She couldn’t swallow past the lump in her throat.
When the horse came around again, the man was gone. She shook her head. Did she imagine it? Was the burning lust she felt messing with her mind? The ride slowed to a stop. Children whimpered as parents picked them up and carried them away. Sarah stared at the carousel as her mind went blank. She took a step toward it and then another. She didn’t do it by her own free will. Something pulled her there. Before she knew it, she paid for a ticket and stepped on board.
The platform beneath her feet lurched as the carousel started. She looked at the horse she clung to. Should she climb on? She didn’t know.
Sarah was aware of the hard, masculine body pressed against hers before the deep voice rumbled in her ear. Her heart beat out of control as a warm breath brushed her ear. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“Josiah,” she whimpered.
She felt his hands caress her hips as he held her even closer. His lips wandered the curve of her neck. He nipped at her flesh and then soothed the bite with his tongue. She tossed her head back against his shoulder and moaned in surrender.
“Do you want me to stop?” he questioned.
Her mouth opened before a coherent thought entered her brain. “Never. Please.”
“Please what?”
“Please don’t stop.”
“Your wish is my command.” He let go of her hip to caress her face. He tilted it and parted her mouth with his. She was so lost in his kiss, she never noticed that he wound the reins of the carousel horse around her hands gripping the saddle of the wooden animal until the leather tightened around her wrists.
She pulled free from him in panic. Her head spun as the ride whirled around in its path. “What are you doing?”
“Relax.” Josiah smiled at her. “Just smile at that nice mom and little boy a couple of rows up. She keeps glancing back here.”
She felt Josiah’s fingers skip up her leg under her skirt. They trailed up her inner thigh until he reached the edge of her panties. He nudged the fabric aside far enough to slip a finger deep inside her. He rubbed circles around her clit as he pumped in and out of her. Her core tied itself in a knot as she bucked against his hand.
She gasped. “Josiah.”
“Just watch them. See? Mom just glanced back here. Smile. That’s my good girl. Smile because she has no idea what I’m doing to you.” He slid another finger inside her and picked up the pace. She whimpered as she opened her legs farther apart. It had been forever since she had sex. It was her college boyfriend, to be specific. Since then she had buried herself in her job and the church. She never ever felt pleasure like this. She never wanted it to stop.
She fought to focus through the haze of pleasure. The boy was too young to be in her class, but the mother looked familiar. Was it Timmy’s mom? By the glare on the woman’s face, she sure hoped not. Mommy suspected something was going on. Sarah forced a saccharine sweet smile on her face as a tremor raced through her.
She bit her bottom lip as the knot in her belly unwound, drowning her in a fiery rush. Her knees buckled. Josiah’s body pinning her to the horse kept her from collapsing. She could feel the hard ridge of his cock pressed against her ass. He rocked his hips against her a couple of times as she settled from the orgasm.
He pulled his hand free and then straightened her dress as the ride slowed. He untied her hands and tugged her against him again. “Where do you live?”
Sarah swallowed hard to get her voice back. “Eight blocks south of here. It’s near your aunts’ house.”
“Too far. I need to bury myself inside you now.” He took her hand and led her off the carousel when it came to a stop. He tucked her against him as they made their way through the crowd. His hands caressed her as he held her close, his fingers trailing across her hip, her belly, her ribs. Not in her wildest fantasies could she imagine a man like this wanting her. He was hard, masculine, daring. His aunts called him a degenerate, and she understood why. The problem was that, at the moment, she didn’t mind him being one.
He chuckled as he stopped them. “Perfect.”
“What?” she questioned. An ache burned inside her that needed his touch.
“See that?” He pointed at the large, gaudy painted façade in front of them. “The haunted house is down for repairs. One of its cars is missing a wheel. We’ll go in there.”
“But…” Sarah objected.
“What?” Josiah asked.
“It’s in the middle of the fair. What if we’re caught?”
Josiah nuzzled against her ear. His breath was hot. “I hope they do find us. Fuck, you’re beautiful. I need you now. Let me please you like I did on the carousel. Do you trust me?”
She hardly knew him but nodded anyway.
“Come inside with me. I want to strip you naked. I want to fill you. Come with me, Sarah.”
She stared at him as he took her hand and stepped toward the haunted house. Josiah Hallow was living, breathing temptation. He wasn’t kidding when he called himself a beast of Satan. His sweet words were promising a night of sin. She wanted him. She would follow him into hell if she had to.
“Miss Merit.”
Sarah was torn from her trance when she heard her name. She pulled from Josiah’s grasp and turned toward the voice. A rotund, bald man a little shorter than her stood there, his wire glasses perched on the tip of his nose. Despite the warmth of the summer evening, he wore a striped sweater vest and a beige pair of slacks. Of all the people she had to run into, it had to be the principal of the church school she worked for.
“Mr. Rothsberg.” Her voice gushed out faster than she hoped. “How are you tonight?”
“What are you up to, Miss Merit?” he countered.
“Enjoying the carnival. You?”
She noticed Mr. Rothsberg stare over her shoulder. “Who’s your gentleman friend, Sarah?”
Sarah glanced over her shoulder. Josiah grinned back at her. His strong arms were crossed over his chest. He was intimidating. By the way her principal stepped back, he must have thought so, too. “This is Josiah Hallow. I was friends with his aunts.”
“I see.”
She heard the footsteps behind her moments before Josiah wrapped his arm around her waist. He extended his other out to the principal. “It’s good to meet you, sir.”
The principal let go an irritated huff as he shook Josiah’s hand. Mr. Rothsberg glared at Sarah. “Miss Merit, please remember that the way you behave directly reflects my school. I suggest you finish here and wish your friend good night on the midway.”
Sarah frowned at the older man, baffled. Where was all this hostility coming from? “Yes, Mr. Rothsberg. Good night.”
She watched him go. The lust that possessed her screamed for her attention, but her principal’s words echoed in her mind. This was a bad idea. It was time to part ways with Josiah Hallow before she lost her career, maybe even her soul.
Josiah’s voice was like the roll of thunder in her ear. “It’s time. Come with me, Sarah.” He left a feather trail of kisses along the curve of her neck. His erection nudged hard against her hip. The memories of her dream reminded her in vivid detail of what it would feel like between her lips then driving deep inside her. She whimpered in anticipation.
He took her hand in his and pulled her deep into the crowd surrounding them. The faces were a blur as she tried to focus on the man holding onto her. He didn’t look around to see who might be watching them when he lifted the bright orange cord that barricaded off the broken amusement ride. They were going to get caught for sure. She had no idea how the hundreds of people milling around the carnival grounds missed the pair climbing the steps and slipping between the heavy black curtains into the attraction. It didn’t seem logical at all.
The inside of the haunted house was dark and damp with a rotten, musty smell. The only light came from the beams of sunset that broke through the cracks of the flimsy walls. She tightened her grip on Josiah as they followed the single steel rail that ran along the floor. Then she gripped his arm with her other hand and clung to it. His fingers brushed her thighs and then swiped across the swollen flesh between her legs. She moaned at his touch.
The sound turned to a scream as she stopped face to face with a hairy statue with fangs bared. The fur it was covered in showed spots of decay. It was missing a claw or two. It still scared the crap out of her. She shook in fear.
Josiah wrapped her tightly in his arms and clamped a hand over her mouth. “Do that and someone will find us in here.”
She pried his hand off her mouth as she took in that particular area of the attraction. It had been decorated as Dracula’s gaudy parlor room. There was a nicked up antique desk complete with rickety chair next to a gold-framed full-length funhouse mirror. An aged burgundy velvet chaise lounge was shoved against a flimsy plywood wall beneath a fake window painted to be a night sky full of bats. There were smoked over picture frames hung on peeling mauve striped wallpaper. The images were just shadows behind the dust-caked glass. Her voice was shaky. “I don’t like this stuff. I hate werewolves.” She glanced across the rail to another mannequin dressed in a suit and cape. Its pale face sported another vicious set of fangs. “I hate vampires too.”
“The werewolf comment is a little harsh, don’t you think? I mean, I’m not a big fan of vampires either. Fucking bloodsuckers aren’t worth shit. But there’s nothing wrong with werewolves. It’s a bad representation, really.”
“Didn’t mean to offend. I didn’t know you were a big fan of…”
Her words were cut off by his mouth descending on hers. The hand that had covered her scream slid down to caress her throat. He squeezed slightly before dropping it to caress her breast through her dress.
She wove her fingers into his long dark hair and pulled him into another kiss. The feel of his lips on hers set her on fire. She craved his taste. He surrendered to her as he sunk into it with a moan. Having this strong, virile man at her whim gave her a rush she had never experienced before. He pulled her into his embrace for a long moment. Then he skimmed his powerful fingers down her body until he reached the hem of her dress. He nudged her away from him. A moment later the cloth of her dress flew past her eyes. Josiah dropped the garment on the ground and then sank to his knees.
“What are you doing?” Sarah asked in a shaky voice.
“You are so pure. So innocent. It’s almost a shame that I’m about to taint that.” Josiah slid her panties down her legs. “Have you had sex before?”
“In college.”
“Was that the last time?”
“Yes.”
He cupped his hand around her thighs and then dragged his tongue lazily across her nub. She shuddered as she gripped onto him. “I want you ready for me. Granted, I already made you come once. But I’m not your average guy.”
Her head fell back as his mouth feasted on her. He slipped a couple of fingers inside her and rocked them in and out. She felt the tension build quickly in every nerve in her body. Without a thought, she unclasped her bra and let it slide down her arms. She pinched and twisted her nipples as his pace quickened.
“Oh fuck, baby,” he groaned. Sarah looked down to her feet to find him gazing at her. One hand was still busy pleasuring her. His tempo never stopped ever with his other hand wrapped around his bare cock. She missed the sound of him undoing his zipper. He stroked himself as he watched her. “Don’t stop. Touch yourself. Pinch. Tug. Imagine my teeth nibbling at you. Imagine my hot breath on your skin.”
Her eyes fluttered shut as she continued to play with her nipples. She heard his breath deepen. He growled as he dug his fingers deeper inside her. He flicked her nub as the sound of flesh slapping flesh filled her ears. She was teetering on the edge. Her nerves tingled.
Josiah’s voice was almost inhuman. It was feral, primal. “Come, Sarah. Come for me. I’m going to come.”
She bit her lower lip to muffle her cry as her body exploded in pleasure. She barely made out his grunts. She saw the glisten of moisture on his free hand in the dim light. Seeing him kneeling at her feet, his eyes glazed over in ecstasy from his own orgasm, sent one last tiny shiver through her. He was sexy kneeling like that. It was too bad they experienced this apart and not joined.
Josiah wiped his hand on his slacks as he rose to his feet. His cock still stood proud and erect against his untucked dress shirt. The smile on his face terrified her and excited her all at the same time. He reached into his pocket and pulled free the tie he had been wearing at the church. She stared at him, wide-eyed. He chuckled as he circled her, studying every naked pore as he did so. She shivered at his gaze. She didn’t know why, but she felt like prey. It didn’t seem like the first time Josiah Hallow was the big, bad hunter either.
She tried to follow him and meet him step for step. He laid a hand on her shoulder to still her. “Don’t move. I want to look at you.”
“I’m not a cow at the county fair,” she countered.
“No, you are a masterpiece.” He caressed her arm, trailing his fingers down the length of it. He was just far enough away for her to feel void without the feel of his body against hers. His touch grew firm as he gripped her wrist. Then he captured her other wrist and pinned them together. Something soft and smooth wound around them and then bound them tight. Her breath hitched. That was why he took out his tie.
He kissed her shoulder. He brushed her hair away from her neck and feathered his lips across her skin. She trembled at his touch. It wasn’t just his eyes that explored her. His hands fondled her breasts then her rump. He pressed his palm to the small of her back. “Bend over. Ass in the air.”
She glanced over her shoulder. “Why?”
His chin brushed her cheek as he growled in her ear. “Do as I say. Trust me.”
Sarah shook her head, baffled, as she folded herself at the waist. She winced at the awkward angle her arms bent in with her wrists tied behind her back. Josiah rubbed her ass then squeezed. “Fuck. So fucking beautiful.”
He kneeled once more to dive his tongue into her folds. She gasped at the invasion. He lapped frantically for a few moments. Her belly clenched tight as another explosion of ecstasy built inside her. She balanced on the precipice. She wanted, no needed, to come. And she was at his mercy.
Josiah stood again and gripped her hips. The material of his slacks scraped against the back of her thighs as the tip of his cock dipped inside her. Just the little bit of him stretched her further than she imagined. He rocked against her, driving him deeper. Her knees buckled. He wasn’t all the way in and filled her completely. Her mind went blank. Her body ached to envelop him, to feel him in her soul. The only thing that existed in her world was the cock impaling her.
“Tight. So tight.” Josiah groaned. He let go of her ass. She whimpered in protest. Fingers clenched her hip then slid beneath them. He rubbed circles around her clit. His strokes were slow and hard. He sunk in deeper with each thrust. She looked up at their reflection in the funhouse mirror. He was fully clothed in his Sunday best as he drove into her. She was bare as the day she was born, bent over with her rump nestled against his groin. She looked like the whore her mother warned her never to become. But she liked the image in the mirror. She didn’t want to be a whore. She wanted to be his whore. She rocked back the best she could to meet his thrusts. He groaned. He was finally buried to the hilt.
The flicker of his touch on her nub, their reflection in the mirror and the erection she swore was tearing her in two, shoved her over the edge. She bit her lip to muffle her cries. She grabbed the chair as Josiah clenched her hips. He grunted as his pace quickened to a frantic tempo. She felt him swell. Her body clenched tight around him as another hot wave dragged her under. His body stiffened as he throbbed his release inside her.
Sarah panted as he pulled free and then wrapped his arms around her. Her captured wrists pressed against his damp cock. She nudged the thick erection with her pinky finger. Her fluid and his seed mingled on his flesh. She twisted her hands until they wrapped around it tight. She struggled to pump up and down. He hissed at her embrace.
“Fuck, Sarah. That feels so good. Seeing you bent over, so obedient, taking my cock.” He groaned then tilted her head up to attack her neck with his mouth.
She fluttered her eyes open enough to take in Dracula’s sitting room. The lounge was angled just behind them. She took a step back into him. He staggered back.
His hand cupped around her throat to get her attention. “What are you doing, Sarah?”
Sarah stepped back again. Josiah tried to stand his ground and failed. It was an awkward gait, but it worked. The distance wasn’t far across the tiny stage of the haunted house. When they finally reached the lounge, she shoved him with her rump onto it, sprawling across him as they fell.
“What the fuck?” he demanded.
Sarah twisted herself until she faced him, straddling his lap with her legs. His erection still stood proud. She buried her mouth against his then traced his teeth with her tongue before knotting around his. She lifted her body, arching it to seek out his cock. She was empty without it. She needed to fill that void more than the air she breathed.
He growled. “Got problems, little girl?”
“Yeah,” she replied. The tip nudged the swollen flesh between her legs. Then it slipped away. “It seems you have control issues.”
“Maybe. I have a kink or two. I thought you were a good church girl.”
“I am. I don’t know what you did to me. This is wrong. But I can’t stop. I don’t want to stop. Please.”
“Please what?”
“Untie me.”
“Why? So you can control me?”
She dipped her lips to his again. He wove his fingers in her hair to draw her deeper. She rocked her hips against him. She sucked in her breath as her nub scraped across his flesh. She was about to come apart again.
Josiah bit at one of her nipples and then sucked it into his mouth. She moaned and bucked again. She rubbed against his naked cock wildly, seeking her own release. A growl rumbled from his throat. She didn’t care. She rocked harder as she panted. Her body shook. Stars flicked in her eyes.
He gripped her ass and lifted her. She felt his fingertips on her folds and then the tip of his massive cock. He clenched her waist and drove her down on him to impale her. She cried out at the invasion. It took a moment to adjust to the thick erection embedded deep in her body. She started to bounce. Each time sent a shock of ecstasy through her. She rode him as he sat back against the chaise. He caressed her ass as he moaned. Seeing him watch her as she pleased him was a bigger turn on than him taking her from behind.
Sarah felt a tug on her wrists. The tie fell to the floor. “Touch yourself.”
She stared at him through hazy eyes. She couldn’t object. All she could do was slide up and down the length of him.
He continued. “Your breasts. Your clit. You’re beautiful. Revel in it. I want to see you fondle yourself.”
Sarah wrapped her palms around her breasts and kneaded the flesh. She tucked her head and managed to run her tongue across her nipple. She couldn’t disobey. At the moment, he was her deity. She sold her soul to the devil, and he took her to paradise.
Josiah bucked hard. He pulled her hands free then latched onto her nub. She cradled his head to her breast. His suckling sent another fiery burst through her veins. She cried out as she came. He clamped his hand over her mouth and with his other hand, he clenched her ass as he arched hard and deliberate. He cursed and then groaned. He snarled. She felt him throb as he released. No condom sheathed him, not that it could. She felt his lips wander the curve of her neck. Then he spoke. It was like he could read her mind. “Relax, baby doll. I can’t get you pregnant, and I can’t carry the shitty sexually transmitted diseases humans pass around to each other.”
“You act like you’re not human.”
He stared her in the eye. She got lost in his chocolate brown gaze. “Just trust me.”
Unfamiliar voices drifted into the dim room. They were too close for comfort. They said words like wheel and wrench and running in an hour.
Josiah nudged her to her feet and then stood also. He scooped up her dress, panties, and bra and handed them to her. Then he carefully tucked his still hard cock into his pants and zipped them up. “Dress. We’ll go back to your place.”
Sarah kneeled to slip on her panties. “We can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“That nice, bald man you introduced yourself to earlier? He’s my boss, and he has some archaic philosophies on his single female teachers. If he gets word that I took a man back to my apartment to be alone, he won’t ask questions. He’ll fire me immediately.”
Josiah scowled. “I don’t like how he looked at you.”
“What does it matter to you? He’s harmless. But my place is out of the question.”
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her long and deep. “Here’s the thing. I didn’t drive myself to the funeral. And my family has gone home. So I either stay with you, or I’m homeless for the night. And I’m not done with you yet. I’ve barely whet my appetite.”
Sarah’s breath came out in a rush. Her heart felt like it was going to explode from her chest. “What about your place?”
“What about it?”
“What if I take you home? You don’t live in town, do you?”
Josiah chuckled. “Umm, no. I don’t.”
“So let’s go to your place.”
The sounds of boot steps on the metal stairs echoed through the haunted house. “Sure. But I drive. We’ve got to go. Someone is coming.”
Before Sarah could object, Josiah took her hand and led her through the rest of the dark maze and to the emergency exit onto the sunset bathed midway.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
Warm morning sunlight bathed the wood plank floors of the cabin. Josiah stretched his legs as he broke free from the sleep stupor that still held him in a firm grip. Things penetrated his senses one by one. This was his bed. It was thick and warm. His scent permeated the sheets and pillows. It wasn’t just the smell of body wash or aftershave. There was an underlying musk there, too, that was unique to the Hallow men, and it drove women wild.
Speaking of women, a firm, soft ass was nestled against his hard cock. But this was his bed. He never brought women to his cabin. They couldn’t get attached if they didn’t know where he lived. He wanted to keep it that way. That was until now, he guessed.
His memories went to the night before, of the long drive home that got longer when they pulled over in the woods to have sex. For being a good church girl, Sarah rode him in the driver’s seat like a wanton harlot. He wanted to feel her full red lips on his erection, but she resisted. Baby steps. It would take encouragement, but it wouldn’t be long before she was bobbing up and down on him.
He kept his eyes pressed shut as he caressed her ass cheeks around his erection. For only meeting her the morning before, he could navigate her body like he’d been exploring it for years. In a few short hours, he knew her flesh as well as he knew his own. He hissed as he pumped up and down. He could feel a knot burn in his belly.
Sarah laid perfectly still against him, but he heard her moan. “Stop rubbing against me. Put it in. Please.”
Josiah slid an arm under her leg and lifted it. He braced it on his shoulder as he arched his hips and thrust. He sunk his lips into her shoulder as he pushed deeper. Despite the hours that they fucked the night before, she still was clenched tight around his cock. He groaned as his hips picked up the pace. He needed to think about something else. Anything else. If he didn’t, he was going to come in a matter of seconds. But nothing came to mind. His mind demanded one thing. Sex. And the only woman in his universe right now was the one in his bed.
He ran his hand down her arm until his fingers interlaced with hers. He guided her to her clit. He rubbed circles around the nub with the pad of his thumb. She shuddered in his arms as she clenched harder around him. That was a good sign. His balls ached to release.
“Play with yourself,” he demanded.
“Josiah,” she protested, her words just a breath.
“Touch yourself. Please yourself. I want you to make yourself come.”
He didn’t have to open his eyes to feel her resistance to his command. Her body tensed and not in a good way. It told him she didn’t want to do such a thing. She freed herself from his grip. Then he felt her fingertip join his. Her circles mimicked his. She whimpered at her own touch. She pinched her nub harder as she slammed her ass against him.
He fluttered his eyes open as he wrapped his arms around her tight and held her to him. She thrashed in his embrace. He could tell she was getting herself off as she bounced against him. She was almost there. And when she did he was going to thrust deep, hard, and violent until he joined her.
He noticed something on her back. It didn’t stop his momentum. Molten fire filled his veins. His eyes fell out of focus as he strained to see it. The edge of a tribal tattoo was inked along the width of her shoulder. The design trailed off to between their bodies pressed tight against each other to seek every inch of pleasure they could take. She didn’t have it yesterday. He’d taken in all of her beautiful back and ass as he drilled into her from behind in that haunted house.
“Shit,” he murmured.
“What?” she questioned.
Josiah’s gaze drifted from the mark to the hand nestled between her thighs. Her fingers rubbed herself, him, the spot where their bodies were joined in a frenzy. She quaked as she gripped the pillow beneath her head. He watched her for a moment as he drove deeper into her. She was teetering on the precipice. She was inexperienced. Yet something possessed her to wait for his command.
He wrapped his hand around her throat to pull her tight against him. He pressed his lips to her ear. “Come for me.”
She screamed as her whole body convulsed. Seeing her engulfed in her orgasm was the single hottest sight Josiah had ever experienced. He stroked hard into her. He grunted as his body stiffened. He buried himself to the hilt deep inside her. His cock thickened then throbbed. His balls clenched. He groaned in her ear as he released.
They lay still for several long moments. His body vibrated with the rush for far longer than any other woman he had been with, and he had been with some freaks. Sarah turned her head and shifted herself until she could press a kiss against his chin. He pulled free and then cradled her to him. She curled up against his chest with a sigh.
Josiah inhaled deeply and held the breath as he studied her back. There it was, embedded in her flesh. The tattoo ran from rib to spine and from shoulder to waist. Done in black ink, it was an angular tribal pattern. There were claw marks slashed in the middle. He slowly let his breath go in a sigh. Sarah was such a good girl. How was he going to explain that she was eternally bonded to a beast of Satan?
“Josiah,” she said softly.
“Yes?” he answered.
She sat up out of his arms and stared down at him. “I want you to know that I’m not normally like this. I don’t sleep around. Actually, I don’t think much of women who do.”
“Maybe you should broaden your horizons.”
“Maybe I should go. I don’t know why I’m here in the first place. My conscience has been screaming for me to run. But something is keeping me here. Something I can’t explain. I can’t escape it.”
“Have you ever thought the temptation was too great? That possibly you aren’t as perfect as you believe yourself to be?”
“No. Because this is not the way I want to be courted.”
“Courted?”
“Yes. Courted.”
“Welcome to the twenty-first century. Nobody fucking courts anymore.”
He noticed her wince at his words. He huffed. “What is it?”
Sarah frowned. “The f-word. I don’t like it.”
“Well, I hate to break it to you, but my brothers and I use it in about every sentence we speak.”
She glanced around her. “Where am I, anyway? It was dark when we got here. Am I still in the United States?”
“You’re at our camp where we live. You’re about an hour south of the border.”
“And that trail will take me back to the highway to Bemidji?”
“Yes.”
She scuttled off the bed and stood. “I need to get back to town.”
“Going so soon?” Josiah fought the mocking tone from his voice. “You don’t want to stay and cuddle?”
“It was amazing, but I shouldn’t be here.”
“Beautiful, you’ll just come running back.”
“Sex with you wasn’t so good that I would abandon every belief I’ve held since I was a child.”
“As a matter of fact, fucking me is that good. But you’re in for a bigger surprise, sweetheart.”
He could have sworn he heard a growl escape her throat as she stormed into the bathroom. He gripped the comforter in his fists as he waited in silence. It wouldn’t take long. It wasn’t like he had a luxury bathroom. He lived in an old summer camp cabin deep in the Minnesota north woods, for fuck’s sakes. They weren’t known for their five-star accommodations.
He heard the toilet flush. Then the faucet turned on. The rush of water didn’t drown out the scream. The door frame shuddered as she threw the door open. Her sapphire blue eyes, the ones he lost himself in as he drove into her over and over all night, stared at him in terror.
“What did you do to me?” she demanded. Her voice pitched high as it shook.
“Just calm down,” he told her softly.
“Calm down? You cursed me. I should have known better than to sleep with you. Now you put some mark of Satan on me.”
Josiah rolled his eyes. “The seven beasts of Satan is a euphemism.”
“Then how did you tattoo me in my sleep?” Sarah strained to look over her shoulder. “You used evil magic on me. I am screwed. One night, one stupid night of lunacy with a total stranger and I’m going to go to hell. No amount of penance is going to save this.”
“Oh, calm the fuck down.” Josiah climbed out of bed. Sarah gasped at the sight of his cock. He was still hard as a rock. At least now it made sense to him. “Your chances of going to hell are the same as they were before we fucked each other’s brains out. I am not sent from the devil to drag you to eternal damnation.”
She frowned at him. “You seem to be an expert on eternal damnation.”
Josiah shook his head as he sighed. He clenched his hands to his hips. “You’ve spent time with my aunts. My mother is the exact same way. I’ve had Bible lessons shoved down my throat since I was born. My maternal grandfather was a preacher.”
“Then how did it get here?”
Josiah took a deep breath. Here it was. Confession time. “My maternal grandfather was a preacher. My paternal grandfather is a werewolf. The haunted house makes sense now, doesn't it?”
She glared at him as she huffed. “Obviously you’re a minion of Satan. He’s the Father of Lies, and I’ve never heard a bigger whopper than that one.”
“Believe what you want to believe, sweetheart. What I know is fact is that you’ll be lying in this bed tonight and I’ll be buried inside you.”
“Don’t count on it.” Sarah scooped her dress and pulled it on over her head. She didn’t bother with her shoes. She grabbed the pair and her purse and headed out the bedroom door.
Josiah shook his head as he pulled his slacks over each leg and fastened them. Was this what each of his little brothers went through? He followed the same path he guessed she took from the cabin. He wound around his leather sofa and armchair, each draped with a pumpkin orange and black checked throw. He avoided colliding into the steel scrap coffee table with his shins. Then he popped open the screen door with his hand and stepped outside.
Sarah was already to her little coupe. He could hear her grumble from where he stood on the deck of his abode. All six of his brothers and his mother were witness to Sarah’s escape. Momma held the same wide-eyed gaze she did when Meg, Eve, Delilah, and Henry made their explosive arrivals into their lives. Caleb, Micah, and Samuel had smug grins plastered on each of their faces. The youngest three looked baffled like always.
The tires of her car tore up the earth below them and shot it across the camp as she sped away down the trail. Samuel chuckled. “Where’s she going?”
“How the fuck do I know?” Josiah answered.
“Who gets to give him the lecture?” Caleb asked. He puffed his chest out and dropped his voice to mimic his brother. “You need to move her up here. You can’t risk exposure. Blah blah blah blah fucking blah.”
The rest of the brothers broke out in laughter. Even Momma giggled. Josiah snarled. “Go to hell, Cay.”
Micah leaned against the rail of his own cabin and crossed his broad arms over his chest. “Calm down, Joe. Cay’s just giving you a taste of your own medicine. It’s kind of hard to wrap the concept that you’re bound to someone for eternity when your oldest brother is barking in your ear. On top of that, barking things we already know by instinct. The pull tells us she’ll be back. It feels like your soul is being ripped out when she’s gone. Your body is on fire with lust. It sucks just to breathe. And the same thing is happening to her. So being lectured while we’re sorting shit out in our heads.” His grin grew wide. “Well, I don’t need to tell you, do I?”
Josiah growled. “No, you do not.”
“My best advice? Go take a nap. You’ll be up late tonight. And the night after that. You might get a good night’s sleep in about three months.” He shoved off the deck and then descended the steps. “Come on, Abe. Let’s go work the bugs out of that app.”
The youngest Hallow bitched loud enough for them all to hear as he followed Micah into the family building. Momma and the rest of the brothers disappeared as they returned to whatever they were doing when Sarah stormed out of there. Josiah sighed. Maybe he was one of the devil’s minions. He was in hell. There was one thing he knew. That nap sounded good. He strode back into his cabin, slamming the door behind him.
He stripped off his slacks and crawled across the mattress. The pillow still smelled like her. The scent would haunt his dreams. He pulled the covers over himself and snuggled against it. His eyes grew heavy. His mind filled with images of the night before. He dreamt of her, her taste, her touch, and the way it felt to be inside her. He didn’t dream about women he slept with. He couldn’t get enough of her.
He bolted up in bed out of his deep sleep and searched his bedroom. The hair on his arms stood on end. There were very few werewolf traits they held tight to while they were human. It was probably a good thing. They would kill someone in the cage if they kept the beast’s strength. But they were ever hyper-aware of their surroundings. It didn’t matter what form they took. And at the moment, he sensed that someone was watching him.
He sighed as he found his youngest brother, Abraham, standing in the doorway of his bedroom. By the deep breaths Abe was gulping down, it was evident he just got there. Josiah rubbed his eyes. “Why the fuck are you standing in my bedroom?”
Abraham’s words were a breathless, scrambled mess. “Leroy’s dead.”
“What the hell do you mean he’s dead?”
“Micah just found it on Duluth’s news. Come see it for yourself.”
Josiah gripped the sheet to toss it off him. He stopped himself in the nick of time. “Want to give me a minute?”
“What do you need a minute for?”
“I’m buck ass naked, Abe. Unless you want a good look at my cock, you might want to step outside.”
“Fuck, gross.” Abraham stomped into the living area, shutting the bedroom door behind him. Josiah scooted across the mattress and stood. He stepped over the discarded slacks on the floor. He wanted comfort. He dug out a pair of sweatpants from the top drawer of his unfinished oak dresser and tugged them on without briefs. The constant erection wouldn’t tolerate the friction of even the softest cotton at the moment.
Josiah threw open the door and motioned for Abraham to follow. The two Hallows strode across the camp to the family building. They took the steps two at a time before storming inside. Micah sat at the computer, his eyes focused on the website of one of Duluth’s television stations plastered across the screen.
Josiah rounded the desk and studied the story from over Micah’s shoulder. The photo didn’t show much. It was easy to tell that it took place in the club where Leroy liked to hang out. Bar stools lay on their sides. The place was filthy. There was a limp, pale hand lying on the floor. Josiah recognized the pretentious gold ring Leroy always wore.
“Did someone finally get pissed that Leroy cheated him?” Josiah questioned.
There was hesitation in Micah’s voice. “Not unless their idea was to drain every last drop of blood from him. He was found this morning on the club floor. He was still alive and kicking at two o’clock this morning when the bartender left him, Rock, and Cort alone.”
“Did the police question them?”
“Of course. But I’m sure they didn’t ask to see their fangs. Poor clueless bastards have no idea they’re dealing with vampires. And it gets better. It says in the story that they released Leroy’s name after they reached his next of kin. And who was listed as his next of kin? His business partners, Rock and Cort. Then it says Rock and Cort now have sole ownership of all of Leroy’s business ventures including the promotion.”
“We now fight for them?” Abraham asked, his dark brown eyes wide.
Josiah looked at him from over his shoulder. “We? You had one fight. And at this point consider that it until we figure this all out.”
Abraham huffed loudly before he tore out of the office. Micah glanced up at Josiah. “You need to cut him some slack, Joe. The kid’s got talent.”
“The kid is twenty-one. I want one of us to be as normal as possible. I want him to have a chance. Dad didn’t fight. He married. He raised kids. He didn’t find his sanctuary in a chain-link cage. We were all dealing with Dad’s death. Abe was too young.”
“He was old enough.” A high-pitched ding turned Micah’s attention back to the screen. He grasped the mouse and clicked a few times until his email account was open. “Oh, fuck.”
“What?” Josiah demanded.
“I just got an email from the undead.” He tapped once to open it. He was quiet for a long moment. Josiah strained his gaze to read the message over his shoulder. The letters were just a jumble. “They’re calling the fighters together for a meeting tonight. Ten o’clock. Well after sundown.”
“Shit. Email them and tell them to screw themselves.”
Micah looked over his shoulder. “Sam won’t go for it. You know that. This whole thing between them and Sam has gotten personal ever since we all figured out Henry might be the Heka. He isn’t going to back down.” He shook his head. “Henry embodies the spirit of his ancient evil Egyptian ancestor. A magician for the Pharaoh no less. Could our lives get more fucked up?”
Josiah sighed. “I’d say no but look at our track record as of late. So yeah, probably. I’ll go inform Sam of the email and tell him to get ready to go. Just us, though. The mates need to stay behind this time. I don’t want anything to happen to them. I’ll call Littlefoot to send reinforcements up from the reservation to protect them.”
“All four of them took off this morning to fuck knows where.”
“What do you mean they took off? They can’t do that without us. And four?”
“Calm down, big bro. Don’t blow a gasket. Henry moved back from Duluth. I guess he arrived last night. And Littlefoot went with the four of them wherever they took off to. I’ve texted Eve to ask where she is. She tells me it’s just an errand.”
“Right.”
“That’s what I think too, but she’s not opening up. She’s keeping something from me. I hate it when she does that.”
Josiah rubbed Micah’s shoulder. “I’ll try to pry it out of her.”
“Thanks.”
Josiah gave him one last smile before he stepped out of the office and left the family building. He directed his steps toward Samuel’s cabin. He changed course almost immediately. He sped up his pace to match Eve’s as she hopped up the porch steps to her cabin and slipped through the door. His large body in the threshold kept her from closing it.
She jumped, startled at his presence. She patted her chest to compose herself. “Hey, Joe. You just scared the shit out of me.”
“Sorry about that. Where have you been, Eve?”
She shrugged and looked away. Josiah huffed. She was indeed hiding something. He examined the skin around her nostrils for the telltale signs of cocaine. He found none. “Just ran an errand with the other mates. That’s all.”
“Just an errand.”
“Yep.”
“You do know there are bloodthirsty vampires and werewolves out there. And they made it clear as crystal that killing our mates is number two on their agenda. It runs a close second to obtaining the amulet. It had better have been a fucking important errand. So fess up. You want to keep secrets from your mate, fine. It’s cruel as hell but fine. But you will not hide things from me. You will not put this family in danger.”
He watched as her blue eyes filled with tears. He had been harsh. He knew that. But Eve sometimes needed a bit of tough love to get it through that thick skull of hers that they needed her. She sniffled then spoke. “Where’s Mike?”
“In the office in the family building. Why?”
A fat tear cut a path down her cheek. “Meg, Dee, and I went to Noah for pregnancy tests. Henry tagged along.”
“And?”
She sighed heavily as her gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m pregnant. So are they.”
Eve let out a little squeal when he wrapped her in a crushing hug. He felt her wiggle in his arms until she hugged him back. “You’ve been trying for so long. Why are you keeping it from Mike?”
She looked up at him. “What if I miscarry?”
He tilted her head up a bit higher to stare her in the eye. “Eve Hallow, miscarriage is not an option. You will carry that baby to term, and you will give birth to a beautiful boy or girl that will be so loved by its mother and father and all of its family. But I understand your fear. And you don’t want to break my brother’s heart. If you want to keep quiet about it, then your secret is safe with me.”
“Really?”
“I promise. But don’t keep it from him long.”
“I won’t.”
“Are Delilah and Henry back too? I have to talk to Sam without distraction.”
“I think they just got back. So good luck. I’m sure Dee has told them, and they’re probably celebrating the way Hallows do. So you might want to cover your eyes. They’re more than likely naked.”
Josiah chuckled. “Thanks for the warning. And congratulations. Mom.”
Eve’s cheeks tinged red beneath the wet streaks left by her tears. “Thank you.”
Josiah nodded farewell as he stepped outside and closed the door behind him. His thoughts filled with images of Sarah, of her cradling a baby in her arms. His baby. Shit. Did he even want to be a father? He shook the thought from his head. At this point, it didn’t matter what he wanted. His only job was to keep his mother, his brothers, and their mates safe and to stop whatever war was on the horizon. He hurried his way toward Samuel’s cabin. It was time to disrupt the new lovebirds and give Sam the news about their late-night meeting with the vamps. Nothing like being the bearer of bad tidings. Sometimes being the oldest really sucked balls.
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Five
Sarah wasn’t going to sleep. It just wouldn’t happen. It wasn’t the summer heat that stuck to her flesh like a second skin. Her skin was damp with the humidity that hung thick in the air. It wasn’t the crickets that played their outdoor symphony.
She sighed as she dropped on her sofa in an oversized T-shirt and a pair of panties. No, it was the man whose bed she shared the night before. It was the memory of him inside her, his mouth tasting her, his touch setting her on fire. She spent hours after mass that morning praying in the hopes she might have a ghost of a chance to save her soul from the sensual minion named Josiah Hallow that the devil sent her way. She spent at least an hour in the shower scrubbing the mysterious mark she now wore across her back until her skin was raw and bleeding. Nothing took it away. And nothing drove out the raw need for sex that now possessed her.
She fled the campground that Josiah called home and never looked back. She drove home as fast as she could and then changed her clothes. She stayed curled up in a ball on that very sofa until it was time to train. She rarely wore a T-shirt when she practiced. It restricted her movement. But there was no way she could let anyone see the tattoo. It would raise too many questions she couldn’t answer.
It was after she went home and took her torturous shower that she learned that the promoter she was fighting for had died. She knew he just partnered up with two gentlemen from the east coast. Those men demanded to see the fighters they now promoted that very night. Sarah’s mind jumbled. Her body ached. She couldn’t possibly make the long drive to Duluth. The two of them gave her the creeps for some reason. Besides, he might be there. Samuel Hallow was the main event. Shortly after their hot make-out session in the church coatroom, Sarah figured out who Josiah Hallow was. He coached the Hallow brothers that fought. That was all of them but him, and he had quite the colorful career in the cage.
She messaged them back and told them she was sick. Then she waited for the fallout. The new promoters didn’t seem very tolerant. She didn’t think they would take her absence well. They might even throw her off the card.
Instead, they replied that they understood and wished her a speedy recovery. It seemed a little odd. Maybe they weren’t as bad as she thought.
The pounding on the door nearly scared her to death. She glanced at the clock then the door. It was almost midnight. She stood and crossed the room. She huffed at the lack of a peephole. Living in such a small town led the landlord to believe the holes were unnecessary. At the moment, she really wished she had one. She didn’t have many friends. Edna and Edith were pretty much it. No one should be paying her a visit this late at night.
The door was barely open an inch before whoever it was on the other side shoved it open. Her lips were taken captive. The kiss left her breathless. Her body arched hard against the one who held her. The scent of male musk and the great outdoors filled her nostrils. She knew the taste that tangled with her tongue. Her hands wandered the hard, muscular planes beneath the thin cotton. Her body ached to be possessed in a way she had only known since she met Josiah Hallow. She didn’t have to ask who it was. Her mind raced. She never told Josiah where she lived. No one really knew. How did he find her?
He answered her question as he nibbled on her earlobe before she could voice it. “The pull led me here. I just gave into primal instinct. Instinct led me to your door. Are you going to send me away?”
Sarah gasped as he ran his tongue down her throat before he feasted on her neck. She lifted her foot blindly to kick the door shut and then cling to him. “Please,” she begged.
He lifted her and guided her legs around his hips. She could feel the tip of his cock nudge her through the thick denim and thin cotton to where she wanted it the most. He pinned her tight to the wall to free his hands. He gripped her T-shirt and tore it off over her head.
She watched as he gazed at her body. “Fuck.”
“Josiah.”
“So beautiful. So fucking beautiful.”
Despite the fact she hated his constant cursing, the way he said it turned her inside out. He scooped her breast in his palm and nipped at the bud before he sucked it into his mouth. She threw her head back against the wall as she whimpered. He lavished the same attention on her other breast. She shuddered at his touch. She didn’t know how much more she could take.
He slipped a hand beneath her and squeezed her rump. She didn’t know where his other hand went. She felt it somewhere between them occasionally flicking against the swollen flesh between her thighs. She heard his belt buckle clank as it was unfastened, and then his zipper slid down. There was a bit of tugging, but she hardly noticed. His mouth never stopped roaming her exposed skin. She felt his bare cock nudge her right before he impaled her.
She buried her fingers in his long, dark hair as she clung to him. She didn’t need to move. His hard, deep strokes set her on fire. The friction of her naked body against his nearly clothed one, the feel of him inside, set her on the edge of ecstasy. He gripped her hips to pull her closer with each thrust and then moved her just the way he wanted her to penetrate her further. The sound of his panting against the curve of her neck filled her ears. Her eyes fluttered closed as she surrendered to him.
Josiah nipped at her jugular as he drove further, burying himself entirely inside her. The sensation of his teeth scraping her skin coupled with the way his cock swelled set off a blaze inside her. She cried out as she peaked. She knew her neighbors heard her. She didn’t care. Her conscience screamed at her how bad this was. Her body and soul demanded him. It craved him. If he was Satan’s minion, she was lost forever.
Sarah heard his grunts as he slowed his hips. His brow creased as he throbbed inside her. Then he laid his damp forehead on her shoulder. A moment later he lifted it to gaze in her eyes. He was still thick and hard buried inside her. She ground against his erection.
“You want more?” he questioned with a grin.
“No. Yes. I mean…” Sarah’s voice trailed off.
Josiah rocked against her. Another sweet jolt tore through her. “Which is it?”
“How did you know where I lived?”
“I focused my mind. I followed the pull. It brought me to your door.”
“The pull? This thing that possesses me, the one that makes me think of you in very unholy ways, terrifies me.”
“Unholy ways, huh? Like me fucking you against the wall like this?”
“Josiah,” she chided.
“What?”
“I told you. The language.”
“Beautiful, eternity is going to suck if you’re constantly picking at every little thing I fucking do.”
She frowned. “Eternity? We’re not even dating. I’m not sure I want to marry you.”
“Marry me? Oh, Sarah. You have no fucking clue.”
Sarah gritted her teeth. “Would you stop saying that word please?”
Josiah wrapped his large hands around her rib cage as he drove deeper into her. She gasped then moaned. “Which word? Fuck? Like I’m doing to you now?” His pace picked up as he pressed her against the wall. Sarah gripped tight to him as she balled his shirt in her hands. With each stroke, he muttered the word “fuck.” Did he do it to irritate her? She had no idea. The guttural sound of his voice with each stroke drove her crazy. Her orgasm hit her hard and fast. His bruising grip on her as he slowed his pace with a couple final strokes told her that he finished also.
She looked up in his eyes and lost her breath. The way he gazed at her made her heart flutter. It was the way the hero would stare at his heroine in the movies. Was she imagining it? She had to be. She barely knew this guy, and when he was around, she didn’t act herself. She acted wild. And what scared her most was that she was starting to like the way she felt.
He kissed her long and deep. Their lips were joined so long that she was out of breath when they parted. “Bed,” he whispered.
“Pardon?”
“Your bed. Where is it? The sight of you nearly naked against this wall is amazing. But I want skin on skin. I have to put you down to get myself undressed.”
“Down the hall past the kitchen.”
He pulled free from her and then grabbed her rump with both hands. She held tight as he carried her to her room and then set her on the bed. She stared at him, transfixed, as he pulled his T-shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor. Patterns of ink were embedded into his skin. Tattooed guys had always turned her off. This one turned her on.
He grinned at her as he pushed his jeans and briefs to the floor. Sarah gazed at his hard cock that stood erect against his belly. She licked her lips. That voice in the back of her head, the one that warned her that he was sent from the devil himself to lead her astray, the one that was getting harder and harder to hear, screamed at her to stop. She had never done this before. But that force that possessed her made her want it in the worst way. She lifted herself to her knees on the mattress and wrapped her fingers around his cock.
Josiah hissed at her touch. “What are you doing, Sarah?”
She glanced up at him once more. Then she leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the tip of his cock. She ran her tongue down the length of his erection. The taste of their union lingered as she enveloped him in her mouth. She bobbed her head up and down as she sucked. She had to look ridiculous to him. She had no idea what she was doing.
Josiah growled as he threaded his fingers in her long hair. “I thought you never do things like this.”
Her lips made a popping noise as she let go of him. “This is the first time.”
“You are doing a fucking fantastic job. The best I’ve ever had.”
“Have you had many?”
“Let’s not go into that now.” Josiah cupped his hand behind her head and guided her back to him. She opened her mouth obediently to accept his length. She braced her hands on his thighs as she licked, kissed, and sucked him. He shuddered then bucked. Sarah coughed at the intrusion but never stopped. She looked up at him and took in his hard, muscular body swirled with color. His head was thrown back, and his eyes were closed. His lips moved in some sort of silent benediction. Suddenly he pulled her off him.
“What’s wrong?” she questioned.
His eyes looked like fire as he nudged her back on her rump. He kneeled between her splayed open legs and then hovered over her. He kissed her hard enough to bruise her lips. It felt wonderful. “It’s your first time. I’m not going to subject you to the rush you were about to get. Mmm. I can taste you and me on your tongue.”
“Don’t you need to release?” she asked. She could barely hear her own voice.
He chuckled. Then he descended on her. She arched her back and neck as he drove into her. Her body molded against his. “I’m going to release. Don’t doubt that. And I’m going to take you with me.”
She clung to his shoulders as his strokes pierced her deeper. Another fiery rush pulled her under its wake and drowned her in a pleasure she had never experienced before. Every thought fled from her mind but one. To mate with this glorious man buried inside her. His panting and her mews were the only sounds she could comprehend. She was lost for good. She never wanted to be saved.
»»•««
The high pitch chirp of an electronic canary filled Sarah’s dreams. That and the deep, mysterious Josiah Hallow. It wasn’t like they were at a specific place and time. He was just there, touching her, kissing her, whispering his everlasting love and affection to her. There was quite a bit of creamy white satin floating around. She wasn’t sure what its purpose was. It felt incredible on her skin. And it made the whole scene more sensual.
“What the fuck is that noise?”
The voice that rumbled through Sarah’s slumber belonged to the man kissing her at the moment, but it wasn’t him. It was really not just a mirage in her head. The dream Josiah faded from her mind. A strong, steady beat thudded against the palm of her hand. It was muffled by warm, hard flesh and a soft tuft of hair.
The canary song played its irritating song once again. Sarah pried her eyes open and looked around. Her search ended when she met Josiah’s stare. Her head was still pillowed on his shoulder. One of his hands caressed her rump. The other slapped her bedside table angrily.
“When I find that fucking noise…”
“Stop.” Sarah sat up and stretched across him to reach the table. She gasped as he caught a nipple in his mouth and began to suck. She wrapped her phone in her fist as she cradled his head closer with her other hand. Desire flooded her, leaving her light-headed.
“Josiah,” she protested.
He let it go with a smack of his lips. “I’m not about to let an opportunity like that pass.”
She took a deep breath as his thumb rubbed the swollen spot between her legs. She struggled to focus on the screen of her cell. Her lust froze solid as she read the message. “Oh, no. This is bad.”
Josiah guided her back to her side of the bed and then sat up. Sarah gripped her phone tighter. Tears stung her eyes. Her blood ran cold. Her nerves quaked. She knew being with him was bad. Why couldn’t she walk away? Why couldn’t she say no?
“What’s up?” he asked.
“It’s from Mr. Rothsberg. He wants to see me immediately. He says he has a video of me acting inappropriately at the carnival. With you.”
“So?”
Sarah flew out of the bed and threw her phone on the mattress. Her voice pitched high as she shouted. “I’m going to lose my job. No one will hire me. What am I supposed to do?”
“You’ll move into my cabin. My brothers and I will come down and get your things this weekend.”
Sarah huffed. “You can’t be serious.”
“I’m deadly serious.”
“I’m not moving in with you.”
“Why not?”
“For one, I hardly know you. And I’m not going to move in with a man unless he’s my husband.”
This time it was Josiah’s turn to crawl out of bed. “Slow your roll, beautiful. I have enough on my plate right now. I have a brother to train for the fight of his life. I have to keep my family safe from some pretty scary shit trying to kill them. I have to save the world from being destroyed by bloodthirsty creatures.”
Sarah’s laughed in disbelief. “Wow. Save the world? You think a lot of yourself, don’t you?”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Probably not.” She scuttled across her bedroom to her dresser to find underwear. Once she had them on, she headed for her closet. She grabbed the first dress she could find. She didn’t bother straightening her hair. She’d brush it on the way to school. She picked up her purse and then turned to face him. He still stood beside her bed, stark naked.
“Where are you going?” he demanded.
She stood tall to stand her ground. She hoped he saw her that way. She was quaking inside. “I’m going to go try to save my job. You found your way here. You can find your way out. Goodbye, Josiah.”
Before he could get a word out, she was out the door and down the hallway of her apartment toward the door.
»»•««
The school building was empty when Sarah arrived. She glanced at her cell. It made sense. The other teachers wouldn’t arrive for their summer teaching sessions for another hour. She let out a heavy sigh. At this hour of the morning, Mr. Rothsberg could fire her without another soul knowing. At least he was saving her from the public humiliation. Not that it would stay quiet for long. Rumors had a bad habit of spreading fast in the little town.
She concentrated on the click of her sandals on the tile floor. She needed to get Josiah Hallow out of her mind. He was the cause of this mess, and she was probably going to lose her job because of him. But something inside her, something she didn’t understand and couldn’t explain, needed him so bad it hurt. It wasn’t the sex, even though it was a near constant craving. She couldn’t help to think those arms that wrapped around her as he gave her pleasure beyond imagination would hug her tight and bring tremendous comfort while she was this troubled and afraid. She wanted to lay her head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat. She wanted him to make this all go away. That pull that drew her to him insisted that he could.
She rapped her knuckles on the frosted glass door. “Mr. Rothsberg?”
A voice inside greeted her. “Come in, Sarah.”
She twisted the knob and pushed the door open. Mr. Rothsberg sat behind his desk with his hands folded in front of him. He was dressed in a different sweater vest and slacks combination than when she had seen him at the fair. A thin sheen of sweat slicked his bald head and brow. File cabinets with piles of paper towering on top lined the office walls. Even though smoking was prohibited anywhere on the school grounds, the room reeked of pipe tobacco. One lone tarnished cross was the only Christian symbol in the religious school office, and at the angle it hung, it looked like it was an afterthought.
He motioned to the faded, threadbare chair across the desk from him. “Please. Have a seat.”
Sarah settled on the edge of the seat. Her stomach churned. Her heart fluttered. She had wanted to teach since she was a child, and now it was possibly coming to an end. She wove her fingers together to keep her from wringing her hands.
Mr. Rothsberg leaned toward her and then shook her head. “Sarah, we have rules. We have standards. The parents who pay to send their children here need to know their children are in the best hands.”
“I understand that Mr. Rothsberg,” Sarah responded.
“So you understand why your behavior is unacceptable.”
Sarah felt her cheeks burn. Deep down she hoped he thought it was because she was uncomfortable with their discussion. Because she was. “Mr. Rothsberg, I don’t know what behavior you’re talking about.”
He gripped the edge of his flat screen monitor and spun it toward her. It had to be the only item he had that was produced in the twenty-first century including his clothes. “You were probably not aware that there were cameras in the haunted house where you and your friend…well, you know what you did. It seems that in other towns the carnival company had troubles with local teenagers defacing attractions that were broken down. They certainly didn’t expect what they found when they looked at the tape from that night.”
She felt her blood run cold. Unwittingly, she and Josiah made a sex tape. And she was going to lose her job over it. She swallowed hard as he punched the keys on his keyboard with his pudgy fingers. He obviously had a vendetta to humiliate her. He was taking it personally, and she had no idea why. The thought that he watched her in an intimate, passionate moment with Josiah horrified her.
His brow creased deep. “What? It worked this morning. I left the video on my desktop. No matter. I’ll take it from my email.” There was more clicking in the silent office. She heard him curse under his breath. She couldn’t remember hearing him ever curse before in all the time she had worked there. Cursing was forbidden within the school walls. “The email. It was just here. It’s not it my trash. It’s like it never existed.”
Sarah slowly exhaled. “So there’s no video.”
Mr. Rothsberg gritted his teeth as he spat out the answer. “No.”
She sat up straight in the chair. “So you have no evidence that I did anything wrong?”
“No. I don’t.”
She fought back a smile. “Well, then. I’ll be going. I have students to prepare for.” She briefly nodded and then stood. She turned her back to him.
“What is that on your back, Sarah?” Mr. Rothsberg questioned. He rose from his desk. She could feel his gaze on her skin as he approached. She had grabbed the first thing she could find in her closet to escape her lover. She didn’t realize it was the dress with the sheer lace across her upper back. She never wore it to work. It was more for a fancy night out. It displayed the new pattern embedded in her flesh clear as day.
“Mr. Rothsberg…”
“We have a strict rule about tattoos.”
“I can cover it up.”
“And you make another mistake like this? No, Sarah. This insubordination is too much.” He wrapped a hand around her bicep then pulled the office door open. “Please clean your things out of the classroom. Thank you for all you’ve done. You are no longer needed at my school.”
The words he spoke didn’t register over the sudden, violent bout of nausea she felt. She held her breath to hold back the bile that burned the back of her throat. Of course, being fired devastated her. But was it enough to make her sick?
Mr. Rothsberg escorted her out into the hall and then slammed the door shut behind her. Her belly stilled in an instant, as if it was never upset. The whole thing was beyond bizarre. She shot one last look at the frosted window and then hurried down the hall to gather her things.
She kept her emotions in check as she dropped her few belongings in an old box that held reams of paper. It had once held recycling. Now it held her things. Her eyes checked the time on the clock mounted to the wall. She needed to be gone before any students arrived. The fact a few no longer had a teacher wasn’t her problem. It was the principal’s. He could figure out what to do with them. She was certain that what happened was illegal. She knew there was a guideline to cover tattoos, but it wasn’t a hard and fast law. The physical education teacher had an eagle on his forearm he rarely covered. But Mr. Rothsberg seemed suddenly determined to get rid of her, and she had no idea why.
Sarah held it together until she stepped outside into the bright sunlight. Josiah leaned against his beat-up truck across the street from the sidewalk leading into the school. He was so sexy with his broad arms crossed over his chest. His long, dark hair was held back with a leather cord. His gaze locked on her. It undid her.
The tears burned her eyes as her steps slowed toward him. She clenched the box to her chest and bit her lower lip.
“So what did he want?” Josiah questioned.
Sarah took a deep breath to dam back her sobs. “He said he had a video of you and I in the haunted house.”
Josiah laughed. “He had it. He doesn’t now. My sister-in-law, Eve, is a master hacker. She got into the school’s computer network and destroyed every copy of the video. Except one. I have that one.” He cocked his head to the side. “So why do you have a box of your shit?”
She let a whimper escape. “He saw the tattoo on my back. He fired me over it. I got so upset I almost threw up. I didn’t think it was that bad, but it must have been.”
Josiah frowned. “Was he touching you?”
“Yes.”
She watched his face contort in rage. “I am going to kill that fucking son of a bitch.”
“Josiah.”
He shoved off the panel of the truck and stalked toward her. His voice was a low growl. “When some who want us sexually touches us after we mate, we get violently ill. So that asshole probably fired you because you fucked me and not him.”
“Mr. Rothsberg? Wanting to sleep with me? You’re insane.”
“Am I?”
Sarah stared up in his eyes. The intensity there frightened her. That, coupled with the emotions raging inside her after being fired, finally broke her. Tears slipped down her cheeks, cutting paths down her skin. “What am I going to do?”
She dropped her head as she started to cry. She never noticed Josiah move. He was stealthy, almost like a predator. She didn’t realize she was wrapped tight in his arms until the musky scent of man and evergreens filled her senses, and the soft cotton of his T-shirt comforted her. The cardboard box she held was squished between them. He took it from her and tossed it on the ground so he could hold her tight to him. He caressed her hair as she sobbed into his chest.
“Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together,” he consoled.
“This is my problem.”
“I’m right here with you. I’m not going anywhere.”
She didn’t know how long he stood there and held her in silence. She listened to the steady beat of his heart as she cried.
Sarah looked up when he spoke. “I’ll call my brothers. They can be here in a couple of hours. We’ll pack up your stuff and get you settled in at my place.”
She pulled out of his arms and wiped her cheeks. “I said no.”
“You aren’t working for him anymore. You don’t have to protect your precious reputation any longer.”
Sarah shook her head in disbelief. “I’m not trying to protect my reputation. You didn’t listen to me. I’m not moving in with a man until he’s my husband. End of discussion.”
“Sarah, you need to see reason.”
She took a step backward away from him. She picked up the cardboard box off the ground then clung to the box in her arms like it was her lifeline. “Goodbye, Josiah.”
Before he could say anything, she spun on her toe and hurried down the sidewalk, away from the school.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Six
Josiah surveyed the mob from the doorway of the club. Just like Samuel hoped, the place was packed wall to wall. He searched for the ancient decanter of clear liquid, the substance that fueled a building-wide orgy the last time they were here. It was high up on a shelf above the rest of the liquor. Nobody’s drink was getting a boost tonight. It didn’t stop several couples from banging each other’s brains out right there on the dance floor, though. Whatever it was, it had a strong hold on those who drank it, and it didn’t let go.
He took account of his family as he followed Sam to the stage. Eve, Meg, Henry, and Delilah stood at the base of the stage. Littlefoot and his nephews built a human wall around them to keep them safe from the crowd. Josiah had tried to stop the four of them from coming. Three pregnant women trapped in a place like this didn’t bode well for him. Samuel, Caleb, and Micah overruled him. It seemed like they were doing that quite a bit lately. Ever since Rock and Cort showed up at their camp, they were reluctant to leave their loved ones behind in case they came back. Momma was even sent to visit Littlefoot’s family for the night. It was probably for the best that his little brothers spoke up on behalf of their families. He sighed as the stench of stale beer hit him. His mind was other places as of late.
He glanced around at the near naked bodies that surrounded him. His stomach lurched with every fingertip that touched him. He was more than grateful that Sarah wasn’t here. If he could help it, she would never step foot in this place. As Bible-thumping as she was, she would drop dead, mortified, just inside the threshold. The sex and debauchery would leave him without a mate for certain.
Every day for the last two weeks mirrored the previous one. In the morning they fought over her moving in with him. She fiercely stood by her morals. He accused her of being ridiculous. He would spend the rest of the day fuming, wondering what the mystical power that bound them to their mates was thinking. There couldn’t be a woman on the planet more infuriating than Sarah. She didn’t listen to reason. She still called him Satan’s spawn. She was exactly a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree opposite of the kind of woman he wanted. Eternity with a woman like this was going to be hell.
But as soon as night fell, he was at her door. They spent every night wrapped tight in each other’s arms with him deep inside her. All of his anger and animosity faded away. He wasn’t evil in her eyes anymore. At the midnight hour, he was her savior, her entire world.
Once the sun rose, the whole frustrating cycle started over. It had been the longest two weeks of his life, and it didn’t look like it was going to let up anytime soon.
Josiah bit back the bile burning in his throat as he looked up at the stage. Bowser McNamara, Sam’s opponent, and his team were ascending the opposite staircase for his weigh in. He leaned toward Samuel’s ear so his little brother could hear him. “It’s show time,” Josiah shouted over the noise as he nudged Samuel up the stairs. Samuel gave him a brief nod and then stormed up them. Josiah and the rest of the Hallow brothers followed on his heels.
Josiah’s gaze locked on Rock and Cort as they presided over the scene on the stage. He watched Bowser strip down to his fight shorts and step on the scale out of the corner of his eye. Samuel and the rest of his brothers stood stone still on the edge of the stage. The only one who fidgeted was Abraham. He was probably watching a couple getting it on.
“Two hundred and sixty-five point five pounds,” the announcer shouted into the microphone. Bowser stepped off the scale and then turned to sneer at Samuel. He finished it off with a dog bark.
Samuel shouted across the stage. “I will smack that look off your face.”
Josiah tore his attention from the vampires. He wrapped his hand around Samuel’s shoulder and nudged him toward the scale. “He can’t hear you. Save it for the cage.”
He followed two paces behind Samuel as the younger Hallow strode across the stage. The cheers and catcalls were near deafening. They got louder as he slowly peeled his clothes off. Josiah did the best he could to fight back the eye roll. Each garment came off slower. Henry and Delilah stared at Sam with their eyes wide and mouths gaped open. There was no doubt Samuel was putting on a show for his mates. There was nothing wrong with that, other than the two murderous bloodsuckers behind them and fuck knew how many roaming the crowd. They needed to get out of there quick.
“Sam, get on the scale,” Josiah demanded.
Josiah watched as Samuel stepped on the scale and stood still. The place fell silent as they waited. The physician muttered to the announcer who then called it out to the crowd. “Two hundred and sixty-four point five pounds. This will be an epic battle. Let’s face off, gentlemen.”
Samuel took a step backward off the scale and then spun around to face Bowser and his team. Josiah glanced back to the others to signal them to join him and Sam. He smiled to himself. He didn’t get a nod off before the other five brothers strode across the stage to them.
Bowser stepped up to Samuel until their noses almost touched. “I’m going to crush you, Hallow. Then I’m going to feast on your bones.”
“I’m gonna put you down like the dog you think you are,” Samuel replied. “You won’t be getting up, son. They’ll have to carry you out.”
Bowser shoved against Samuel with a snarl. Samuel stood his ground, his whole body like rock. Even though not one of the Hallows moved, the security guards grabbed hold of the teams and pulled them apart. Josiah ripped free from the hold and growled at the thug who had constrained him.
“Drop into fight stances for pictures, boys,” one of the guards instructed.
Both fighters dropped into fight stance. The club lit up with the flashes from a room of cell phones. Once the place was dark again, they were ushered to opposite sides of the stage. Josiah handed Samuel his clothes and then once again took stock of their surroundings while Samuel dressed.
“Where’s Cay?” Samuel asked. Josiah turned and stared at him, confused. Then he counted the brothers surrounding them. He only got to six, including himself and Sam.
“He took off to take a leak before we go,” Abraham reported.
Samuel crouched down to pull on his boot. He looked up at Josiah and Micah. “Can you get Dee and Henry safe through this crowd to my truck? I’ll go get Cay.”
“We’ll get them out,” Josiah replied. Samuel pulled his second boot on with a grin and then raced off the stage toward the restrooms.
Josiah leaned into Micah so he could be heard over the noise. “Better go get the mates.”
“After you,” Micah replied.
Josiah glanced the raucous crowd, the nearly naked women who already reached out to touch him. He growled at Micah. “You’re an asshole.”
“Noted. Welcome to the club. You’re the newbie to this touch and hurl phenomenon. That means you go first. Go.”
Josiah huffed angrily before he charged into the crowd. Fingertips brushed him. His stomach quaked. He sucked in his breath as he shoved his way through to Littlefoot and his nephews. They broke their human wall just enough to let him and Micah through. He wrapped one hand around Henry’s bicep and his other around Delilah’s.
“What the fuck?” Delilah protested. “Where’s Sam?”
“Getting Cay’s ass out of the bathroom,” Josiah answered. He looked past Littlefoot and his nephew’s. “Something’s possessed this crowd. There are vampires out there. I’m sure as fuck not going to let you wander aimlessly among them and let you become their next meal. Or let them get their slimy fingers on Henry so they can exploit whatever the fuck he is. Let’s get out of here and go home.”
Micah escorted Meg and Eve through the crowd before Josiah, Delilah, and Henry. Littlefoot and his nephews flanked them on each side. It was awkward shuffling through the mob like that. It was worth the inconvenience. It took quite a bit of effort to touch any of the mated. He would get through the night without emptying his guts on the floor.
Once they were outside in the warm summer night, they broke off toward their vehicles. Josiah paced to his truck and then turned back to the building. The mystic pull, the one that dominated his soul since Sarah stepped into his life, demanded that he get in, fire up his truck, and break every speed limit until he was in her bed. His promise to his dad to protect his family rooted him to the street. He snarled. This was hell.
He whipped his cell from his pocket and woke it to check the time. “Where the fuck are they?”
Ezekiel frowned. “Can vampires bite werewolves?”
“Shit. Fuck. I’m going to go find them.” Josiah jogged back to the door but stopped dead in his tracks when Caleb and Samuel strode outside. Samuel had a death grip on Caleb and dragged him along. Caleb, typically the most foul-mouthed, ill-tempered of the bunch, didn’t fight back. By the way they growled at each other, something went down inside on the way to the can.
“What’s going on?” Josiah demanded.
“We’re not talking about it.” Samuel sent one last glare at Caleb before he climbed in behind the wheel of his truck beside Delilah. “Let’s go home. I need some sleep.” The engine roared to life and he sped down the streets. The taillights faded into the night.
Josiah turned to Caleb. The rest of the brothers, Eve, Meg, Littlefoot, and his nephews were already in their vehicles. “Want to explain to me what the fuck that was about?”
“You heard him. We’re not talking about it.” Caleb slid into the driver’s seat. He missed a couple of club goers by inches as he, too, took off down the road.
Micah slowed his Jeep next to Josiah. It was then that he realized he was still standing in the middle of the street. That was normal outside this bar. Most of the time the party spilled out into the street, especially on weigh-in night.
“Want to caravan home?” Micah asked. “Or are you going to Sarah’s?”
Josiah sighed. His responsibilities to his family were finished for the night. Hell, most of them were on the highway heading home. The urge that drew him to his mate clawed at his soul. It was about time to give in. “Sarah’s.”
“See you tomorrow then.” Micah shifted into gear and drove away. The loud noise of the crowd caught Josiah’s attention. A bunch of women, most of them hardly wearing anything, caught sight of him. Their gaze was hungry as they scrambled over each other to get to him. Did any of them have fangs? Was Ezekiel right in asking his question? Did vampires bite werewolves?
He wasn’t about to find out. He sprinted to his truck, jumped in, and fired on the ignition. After he checked the street quickly to assure himself he was the last Hallow there, he slammed his foot against the gas pedal. The truck flew down the road, away from the women before they could cross the street.
The streets of Bemidji were vacant when he pulled up to Sarah’s apartment a little before midnight. The raging erection the entire trip drove him insane. He was thankful for the mountain-sized pile of fast food napkins that accumulated in his truck. He ripped open his jeans on the outskirts of Duluth and then stroked himself the entire trip. He came twice and was still rock hard.
He climbed the stairs to Sarah’s apartment. He didn’t care what time it was. He knocked loudly on the door. He frowned when there was no answer. He gripped the doorknob and twisted it until the door opened a crack. The chain lock prevented it from going farther.
“Sarah?” he called into the apartment. At first, there was silence. Then he heard a soft groan.
“Sarah,” he shouted as he rammed the door open with his entire body. The doorframe rattled as the lock shattered. He ran down the hall to her bedroom. She was curled up in the middle of her rumpled sheets dressed in a sports bra and a pair of sweatpants. She hugged herself tight as she whimpered.
He crawled onto the mattress and brushed the strings of hair from her face. “Baby, what’s wrong?”
She looked up at him. Her gaze was weak. “I’ve thrown up three times. I think it’s the stomach flu. You should really go. I don’t want you to get this.”
He stretched out on the bed and laid down beside her. He gathered her to him and held her tight. “You forget, I can’t get shitty human viruses and diseases. That includes the intestinal crap.”
She let go a laugh. “Because you’re a werewolf.”
“That’s right.”
“Or at least you believe you are one.”
“I am one.”
“Whatever.”
He chuckled. “When was the last time you vomited?”
“An hour or so ago. I’m feeling a little better. My stomach still hurts a little.”
“Does me holding you make it worse?”
She snuggled closer and nuzzled her face to his chest. “No, it makes it better.”
He smoothed her hair from her face. “Good.”
She lifted her head enough to check out his clothes. “You’re dressed awful nice. How was your brother’s weigh-in?”
“It went fine. He made weight. Tomorrow he’ll kick ass.”
“That’s good.” She laid her head on his chest again. “Do you fight?”
“Not anymore.”
“Why not?”
“I got into the cage with a couple douchebags. I got my bell rung too hard a couple of times. One time it took four days for me to come to my senses. My dad put me in charge of Momma and my brothers when he passed. I love to fight. But I can’t protect them if I’m a vegetable. So I coach them. I corner them during their fights. I protect them by making sure they know what the hell they’re doing in the cage.”
“They’re lucky to have you.”
Josiah gave a half-hearted laugh. “If they were lucky, they wouldn’t be in there. We’d be living quiet lives. And Dad would still be with us.”
Sarah was quiet for a moment. “What killed him?”
Josiah shrugged. “We don’t know. He just got really sick. We suspect cancer. We can’t get shitty diseases from humans, but Dad used to hunt along the farmland west of the woods when we were little before we could go with him. We suspect that he ate the game that fed on the fertilized fields and over time, the chemicals brought on the cancer. Just like that game, and humans for that matter, we’re not made to ingest that shit. Now me and my brothers hunt in the woods only.”
“I’m so sorry.”
He hugged her close. “Don’t be. It’s all in the past. I’m just looking to the future from here.”
She cuddled closer to him as he caressed her hair. He sighed as he watched her. His life was royally fucked up. It had been since day one. But the first time in his miserable existence, everything felt perfect. He was going to do everything in his power to keep it that way.
»»•««
The crowd in the stands overhead roared so loudly it shook the corridor walls beneath them. Josiah paced the dark, damp hallway. As soon as they arrived at the arena, Samuel hid in the locker room and forbade anyone to join him, including his mates. There had been tension between him and Caleb all day. When Josiah pressed Caleb to find out why, the younger Hallow told him to fuck off and stomped away.
Granted, it was late morning when Josiah returned to the camp. He didn’t get his alarm set on his cell before he fell asleep with Sarah in his arms. He woke up not to his phone but to her lips wrapped around his cock. He came before he could warn her. For supposedly being her first time, she took it like a pro. Seeing her wipe a drop from her lip then sucking it off her finger drove him crazy. He laid her back and drove into her until she screamed his name so many times he lost track. The perpetual erection was working in his favor.
She was anxious to get him out of the apartment, though. She almost kicked him out. She acted jittery and asked over and over when he would leave. Her behavior set him on edge, but he didn’t have time to dig into it deeper. He had to corner Sam to a win. He had to figure out whatever the hell was wrong between Sam and Cay. He had to keep his mother, brothers, and the mates safe from Cort, Rock, and their undead friends. Oh, and he was pretty sure the fate of the world was on his shoulders, too. At least that was the way the wind was blowing at the moment.
Josiah looked up to see Micah heading toward him. “Intermission. Halfway through.”
Josiah nodded. “Sam’s had enough time. He needs to warm up.”
“Sounds good.”
Josiah scooped up the bucket he left against the concrete brick wall. He dodged the fighters that wandered the halls. He twisted the knob to the door and quietly pushed it open.
Samuel sat on the long, wooden bench in the middle of the slate painted room. His eyes were closed, and his hands rested upward on his knees. His breaths were slow and steady. Josiah chuckled as he watched his brother for a moment. The loud, foul-mouthed Samuel was meditating.
He crossed the room and then laid a hand on his shoulder and shook him firmly. Samuel nearly jumped out of his skin.
“Hey, champ,” Josiah greeted. He picked up a roll of athletic tape and a pair of scissors and showed them to Samuel. “You’re still several fights out, but I thought we’d get your hands wrapped so you could warm up.”
Samuel nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
Josiah set the bucket on the floor and glanced around. He grabbed the back of the closest folding chair to him. He turned it around and then straddled it. He settled onto it backward. He gripped his younger brother’s wrist and set in on the narrow metal frame. Then he peeled the tape away from the roll and got to work wrapping it. They sat in silence as he wrapped Samuel’s first hand. He massaged the limb as he stuck the wrap to it.
As Josiah laid the first line of tape on Samuel’s second hand, Samuel broke the quiet. “Henry is the Heka.” He sighed. “Delilah and Eve did a genealogy search. They traced Henry all the way to the son of a bitch. And according to what they found, the Heka’s spirit is passed down from generation to generation.”
Josiah looked up at him. “Is that so?”
Samuel frowned. “That’s all you have to say? You wanted to kick him out of camp before.”
Josiah thoughts filled with images of his mate. He chuckled. “Yeah. Then Sarah came into my life. I couldn’t kick her out if I tried. The pull that possesses us won’t allow it and neither will my heart and soul. We need to keep up the research between the amulet and the Heka. We need to figure out why the vampires want it. Until then, there’s no reason to send him off. How are things going with you guys? I saw the ring earlier.”
“Couldn’t be happier. Seriously.”
“Are you expecting like Cay and Meg?”
Samuel cringed at Caleb’s name. Josiah dropped his hand and continued. “What’s wrong, Sam?”
Samuel sucked in a breath. “Rock cornered…”
The bang of the metal locker room door slamming open cut Samuel off. Joshua slumped against it, breathless. “Joe, you need to come out here. Now.”
“Why?” Josiah asked.
“Just come on.”
Both Josiah and Samuel leaped to their feet. They followed Joshua out of the locker room and through the dark corridors. The other four brothers stood at the mouth of the tunnel watching the fight happening in the cage. They all gave Josiah an uneasy look as he joined them. He focused his attention on the cage in the middle of the arena. Inside the chain link structure, two women traded wicked punches. Josiah blinked hard and then stared in disbelief. His mate, his Sarah, the woman whose body and bed he shared every night, the woman who shared his mark mating them for eternity, just popped her opponent with a cross. He felt his temper flare. His heart burned. She had meetings, huh? It was all a bullshit lie.
“Did you know?” Samuel asked.
Josiah’s gaze was locked on the cage. “That Sarah fought? No. I didn’t. I just knew she was a school teacher. She told me she had meetings every evening. She lied to me.”
“You didn’t see her at the weigh-in?”
“I was busy with you and trying not to get sick.”
Josiah’s heart dropped to his belly as the entire crowd gasped. Sarah’s opponent tagged Sarah with a cross on the chin. Even from the distance between the tunnel and the cage, he could see her eyes flutter shut. Her body went limp as she crumpled to the ground. Instinct took over, one he wasn’t used to. It wasn’t the insatiable need for sex. It was the desire to protect the woman he loved. He sprinted to the cage without a word, dodging drunks and women gossiping that loitered in the walkway to the center of the arena. He didn’t stop to check in with anybody. He flashed his badge on his lanyard as he hurried in with the officials. He was Josiah fucking Hallow, the head of the infamous Hallow brothers. No one questioned where he should be.
He hovered over Sarah as the doctors tended to her. Her eyes were slits as she peered out, confused.
“Sarah,” he shouted over the noise. He kneeled by her head to brush the stray strand of hair from her face.
She frowned. “Joe?”
“Who the hell are you?”
Josiah looked up to find two large, angry men dressed in jeans and black polos with a red logo embroidered on them by Sarah’s feet. “Josiah Hallow. Who the fuck are you?”
“We coach Sarah. We belong here. You don’t.” The smaller of the two took a step forward, nearly landing on Sarah. He motioned to someone behind Josiah. A moment later, Josiah was hauled to his feet. He struggled against the grip of the security guards, but no matter how hard he fought, he couldn’t get loose. They didn’t let go until they were well out of the cage. He spun at them to take them on once they let him go. Instead, he caught the scene in the octagon. Sarah hung her head in shame as her opponent’s hand was raised in victory.
He crossed his arms and huffed angrily as he stormed down the corridors of the arena. His mind screamed at him to get to Samuel. His little brother was his number one priority. But his heart, his soul, directed his feet elsewhere. He studied each locker room door until he found Sarah’s. Then he stepped back into the shadows, letting the dark envelop him. He didn’t need the ability to stalk his prey in human form. He’d hunted in the darkness since he was a child. The skill came naturally now. He waited in silence until she and her coaches shuffled down the hall to the room and closed the door behind them. There was yelling. Quite a bit of it. It flamed the fury burning in Josiah. He watched the coaches leave. After he waited a few minutes, he strode across the hall, opened the door, and slipped inside.
Sarah never heard him walk in. She sniffled as she picked at the tape on her hands. Her head snapped up when he spoke.
“You lied,” he accused. He tried not to shout. He did anyway.
Her voice was weak. “Joe, not now.”
“Meetings, huh? Was there ever a meeting?”
She was quiet for a moment. “No. I was training.”
“And why did you hide that from me? What else are you lying about?”
She stood up and crossed the room to him. Her glare was icy. “Because would you want me if I was a fighter?”
“I don’t have a choice.”
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Get out.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
She near shouted at him. “No choice? Is that what you think of me?”
“Sarah, please don’t start…”
She pointed at the door. “I said get out.”
“Fine.” He was out the door before she could say another word. He was certain that he heard her sob as he slammed it shut. He sighed. He wanted to comfort her. But he couldn’t tolerate her lying to him. He heard the crowd roar overhead. His main priority right now had to be Sam. He felt his heart crumble in his chest as he made his way through the fighters lounging in the hall. He found the rest of his brothers already with Samuel in the locker room.
Samuel’s mates kissed him goodbye before Micah motioned them out the door. Josiah caught Sam’s cold glare at Caleb before he turned to the oldest Hallow.
“How’s Sarah?” Samuel questioned.
“Shook up,” Josiah answered. “We argued. She’s pissed at me even though I’m not the one who lied. I can’t worry about it now. We’ve got work to do.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
Josiah flanked Samuel’s left side as the fighter led the brothers through the corridors to the arena. Micah was already standing there waiting for them. The dull thud of a loud heavy metal song shook the entire building. Samuel stood stone still with his eyes closed. Josiah’s mind whirled with strategies and worst-case scenarios. His brothers told him over and over that being the corner was nothing compared to getting hit in the face.
They had no idea how wrong they were. They listened to his commands and executed them to the best of their ability. In this game, they were the pawn, and he was the chess master. And it was his full responsibility to get them out of that structure alive.
An upbeat funk rock song filled the place. Samuel stormed into the arena. Josiah motioned for the other five to follow him. Josiah studied his brother. Usually, he had a shit-eating grin on his face as he headed toward the cage. This time he looked concerned. Worried, even. For the first time ever, it seemed like he had something to lose, and that made Josiah uneasy.
Samuel stopped short at the steps to the cage and then turned and gave Josiah a bear hug. He did the same to Micah. However, when he got to Caleb, it was an awkward squeeze. Josiah slipped on a pair of rubber gloves and then opened the container of petroleum jelly. As he smoothed it on Samuel’s face, he barked out last minute instructions. Samuel hugged him again tightly and then turned to the official waiting for him. After a pat down, he popped his mouth guard out for the official to see. Once Samuel was motioned inside, he ascended the steps to the cage.
Josiah shot a look at Caleb. “What the fuck is going on between you two?”
Caleb shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.”
The announcer held the microphone up to his mouth as he stood in the middle of the mat. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the main event for the number one contender position. The winner will face Felix Ross for the Heavyweight championship. In the red corner, from Saint Cloud, Minnesota, Bowser McNamara. In the blue corner, from northern Minnesota, Samuel Hallow.”
Josiah led the other two to their places on the other side of the cage from Samuel’s corner. The crowd almost deafened him. The ref motioned Samuel and Bowser to the center of the mat and gave instructions Josiah couldn’t hear. The two men man returned to their corners without shaking hands and waited for the ref to call out. “Fight!”
Samuel and Bowser circled each other a couple of times as they studied each other. Bowser sprung across the cage, throwing his punches erratically. Samuel ducked each of them and then countered with his own combo. His cross caught Bowser on the chin.
Despite Josiah’s instructions to get Bowser on the ground, the big man wouldn’t fall. A wild punch caught Samuel on the cheek and opened him up. A thin trail of blood dripped down his face and onto the floor. The horn announcing the end of round one blared shortly thereafter.
Josiah scooped up the stool beneath him on the ground and then he, Micah, and Caleb hurried up the steps into the cage. He set the stool on the mat moments before Samuel sunk onto it. He laid his head back against the fence and closed his eyes. Micah dabbed at the gash on his cheek with petroleum jelly while Caleb pressed a bag of ice against Samuel’s chest.
When Josiah spoke, Samuel opened his eyes. “Sam, you have to finish him. You might look like you’re winning by points, but I’ve never seen those judges before. We don’t know if Rock and Cort are influencing them against you. You have to finish Bowser off. Don’t leave it to decision.”
Samuel blinked at him. “Am I doing anything to him?”
“Yeah, he’s getting tossed around like a rag doll. But he’s solid. You probably aren’t going to knock him out. Get him on the floor.”
A second horn sounded for the beginning of round two. Samuel huffed. “Easier said than done.” He stood slowly. Josiah grabbed the stool and retreated from the cage with Micah and Caleb following after him. The referee glanced back and forth between Samuel and Bowser before he dropped his hand. “Fight.”
The two men shot out of their corners and stalked each other again. Samuel threw the first combo and beat on Bowser with all sorts of punches. Bowser’s head snapped back at least twice, but he was still steady on his feet. While he was dazed from the assault, Samuel sank to a knee, wrapped his arm around Bowser’s thigh, and then buried the side of his face into Bowser’s hip. Bowser didn’t move an inch. Samuel abandoned the single leg before he got caught under Bowser. Bowser drove him back into the cage and tied him up in a clinch. In the final moments, they shoved apart. Samuel fired off a head kick. The impact of the blow landed Bowser on his ass just as the horn ended round two.
Josiah had the stool in hand as he, Micah, and Caleb rushed back into the cage. He dropped it moments before Samuel slumped onto it. Micah dabbed at the reopened cut on his cheek. Caleb pressed the ice pack between his shoulder blades with one hand and offered a bottle of water to Sam with the other.
“Better,” Josiah instructed. “In my mind, you won the first two rounds. He’s confused. End it.”
“I will if I can get him off his feet.”
“He’s stumbling. Look for an opportunity. Don’t let it go to decision.”
The horn announced the third and final round. Samuel staggered his feet. Josiah swiped the stool from under him and then fled the structure with Micah and Caleb. Once the door was locked and the fighters were ready, the referee dropped his hand. “Fight.”
Josiah studied Samuel and Bowser as the third round started. There had to be a weakness to get Bowser on the ground. Just as he thought he saw it, Bowser’s foot slid across a puddle of his own sweat. He toppled to his knees on the mat. Samuel sprawled on top of him, using his weight to pin Bowser to the mat. He crawled on his back and then carefully slipped one foot alongside his inner thigh. After he did the same with his other foot, he slid his arm across Bowser’s throat. Bowser dug his chin into his chest to stop him. Samuel cupped Bowser’s forehead in his free hand and tilted his head up. He tightened his arm around Bowser’s neck and hooked his hand inside the elbow of his free arm. He scooped his free arm behind Bowser’s head.
Bowser flung himself on the mat to knock Samuel off and dislodge the choke, but Samuel held on for dear life. Bowser thrashed for a few moments but then tapped weakly against Samuel’s arm. Samuel didn’t let go until the referee peeled them apart. He hurried to his corner as the announcer, officials, and corners flooded into the cage.
Josiah pulled Samuel into a hug. “Great job, champ. Knew you could do it.”
Samuel laughed. It sounded weak. “I got lucky he biffed it on his own sweat. I’ve never seen someone sweat that much.”
“Yeah, but you took advantage of it. You didn’t give him a chance to get up. That’s what a champion does.”
Micah and Caleb hugged Samuel also and offered their congratulations. The referee waved both him and Bowser back to the center of the mat and then clamped a hand over each of their wrists. Josiah followed close behind.
The announcer stood behind them to address the crowd. “The winner by submission due to a rear naked choke, Samuel Hallow.”
The referee raised Samuel’s hand in victory. Once his arm was dropped, Samuel grabbed the microphone from the announcer and looked at Bowser. “I kicked your ass. I earned the number one contender’s spot. But I forfeit it. You win. Good luck with Felix Ross.”
He sent a cold glare to Cort and Rock as he dropped the microphone on the mat. He took a step back next to Josiah. Caleb stormed across the mat to him. He scooped up the microphone and glared at Samuel.
“I forfeit the Welterweight championship,” Caleb announced. He laid the belt on the mat and looked at Rock. “You can go fuck yourself, asshole.”
Micah joined them then and laid his belt on the mat beside Caleb’s. “I forfeit the Middleweight championship. Ladies and gentlemen, we refuse to work with the new management of this promotion. Therefore, this is the last time you will see a Hallow fight in this cage. Peace out.”
Samuel, Micah, and Caleb led the brothers from the cage. Once they were down the steps, Josiah shouted his apologies over his shoulder. Samuel and his mates were safe. They were a unified team again. All was right in the Hallows’ world. The ache that gripped Josiah tight in its mystical claws demanded he find his mate. He near sprinted past the crowd into the back to find Sarah.
He stopped cold when he found her still in her locker room. She was back on the bench, but she wasn’t alone. Rock and Cort were seated on either side of her, each with a wicked smile on his face.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” Josiah demanded. He thumbed over his shoulder toward the arena. “You were just out there.”
Sarah snarled at him. “Cort and Rock have given me the main event at their next promotion.”
“Over my dead fucking body.” He looked at Sarah. “Baby, you need to trust me right now.”
“You don’t have a say, Josiah.”
Josiah glared at each of the vampires. “Release her from this. Now. Or I’ll make you regret it.”
Cort chuckled. “You heard Miss Merit. You don’t have a say, Hallow.”
“You saw her fight. What possessed you to offer her a main event fight?”
They both stared at him in silence. They didn’t have to say anything. Their evil grins said it all.
Josiah grit his teeth. “What the fuck do you want?”
Rock slowly stood until he was nose to nose with Josiah. Josiah seethed inside. He hated the fact that the vampires had him over a barrel.
“You know what we want, Hallow,” Rock stated. “The amulet and Hakimi.”
“Fuck you. Hakimi is a Hallow now, for the record.”
Sarah jumped to her feet. “What’s going on? You aren’t bartering away my fight.”
Rock wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her to him. “It will be a pleasure to have Miss Merit in the cage. We have an opponent chosen already who is looking forward to sinking her teeth into this match-up.”
Josiah’s heart seized in his chest. He shook his head in rage. This couldn’t be happening. “I can’t do that.”
“That’s too bad. Miss Merit is such a lovely girl.”
Sarah pulled from Rock, but he held her fast. Josiah curled his fingers in a fist. He was ready to shed some vampire blood. “Fine. Let her fight. I will train her. You will get her a real opponent, and it won’t be a fucking bloodsucker. She wins, and she will win, you release her. Forever.”
Rock cocked his head to the side. “And if she loses, and she will lose, you will deliver the amulet and Hakimi to us. If she doesn’t arrive for her weigh-in, we get Hakimi and the amulet also. Deal?’
Josiah growled as he extended his hand. “Deal.”
Cort slowly rose to his feet and shook Josiah’s hand also. “It’s a pleasure working with you, Hallow.”
“New opponent,” Josiah demanded.
“Should we find her a flea-bitten mongrel like yourself?”
“I’m an alpha, asshole. You can’t say that. You need to feed off someone else to survive. Fuck, you can’t even enjoy a sunshiny day. Me? Nothing stops me. Get her a mortal. Human. I will do a fucking DNA test on them if I have to.”
Both vampires laughed. “You strike a hard bargain. Only issue is that we already shook hands. Our gentleman’s deal is already sealed. But yes. Her opponent will be human. Eight weeks. We’ll see you back here in eight weeks,” Cort replied.
“See you then.”
Josiah stood still as rock as he watched them go. He didn’t even move when Sarah scuttled in front of his face. Her voice screeched as she spoke. “What was all that? Bloodsuckers? Mongrel?”
He stared at her coldly. “Not that you would fucking believe me, but your new friends there are vampires. They killed an entire strip club and countless others.”
She huffed. “Josiah, the language.”
“You lied to me. You can deal with my fucking language.” He shook his head. “You have no idea what danger you are in. Please let me protect you. We’ll go to your place and get some of your things. We’ll move the rest of your things to my place tomorrow. You can go to your old gym tomorrow and tell the coaches there that you train under me now.”
She took a step away from him. “You don’t listen, do you? No, I’m not living with you unless we’re married. You aren’t training me. Stop trying to control me.” She grabbed her duffle sitting on the bench and then shot him a dirty look. The metal door shook like thunder when she slammed it behind her.
»»•««
The summer morning caressed Sarah’s skin like a warm, fuzzy blanket. She gazed around at the deep green emerald colors of the leaves on the trees that lined the hiking trail. The gravel crunched underneath her tennis shoes. She hardly got a wink of sleep the night before. The long walk was doing her a world of good.
She had tossed and turned all night as thoughts flooded her brain. She lost pretty quickly to that girl from Lacrosse, Wisconsin, yet she was offered a main event spot for the next fight. At first, she was out of her mind excited. She never thought she could get a spot in the main event. But as the night wore on, she grew skeptical. Cort and Rock struck a deal with Josiah over her fight. Her lover seemed to have his whole world on the line over this.
And the two promoters were as delusional as he was. Bloodsuckers? Mongrels? Vampires? When had she slipped into the Twilight Zone?
She sighed heavily as she took a sip from her water bottle. Josiah. The arrogant jerk had the audacity to assume she would move in with him and that he would be her coach. She didn’t sign on for it. All she agreed to was to fight for Cort and Rock.
Josiah Hallow could stick it where the sun didn’t shine.
It didn’t stop the lust from flooding her. She could image his flesh on hers. She could feel him moving deep inside her. She could taste his kiss and smell that thick woodland musk on his skin. As the night waned on, she wanted him more. By three in the morning, her whole body ached with need. All she could think about, dream about, was sex with him. At some point in the night, she could have sworn that she heard a knock on the door.
She fought herself to ignore it. She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction, even though all she wanted to do was satisfy his every carnal desire.
She stopped and turned around. Seeing other people on this trail wasn’t a big deal. It was a popular place for families to hang out and enjoy nature. But the two men behind her had followed her since she left her car. They didn’t look dressed for exercise in their T-shirts, jeans, and leather boots. And when she glanced back at them, they just smiled. They were up to something, and she wasn’t about to be their victim. She took one more drink, capped her bottle, and picked up her pace.
She stopped suddenly as she collided into a hard, muscular body. She looked up to find one of the men that followed her now standing like a wall in front of her. His partner stood a few steps behind him. She glanced panicked behind her and then back to him, confused. How did he get there so fast?
“Get away from…” Sarah’s words died on her tongue as she felt the man’s fingers caress her throat. They lingered for a bit before he clamped his hand around her neck. His other arm wrapped around her waist and tugged her tight against his body. Her heart pounded in fear. He touched her like she was prey…as if he was about to enjoy every little evil thing he did to her. She looked up and took in his angular face, his long, dark hair, and his deep brown eyes. He had an eerie similarity to the Hallows. Could he be a cousin? She fought to get out of his grip, leaving at least a dozen scratch marks on his arms and one on his face. He shook her violently and then pulled her closer. His hand wrapped around her neck again.
Her captor stroked her throat tenderly. “Little human, where is your mate?”
“My mate? How did you know…?”
He glared at his companion. “Albanus, get her phone out of her pocket. Video chat Hallow.”
The other man, who looked nearly identical to the one holding her, took his jolly sweet time slipping his fingers into her shorts pocket to pull her cell out. She felt a wave a nausea hit her. He grinned at her as he slid his fingers across the display.
“Sorry, it’s password protected,” she informed him with a smirk. “You know someone will see you. There’s people on this trail all the time.”
Albanus turned the cell toward her. The home screen shone brightly, all of the app icons arranged neatly beneath the glass. Sarah gaped at him. “How did you unlock it?”
Albanus grinned at her as he tapped on the screen and lifted the phone to eye level. He faced the lens toward them. “Ringing Hallow now, Roman. The video chat is starting.”
There was a deafening moment of silence before a voice roared over the speaker. “Get your fucking hands off her.”
Roman laughed. “Josiah. Do you remember me?”
“Yeah, motherfucker. Micah beat you to a bloody pulp in the cage. Guess what? I taught him to do that. Let her go.”
“Unlikely. I’ve been sent once again by Atticus to bring you back to him. You didn’t accept our cordial invitation last time.” He stroked a long finger beneath Sarah’s chin. “This time we’ve found an alternative invitation.”
“Leave her there and walk away.”
“We’ll see you in Maine, Josiah.”
“It’ll be a full moon in a couple of days.”
“Then I suggest you hurry. If we don’t make it home in time, she might just become a tasty snack.”
“You motherf…”
The sound was cut off as Albanus ended the call. Roman looked down at Sarah with a sneer. “My dear, we’re going on a little road trip.”
“I’m not going to Maine with you.” She struggled again and almost escaped. That was, until she felt a cold, sharp piece of metal skim her flesh beneath her T-shirt.
“Now, unless you would like me to skin your carcass here on the trail, you will walk to the parking lot with us. Just three friends taking a hike, right? You will get in our van like a good girl. Do you understand?”
Sarah swallowed hard. “Yes.”
“Good.” Roman looked at Albanus. “Text them. Let them know we are leaving so they can send the decoy and block their cell phones.”
Albanus nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Decoy?” Sarah questioned.
Roman nudged her forward. “Silence. Start walking.”
She took a step or two, ever vigilant of the knife pressed against her skin. They got several funny looks from those they passed on the trail. She just smiled in hopes the hikers would keep on their way. There was something off with these two. No one needed a massacre there in the park, and the blade up her shirt could do quite a bit of damage. There was no doubt in her mind Albanus was carrying one just as big.
Albanus threw the door open to the beat-up white van sitting in the parking lot off the trail. He climbed inside and then turned to reach for her. In that split second of movement, he scooped up a roll of duct tape. Sarah glanced at Roman as he removed the knife from her shirt and shoved her at his partner. Like a flash of lightning, he was already in the driver’s door. She heard voices yelling and approaching as Albanus slammed the door open. The vehicle lurched as Roman floored the gas pedal. Finally, someone recognized the abduction. It was too late to stop them, though.
The sound of the tear of tape took her from her thoughts. The sinister smirk on Albanus’ face as he dangled the piece of duct tape in front of her angered her. She jabbed, striking him in the nose. He caught hold of her wrist and wrestled her to the filthy, rusted floor of the van. She fought as hard as she could to escape him.
“Get her under control,” Roman demanded.
She gasped in pain as her arms were pinned together behind her back and wrapped together in duct tape. Albanus yanked her up in a sitting position and then bound her ankles.
He wiped the blood dripping from his nose off with the back of his hand. “Let’s take our time. I’d like to feast on this pretty bitch. Pain in the ass.”
“You know we can’t do that,” Roman replied. “Atticus needs her for bait to lure Josiah to him. Hallow won’t allow anything to happen to her. Not that he has a choice. Our line can’t continue with a mortal bitch in the way. It’s already tainted as is.”
Albanus squatted as he made his way to the passenger seat. “Still.”
Roman patted him on the knee. “Soon. Soon you can have your way with her.”
Both men grinned at each other before Roman returned his focus to the road. Sarah bit her lower lip to keep from screaming. Have his way with her? Feast on her? What was wrong with these two? She laid her head back against the panel of the van. It was going to be a long ride. She just hoped they were right. She needed Josiah more than ever. Hopefully, he needed her just as much as she did him.
»»•««
Micah stared, puzzled, at his cell. The text he received didn’t make sense. He wandered from his bedroom to the office he shared with Eve. He expected her to be at the computer. She was either there or nestled on the couch when she was home. That was, unless she was lying beneath him with him buried to the hilt inside her. But even that was happening less and less.
Instead, he found her staring at the walls. She bit her lower lip, a trait she did when she was anxious. She seemed to be nervous on a regular basis now. And sick. It just didn’t make sense.
He coughed to announce his presence. She jumped out of her skin. He shook his head and spoke. “Have you seen Joe?”
“Not since he left this morning,” Eve answered. “Why?”
Before he could answer, there was a furious knock on the door. Before Micah could call out to whoever it was, the door was almost torn off its hinges. Caleb and Samuel stormed inside. “We got a text from Joe.”
“Me too,” Micah answered.
“I can’t believe those sons of bitches took off with her.”
“Who?” Eve questioned as she wandered from the office into the living room.
Micah handed her his phone. “The bloodsuckers. They’re heading to Connecticut with Sarah. Joe’s going after her.”
“He needs our help,” Samuel added.
“I know.” Micah rubbed his bow for a moment. “Get the other boys. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”
“See you in a bit.” Caleb nodded and then followed Samuel out of the cabin. Micah turned to his mate to find her gaze locked on the screen. “Eve?”
“Something isn’t right. Joe doesn’t text like this. He hates it when people abbreviate their words in a text. This one is full of it.”
Micah took the phone from her hands. “His mate was just abducted by a bunch of vampires. He probably dictated into the phone.”
“Still, the phone…”
Micah silenced her with a kiss. “I don’t have time to debate this. I’ll see you in a few days. And maybe we can talk about what’s going on with you when I get back. I love you.”
He turned and strode out the door. He heard her call “I love you” as he walked away.
»»•««
Eve frowned as she watched her husband and his brothers climb into Micah’s Jeep and Caleb’s truck. It wasn’t that Micah basically dismissed her without letting her get a word in before he left. She knew she’d been cold. She just had a few more days, and then she would be ready to tell him that they were having a baby. She was already showing a bit, even though it was a little early.
No, there was something with that text. It was Josiah’s number, but it wasn’t him. It was like someone spoofed his number.
She gasped out loud then near sprinted back inside to the computer. Her fingers flew across the keyboard. Websites popped up and then disappeared. Black screens followed. Then additional sites, ones not meant for her eyes, appeared.
She caught something move out of the corner of her eye. She looked up to find Meg in the doorway with Ruby in her arms. Delilah and Henry were slipping in behind them.
“Cay said they’re heading to Connecticut,” Meg said as she held Ruby close to her. “Something about Josiah’s mate getting kidnapped by the vamps.”
“They are,” Eve answered. “But I don’t think Josiah sent it.” She stroked the keys a couple more times. “Shit. Holy shit.”
“What did you find?” Henry asked as they all filed in behind her to look at the screen.
Eve pointed at the website. “This is Josiah’s actual text. He did text his brothers. But he’s heading to Maine. Roman Lycan kidnapped Sarah. Not the vampires. His text was blocked.”
“Roman Lycan?” Delilah questioned.
“A werewolf who fought Micah after we mated. He’s who Mike beat for the Middleweight belt. Roman was sent by Atticus to bring the boys to Maine. And before you ask, Atticus is our grandfather-in-law. Zane’s dad.”
“Why would Atticus send his grandsons to face the vampires?” Meg questioned.
“Give me a second.” Eve started typing again. The screen changed over and over again. She slammed her fists on the desk. “The text to the other six came from Connecticut. The vamps are jamming the phones and spoofing numbers. They’re probably jamming ours too.”
Delilah looked at Henry. “Don’t text Sam. Call him. Tell him Joe is headed to Maine.”
Henry nodded and tapped on his cell. He waited for a moment but then ended the call. “I got a disconnect notice.”
“Did you dial the right number?” Meg questioned.
Henry held up his phone. “Sam is on speed dial. It worked last night.”
“What does this all mean?” Delilah demanded.
Eve sat back in her chair. “It means the Hallows are gone. We are alone.”
“And we’re sitting ducks for a vampire attack,” Henry added.
Eve leaped to her feet as the four of them raced out the front door. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Littlefoot’s truck outside Momma’s cabin. They hopped up the porch stairs and stormed inside. Momma and Littlefoot sat in the living room, each holding a tiny china teacup. A pot of tea was settled on the coffee table.
“What in blazes are you four doing?” Momma demanded.
“We’ve got to go,” Henry answered.
“What are you talking about?”
“Mike, Cay, Sam, Josh, Zeke, and Abe are going in the wrong direction,” Eve answered. “The vampires sent them to Connecticut. Joe is headed to Maine to Atticus. I hacked the cell phone company and looked into our accounts. They even jammed our phones. Without the brothers here, they’ll come look for the amulet and Henry.”
Littlefoot rose to his feet. “Neither can be here when they arrive.”
“So where are we going?” Delilah asked.
“We’ll be safe on the reservation,” Littlefoot replied.
Meg shook her head. “We have to go to Maine. Joe is on his own against a very large pack of werewolves. The six have each other.”
Littlefoot was silent for a moment. “I agree. Let’s get to the reservation first. I’ll get my nephews. You three ladies should stay behind.”
“Fuck that.” Eve crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not leaving my brother high and dry.”
“The baby, Eve.”
She gritted her teeth. “We’re going with you.”
Littlefoot shook his head. Then he offered his hand to Momma to help her to her feet. “Evelyn, go get the amulet. You don’t have time to pack. We have to clear out.”
“All right.” Momma glanced at each of them, confused, before she hurried into her bedroom.
“The rest of you grab your passports,” Littlefoot ordered.
“Got it,” Delilah and Henry replied.
“Sure,” Meg agreed.
“Don’t have one,” Eve said.
Littlefoot shook his head. “Then we go south and hope Joe did too.”
“I’m going to get Ruby’s diaper bag.” Meg cradled her daughter closer as she scampered out the door.
“If we’re going to go after Joe, how do we find him?” Henry inquired.
“Our communications are blocked, but I’ll bet our GPS systems aren’t,” Eve answered. “I’ll get his coordinates, and we’ll follow him. You and Delilah can meet me at Sam’s truck in five minutes. Meg and Ruby can ride with Momma and Littlefoot. See you at the cars in a bit.”
She hurried across the camp back to her cabin. It only took her a minute or two to track Josiah’s GPS. She was right. He was nearly to the Twin Cities. She synced the coordinates to her phone and then ran to the truck. Henry and Delilah were waiting for her. Littlefoot’s truck was just disappearing down the lane into the trees.
“Littlefoot said to stop at Sharky’s for gas,” Henry told her.
Eve nodded. She slumped against the door as he fired on the motor. The camp faded away behind them as they plunged into the forest.
The trip through the forest always seemed to take forever. Eve was glad when the trees broke, and sunshine filled the cabin of the truck. Littlefoot’s truck was already parked alongside the ancient gas pump. He and the older man with slicked-back hair and overalls stood outside.
Henry pulled up to the other side of the pump. He, Delilah, and Eve jumped out. Before he could touch the gas cap, Sharky waved him away. “Meester Hakimi, ye let me do that. Ye three kids go get a soda from the shop. Get one for Meggie too, will ye?”
Henry raised his hands in surrender as he backed away. “Of course, Sharky. I know better.”
Eve kissed the top of Sharky’s head. Sharky had given her a place to sleep when she had no place to go. The old man had a special place in her heart. “Thanks, Sharky.”
She saw him blush as she hurried after Henry and Delilah into the garage.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
The drive to Maine was a nightmare. Josiah could barely flex his fingers. They cramped from gripping the wheel too tight for a hundred miles. Not to mention his almost constant erection was thicker and more painful the farther he drove. He didn’t have to ask why. The full moon would rise tonight. Now he understood what a pain in the ass this was.
He had no idea if he was going in the right direction. He did his best to focus on that pull, that mystical force that mated him to Sarah. He knew it had led his brothers and their mates to do some crazy shit. Maybe it would lead him from Minnesota to Maine without as much as a roadmap.
The only problem was that he was so terrified out of his mind that he couldn’t concentrate on the road in front of him. He couldn’t hone in on the pull if his life depended on it. The only thing that got him from point A to point B was the snapshots of highway signs that those bastards that took Sarah texted to him from her phone. Or maybe they were forcing her to do it. He hoped they were. That meant she was still alive. Their clues took him south instead of the more obvious route across Canada. That was a good thing. Caleb was the only Hallow with a passport.
As each hour grew on, he needed the phone less and less. The burn of lust nearly consumed him. When he crossed the border into Maine, he unzipped his jeans to free his cock. He couldn’t stop himself from stroking it as he drove. He fought to maintain concentration on the road. He almost rear-ended two semis as he came hard in his hand. The full moon would rise tonight, and it was leaving him in blissful hell.
He’d left Bangor in his rearview mirror an hour ago. The pictures on his phone led him straight north. He passed through several small towns. They were replaced with thick woods the farther he drove. It reminded him of home. That fact unnerved him. What the hell was he walking into? Worse yet, where were these sons of bitches taking his mate?
His truck was engulfed in woods as he turned off the highway onto a barely paved lane. The whole vehicle was jostled like a ping-pong ball, and even though his hands ached, he gripped tighter. He could barely make out two tiny red dots ahead of him. Despite the deep shadows the trees cast on the road shrouding any danger, Josiah floored it to try to catch up.
The tree line faded then broke away into the brilliance of the late summer afternoon sunlight. He was back in another small town complete with brick storefronts and little houses. Except this community was cut off from the rest of society. Its townsfolk shot cold stares at him as he drove past. In the other places, they offered a warm wave as a greeting. It was obvious they didn’t take kindly to strangers.
As Josiah reached the plush green town square in the center of the town complete with a whitewashed octagonal bandstand in the center and a playground on the far northeast corner, he caught sight of the largest building in town. At first glance, he took it for the town hall. A second look confirmed it as a mansion that looked like it was transplanted from the Deep South. It was red brick like the storefronts in town. Its pillars matched the bandstand in the square. A grand concrete staircase matched the at least ten-foot foundation it was raised up on. Windows lined each side of the building including the foundation. However, the ones embedded in the concrete base were lined with steel bars.
Parked in front of the building was a white dented van. The back door was wide open. That must have been the two red dots he saw. He hadn’t witnessed another vehicle in the entire town. He slowed his speed as he crept closer to it. He could make out three figures ascending the steps to the white ornamental double doors at the peak. It was two men with a woman between them.
Josiah barely threw the truck into park before he exploded out of the driver’s seat. He dodged the van doors and sprinted up the stairs. He didn’t stop until his fist connected with Roman Lycan’s face.
Roman dabbed at the trickle of blood that dripped from his nose. He sneered at Josiah. “I know where your mate gets her right hook from, Hallow.”
Josiah’s gaze shot to Sarah. Other than her pale complexion and rumpled clothes she looked all right. She was alive. That was what mattered.
Her voice broke as she spoke. “Joe.”
“Let her go, you motherfucker,” Josiah demanded.
“Josiah.”
Josiah spun on the step toward the door. No one was there before. Now both of the double doors were open, revealing the opulence of the inside. At the top of the stairs stood an old man. Despite his age, he had a broad, muscular frame. His snow-white hair and beard reminded Josiah of an old Santa Claus figurine Momma treasured. Despite the summer heat, he was dressed in a pair of black pressed slacks, burgundy suit coat, and a white linen shirt.
Josiah frowned. “How do you know my name?”
The man smiled. “Because you look like Zane. Your father. My son.”
The revelation stunned Josiah. He sucked in a deep breath and shot a cold glare. “Atticus.”
“Yes, that’s who I am.”
“Explain something to me. Why the holy fuck did you send these assholes to Minnesota to abduct my mate and drag her here? Hmm?”
Atticus’s smile grew wider. “For this. For you to finally come home.”
“Minnesota is home.”
“You’ll change your mind.” Atticus nodded to Roman and Albanus. “Take her downstairs and settle her into one of the cells.”
“Cell?” Josiah objected.
Atticus turned his attention back to Josiah. “You know what tonight is. She will be safest in the cell. You are free to visit her whenever you wish.”
Josiah snarled at Atticus and then turned back toward Sarah. He could take on Roman and his buddy. It wouldn’t be easy. But Sarah was a fighter, right? Maybe she could lend a hand. All he knew was that he needed to get her away from these three before the moon rose.
Josiah’s bravado sunk as he faced the small town. All the cold, unwelcoming townspeople were no longer in their shops or homes. They had gathered at the base of the staircase glaring at them. It was almost cult-like. And there weren’t fifty or sixty. There were hundreds. And all their stares were locked on him. He swallowed hard. Atticus was right. Behind bars was the perfect place for Sarah. It would be the only safe place for her in a gigantic pack of werewolves.
Sarah whimpered. “Josiah?”
He lowered his head and shook it. “Go with them, Sarah. Trust me. If you don’t, you’ll die.”
He didn’t lift his head to watch Roman and Albanus haul Sarah the rest of the way up the steps and into the house. He just focused on the cement under his feet. He thought he was screwed when he sold his soul in his agreement with Rock and Cort. Now being here with his grandfather’s pack, the one his father escaped? He was royally fucked.
He didn’t move when the voice behind him spoke. “Come inside, son. We should talk.”
Josiah stormed up the steps until he was nose to nose with Atticus. “I’m not your son. My name is Josiah. If that’s too hard for you, call me Joe. That’s what my mother calls me.”
He didn’t miss the growl that escaped Atticus’s throat. With a smug smile, he strode into the house, leaving the older man outside.
»»•««
Sarah laid her head back against the cool, hard wall. The smoke-painted concrete floor beneath her butt was equally cold. Sunlight streamed through the bar-lined window. It had been an exceptionally long night without sleep. It wasn’t the lone bunk with the thin mattress that kept her awake, even though it might have been more comfortable sleeping on a rock. It wasn’t the overwhelming musty smell of the old basement colliding with the scent of fresh paint. It was the sound of growling, of scratching on the concrete, the howls that were just outside the window that terrified her. Whatever animal it was found its place only a mere foot or two away. And it couldn’t have been just one. It sounded like there were at least a dozen predators outside, if not more.
Josiah said she would be the safest in this cell. Sadly, she knew he was right. She hadn’t seen a human since she was locked inside. Maybe they took cover from whatever was outside too.
She groaned as she sat on her fingers. Josiah. Even the thought of him set her on fire. She struggled not to touch herself as the ecstasy drove every coherent thought from her mind. It was futile. She made herself come at least three times. Each time she cried out so loud it frightened away whatever was outside, at least for a little bit. The need to have him stretched out on top of her, of her straddling him, of him buried so deep inside her it filled every crevice of her, grew steadily stronger the farther Roman dragged her across the United States. She needed relief, and only Josiah could give it to her.
She sat up straight when she heard the door up the stairs open. The click of boots on the wood steps echoed off the walls. She scrambled to a crouching position. Whoever it may be wasn’t going to get the upper hand. She would be ready, and she wasn’t going down without a fight.
Her breath caught in her throat as she met her lover’s stare. “Josiah.”
His clothes were rumpled. His skin was damp and pale. He looked like he was coming down with the flu. And she still wanted him so much it hurt. She stood up straight. Without a thought, completely on instinct, she skimmed her fingers along the hem of her shirt. She tugged it off over her head and tossed it on the floor.
“Are you all right?” she asked as she brushed her nails across the curve of her breast. His entire body stiffened at the sight.
“It was a rough night,” he replied, his voice deep and dangerous.
“You’re getting sick.”
“Sick of being what I am, yes. But am I ill? No.”
She reached behind her and flicked the hooks of her bra. It slid down her arms onto the painted cement. She didn’t know why she did it. She’d be mortified if someone came down and found her stripping. Whatever she tried, she couldn’t stop herself.
Josiah growled. “Stop.”
Sarah laughed and whimpered at the same time. “I wish I could.”
“You have to try. You need to get a fucking grip. Please, beautiful. You’re the strongest of us. It’s one of the things I love about you.”
Sarah pushed her shorts and panties to the ground and then kicked them off. “Josiah, language.”
“You just stripped for me like a wanton slut, and you’re on my ass about my language.”
“Like I said, I didn’t do it. Something has control of me. It’s not that I don’t want it. I do. I want you to open that door and make love to me.”
Josiah leaned against the wall and cocked a grin at her. “Make love to you, huh? Is that what we’ve been doing? It seems to me that we’ve been having hot, raunchy sex.”
“Josiah, please.” She pointed behind him to the simple silver key hanging on a nail by a leather cord. “The key is right there. Please open the door and come in here with me.”
He shoved off the wall and crossed the room to her cell. His gaze wandered over her naked body. “I want to, Sarah. You have no idea how much I want to. I want to taste you. I want you wrapped tight around me. But we can’t do it.”
Her lower lip popped out in protest. Never before in her life had she acted like a spoiled brat. This would be the last thing she would pout about. And she wasn’t entirely sure it was mystical force that possessed her doing it. “Why not?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me.”
He leaned into the bars until his nose grazed hers. “If you don’t fight for Rock and Cort, your life will be on the line. My life will be on the line, my family’s lives will be sacrificed. Sleeping with you right now will fuck that up royally. Trust me.”
Sarah lifted her mouth and captured his and then did her best to deepen it. She caressed his tongue with hers as she gripped the bars to pull her closer. She could hear him moan through the kiss.
“Lay down on the floor,” he demanded as they parted.
Sarah bit her lower lip as she obeyed. She gazed up at his towering frame. His cock pressed tight against the zipper of his jeans. She didn’t know how it didn’t pop open. She watched as he dropped to his knees. She gasped as he grasped her ankles and tugged her across the cold, smooth floor until the bars shoved into the back of her thighs.
Sarah cried out as she felt his tongue swipe against her swollen flesh. He dipped his tongue inside her. He nipped at her clit then sucked. His hands gripped her hips tight. It didn’t stop her from thrashing in ecstasy. She tried to sit up to touch him, to hold him closer. The bars kept her at his mercy. And Josiah Hallow had a problem with mercy.
She did her best to buck against him as he slid a finger inside her and thrust it in and out. A knot twisted in her belly, begging to unwind. She clenched her fists tight as she teetered on the edge. Josiah slipped another finger inside her and rubbed a finger against her clit. She screamed out as she released, her back arching hard as the fire burned through her. Her heartbeat thundering in her ears echoed loud enough to muffle the sound of his zipper.
She watched him reach into his briefs and tug them down. He pulled away from her long enough to spit in his hand before he resumed his tender onslaught. She watched him pump his hand up and down his length as he nipped, licked, and sucked. She wasn’t sure how many times she peaked. She wasn’t sure how many times he released. She only knew when he did. His growl vibrated against her skin each time he came. It sent another shiver through her.
She wasn’t much more than a puddle of goo on the floor when he let her go. He wiped the mess on his hand off on his jeans and sat back on his heels. It sated the lust in her a bit. But it was still there, a smolder that would rage again.
He stood and tucked himself back in his jeans. “You should probably get dressed,” he ordered. “I don’t know when anyone will come down here. They don’t need to watch us. I have enough reason to tear a bloody streak through this town.”
Sarah sat up slowly. She picked up each article of clothing and slipped it on. Then she rose up on shaky legs. She leaned against the cell and wrapped her fingers around the bars. “I heard something outside last night. Many somethings. It sounded like wolves.”
He stared at her for a moment. Then he crossed the basement to her and leaned against the cell also. Even though the steel kept them apart, his presence so close to her was a comfort.
He reached through and brushed her hair from her face. “It probably was. We’re in northern Maine. Place is crawling with them.”
She turned her lips into his palm and kissed it. It aroused her again. “Stay with me.”
She heard him moan. “I need to go talk to Atticus. I have to find a way out of here for both of us. You’re in danger here, and I can’t rest until you’re home. I’ll be back in an hour or two. I promise.”
“I’m holding you to it.”
“Counting on it.”
He kissed her hard, his tongue dipping in to tangle with hers. She could taste something on his tongue. She could only guess it was her. It should have repulsed her. Instead, it turned her on. She gripped hard on his shirt to pull him closer.
He nudged his nose against hers as they parted. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll die first.”
He brushed his lips against hers and then pulled away. He glanced at her one last time before he disappeared up the staircase. The tap of his boot steps echoed his farewell.
Sarah stepped backward until she flopped down on the flimsy mattress. The words leaped to her lips as they broke their kiss. She almost said them, but he took off before she could. She frowned as she pondered them.
She almost told Josiah that she loved him. Did she? She shook her head as she lay back on the pillow. He was the only thing on her mind now. Was he the only thing in her heart?
»»•««
The massive house was deadly quiet. The sound of Josiah’s boots on the polished caramel colored hardwood floors reverberated off the walls. He didn’t have to ask where everyone was. Most were probably sleeping. The lucky ones were mating. That is, if this place was like the Hallows’ camp.
In truth, he needed some shuteye too. It took everything in him to keep his human form all night. He felt like his gut was torn in two. He had a newfound respect for Caleb. How he held his human form all through the military was mind-boggling. Guess there was a reason the middle Hallow was a certifiable asshole.
However, if he was going to sleep, it would be outside Sarah’s cell. Not that he could. She was too tempting. He almost gave in to her pleas and joined her in the makeshift jail. The consequences were too great if they mated. Even though something deep inside him wanted to see her swell with his child, and it wasn’t the crazy power that possessed them.
He wasn’t lying when he said he would give his life before anything happened to her. He didn’t know what changed. When Roman appeared on that video chat and threatened to take her, Josiah’s world was shattered. It was true they didn’t see eye to eye whatsoever. But he needed her. He couldn’t imagine life without her.
He was so consumed in his thoughts he didn’t notice he wasn’t alone.
“You didn’t change last night.”
Josiah’s gaze snapped up to the fireplace of the formal sitting room. Atticus stood there, his arm draped along the mantel as if he were posing for a painting.
Josiah stopped and returned the glare. “No, I did not.”
“Why fight it?”
“Because I don’t trust you bastards that you wouldn’t have contrived some way to hurt Sarah.”
“You’re more powerful as a beast.”
“But that craze comes over me. I can’t concentrate. Not changing might have hurt like a son of a bitch, but at least I can keep my thoughts straight.”
“You need to trust us, Josiah.”
“Trust you? You sent that fucking bastard Roman to kidnap her and drag her here. Why did you do that?”
Atticus straightened. “First of all, in my house, we don’t curse. I want you to keep the foul language to yourself.”
Josiah huffed. He was tired of getting lectured about his foul mouth. But his father had taught him respect for his elders. Unfortunately, Atticus qualified. “We are cursed, Atticus. It releases the tension and pain from being this way. That’s why I cuss. Now, answer my question.”
Atticus stroked his long, white beard before he continued. “I needed you here. You didn’t come the first time I sent Roman. I thought you would be curious about your true heritage. Who you really are.”
“My parents and my brothers are my heritage. We’ve figured out things so far. And my brothers will be here soon. Count on it.”
Atticus gave him a weak smile. “We will see. You are the only one I want here.”
“Why me?”
Atticus clasped his hands behind his back and paced the width of the massive fireplace. He looked like a Southern general from the Civil War era contemplating his next strategic position. “Zane was my only son. I had a daughter, Tabitha. We are a patriarchal pack meaning Tabitha was a beta female. Neither she nor her offspring could take over leading the pack. When Zane left, it set the pack on edge. I am the alpha. When I die, there would be no one from my line to take over, to lead them, to protect us all.
“But then I heard of a tiny pack of werewolves in northern Minnesota. I sent a few of my most respected hunters to investigate. I loved my son so much. He was my pride and joy. You talk about being cursed? He was cursed by the almighty power to be mated to that human.”
Josiah growled. “That human is my mother. Be careful what you say, old man.”
Atticus huffed. “They reported back to me. My beloved Zane was already dead, the victim of supposed cancer. However, he left behind seven sons. Seven alphas who could take my place as the leader of this pack. Yes, no one here is happy that their future alpha will be a half-breed. But for peace, they will accept it.” Atticus stopped his pacing and glared at Josiah. “I took the woman in my basement to lure you to me. I needed to get you here, to lead this pack. They need you to be their alpha. You belong here, Josiah.”
“I belong with my brothers.”
“They’ll do fine without you.”
“So they aren’t getting your gracious invitation? I won’t find Eve, Meg, Henry, and Delilah in your little cage in the basement?”
Atticus frowned. “I thought only four of you had mated?”
“Sam managed to land himself two. I take it two men or two women mating is taboo here?”
“It’s more common for werewolves of the same sex to mate than you think. They normally foster the young of families where the parents perish. We have some wonderfully large and happy foster families here. And they could be yours to lead.”
Josiah bit his lower lip as he shoved his hands in his jeans pocket. It was a common trait of the Hallows. Even their mates did it when they were anxious. He chided them over it. Hallows should stand tall. They shouldn’t slouch like hoodlums.
But right now, he needed the comfort of an old habit. He sighed. “And Sarah? How does she fit in all this?”
“She doesn’t,” Atticus answered. “I won’t have our bloodline tainted further.”
“She’s my mate. Eternal bond, remember?” Josiah turned and pulled up his T-shirt. He couldn’t feel it, but he stroked his fingers lovingly over the design etched into his back the best he could.
“It won’t be pleasant, I know. But you must have a son to lead after you. I will find an alpha female worthy of you. You will be able to suppress the nausea after time, I’m sure.”
“And Sarah? You didn’t answer my question.”
Atticus just stared at him in silence as he stroked his beard.
Josiah shook his head. “You can go fuck yourself. Sarah is mine. I am hers. I will protect her with my dying breath. No one, and I mean no one, including your band of furry degenerates, will come between us. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to return to my mate.”
Josiah stormed out of the room toward the door of the basement. He was no longer tired. Instead, he was furious. The thought of living in such decadence, of leading those outside these walls, was appealing. He couldn’t deny it.
But he wouldn’t do it without Sarah.
As he threw open the door to the basement, he heard Atticus’s voice. “We shall see.”
Josiah slammed the door behind him to silence his grandfather.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nine
The next twenty-four hours of Josiah Hallow’s life was a perfect combination of nightmare and paradise. He didn’t leave the cage where Sarah was kept. They spent hours staring at each other, sometimes in silence, sometimes in small talk. He learned about her normal childhood with two working parents, a brother, a sister, a dog and cat and the white picket fence. She was her high school valedictorian. She went to church and Sunday school every Sunday. It was the perfect picture of Americana if he ever heard one.
She was a wild child in college. She drank. She smoked weed. She slept in her boyfriend’s dorm room bed almost every night. That was until she caught him near banging another girl on the dance floor of the bar they liked to go to. It broke her heart. She straightened her ways, upped her grade point average, and graduated with honors. Then she took her first teaching job. Slowly she made her way to Bemidji. She joined the MMA gym there to keep in shape. Her coaches saw potential in her and prepped her for the cage. She didn’t know why. She hadn’t gotten one win yet but instead two concussions.
She pried at him to tell his story. She asked questions about his childhood, his brothers, and his parents. She wanted to know what he did for a living. He managed to deflect each one. Every facet of his life returned to his origin. He was a werewolf. She called him a lunatic. Where else could they go from there?
Little did she know that the noises that kept her awake the night before were hundreds just like him prowling outside her window, sniffing out the human flesh inside. They wanted it. They would have to kill him to get it.
He studied her the entire time they talked. She was far beyond beautiful. Her clear, deep blue eyes sparkled with innocence. Her long blonde hair flowed like a waterfall past her shoulders and down her back. It was perfect to knot around his fist to draw her closer. Her curves were perfect for him. He had been such a lust-ravaged monster lately that he never took a good look at his mate. Her smile sent his heart pounding like a school kid with a crush. Her laugh was music. He wanted to fuck her senseless one moment and then pick her a bouquet of wildflowers the next. No woman had ever made him want to act more man than beast.
Was this what love was? He’d never been in love before. He had no clue.
They interrupted their conversation with long, slow pleasure. He feasted on her, his tongue exploring the soft, sweet, tender flesh that the bars allowed him to taste. She screamed his name over and over. Her cries drove him insane. He freed his cock to stroke himself. He forgot how many times he came. He just wished he was buried inside her when he did. At some point around sunset, she shoved his hand away and took control. For being inexperienced, she brought him to orgasm faster than he ever did in his entire life.
Atticus sent someone down to him every other hour like clockwork to encourage him to come upstairs and to get something to eat. They enticed him with a hot shower and a warm bed. Josiah turned each time down as coldly as he could.
At twilight, as the inhuman growls seeped through the cracks in the plaster around the windows, Sarah succumbed to sleep. It was the only time Josiah gave into the urge to let himself inside the jail. He took the key hung on the wall, slipped it into the lock, and turned until it clicked. He fought the urge to wake her up, to strip her bare, to give in to what they both wanted.
Instead, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the cot. He pulled the covers over her and then tucked them securely around her. Once he laid a chaste kiss on her forehead, he slipped back outside and locked the door behind him.
Then he slumped to the floor and returned his concentration to his body. He willed his cells to stay human. He didn’t know how he did it. His body waged war against him. It wanted to transform, to go feral and become the beast. His skin dampened with sweat. His muscles ached. His stomach churned violently. He swallowed hard over and over to keep the bile out of his throat. It would be so much easier to run upstairs, to join the pack, to roam the countryside.
But he wouldn’t let any of those bastards near her. He took a deep breath and struggled to meditate instead.
When the first rays of sunrise bathed the basement in a golden light, his body gave up. He caught Sarah’s confused gaze just before his eyelids grew heavy and he fell asleep on the cold concrete floor.
He woke up out of a dead sleep to two pairs of hands jerking him to his feet. His knees buckled as he glanced around, confused. Sarah was on her feet with her hands gripped tight around the bars. He watched her body thrash as she shook them like a crazy woman.
“What the fuck?” he mumbled groggily as he glared at Roman and Albanus.
“Atticus wants your sorry ass at dinner. No is not an option. Tell your sweetheart goodbye.”
Josiah struggled against their grip. “Fuck you.”
“Stop acting like a big shit, you asshole. Atticus is giving you the world on a platter. Did you know we’re cousins? Tabitha was my mom. This whole place could be mine. Except she was the beta female and you sons of bitches were born to Atticus’s favorite child, his baby boy.” Roman pointed at Sarah. “And you would give it all up for that bitch? You’re insane. Come on. I don’t need the old man chewing my ass.”
Josiah pulled free from Albanus and clamped his hand around Roman’s throat. He tightened his grip until he saw the concern in Roman’s eyes. “Never call her a bitch again. I will kill you. Don’t put it past me.”
“Upstairs, Josiah.”
“In a minute.” Josiah shook free of Roman and then crossed the basement to Sarah. He cradled her face in his hands and pulled her as close as he could for a deep, soft kiss.
“I’ll be back,” he informed her.
She smiled. “I know.”
He pressed one more kiss to her lips then let her go. He snarled as he strode past Roman and ascended the staircase two steps at a time.
Josiah didn’t need anyone to tell him where the dining room was. The scent of roast beef wafted through the house. At least that’s what he thought it was. He cringed at the thought of the alternative.
He glanced out the large multi-paned windows on either side of the front doors. He’d texted his brothers the minute Sarah was taken. Where the hell were they? Had they bailed on him and left him helpless? He shook his head and continued to look for the dining room.
He wound his way through the opulent rooms until he found Atticus seated at the end of a long, polished oak table. Platters of food covered the top of it. There was one empty chair at the other end of the table and no others.
Josiah’s eyes locked on the meat as his mouth watered. “What is that?”
Atticus frowned. “Roast beef. Why? What do you think it is?”
Josiah glared at him silently. Atticus tossed the napkin in his hand on the plate. “For heaven’s sake, Josiah. We’re not cannibals. When we’re human, we eat like humans. What do you eat when you’re not a wolf?”
“Food. But when I’m a beast, I eat cow just like when I’m human. I don’t eat people. I was brought up better.”
He could see the anger in his grandfather’s glare. He didn’t care. He was going to piss the old man off as much as he could.
Atticus pointed to the empty chair. “Sit. Eat.”
Josiah made his way to the other end of the table and slumped in the chair. Several women appeared out of nowhere and picked up a dish. One at a time they offered their dishes to Atticus. If he nodded, they scooped some out and set it on his plate. If he waved his hand, they left his side.
Once they were done with Atticus, they lined up beside Josiah. He stared at them, baffled. “What the hell is this?”
“We’re here to serve,” the first woman, a beautiful blonde with emerald eyes cradling the roast in her arms, answered.
“Why? Is he incapable of serving himself?”
He heard the sound of fists hitting the table. “Josiah, make your selections. Stop being difficult.”
“Whatever.” He motioned to the plate before him. “Give me a little bit of everything.”
Each woman dished out what she carried onto his plate until his plate was near overflowing. Each one smiled at him. He knew that smile all too well. Before Sarah, a smile like that led him to try to seduce her until he was in her bed. A smile like that meant a night of endless sex.
Now it just pissed him off. He nodded to each one to dismiss them without as much as a smirk.
Both men ate in silence. The sound of silver scraped across china was the only one in the room.
As a piece of decadent chocolate cake was set in front of each of them, Atticus finally spoke. “Have you thought about what we discussed?”
Josiah poked at the dessert with his fork. “Nope. Answer is still no.”
“There are other women.” He reached out to the brunette holding the water pitcher. When she came near him, he stroked her arm. “Take Ruthie here. She’s from a good family. Beautiful. Smart as a whip. Beats me at chess all the time. She would make a good mate for you.”
“One, mates are for eternity, and I have one. She’s in the basement,” Josiah answered. “Two, I thought you wanted an alpha for me. Your water girl? Seems far from alpha to me. No offense, Ruthie.”
Josiah caught Ruthie’s icy glare just before she stormed off to the kitchen. He took a bite of cake in triumph.
Atticus cleared his throat. “When Zane left here, it nearly killed me. We might not have seen eye to eye on some things. He was still my son. I want to share that relationship with you.”
Josiah set his fork down. “That’s fantastic. Come search me out. Don’t steal my mate.”
“I did when I sent Roman to fight Micah.” Atticus shuffled the napkin on his lap around. “Speaking of stealing, Zane took something from me the night he ran away. I wonder if you’ve ever seen it.”
Josiah sat back in his chair. His body tensed as instinct kicked in. “The amulet.”
For the first time since Josiah arrived, Atticus looked happy. “Yes. Do you know what happened to it? It’s a priceless heirloom going back generations.”
“It’s the equivalent of my mother’s engagement ring.”
“I need it back.”
“Good luck. It’s the last reminder of Poppa for her. And you’ll have to get in line. A bunch of vampires want it too.”
Atticus gave a nervous laugh. “I don’t know why. It’s just a sentimental piece of junk really.”
Josiah leaned forward until his elbows were on the table on either side of the cake plate. “Bullshit. We know about where it came from. And we know about the Heka. So, truth time. Why do the bloodsuckers want it? You want it so bad. What can it do?”
Atticus stared at him in silence for a long time. “You know about the Heka?”
“We know where this generation’s Heka is. What does it do, Atticus?”
Atticus huffed. By the way the old man fidgeted, Josiah could tell he was stalling. “Many magical species want that amulet. It has power beyond your imagination. That’s why it should not be in some lowly mortal’s hands.”
Josiah growled. “The vampires.”
“It gives them the ability to walk in the day as well as the night.”
Josiah’s mouth dropped. He was stunned. “The human race would be a feast for them twenty-four-seven. They would take over. They would rule the Earth.”
Atticus didn’t respond. Josiah frowned. “And us? What does it do for werewolves?”
“Nothing beneficial.”
“Tell me.”
Again Atticus was quiet. Josiah slammed his fist on the table. “What does it do for werewolves?”
Atticus snarled at him. Then he nodded to someone behind Josiah. When Josiah turned behind him, there was no one in the doorway. It must have been another maid.
Finally, Atticus spoke. “It turns us human. No more change. No more mating. Just weak, pathetic humans.”
Josiah fell back against the back of his chair in shock. “Holy shit.”
“So you see why I need it back.”
A smile spread across Josiah’s face. “No way in hell. Not until I reverse the curse for my brothers and me.”
“You have no idea how.”
“I told you I know where the Heka is. We have him. He’s a Hallow. He would do this for his mate.”
Atticus stood and kicked his chair away. “You would do that to me? You would leave me without an heir to lead the pack? You would leave us in civil war?”
Josiah slowly rose. “You keep missing the point, old man. I don’t give a shit about you and your pack. I love my Momma. I love my brothers. I love their mates. And most of all, I love my mate. More than my own soul. So you and your pack can fuck off.”
A scream pierced the air followed by the sound of a scuffle. Josiah spun around to see where it came from. He didn’t have to ask who did it. He knew the voice.
He looked at Atticus. “What the fuck?”
Atticus stared at him coldly. “You gave me no choice.”
Sarah screamed again. Josiah sprinted after the sound. As he passed a window, he noticed only one thing. It made his blood run cold.
The sun had already set. All that was left was the twilight sky.
»»•««
Sarah dug her heels into the marble floor as she tried to wrench free from Roman and Albanus. It was no use. Roman scooped her up over his shoulder and carried her outside the front double doors.
She screamed again as she kicked and beat on his back with her fists. He just tightened his grip as he jogged down the stairs. She watched the steps below her as they descended. Maybe it was all right that he hung on tight to her. If he let go of her, she’d split her head open.
“Sarah,” she heard Josiah shout from inside as Roman dropped her on the bottom step. It was then that Sarah noticed the metal eyelets that had been screwed into the brick wall that lined each side of the staircase. Chains had been laced through the eyelet and stretched to either side of her. She glanced at the step beneath her. She didn’t see it before when they first arrived, but it was stained with blotches of red.
Roman grinned at her as he took her wrist and clamped a shackle to it like a heavy bracelet. She leaned back and kicked him in the chest with both feet. She never saw his hand until it struck her across the face. As she shook herself back to her senses, he bound her other wrist in a shackle hitched to the second chain.
“Let her go!” Josiah demanded from the top step. She could hear the panic hitch his voice.
“It’s too late,” Atticus answered as he strode out of the house. “I pleaded with you to cooperate. You refused. You’ve given me no choice. This will convince you.”
He motioned out past the front of the house toward the town.
Sarah turned to where he pointed to find the town square full of people. Men, women, children, every member of the small community had to be standing there, and every gaze was locked on her. She couldn’t breathe. She watched several lick their lips like she was a decadent treat. What was going on with these people?
The sun finally dipped behind the horizon, extinguishing the light except that which came from the full moon above. Every person in the square collapsed to the ground. Their bodies shook and writhed. Their skin was replaced by thick, coarse fur. Nails curled into claws. Teeth grew into razor sharp fangs. Slowly they all stood and growled, a pack of nightmares staring her down. She couldn’t breathe. She fought to remain conscious. The terror nearly made her faint. Her heart stampeded in her chest. She was as good as dead.
The light of the full moon disappeared as something overshadowed her. She lifted her head to see only to bounce against muscle and sinew covered in hair bristled like a hairbrush. The touch filled her with a delicious shiver that nearly made her orgasm. She strained her neck to look at the beast hovering over her. It was as horrifying as those prowling toward her, looking for a way to strike without him interfering. But it held its head up nobly as it protected her. She whimpered as the realization washed over her like a cold wave.
Josiah wasn’t lying to her that first morning they woke up together. He told her he was a werewolf. She called him a liar and a minion of Satan.
Except he was neither. And now he was protecting her from an entire pack of his own kind, and he didn’t stand a chance.
“Let her be, Josiah,” Atticus commanded. “You can’t save her.”
The only answer was a deep growl from within Josiah’s chest.
Sarah shook her head. It only made her dizzy. “You aren’t one of them?” she shouted to Atticus.
“I’m their alpha. I’m holding back my change just like your mate has the past two nights. Once they are done feasting, I will join them.”
“Feasting on what?”
Atticus flicked his wrist toward her and Josiah. “You, my dear. Kill them both.”
Three wolves, each well over six feet tall, sprung at them. Sarah never saw them land. Josiah met them in midair. Claws slashed. Jaws clamped down on flesh. She heard yelps come from the chaos. It seemed Josiah was winning, despite being outnumbered. But as they circled for a second attack, she noticed the crimson spots blooming in Josiah’s fur.
Sarah glanced to either side of the staircase. Beasts shoved against each other to scale the brick wall. A sob escaped her throat as they peaked it. She pulled hard against her chains. Nothing happened. She kept yanking with all her strength. The iron rubbed her skin raw. Still, they held strong.
The rumble of motors grew louder. Bright headlights bounced off buildings. There was the sound of gunshots followed by high-pitched, inhuman cries. The wolves near the back scrambled away into the surrounding forest.
Three trucks tore around the corner of the square. Werewolves parted like the Red Sea to let them through. All three screeched to a halt, blocking the rest of the pack from the house and those attacking Josiah. Doors flew open on each vehicle. Several men and three women hopped out, each carrying rifles. A shot pierced a wolf with its teeth buried in the nape of Josiah’s neck. The beast collapsed, and his body shook violently until he returned to his bare human shape. The other two fled, leaving Josiah in a heap on the pavement.
“Henry, the tailgate,” the red-headed woman called out.
The bespectacled man crossed behind one of the trucks and dropped the back of the truck. It was then that Sarah recognized him. He was in the doorway of the church when she first met Josiah. The three women were the ones gathered around Evelyn at the funeral. They were the mates of the other Hallows. She just didn’t know their names.
The rescue party didn’t deter the wolves that climbed over the walls of the house. Sarah ducked her head as more shots were fired toward the house. The chains on her right arm went slack followed by the left. She looked up to find herself free. Several passed out, very naked humans laid scattered on the steps.
The brunette waved over to her. “Come on, Sarah. We’ll figure out how to get that shit off you later. We got to go.”
Sarah didn’t know how the brunette knew her name. She jumped to her feet and gathered the dangling chain to herself. She sprinted to the group and then huddled against the truck.
A tall, older man with long salt and pepper hair pointed to Josiah. “Turn him. We’ve got to go.”
Another man, almost a carbon copy of him but thirty years younger, kneeled next to the beast. “Don’t. He needs to heal.”
“Noah, we can’t haul a werewolf in the back of a truck all the way to Minnesota.”
“Uncle, these wounds are deep. He needs the healing power as a werewolf to get a head start. Turn him, and they could be fatal.” Noah pointed at Sarah. “He’ll stay down if she’s with him.”
“Fine. Gentlemen, we lift. Meg, Eve, Delilah, cover us. Sarah, get in the back please.”
The three women fanned out against the wolves while the men approached Josiah. Out of nowhere, a large, ash gray werewolf dropped between them and the fallen Hallow. Sarah didn’t remember him from the pack as they swarmed around her. She gritted her teeth as she ripped the rifle out of the blonde’s hands.
“What the fuck?” The blonde protested.
Sarah didn’t answer. She aimed at the ashen gray beast and fired. It took two shots to drop him. She watched, satisfied, as the beast shuddered and then shrunk, leaving a bare old man with white hair. Any werewolf still prowling around disappeared at the sight of their fallen alpha.
Sarah handed the gun back to the blonde. “He deserves it. He locked me up in a cage.”
“And he is?”
Sarah smirked at her. “Atticus.”
The blonde’s eyes grew wide. “Holy shit. You just shot Grandpa.”
Sarah hopped into the back of the truck and settled against the back window. The men were awkward as they laid Josiah in the back. He managed to get up on all fours to scuttle to her. He crumbled against her with his head in her lap.
Tears welled in her eyes as she smoothed his bloody fur. “You saved me.”
He huffed in response. His breath was hot on her bare legs. She looked up to find the three women and the guy in glasses crawling in the back with her.
“You three girls in the trucks,” the older man ordered. Josiah lifted his muzzle and growled as if to concur.
“Littlefoot, we’ll be fine. I’m sure Sarah has questions. We’ve done this before.”
“Do you three forget you’re all pregnant?”
Sarah’s mouth dropped at his words. The brunette answered. “We’ll get in at the first stop. We’ll hang on and be careful.”
“Whatever. I’m not sticking around until someone comes back.” Littlefoot hopped in the cab and fired the truck on. She could tell Littlefoot’s care as he drove. He managed to miss every rut and pothole. The ride was smooth as silk.
The back of the truck was silent as the trucks made their way down the tree-covered lane. The three women and Henry clenched their rifles tightly as they watched the woods around them, waiting for an attack. When they reached the highway, they each let out a sigh of relief and set their guns down.
The blonde gave Sarah a little wave. “Hi. I’m Meg.”
The brunette followed her. “I’m Eve.”
The redhead smiled. “I’m Delilah.” She patted the outstretched leg of the man beside her. “And this is my mate, Henry.”
“You’re mates?” Sarah questioned. “Are you a werewolf, Henry?” She shook her head. Did she really ask that?
Henry laughed. “No. We’re both mated to Sam Hallow.”
“Each one of them has multiple mates?”
“No. Just Sam.”
“Sam’s special,” Eve said with a grin. She looked at Sarah. “My mate and husband is Mike.”
Meg waved her hand to get Sarah’s attention. “And I’m mated and married to Cay.”
Sarah frowned. “That guy, Littlefoot, said you’re all pregnant.”
“Yep,” Meg replied. “We’re going to catch hell from our mates. This was stupid really. But we couldn’t leave Joe high and dry without backup. I just wish we would have gotten here earlier. Maybe he wouldn’t be in such rough shape.”
“Did you have sex with him while you were captured?” Eve questioned.
“That’s a little personal, don’t you think?” Sarah countered.
“I’m sorry. You’re right. You should know, though, that the Hallows are only fertile during the full moon. So if you had sex…” Eve’s voice trailed off.
Sarah shook her head. “I wanted to. I begged him. He wanted to also, but he refused both of us.” She petted him lovingly. He let out a loud snore in response. “We found…other ways…to please each other.” She glanced out the back of the truck. “Did we kill them?”
“No,” Henry answered. “Those were tranquilizer bullets. They’ll wake up naked with a killer headache. But they’re alive.”
“Oh. Good.” Sarah absently ran her fingers along Josiah’s snout. “Where are his brothers? Why didn’t they come to save him?”
“They were sent a decoy text saying he was heading to Connecticut. Our texts were blocked from telling them he was heading to Maine instead. Hopefully, they are on their way home. We still can’t text them.”
“Who would send them to Connecticut?”
“Sarah, you are barely hanging onto the news that the guy you share that mark on your back with is a werewolf. You’re pale and shaky. I can see it from here. You might want to stop there for the night.”
“Tell me. Who sent them?”
Henry sighed. “Vampires. Your promoters. The ones you’re going to fight for in a few weeks? Both vampires. I watched them kill my assistant when I worked as a librarian in Duluth.”
“Oh, heavens.”
“Maybe we should get some shuteye,” Meg suggested. “It’s been a long day.”
There was a murmur of agreement among them. Delilah cuddled up with Henry as they laid down in the bed of the truck. Eve and Meg followed their example. Sarah could only hug Josiah. With everything she had witnessed, how could she sleep?
»»•««
The sunrise piercing her senses woke Sarah up from her fitful slumber. She finally dozed off long after the rest of those in the back of the truck. Henry did help her pry the shackles off her wrists before he fell asleep. It took at least an hour and nearly every tool in Littlefoot’s toolbox but she was free from her physical bonds. Her mental ones would take some more time. Her dreams were filled with horrifying images. It was difficult to stay asleep.
She sat up and yawned as the others started to stir. She bolted straight as the beast in her lap started to shake violently. Fur turned to flesh. Claws and fangs returned to fingernails and teeth. Where a terrifying beast once was now lay a gloriously naked man. Sarah licked her lips as she stared at Josiah’s hard cock.
The others weren’t as impressed. “Oh, shit,” Meg called out.
“Hello. That’s a whole lot of naked.” Henry slipped by Josiah and Sarah and pounded on the back window.
Littlefoot pulled over and climbed out. “What is it?”
“He changed back,” Delilah reported as she pointed.
Littlefoot chuckled. “I didn’t plan for that. I’ve got a blanket in the cab. Joe, you can cover up with that. We’ll stop in a little bit and look for clothes. Noah can examine you in your human form then too.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Josiah answered weakly.
Littlefoot reached into the back of the cab and rummaged around. He pulled out the midnight blue fleece blanket and tossed it to Josiah. The Hallow sat up and wrapped it around his waist. Then he leaned against the back window next to Sarah.
“So,” he said.
“So,” she repeated.
“Questions?”
“About you being a werewolf? Loads.” She pointed to the other four in the truck. “But they covered the basics.”
Josiah frowned at Meg, Eve, Delilah, and Henry. “What are you four doing here? Where are my brothers? I asked them to come help me.”
“Our cell phones were jammed,” Eve answered. “Instead of getting your text, they got one saying the vampires had Sarah in Connecticut. They took off right after they got it.”
“But you’re here. Explain that one to me.”
Meg wrapped an arm around Eve and gave her a squeeze. “Our resident hacker read the text over her hubby’s shoulder and realized something wasn’t right. The message was too abbreviated, and we know how much you freak out about that sort of thing. So she hacked into whatever super secure program she shouldn’t have been in and found your original text. We couldn’t reach the boys, so we took off after you instead.”
Josiah wiggled to get the blanket tucked around him tighter. “You shouldn’t have. You should have stayed put at camp.”
Henry held up his index finger. “One, you’re welcome for us coming to save your ass.”
Josiah shook his head. “It’s not that I’m not grateful. I owe you all my life and Sarah’s. Literally. But you girls are pregnant. You put the lives of your unborn children at risk. That’s unacceptable. You were the safest at camp.”
“Really?” Henry countered as he raised another finger. “Two. Think about it. You’re heading to Maine. The other six are heading to Connecticut. That leaves the camp unprotected. And Rock and Cort know how to get there.”
Josiah bolted upright. “Momma.”
Delilah offered a weak smile. “At the reservation with Ruby and the amulet. When the bloodsuckers get there, the place will be empty. Granted when we get back, we’ll probably have one hell of a mess to clean up.”
Josiah grinned at them all. “I’ll take that over losing any member of this family. But I’m echoing what Littlefoot said. Next stop you three mothers are in the cab. Henry is welcome to hang back here with Sarah and me. But no more risking those babes. Got it?”
There might have been some reluctance when the three women nodded, but they did agree. Josiah wrapped an arm around Sarah’s shoulders and held her tight. She wrapped her arms around his naked torso. That overwhelming need to straddle him and have mindless sex filled her. It was almost too much to resist. He was naked under that blanket, after all. She remembered what the others said about the full moon and having sex with a Hallow. She bit her lip hard to suppress her desire.
Josiah leaned toward her until his lips brushed against her ear. “I want it too, baby. More than you can imagine. But you aren’t carrying my child into the cage. Maybe after your fight.”
Sarah’s breath hitched in her throat. Despite the lust coursing through her, she couldn’t help her deep-learned morals from seeping through. “Josiah, I’m not bringing a baby into this world without a husband.”
“I’m your mate. Same thing.”
“Hardly.”
He pulled away from her. “Can’t stop beating on that drum, can you?”
She cocked a grin at him. “Wow, not a profanity in sight. And there were a couple of spots where they would have fit nicely.”
He huffed. “Yeah, tell me about it.”
She laughed as she laid her head on his shoulder. He stiffened at first. Then he relaxed under her caress. He was finally making a concession to her wishes. Maybe it was time to give in a little to his?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
They rode in silence for several more miles until they reached a small rural town. Josiah had no idea where they were. He had been a very large, wounded beast for most of this journey. If they crossed state lines, he wasn’t aware of it.
Littlefoot pulled to a stop alongside a farm implement store and turned off the engine. He hopped out. “I’m heading in to get Josiah some clothes. Eve, Meg, and Delilah, get in the cab of the trucks.” He looked at Josiah. “Be back in a bit, son.”
Josiah blinked at him as his thoughts spun in his head. Atticus called him son. He was Josiah’s biological grandfather. Yet he told the old man to fuck off.
There was only one possible response he had for Littlefoot, his father’s best friend, not even a blood relative. “Yes, sir.”
Henry slipped the latches free on the tailgate. Then he hopped down and offered a hand to Eve, Meg, and Delilah. Once all three women were safely on the ground, they went searching for a free spot in one of the trucks to settle in. Henry glanced unsurely at Josiah and Delilah. Josiah waved him off with a smile. Henry took off after his mate like an excited puppy.
“You should go get in the truck too,” Josiah told Sarah.
“I’m not leaving you,” she answered as she hugged his arm tight to her.
Noah appeared at the tailgate and climbed inside the truck bed. “Since you’re already undressed, I might as well examine you.”
Josiah tossed the blanket off with a grin. “Go for it.”
Noah looked a little shocked for a brief moment. He kneeled down and studied Josiah’s wounds. Sarah scuttled away to give the doctor more room.
Noah nodded satisfied. “They’re healing nicely. Last night you needed sutures. I saw bone and sinew. Now they’re just flesh wounds. By the time we get home, there will just be mild scars. Feel free to cover yourself before the local sheriff wanders by and busts you for indecent exposure.”
He gave the couple a brief wave before he jumped out of the vehicle and made his way to his own. Josiah tossed the blanket over himself again. Sarah was back at his side before it settled on his skin.
He smiled at her and pressed a kiss to her forehead. He watched her in silence. Yes, her bullheaded resistance to move in with him, even to keep her safe, drove him batshit crazy. But fuck, she was beautiful. She was smart and noble and one hell of a spitfire. Just the perfect woman for an alpha male.
He was one lucky son of a bitch.
It didn’t take long for Littlefoot to come back with a large brown paper bag with a paper woven handle. He set it in the truck bed and then headed to the driver’s door. Josiah pulled one item of clothing out at a time and discreetly pulled it on. Once he tugged the last boot on, he folded the bag and tucked it under his ass.
Before he could pull Sarah in his arms, he slammed his hand on the back window again. The truck skidded to a stop.
Littlefoot didn’t bother getting out to see what was wrong. He shouted out the window. “What do you need now?”
Josiah pointed toward a meadow at the base of a grove of pine trees. In the middle was a small white chapel surrounded by wild grass. A dirt road cut through the weeds to it. “There. We’re going there.”
Nothing more was said. Littlefoot took a sharp turn that sent the two of them sliding across the truck bed. Josiah was surprised one of them didn’t fall out. The other vehicles followed as Littlefoot sped down the dirt road.
“What are you doing?” Sarah questioned.
“Getting things settled once and for all,” Josiah answered.
The three trucks parked on the lush green lawn outside the building. There wasn’t any parking lot to speak of. The grass wasn’t matted down from the parishioners who parked there for service. Josiah stared at the chapel as he worried. It was in great shape for being abandoned. He hopped out over the side of the truck and approached the church.
Littlefoot opened the driver’s door and leaned out of it. “Joe, we don’t have time to screw around. Your brothers are missing. We need to get home and track them.”
Josiah looked at him over his shoulder. Then his gaze drifted to Sarah. She stood in the bed of the truck, watching him over the cab. “I have business. I have to protect what’s mine.”
“No one’s here. Let’s just get back on the road and…”
Everything went quiet as the wooden front door of the church opened. A small, bald man shuffled out in full black robes complete with a cowl and a large gold cross hanging around his neck by a thick, gold chain. He held a Bible in his hands. He couldn’t have stood taller than five feet. Josiah cursed under his breath. Where the fuck did he come from?
The minister’s voice was soft as he spoke. “I’m Reverend Grop. Can I help you folks with something?”
Josiah rolled his shoulders back until his chest stuck out. “We need to get married.”
“Hold up.” Sarah slipped over the side of the truck and jumped to the ground. She hurried to Josiah’s side. “Who said we’re getting married?”
Josiah stared into her eyes. “You aren’t safe in Bemidji. You should see that by now. But you won’t move in with me unless I’m your husband. I love you too much to play roulette with your life. So let’s get married.”
“Nice proposal,” Eve replied.
Josiah glared at her. Everyone had unloaded from the vehicles to witness the scene. Josiah scowled at her. “Don’t need your opinion.” He turned his attention back to Sarah. Her eyes were wide. “So? How about it?”
“You just told me you love me,” she answered.
Josiah was silent for a moment. “I do. I love you.”
Sarah smiled. “I just wondered if my feelings were one-sided. I love you too. But Joe, we don’t have a marriage license.”
“We’ll have the ceremony and figure the rest of it out later.”
“It won’t be legal.”
“So what?” Josiah turned to the minister. “We’re ready to get married.”
Sarah clung to him as she, too, addressed him. “We don’t have a marriage license.”
Reverend Grop beamed at both of them. It was unnerving. “No need for concern, Sarah. His mother and father didn’t have one either when I married them. Zane and Evelyn were such an attractive young couple. Everything will be legal when we’re finished just like it was for them.”
“How can…” Sarah’s words died on her tongue. “How did you know my name?”
“Why don’t all of you fine folks come inside while we wait for the others.”
“You married my parents? Others?” Josiah questioned.
Sarah tugged on Josiah’s arm as he gaped at the preacher. He finally looked at his mate.
“Something is really wrong here. Besides, do you really want to get married like this?” she questioned.
Josiah shook his head. “Hell, no. I want my brothers here to witness this. But what can I do?”
The sound of engines tore everyone’s attention away. At first, they couldn’t make out the vehicles coming down the dirt road. Josiah’s heart leaped into his throat when the Jeep came to a stop. The truck parked behind it.
“Oh, that’s just fucking creepy,” Henry muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.
Micah stepped out of the Jeep and slowly approached the group. The other five Hallows followed. “What the fuck are you all doing here?”
“We could ask the same thing,” Delilah countered.
“We were asking for directions. We got lost after a bunch of confusing road construction. We were sent on a pointless wild goose chase. Fucking fantastic thing to do during a full moon,” Caleb answered. “And you?”
Meg jogged across the lawn to Caleb and hugged him tight. Delilah and Henry greeted Samuel the same way. The only one not wrapped in their mate’s arms after the long time apart was Eve. And Micah didn’t look happy about it. He clenched his hands on his hips as he glared at her.
“Joe and Sarah are getting married,” Meg told Caleb.
“What the fuck?”
Reverend Grop cleared his throat. “Now that everyone is here let’s come inside and begin.”
“Hold up.” Littlefoot waved his hand in objection. “You know too much about us for my liking. How is that?”
“There are many magical beings that know about the Hallows. They know that the Hallows now have the amulet. A few know that they also have the Heka in their midst. They will stop at nothing to possess both. There are trying times ahead. A war is coming, one that could end the way of life as we know it. You are the protectors. You are the ones to stop the evil coming.”
“You mean the fate of the entire world is in the hands of the seven beasts of Satan,” Ezekiel quipped. “Well, that’s it. Everyone’s fucked.”
“Zeke, shut up,” Josiah chided. He faced the preacher. “And why should we trust you? What are you?”
“A few of us believe that you will complete what you are fated to do. We are tasked to protect you, to help when we can just like Littlefoot, and his tribe do. I am a gnome. It is my honor to marry you and your mate. If you are more comfortable, we can do it right here at the front step of the church.”
“A gnome?” Abraham questioned. “Like those little statues people put in their yards?”
Reverend Grop glared at him. “You will find soon, young Abraham, not all magical creatures appear like they do in the fairy tales. You will learn this lesson better than your brothers, I imagine.”
Abraham looked baffled at the news. Grop smiled and turned his attention back to Josiah and Sarah. “Shall we begin?”
“Not yet. One more thing before we start.” Josiah pressed a kiss to Sarah’s lips before he pulled from her arms and strode over to Eve. He pointed at Micah standing across the yard. “He needs to know. Now. Go over by the Jeep and talk. We’re going to stand here until you do.”
“Josiah, this isn’t the time,” Eve protested.
“Bullshit. Didn’t you have an ultrasound shortly after the full moon? When are you going to tell him? When you drop a little bundle of joy in his lap? Go, now. We’ll wait.”
She huffed loudly as she glared at him. Then she shuffled to her husband and tugged him with her behind the Jeep. Josiah returned to Sarah and hugged her tight.
“What did you do?” Sarah questioned.
“Just watch,” Josiah answered with a grin.
Everyone could see the argument. Eve barely got a word or two out before Micah laid into her. The group could make out about every third word that came from his lips. It was usually a curse word. It went on for a few minutes. Eve looked away the entire time.
Finally, she faced him and spoke. Micah froze in mid-sentence. His eyes went wide. His mouth gaped open. His gaze met her face and then dropped to her belly. The next moment she was smothered in his embrace. Whatever he said, it was quick. Eve must have to tried to explain, but her words were cut off with kisses.
Finally, he dropped to his knees at her feet. He nudged away her shirt enough to place a gentle kiss on her stomach. Then he looked up at her, and she had the biggest smile on her face. He rose to his feet, took her hand in his, and led her back to the others.
“Everything good now, Mike?” Josiah asked.
“Nope. I’m still pissed as hell. How long have you assholes known?”
Samuel laughed. “Since the test came back positive.”
“Fucker.”
“Mike,” Eve objected.
“I’m hurt you didn’t tell me sooner. But I get why. And I love you for wanting to protect me. But it’s my job to protect you. So let me. And don’t keep things like you’re pregnant a secret again. Okay?”
Eve’s cheeks flushed red. “Got it. Dad.”
Micah waved over to Josiah. “Get married already. We need to get home.”
Josiah turned himself and Sarah toward the minister. He smiled as he gazed at her. “Ready?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
Reverend Grop opened the book in his hand. “Do you, Josiah, take Sarah to be your wife in sickness and health, in poverty and wealth? Will you stay by her side no matter what comes?”
“I do,” he answered.
Grop looked at Sarah. “Do you, Sarah, take Josiah to be your husband in sickness and health, in poverty and wealth? Will you stay by his side no matter what comes?”
“I do,” she replied.
“Rings?”
Josiah laughed. “Remember that I said we just pulled off the side of the road and decided to do this? We don’t have any rings. We’ll buy them when we get back to Minnesota.”
Grop nodded at Micah. “Check your pocket.”
Micah’s brow creased as he glared at Grop. “Why the hell would I do that?”
“Trust me.”
Micah dug his hand in his jeans pocket. He pulled his fist out fast and held it open. Two gold wedding bands were nestled in the center of his palm. “What the fuck. I swear they weren’t in there.”
Sarah hugged Josiah a little tighter. He could feel her shake. Josiah swiped the rings out of Micah’s hand. He took the smaller of the two and slid it on Sarah’s finger.
“Repeat after me, Josiah,” Grop instructed. “With this ring, thee I wed.”
“Yeah, sure. With this ring, thee I wed,” Josiah repeated.
“Sarah, put the ring on Josiah’s finger and repeat after me, ‘with this ring, thee I wed.’”
Sarah took the band from Josiah and slipped it on his finger. “With this ring, thee I wed.”
Grop beamed. “By the power invested in me by the state of Pennsylvania, I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”
“That’s where the fuck we are,” Caleb interrupted.
Josiah glared at his brother just before he pressed his lips to Sarah. Their kiss was broken by the cacophony of buzzes and ringtones from everyone’s cell phones. Each of them searched for their cells.
Joshua studied his. “Joe, you’re heading for Maine.”
“Our cell service is back. Our phones are no longer blocked,” Eve said.
Littlefoot tapped his screen several times and then held the phone to his ear. He paced as he waited for it to answer. “Evelyn, are you all right?” He stopped his pacing and leaned against the nose of his truck. His face fell as he rubbed his eyes. “There’s nothing left. All the way to the ground. Tell me no one was inside.”
He waited again. Josiah could see one lone tear slide down his cheek. “Two bodies. Charred beyond recognition. I understand. Stay in the house with my sisters and the rest of the family. I have all the boys and their mates with me. We are heading home right now. It will probably be late tomorrow night. Stay safe. See you soon.” He hung up the call and wiped his eyes again.
“Littlefoot, what happened?” Josiah questioned.
Littlefoot’s voice shook as he spoke. “Someone torched Sharky’s Garage. They found evidence of an accelerant around the gas pumps, a highly flammable one that is hard to get a hold of. It and the shack behind it are gone. Burnt to the ground. There were two bodies inside. They’re with the medical examiner now for identification. Nothing is conclusive yet, but it’s probably Sharky and Amos.”
Eve, Meg, and Delilah started to cry. Josiah felt his own eyes burn with tears. Sarah held him tighter.
Abraham whimpered. “Who would do that?”
Henry bit his lower lip to keep from sobbing. “Take a wild guess. We weren’t there. The amulet wasn’t there. My guess is that Rock and Cort looked for revenge and took it out on Sharky and Amos.”
Littlefoot spat out a long line of curses under his breath. “I should have told them to go to the reservation with Evelyn.”
“How could you have known this would happen?” Micah asked.
“We need to go now,” Josiah ordered. He looked at Grop. “Thank you. We appreciate it.”
“My pleasure.” Grop reached between the folds of the book. He pulled free a piece of paper. “Don’t forget your marriage license.”
Josiah took it from him without looking at it. Then he grabbed Sarah’s hand in his. “Thanks, again.”
The two of them hurried away from the chapel without a second glance and hopped in the back seat of Littlefoot’s truck. The vehicles followed each other down the dirt road back to the highway.
»»•««
The late morning sunshine warmed the bedroom. Sarah stepped out of the bathroom dressed in only her flimsy white cotton nightgown. She leaned against the doorframe and smiled.
Josiah was fast asleep on the bed, with his arm draped over his face to block the light. She studied the patterns of color embedded in his skin. The images covered his arms and part of his chest. His long curly hair was a contrast to the white pillow beneath his head. This man wasn’t the vanilla type of guy she thought she would end up with. Not by any means. And it was just fine with her.
The seven brothers chose to hold back their change until they reached home. They didn’t have to stop that way. Those who weren’t werewolves took shifts driving through the night. Sarah took over driving Littlefoot’s truck soon after the decision was made. Being the gentleman he was, Littlefoot didn’t want her driving in the wee hours of the morning. She noticed as she drove that neither Littlefoot nor Josiah slept. They sat in silence together. She didn’t have to ask why. She didn’t know Sharky and Amos, but her heart broke for those who did.
The first stop when they got close to home was the reservation. Littlefoot hugged Evelyn Hallow for all he was worth. Sarah watched them as they comforted each other. They seemed like the perfect couple. Why on earth weren’t they together?
It was then that Josiah explained it to her. When Hallows mated, they mated for eternity. When one passed, the other was still connected to them. Momma was still bound to her late werewolf husband. Sarah was shaken by the answer. She could never be with anyone but him. But it seemed cruel to Momma to be that way.
The entire family visited the remains of Sharky’s Garage before the brothers returned to the woods to change. It was unavoidable. She didn’t realize that it was the station just before the road to the camp. The seven scuffed around the ruins while wiping at their damp cheeks. It made Sarah cry to see everyone in so much pain.
Josiah rubbed his toe against the pavement. It was so hard she thought he was going to wear a hole through the rubber. “Guys, I found a huge patch of red.”
Everyone wandered to the patch he had cleared. The other six brothers did the same until they exposed a patch about six feet wide.
“Fuck, blood,” Ezekiel mumbled under his breath.
“We don’t know that,” Micah warned.
“What used to be here, Mike? The living room of the shack. And that’s enough to be two people.”
Josiah glanced at each of them. “The investigators aren’t going to suspect the bloodsuckers. They are going to assume murder/suicide first. Or a robbery gone wrong. That’s even if they test this for blood. This garage is in the middle of nowhere in a rural area. It’s not like we have top-notch detectives around here. We can assume Rock and Cort. Don’t expect them to.” He pointed to the sunset as it turned the horizon a brilliant orange. “Got to go, boys. It’s time to beast out.”
Sarah kissed her new husband goodbye, as did the rest of the mated with their wolves. They watched the Hallow brothers get into their vehicles and disappear into the woods before they returned to the reservation.
Three days passed before the full moon was over. The Hallows found their home nearly destroyed and not much had been cleaned up before Littlefoot escorted Momma, Meg, Eve, Delilah, Henry, and Sarah home. Sarah wanted to celebrate her new marriage with Josiah so bad it hurt. They hadn’t even consummated it yet. Yet clean-up took precedence over everything else. The whole family pitched in except Momma, who watched over Baby Ruby while the adults put the camp back in order.
When nightfall came, Josiah dropped his tools and scooped her over his shoulder. He didn’t put her down until he reached his bed and stripped her naked. Her butt hit the mattress one moment, and then he was moving deep inside her the next, all the while whispering his love to her against her ear. She ached for this. She needed it so much she peaked after a couple of thrusts. Then she came again so hard she nearly blacked out. She didn’t know how many times the rush dragged her under before he released. She knew she didn’t want him to stop. Lucky for her, he didn’t. She wasn’t sure when they finally fell asleep, knotted tightly around each other. She did know she had never been happier.
Sarah glanced at the clock beside the bed. She grinned as she shuffled across the bedroom floor. She crawled across the bed until she straddled Josiah’s hips. She could feel his erection pressed hard under the comforter.
He grinned at her as he peeked from under his arm. “Good morning.”
She beamed back at him. “Not for long. Up and at ’em, Coach. You need to train me.”
He rubbed the side of her bare thighs as he looked up at her. His touch and that gaze melted her into a puddle of goo. “I want to run to town with Cay, Meg, Eve, Mike, Sam, Dee, and Henry. They’re getting their ultrasounds today. They put their babies at risk to save you. To save me. I want to be there for them. I want to know everyone is okay.”
She leaned down to kiss him. “You’re a good man, Josiah Hallow. But you stress yourself out trying to take care of everyone. It’s going to put you in an early grave.”
He kissed her back as he brushed her long hair away from her face. “My dad left me in charge when he died. I won’t let him down.”
“Your brothers are adults.”
“My brothers are idiots. Plus aren’t you part of this family now, Missus Josiah Hallow? That includes taking care of you.”
Sarah smiled as she stretched out over him to kiss him again. He first knotted his fingers in her hair. Then his hands wandered down her back to caress her butt. She arched against his erection. She couldn’t help it. His touch set her on fire.
“We can’t do anything if you want to go with the others,” Sarah warned as she pressed a trail of kisses across the stumble of his chin bone and down his neck.
Josiah growled. “There’s such a thing as a quickie.”
“Do you understand what a quickie is?”
He shoved the comforter down the best he could past his thighs. His hard, thick cock nestled against her belly. It was her turn to moan. “No, I don’t. Ride me, Sarah. I want to watch you make love to me.”
She laughed. “Make love?”
“Want me to use the other word?”
“No.” She wrapped her hand tight around him and pumped her fist a few times. He bucked hard against her grip. She lifted her hips just enough to guide his tip inside her. With a sigh she impaled herself, driving him deep.
She drove herself up and down as she stared into his eyes. He filled every aching crevice of her. She lost count of how many times she’d orgasmed the night before. With the way he stretched her apart, she shouldn’t be able to walk. But sex with Josiah was an addiction. She didn’t want the cure. She only wanted him.
He grazed his fingers through her hair to hold her head still as he returned her gaze. He murmured how beautiful she was, how much he needed her. She whimpered as she picked up the pace. He burrowed into her soul, and it fanned the blaze in her core into an inferno. She wrapped her hands around his to pull free from his hold. Then she arched her back hard. The knot in her belly unwound, sending a sharp wave of pure pleasure coursing through her. She screamed his name over and over as she tightened around him.
Josiah yanked his hands from hers then gripped her thighs to bring her down on him in slow, deliberate strokes. He growled out a strings of curse words as he released. Sarah teased his chest hairs with her fingertips as she watched his brow furrow, his face tighten, his lips puff out soft breaths as he came. She leaned over and pressed her mouth to his.
A split second later he flipped her over on her back. She had no idea how he did it, but instinct demanded she hold onto him for dear life. He buried his face in the curve of her neck as he drove deep inside her. She wrapped her legs around his hips as she felt his teeth nip at her jugular. She wove her finger in his hair. She murmured nonsense. All she could do was surrender to him.
Her whole body quaked as he stroked another rush from her. It tore through her nerves, leaving her breathless and lightheaded. He grunted as he throbbed inside her. She clenched his hips to hold him tighter as he did. It sent one last tremor through her.
Josiah kissed the tip of her nose then her lips. His gaze met hers. She lost herself in the depths of his dark brown eyes. Was he this tender with the other women he slept with? Did she care?
“Aww, shit. Sorry.” He pulled away from her and climbed off the bed.
She shook herself from the daze she was in. It didn’t help. Her thoughts consumed her. “What is it?”
He strode naked to the window. “Yep, they left. Hurry up and dress. We’ve got to go.”
“Why did you apologize?”
He smiled at her. “Because I’m trying my best not to cuss. I know I did when I came. You’re going to just have to give me that one. You are the best fu… sex I’ve ever had in my entire life. It’s instinctive.”
“I am?”
He crossed the room to his dresser. “Yes. Come on. We’ve got to get going.”
Sarah scooted off the bed as searched for her clothes. While they were separated from the brothers, the other mates helped pack up her apartment to move in with Josiah. The move, however, hadn’t happened yet. All her essentials were shoved in a duffel bag, and it wasn’t much. She tugged out a T-shirt and a pair of shorts from the jumbled mess and dressed.
Josiah was already tugging his boots on. He looked drop dead gorgeous in his thin T-shirt that accentuated his sculpted muscles and his tight blue jeans. He reached out a hand to her. “Ready?”
She threaded her fingers between his. “Ready.”
He smiled at her before he led her through the cabin to his truck. He helped her into the passenger’s seat and then strode around to the driver’s side. He kissed her one more time before he fired it on and plunged down the dirt road into the woods.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
The three couples had already been escorted to their exam rooms by the time Josiah and Sarah arrived at the hospital. The nurse who showed them to the waiting area explained that Delilah, Samuel, and Henry already had their ultrasound and were now seeing Noah about the amniotic fluid test he took. By the wide-eyed expression on the nurse’s face, it must have been the first time she dealt with a threesome expecting a baby.
Instead of sitting in the chairs, Josiah leaned against the wall. Sarah crossed the corridor and propped herself against the wall across from him. Her thoughts were scrambled. Missus Josiah Hallow. That was her name now. Not to mention, the hard, cold man that she once knew was now loving and gentle. What had changed?
That wasn’t the thing that confused her the most. Her heart had done a one-eighty. At first, she couldn’t stand Josiah Hallow. His arrogance, his non-stop cursing, the way he treated sex like it was an act for gratification only turned her off even though she couldn’t keep herself from dragging him to her bed to satisfy her.
She stared at him. He gave her that crazy grin she used to hate when she first met him. Now it turned her heart inside out. She hoped he smiled like that at her until the day she died. She couldn’t love anyone like she did him. She’d love him past eternity.
He cocked his head. “Are you okay?”
She nodded. She knew she didn’t need to. Her head did it without her consent. “Of course. Why do you ask?”
“You’re staring at me like you saw a ghost. Am I sprouting a couple tufts of fur?”
“No, of course not.”
“Then what’s bothering you?”
She bit her lip before she spoke. “What’s changed between us? We used to hate each other. Remember? I wouldn’t think our quickie marriage would change that. Do you even like me?”
Josiah strode across the hospital corridor to her. In one hand he tilted her head to him and caressed her face. The other gripped her hip and pulled her against him. “Yes, you’ve infuriated me. Being on my ass about cussing? It infuriates me. Refusing to move in with me until we were married even if it would save your life? Still infuriates me. But Sarah, when I look in your eyes I see everything I ever wanted. I see my babes. I see my home. Not the cabin I live in. Home. You are my home. I see the love I want so much it hurts. You are my life, my reason to breathe. I love you.”
She could barely catch her breath. His confession stole it from her. “I love you too, Joe. But what’s changed?”
He sighed. “I saw you chained. I saw your life on the line. I saw a town of werewolves bear down on you. I knew then I couldn’t let anything happen to you. I stood behind my words. You are mine. I will protect you and love you and be by your side until death parts us. Beast or man, I’m yours.”
She touched his cheek. “You almost died for me.”
He turned his face into her palm and pressed a kiss to it. “I’d do it a million times more if it keeps you and our children safe. I mean, if you want kids. We never talked about it.”
“With you as their dad? Yes. I want children. Lots of them.”
The deep, sweet kiss they shared sent shivers of delight through her. This man was her husband for eternity. He was a werewolf. They shared some crazy mating bond. But he was her husband. And she wasn’t going to let him go. Ever.
They broke apart when they heard a door open. Caleb and Meg walked out of the room closest to them hand in hand, each wearing a big smile. They stopped long enough to share a kiss before they strolled down the corridor to Josiah and Sarah.
“So?” Josiah questioned.
Meg looked at her mate. “The baby is healthy and right on track.”
Caleb beamed. “We’re having a boy.”
Sarah laughed. “You seem excited.”
“I am,” he answered. “I love my girls, but now I’ll have one on my side.”
Josiah chuckled. “Great. All we need is a mini Cay running around. You’re enough of a shi…pain in the as…rear end. Now we have two.”
Caleb busted out laughing. “You’re curbing your fucking language. This is priceless. You know I learned to cuss from you.”
Meg elbowed her husband in the ribs. “You could learn from him now.”
Caleb’s mirth turned to a scowl. “What the fuck?”
“You have two young children. Do you want them cursing a blue streak around camp?”
He growled. “No. But you have to watch it, too. You’re worse than me some days.”
Meg kissed him. “Deal.”
Another door opening turned the attention from the conversation to the end of the corridor. Delilah, Samuel, and Henry slipped quietly from the room. Each man had an arm around the little mother. They all seemed puzzled as they stared at each other.
“What did you three find out?” Meg asked.
“Our little guy is growing. He’s the right size, healthy as a horse,” Henry answered.
“So why do you all looked stunned?” Josiah asked. He paused. “You know who the father is, don’t you?”
“Yeah,” Samuel replied. “That’s what’s getting to all of us. We’re both the father. Our perfectly healthy little boy has a strand of human DNA from his mother, a strand of werewolf DNA from me, and a strand of Heka DNA from Henry.”
“What the fuck?” Caleb repeated.
“Language,” Meg chided.
“Even I’m going to let that one go.” Sarah shook her head. “I’m thinking the exact same thing. How does that happen?”
Delilah shrugged. “I guess that’s why I was driven to race home and have sex with Henry right after I had sex with Sam. We’re all mates, and during the full moon, we mate. I guess I have to sleep with both of them to procreate.”
No one had a chance to say anything before the last exam door opened. Micah and Eve shuffled out of the room. He had his arms wrapped tight around her. They looked more lost and confused than Delilah, Samuel, and Henry had.
“Oh, shit,” Josiah said. “Please tell me everything is okay.”
“We’re not having a baby,” Micah announced softly.
The entire group cursed. Even a profanity slipped from Sarah’s lips.
Micah continued. “Guys, it’s not that. It’s not one. It’s three. Two girls and a boy. All healthy and squirmy. We’re having triplets.”
Tear-filled eyes quickly turned to laughter and cheers. Josiah, Caleb, and Samuel managed to tear Micah away from his mate to give him bear hugs. Eve still looked shell-shocked.
Delilah wrapped an arm around Eve. “Is everything all right?”
“Not really,” Eve answered. She looked at Micah. “Can we do this? Are you okay with it?”
Micah chuckled. “Baby, we can do this. And yes, I’m okay with this. Hell, I’ve only known I’m going to be a dad for a few days. We’ve tried for so long. Now we have three little people to love.” He pulled away from his brothers and tugged her into his arms. “My job for the coming months is to pamper you and to kiss you and to protect you and my children.”
“Leave it to Mike and Eve to have a litter,” Caleb joked.
Josiah rolled his eyes as he threaded his fingers between Sarah’s and squeezed her hand tight. “Let’s go home and tell Momma the good news about her grandchildren. Between losing Edith, Edna, Sharky, and Amos, it should lift her spirits quite a bit. We’re going to keep her very busy soon.”
The laughter and chatter filled the halls as they wandered through the hospital to the parking lot. Even Eve perked up and was talking with her sisters-in-law. When they reached the truck, Sarah hugged each of the other women before she accepted Josiah’s hand to help her inside. He hopped in the driver’s seat and fired on the engine to lead the others home.
She scooted across the bench seat of the truck and cuddled against him. He wrapped his arm around her to hold her close.
“That was some amazing news for your family to get today,” Sarah said.
“Our family, beautiful,” Josiah reminded. “My family is your family. And yeah, it was. Going from one kid around the place to five in one shot. It’s incredible.”
“I’m not sure I fit in.”
“You will. Do you cook? Wow. We’re married, and I don’t even know that. Anyway, my understanding is that you should go to the kitchen and help bake or cook or whatever they do in there. A new, lonely sister goes in there. She leaves best buddies with every female in camp.”
Sarah sighed. “You think we’re married. We had a ceremony. That was it. Oh, and some piece of paper that says it’s a marriage license but can’t be because we didn’t apply for it.”
“One that had our full names on it even though Grop didn’t know those. It’s good to know that your middle name is Elizabeth.”
“And yours is Zane.”
He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “My dad’s name. And it is legal. For shi…kicks and giggles, Eve researched it. It didn’t take her long. Eve is scary when it comes to hacking. Our names and marriage are listed in the Pennsylvania state records. You are legit Missus Sarah Hallow. Unless you like your last name better. If you do, we better get a hold of Grop because the creepy little gnome changed it to Hallow.”
Sarah smiled at him. “I like Hallow. I’m going to keep it.” She paused for a moment. “You were talking about kids earlier.”
She could see his brow furrow as he concentrated on the road. “Yeah. You don’t want kids?”
“I do. What if we tried after my fight? I have no desire to get back in the cage for a while.”
“Don’t feel that just because my sisters are pregnant that you need to get knocked up. Trust me. My mother is going to love you the first time you ask her to sit and read the Bible with you. None of us have done that since Abraham was five.”
“It’s not that. I love children. That’s why I became a teacher. I love you so much. I didn’t know I could love someone as much as I do you. It scares me how fast this has happened, but I don’t want it to stop. I don’t know if it’s the crazy power that brought us together that makes me feel this way. I just know I want to start our family. I want to have a baby with you.”
“We are more than likely on the verge of a war. You know that, right?”
“I won’t let anything happen to you or our child. I know you’re the werewolf. But I’ll fight to keep us safe no matter what it takes.”
She could hardly breathe as she waited for him to speak. She sounded desperate in her own head. Only a couple of weeks ago she pushed him away. Now she just proposed carrying his child. He must think I’m a lunatic.
He never took his eyes off the road, but his grin seemed to spread from ear to ear. “I’ll take you up to the North Cabin the first full moon after the fight. Just you and me. We’ll call it our honeymoon.”
“What’s the North Cabin?”
“It’s a cabin at the northernmost edge of the property we own. It’s next to a lake. Not far from Canada. It’s isolated so I can beast out at night. During the day we sleep and work on getting pregnant. That’s the only time I’m fertile, remember?”
She kissed him on the cheek. “Trust me. I remember. I like the sounds of that plan.”
He pulled his arm free from around her shoulders and patted her knee. Then he slid his hand to the vee of her legs and rubbed her jeans with his fingertips. She gasped as lust filled her. With as much sex as they had in the past day could she really need more?
Her body answered for her. Yes, it needed much more.
His voice was rough as he spoke. “And in the meantime, when we’re not training, we can practice making that baby.”
She moaned as she tossed her head back against the seat. “Yes, please.”
Josiah pulled to the side of the road and grasped her thigh to pull her to him. She straddled his lap without his command and tugged her shirt up over her breasts.
“Do you want to get someplace more private?” he questioned as he nipped at the peaked nub that pressed against the lace of her bra.
She heard the honks of the cars passing as she cupped his face and raised it to hers. He grabbed her ass and pulled her tight against the thick ridge pressing against his jeans.
She breathed her answer just before she parted his lips with hers. “No.”
»»•««
She was really starting to love mornings in this bed.
Sarah snuggled deeper into the covers. She could hear water running in the other room. Any moment now her husband would crawl back into bed with her.
The trip home took longer than they had planned. The two of them lost track of time as they pleasured each other on the side of the road. The Sarah she knew before would have been disgusted by her behavior. She liked the new her, the carefree, wanton woman who loved the eldest Hallow. There was no turning back to the prim, proper school teacher.
They were so consumed with each other they had no idea how many cars passed, if any did at all. Except the last one. They caught sight of the flashing lights as they shared a final kiss. She scrambled off his lap and dressed as fast as she could while he tucked himself in his jeans and straightened his clothes. Sarah swallowed hard. She had never been arrested. The closest thing she’d experienced to jail was the cell she was kept in while at Atticus’s house. Her heart raced. Her skin grew damp with sweat.
And somehow Josiah talked them out of whatever the state trooper had in mind. They were slapped with a warning and sent them on their way. She couldn’t breathe. All he did was chuckle as he drove home.
Once they got back, Josiah was called into the office in the family building to go over the coroner’s reports for Sharky and Amos and to plan their funerals. He left her in the hallway outside the gym with a deep, long kiss before he disappeared with his brothers. She glanced through the window at the hanging bags and mats. She had a fight coming. She should practice.
Instead, the smell of baking cookies led her through the dining room into the kitchen. Meg, Eve, Delilah, and Momma were baking and invited her to join them. Josiah had been right. She felt like an outsider until that point. When the women finished up supper and set the table, she felt like they had been family for years.
Sarah’s thoughts were interrupted as the comforter and sheet were torn from her body. She yelped as teeth sunk into the flesh of her ass. Then she moaned.
Josiah swatted her rump. “Get up,” he ordered.
“Get in bed with me,” she answered, her voice husky.
“I’m serious. Baby, I want nothing more to crawl back into bed with you. I want to make you scream my name. But the coroner’s report showed some inconsistencies to injuries on the charred skeletons’ necks. They have no idea what caused damage like that. We do. Fangs. It just reinforced the fact that I put your life, my life, my family’s life, hell I put the fate of the entire world on your victory. And I have no idea what I’m working with. So get up and get dressed. We’ve got work to do and little time to do it.”
She rolled to her side and sat up. “You are serious.”
“Deadly. Up. I’m not saying this as your husband and mate. I’m saying this as your coach.”
Sarah scooted off the bed and crossed the room to her bag. Once she found a tank top, sports bra, and a pair of Lycra shorts, she dressed and slipped on her flip-flops. She stopped in the bathroom long enough to put her hair in a ponytail and then walked with Josiah to the gym.
They toed off their shoes outside the door of the gym. He held the door open for her and motioned her inside. She took in a wall of floor-to-ceiling mirrors, the bags hanging side by side, the racks of gloves. She felt his hand on her hip.
“Did you bring your gloves?” Josiah asked.
“They’re at home waiting to be moved,” she answered.
“Grab a pair off the rack. I’ll get pads.”
Sarah nodded before she hurried across the gym to the gloves. She first found a pair of wraps and bound her hands. Then she slipped on a pair of white boxing gloves. When she turned around, she found Josiah standing in the middle of the mat with a pair of pads on his hands.
“Get into stance and throw a punch,” he instructed.
Sarah stood in front of him and raise her hands. She threw a jab then a cross into the pads. She dropped her hands as he scowled.
“What is it?” she questioned.
He shook his head. “Your stance is all wrong. You’re practically standing straight up. You’re dropping your hands and not covering your face. No wonder you’re getting knocked out. And your punches have no power behind them. Pardon my language, baby. You, me, all of us? We’re fucked.”
“Then fix it. Show me how to do it right.”
“We have six weeks, Sarah. It’s not enough time. Just tell me you’re a phenom on the ground. Like once you’re on the ground it’s lights out.”
Sarah shrugged. “I don’t have a whole lot of experience with jiu-jitsu.”
Josiah cursed under his breath. Sarah bit her lip. She meant to tell him how inexperienced she was. But she hadn’t even told him she fought. And then she was kidnapped, and everything spiraled apart.
They both turned as the door open. Micah strode in with a piece of paper in his hand. “Just talked to Littlefoot. He wants to have a ceremony for Sharky and Amos on the reservation tomorrow. He wants to bury their ashes there.”
“The cremation is complete?” Josiah questioned.
Micah held up the piece of paper in his hand. “Got the confirmation here.”
Josiah rubbed his face. “Fine. Whatever. Sounds great.”
Micah frowned. “What’s wrong?”
Josiah shook his head. “I screwed up. I let my pride take over, and I told Cort and Rock that Sarah would win. Her stance is a mess. Her punch is weak. She has very little experience on the ground. I just fucked over our entire family.”
“Then fix it. You have six weeks. You prepped me for the cage in about the same time, and I had surgery in the middle of it.”
Josiah shook his head. “You don’t understand. I have to help Littlefoot bury Sharky and Amos. I have to secure our camp from more attacks, and I have to figure out why our phones were jammed and you six were sent to Connecticut…”
Micah held up his hand in protest. “Whoa, bro. Stop. What is this ‘I’ shit? There are seven of us, remember? Not just you.”
“I need to protect the family.”
“No, you need to protect your mate. You have this overinflated idea that you are the sole keeper of all of us. News flash. We’re all adults. Grown men. Even Abe is old enough to drink.” Micah dropped the piece of paper in his hand on the floor and then crossed the mat to Josiah. He laid his hands on his older brother’s shoulder to look him in the eye. “I know Dad dropped taking care of us on you. And I know you’ve been carrying that burden since. Look at me. Stop. I will lead the charge for the next six weeks. We’ll work on figuring everything out, okay? You concentrate on getting Sarah ready for the cage. The other boys and I will take care of the rest.”
Josiah cocked his head to the side confused. “How did you know?”
Micah laughed. “Because I followed you. I was outside the door. Shit. You don’t remember? I was your shadow. You’re my big brother. You were my hero. You still are.”
Josiah pulled Micah into a bear hug. “You’re mine. You’ve dealt with so much.”
“It was hard to give up with you on my ass.” Micah squeezed him quick and then let him go. “I’ll let you know when we need to go to Littlefoot’s tomorrow. And I’ll send someone in to help you. Anyone in particular you want?”
Josiah’s brow furrowed for a moment. “Zeke. He’s the best striker of us seven. Maybe there’s some trick he has.”
“I’ll get him. Oh, thanks for making me a liar.”
“How so?”
“I said no Hallow would step in Rock and Cort’s cage.” Micah pointed at Sarah. “Looks like a Hallow is about to fight for them. Good luck you two. I’ll send Zeke.” Micah gave a brief wave before he walked out the door. Josiah pulled Sarah into his arms and held her tight. He pressed a kiss to her forehead.
“Can we do this?” she asked, her voice soft.
“We have no choice,” he answered. “We have to do this.”
»»•««
Despite it being an informal affair, there wasn’t a dry eye amongst the group as they laid Sharky and Amos to rest. Josiah even noticed Sarah dabbing at the tears cutting paths down her cheeks. He was certain she never met the two old coots.
Littlefoot began the memorial reminiscing about his old friend. He was taking the loss harder than anyone. It made sense to Josiah. First, he lost Zane. Now he lost Sharky. Both had been closer to him than blood. Now they were gone.
Josiah frowned as he sniffled. Friends. Did he ever have any? He couldn’t remember making one human friend other than Littlefoot and Sharky. He couldn’t even consider Leroy a friend.
He glanced around him and smiled a bit. Of course, he didn’t have friends outside the camp. He had six built-in ones right here provided by his parents. He might fight like hell with his brothers, but he would do anything for them. He’d kill for them. He’d lay his life on the line for them.
Littlefoot motioned the seven of them to him. The brothers never shuffled so slowly in their entire lives. He nodded to the shovels leaning against the fence. One by one they each took one and begun digging two holes. He wasn’t sure how long it took to turn the dirt. His arms and shoulders ached. He could feel his palms blister. Finally, Littlefoot cleared his throat to tell them to stop.
Littlefoot, Josiah, Abraham, and Ezekiel took one urn. Micah, Samuel, Caleb, and Joshua took the other. Together they slowly lowered the remains of the two men into the ground. The three youngest stepped back with the rest of the group as the four oldest Hallows filled the holes with dirt again. Once they leaned the shovels against the fence again, they held a moment of silence before returning to their vehicles.
Josiah helped Sarah into the truck and then climbed in the driver’s side. He fired it on and started down the road. He couldn’t think. His mind filled with memories of Sharky and Amos. His dad used to help Sharky with the cars just to spend time talking with his friend. Josiah would tag along. Sometimes he would find something to play with, and sometimes he would push the broom around the shop. When he did, Amos would pay him a quarter. He swept the floor all the time to save money so he could buy candy.
He felt Sarah cuddle against him. “They meant quite a bit to you.”
Josiah shrugged. “They were like uncles. I looked up to them.”
She rubbed his arm. “They helped raise a good man.”
He gave her a small smile. “I wouldn’t say that.”
She grinned at him. “I would.”
They drove the rest of the way to the camp in silence. His thoughts drifted to her, the feeling of her against his arm, the sound of her breath. She was beautiful and smart and brave. He was the luckiest son of a bitch alive. He planned to spend the rest of his life holding her tight.
That was, if she won her fight.
Once they arrived home, they changed and headed to the gym to practice. He hated pushing her so hard. She’d collapsed into bed exhausted last night and was asleep when her head hit the pillow. But she got the severity of the situation. The poor girl worked her ass off. Progress was slow, but he did see some in such a small amount of time.
They didn’t even get their sandals toed off before Micah shot out of the office, breathless. “Joe, Sarah. Good. You’re back.”
“What is it?” Josiah questioned.
“We’ve got Sarah’s opponent. And a reason to call off the fight.”
“What do you mean?” Sarah asked.
Micah turned over the piece of paper dangling between his pinched fingers. There was a portrait of a woman in a sports tank top with long brown hair. “Amara Toth from Trenton, New Jersey.”
Josiah took the paper from him and studied it. “Never heard of her. Why would this get Sarah out of the fight?”
“Check her mouth, Joe. Chick is sporting fangs.”
Josiah peered closer at it and then blew out a long, steady breath. He bit back the cuss word on his lips. “She’s a bloodsucker.”
“A what?” Sarah asked as she took the picture from Josiah.
“A vampire, beautiful. Immortal, which means unable to be beaten. She’s a sure win. Rock and Cort gave their word they wouldn’t have you fight one of their own. They lied. They broke the deal they made.”
Sarah was quiet for a moment. “What happens if we back out? Will they let us be even though they were the ones who transgressed the deal?”
Josiah and Micah stared at each other. They knew the answer. It felt like a knife in his gut. “No. They’ll come after us.”
She handed the paper to Micah. “Then let me fight.”
“Sarah, you’ll lose,” Micah warned.
“I’d rather try to win if it’ll mean our family will be safe.”
“You don’t understand. There’s no chance in hell you could pull it off.”
Josiah rubbed his chin. “Maybe there is.”
Micah’s brow furrowed. “Enlighten me. What do you know that you haven’t told me?”
“That Atticus told me why the vamps want Henry and the amulet in the first place. It seems to have an enormous benefit for each type of non-mortal creature. For vampires, it gives the ability to walk during the day.”
Micah and Sarah’s eyes grew wide. “It would be a twenty-four seven feeding frenzy on humans. There would be no escape. Thousands would die. No, wait. They would all die.”
“Exactly.”
“Did good old granddad say what the benefit was for werewolves?”
Josiah was quiet for a moment. “To end the curse.”
“You mean be human?”
“Yes.”
“Shit. No more change. No more pain. We wouldn’t have to leave our mates a week a month.”
“We wouldn’t have mates. There would be no such thing as mating.”
“Shit.”
Sarah touched Josiah’s arm. “You said vampires could walk during the day if they had the amulet.”
“I did. What are you getting at?”
“That means they can’t now.”
“True.”
“They cheated. Why can’t we?”
Josiah chuckled. “Aren’t you supposed to be my good church girl? Here you are, talking about cheating. What do you have in mind?”
Sarah grinned. “Ultraviolet lamps.”
“Babe, how could we possibly pass off lamps that big?”
“What about micro flashlight size? There has to be something out there small enough to resemble a cell phone camera flash.”
Micah nodded. “It’s not a bad idea. We can put some of Littlefoot’s family in the stands. They can flash the UV bulbs instead of the cell phones.”
“Will it be enough though?” Josiah questioned.
“We’ve got to try. Put them ringside. The closer, the better. I’ll have Eve research the best options, and when she finds it, I’ll order them.”
“Wait, I didn’t…” Josiah objected.
“I’m pretty sure I told you I’m in charge,” Micah interrupted. “Go train your girl. I’ll send Abe in to grapple with her.”
Josiah chuckled. “Okay, boss.”
“Dang straight.” Micah strode out into the summer afternoon sunshine.
Josiah held the gym door open for Sarah and grinned at her. “His head’s so inflated with power I don’t get to choose what I’m training today.”
Sarah laughed. “Seems that way, huh?”
He let the door fall closed and pulled her into his arms. She sighed as he parted her mouth with his. The taste of her lips, the feel of her tongue caressing his drove him mad. He gripped her ass in his hands and pulled her tight against him. His cock pressed hard against her. He moaned. He was certain she did too.
He forgot about Abe coming to grapple until the door hit him in the arm. “Shouldn’t you save that for your cabin?” the youngest Hallow remarked.
Josiah huffed as he broke the kiss. “Are you ready, smart ass?”
“Always. Hey, did you hear that The Luchador signed to fight in the same promotion as Sarah? Totally legit and everything.”
“Why the hell is that talentless hack fighting MMA? He’s a pro wrestler, not a mixed martial artist.”
Abraham scowled. “He’s not a talentless hack. I bet he’ll surprise you.”
“You think that because you’re his biggest fan. Is he wearing that stupid mask?”
“I assume so.”
“Against the rules but it’s Cort and Rock, so it makes sense. Let’s get to work.” He pressed a kiss to Sarah’s lips and then swatted her ass. “Center of the mat. Let’s work takedowns.”
Sarah winked at him. “Yes, sir.”
Abraham rolled his eyes as he shuffled to the middle of the mat. Sarah squared off with him. In seconds Abraham had her off her feet and on her back. But after nearly a dozen tries she was resisting him. Josiah sighed. This whole fight was a long shot.
But the odds were starting to swing in their favor.
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
Six long weeks passed. Sarah wasn’t sure how she survived it. Every muscle ached. She nursed at least three black eyes. She still had a yellow-green half-moon beneath her left eyelid from the last one. It had been sunup to sundown training to get her to this night. She accepted the hand her husband offered as she slid out of the passenger side of the truck. It was time to weigh in.
She glanced at Littlefoot and his nephews waiting for them at the door of the club where the weigh-ins were held. She didn’t even get a reprieve while Josiah was beasting out with his brothers. Littlefoot coached her as she fought the younger members of his family. The older gentleman was a much gentler instructor than her mate. And he taught her a couple of tricks she could use.
Littlefoot nodded as they and the other six brothers got closer. “We’ll surround you to keep you safe. Josh, Zeke, and Abe can bring up the rear.”
“Have them up front, Littlefoot,” Josiah countered. “If the same thing is going down like it did during the last weigh-in, I want to keep my eye on them. You know, to stop them from succumbing to temptation and getting massively screwed over.”
“We’re big boys, Joe,” Joshua protested. “We can handle ourselves.”
“You maybe.” Josiah pointed at Abraham. “Jack off there will jump on the first pretty girl to give him the ‘come hither’ look.” Then he thumbed to Ezekiel. “And he has yet to take any of this seriously. Just stay ahead of us. It makes it easier to get to the stage too.”
Joshua nodded then motioned the youngest two Hallows to follow him into the club. Littlefoot and his family surrounded Josiah, Sarah, Micah, Samuel, and Caleb as they entered.
Sarah leaned toward Josiah to talk in his ear over the noise of the crowd. “We left the other mates alone without protection.”
“Not so,” he shouted. “We’re going to find out how the UV light really works. Today, while we were working in the gym, the other boys installed some UV spotlights. If we’re right, it’ll nuke a bloodsucker on contact. Makes our camp almost daylight when they’re on. Besides they’ll only find half of what they’re looking for.” He reached in his pocket. Sarah could barely make out the chain and the red stones in the strobe lights.
“Why exactly are we s…?” Sarah’s words were cut off by a hand on her ass. By the angle, it wasn’t her husband’s. Her stomach lurched. She swallowed hard to contain the bile.
“Why are we surrounded?” Josiah replied. “By that lovely shade of green you just turned, you just figured out why.”
Sarah nodded without a word. She remembered her last weigh in and her meeting with Mr. Rothsberg. She recalled Josiah’s words. If someone other than her mate touched her, someone who desired her, it made her physically ill. And at the moment, she felt like hurling.
She heard someone behind her suck in a sharp breath. She looked over her shoulder at Caleb. He looked about as sick as she felt. He held out a roll of antacids to her.
“It helps a little,” he offered.
She smiled as she said thanks and took one. She popped it in her mouth. It didn’t taste great, but it did take the sting in her belly away.
She glanced at the mob past the wall of men that protected her. She turned her gaze away. What the revelers were doing was far from appropriate for a dance floor. Almost everyone was naked. Most of them were having sex. Right there in the club. She nearly choked on her antacid.
“I see things haven’t changed,” Micah commented in disgust.
“Stay together. We get in. We get out.” Josiah looked around. Sarah felt him tense up beside her. “Where the fuck did Abe go? Son of a bitch.”
“I’ll find him,” Noah volunteered. He nodded to them all before he pushed his way through the crowd.
They all turned as the announcer addressed the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s the moment you’ve been waiting for. Let’s weigh in our fighters.”
Each set of opponents took to the stage to be weighed and to face off. The first set included The Luchador, the wrestler Abraham had been so excited about. The youngest Hallow couldn’t stop talking about him even though the masked man had only debuted six months earlier.
“Explains where Abe took off to,” Samuel remarked. “He probably ran off to kiss this idiot’s ass.”
The rest of the brothers laughed as they watched the masked wrestler weigh in and face off with his opponent. Once they had cleared, each pair of fighters followed them. Halfway through the weigh-in, Noah returned to the group with a firm grip on the back of Abraham’s shirt. He huffed as he nudged him to the group. “I didn’t get fondled that much the last time I had sex.”
“Do I need to get a toddler leash for you?” Josiah asked him.
“Fuck you,” Abraham shot back with a snarl.
Micah turned back to the rest of them. “Sarah, you’re up.”
Sarah ascended the short staircase to the stage. She could feel Josiah’s fingertips on the small of her back as he followed her. They waited together as they watched Amara stepped on the scale and stood still. The doctor muttered to the announcer.
“One hundred and thirty-five point five. And her opponent, from Bemidji, Minnesota, Sarah M…wait. Hallow?”
Sarah glanced at Josiah. He was sporting a huge grin. He nudged her toward the scale. “Go get them, darling.”
“Of course, dear.” She strode across the stage to the scale and stepped on it. She held her breath. Weight wasn’t something she had been concentrating on. Being prepared to fight Amara was the top priority. She couldn’t remember the last time she stepped on a scale. Her new sisters-in-law had been great to her. They prepared the healthy meals every day. They were so good she didn’t crave junk food at all. That didn’t mean all the muscle wouldn’t tip her over the edge.
The doctor murmured to the announcer. Her heart seized in her chest as he put the microphone to his lips. “One hundred and thirty-four pounds. Let’s face off, ladies.”
Sarah breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped backward and squared off with Amara. Her opponent smiled at her, revealing a pair of pearly white fangs.
“Ready for me?” Amara asked with a laugh.
“Oh, my.” Sarah fanned herself in fake distress. “Aren’t those frightening? Not nearly as frightening as when my dearest husband beasts out. I guess you can’t win them all. And that includes tomorrow night.”
Amara ran the tip of her tongue across her canines. “Do you realize who you’re dealing with? I’m going to win. It’ll be a literal bloodbath.”
Sarah stepped up until she was nose to nose with Amara. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with. I’m a Hallow. And we don’t lose.”
The security guards pulled the women apart before either could attack. They each dropped into stance for pictures and then were ushered off the stage. Sarah caught sight of Rock and Cort standing at the back of the stage, each with a smug grin plastered on his pale face. It made her want to do something against her nature, something very un-Christian. Like flip both her middle fingers at them.
Josiah was rubbing off on her. For some reason, at the moment she didn’t mind.
He wrapped a protective arm around her as they hopped down the steps. The others followed on their heels. “Let’s just get outside.”
She nodded. “Sure.”
The Hallows and their entourage were a force to be reckoned with as they shoved their path through the raucous crowd to the door. Sarah took a deep breath of warm air as they crossed the threshold of the door.
Once they were across the street and standing next to the vehicles, Josiah turned to Noah and his cousins and brothers. “You have your tickets, correct? And the flashlights?”
Noah shrugged. “Tickets, yes. But not the flashlights.”
Josiah looked at Micah. “What the hell happened?”
“The mates happened,” Micah answered. “Eve. Meg, Delilah, and Henry insist they’re going. And they are going to work the flashlights. Noah and the others will take what’s left.”
“It’s too dangerous for them to be here, especially with the three women being pregnant.”
“Are you going to tell my wife ‘no’?”
“Or my wife?” Caleb added.
“Or my wife?” Samuel remarked. “Or my husband? Good luck with either.”
“Having Henry here with all the vampires is a bad idea,” Josiah reminded.
“He’ll have a UV flashlight. As much as he’s terrified of them after he watched Rock and Cort kill his assistant, we’ll be fucking lucky if he doesn’t blast every one he sees with light. Besides, Littlefoot is taking my place in Sarah’s corner. I’ll be with them, and I’ll protect them.”
Micah smirked at Josiah. “See, big brother? Everything is handled. Let’s just hope Grandpop was right about what he said about the bloodsuckers and daylight.”
Josiah smiled. “All right. Let’s head home.”
Everyone dispersed to the vehicle they rode in. Josiah helped Sarah in then climbed in himself. Before he could start the truck, she pressed a kiss to his lips.
“What was that for?” he asked.
“I don’t know what tomorrow will bring,” she answered. “I wanted you to know how much I love you, Josiah Hallow.”
He kissed her, this time harder and deeper. “I know what’s going to happen. You’re going to kick ass, and this will all be over. Now, let’s go home and get some rest.”
“Sounds good.”
He turned the key in the ignition and shifted into gear. She cuddled against him as he followed his brothers out of Duluth onto the dark Minnesota highway.
»»•««
The arena was dark except for the blinding spotlights that shone down on the cage in the center of the floor. The mat inside was already smeared with blood. Josiah shook his head. He had already seen a handful of pointed, toothy smiles. He was surprised with the number of vampires in the building they weren’t going crazy by now.
He glanced down the corridor toward the locker rooms. For about to have the literal fight of her life, Sarah was calm. She was even joking with Littlefoot as he wrapped her hands. Josiah had to step outside and get away from the merriment. He was glad she wasn’t panicking. It didn’t take away from the fact he was. She was his world, his breath, his soul. Once that cage door was locked, there was nothing he could do to protect her but yell instructions through the fence. He’d have to sit there and watch as she died at the hands of a vampire.
Was that Rock and Cort’s plan the whole time? Here was that nervous breakdown again.
Abraham threw a wave toward him as he strode past. The youngest Hallow was damp with sweat. How, Josiah had no idea.
“Where the fuck have you been?” Josiah demanded.
“Language,” Abraham taunted with a smirk.
“Sarah’s not around, dumbass. So don’t push me. Where the fuck have you been?”
“Watching. Geez. For the love of fuck, calm down.”
“Abraham Tiberius Hallow, when will you get it through your thick skull? We are all in danger. There are things out there that want to kill us and the people we love. Someday you’ll get that there’s more to this world than yourself. And you’re out running around chasing some poser who wouldn’t give you the time of day.”
“If you want me to stop running off, give me something to do.”
“Like what?”
“Get me a fight.”
“Oh, hell no. Not happening.”
“Why not? You guys fight.”
“I don’t fight. And neither will you. So drop it.”
He could still hear his little brother grumbling as he stalked off to the locker room. Josiah let out a heavy sigh as he watched one of the men in the cage’s hand raised in victory. The other was lying on the ground, motionless. He followed Abraham down the hall until he reached Sarah’s locker room. He knocked on the door before opening it.
She stopped her punch into Littlefoot’s pad in mid-flight. She laughed. “Did you knock to make sure I’m decent? Honey, you’ve already seen it.”
Her ribbing couldn’t make him smile. “You’re one fight out.”
“All right. Are you okay?”
“I don’t want you to do this. I can’t lose you.”
She crossed the room to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You’re not. I believe this will work. You need to also.”
He smoothed back a lock of hair that fell from her ponytail. “You’re precious.”
“You’re not bad, either.”
The door to the locker room opened. Micah popped his head in. “It’s time. We’ve got to go.”
“Is everyone ready?” Josiah questioned.
“Ready as we’re going to get.”
“All right, then. Let’s go.”
Josiah held Sarah’s hand in his as they strode down the corridor to the arena. By the rap song echoing off the walls, they could tell Amara was heading to the cage. Sarah squeezed his hand and gave him a hopeful smile. He struggled to return it.
There was a moment of quiet before the first dramatic notes of a pop song played. Sarah pulled free from Josiah’s grasp and stormed into the arena. He rolled back his shoulders and started in after her. At this point, he was her corner, not her mate and husband.
She gave Micah, Littlefoot, and Josiah a brief hug. Josiah was mute as he rubbed the petroleum jelly on her face. No words would form in his brain, much less his mouth. She turned to the official and popped her mouthguard out for him to see. Josiah growled as he watched the tiny, thin man in a black and white striped shirt and black slacks pat her down. No other man, no matter what his capacity was, should touch his wife. It was just one more thing he was powerless to stop. Once the official was finished, he motioned her into the cage. Josiah’s breath stuck in his throat as the door was shut and locked.
The referee called them to the center of the mat as the announcer addressed the crowd. “Now for the main event. In the blue corner, from Trenton, New Jersey, Amara Toth. And in the red corner, from northern Minnesota now I can only assume, Sarah Hallow.”
The referee’s mouth moved, but Josiah couldn’t hear the sound over the roar of the crowd. He motioned to the women to shake. The two of them bumped gloves and then returned to their corners.
“Keep her on her feet, Sarah,” Josiah ordered. “The ground is too close of quarters. She can attack…”
Sarah nodded as the bell rang starting the fight. She sprung out of her corner at Amara and fired off a jab then a cross, then a hook that was cleaner and more powerful than Josiah had ever seen a Hallow throw before. The cross snapped Amara’s head back, and the hook sent her to her knees. Had the girl ever fought before? It had to do some damage.
Amara rose and grinned at Sarah through her mouthguard. The strikes didn’t faze her. It was like nothing happened.
Sarah threw another combination of punches and then landed a body kick in Amara’s gut. Still, none of them affected her. Sarah backed up a few steps. Amara rushed at her, backing her against the chain link. Sarah did her best to stay on her feet. Amara’s foot swept hers and landed her on her ass.
Amara scrambled on top of Sarah, but instead of raining down punches she spread out over her. Josiah noticed the vampire spit out her mouthguard and then bare her fangs.
Micah pointed and shouted at the referee. “Violation. Her mouth guard is out.”
Josiah didn’t wait for a response. “Buck, Sarah. Bridge. You can sweep her. Get out of there.”
Sarah lifted her hips violently, sending Amara off balance. She continued to twist as she lifted her ass until she was on top in between Amara’s bent knees. Instead of attacking, Sarah rose to her feet and backed off.
The referee waved them apart then pointed to the discarded piece of rubber lying on the mat. “Timeout. Toth, put your mouthguard in.”
Amara hissed as she scooped up the mouthguard and popped it in her mouth. She stood and returned to her corner. She glared at Sarah as the referee returned to the middle of the mat.
“We can’t let this go anymore,” Josiah said, his voice sharp. He looked at Micah. “Send the text.”
Micah glanced around the arena. “There are cell phone cameras in use. Sure. On it.”
“I don’t care if there are. My mate’s life is in danger.”
“If we flash them too soon, the rest of ours will be in danger too. Stop freaking out. It’s sent.”
They both turned as the ref yelled “fight.” The two women charged at each other with fists flying.
Suddenly Amara stopped dead in her tracks. She grimaced. Josiah searched the crowd. Yes, there were cell phone bulbs going off. If he weren’t cornering, he would be taking pictures too. Despite it being mostly on their feet, it was a good fight. But occasionally there was a brighter light that flashed on and off. It blended just right for someone who wasn’t looking for it.
He turned back to the cage and shouted. “Now, Sarah. Hit her.”
Sarah’s fists flew through the air as she threw another jab and cross. Amara staggered back, stunned. Sarah paused for a half second until she realized what was happening. Then she hammered Amara with punches until the vampire collapsed to the floor.
The referee pulled Sarah off and sent her back to her corner so he could check on the motionless Amara. Sarah grinned at her husband. Josiah could just nod at her as he hopped from one foot to the other. She still wasn’t safe yet. Once she was in his arms, he would praise her until his voice was gone.
Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Rock and Cort trying to stop the official from unlocking the cage. It didn’t stop the referee from springing it open. Josiah sprinted up the steps and raced into the cage, wrapping his arms tight around Sarah.
“I did it,” she told him with a grin.
He kissed her damp forehead. “In spades. You did fantastic. I am so proud of you.”
He looked up at Micah and Littlefoot approaching them across the mat as photographers, officials and the announcer swarmed the cage. “Everyone is clearing out before anyone gets wise,” Micah informed him. He nodded at Sarah. “Great job. You fought like a champion.”
“Thanks,” Sarah replied.
Josiah let her go long enough for her hand to be raised in victory. Once it was released, he took possession of it himself. They made their break for the exit door. The rest of the family was in the trucks and cars on their way back home. It was their turn to get the hell out of there.
Before they could reach the door, Cort and Rock stood in their way.
“I don’t know how you defeated Amara,” Cort stated coldly. “We will find out.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Josiah replied. “We’re done fighting our war in a cage. We aren’t your performing monkeys.”
Rock smirked. “We’ll see.”
Josiah growled at him. “You want to fight? You want a war? You know where to find us. And as my mate told your little vamp last night. We’re Hallows. We’re the alphas. We don’t lose.”
“We’ll see.”
“Is that all you can say, Rock? We’re out.” Josiah wrapped his arm securely around Sarah and shoved past them. They didn’t stop until they reached the parking lot.
Micah shook his head. “I’m afraid a war is exactly what’s about to happen.”
“We’ll just have to be ready.” Josiah shook Micah and Littlefoot’s hands. “Thank you. We couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Anytime. Let’s get home.”
Everyone climbed into Micah’s Jeep. Josiah held Sarah close as they cuddled in the backseat. He kissed her long and deep. Loss had brought her to him. He had a feeling they weren’t done with loss yet. But for the moment, for tonight, everything was perfect. His heart and mind were finally at peace. And he was going to enjoy it.
*The End*
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