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Prologue

	Antoine

	 “You’re doing what now?” 

	Quinn and I had never really gotten to know each other that well, but with so many of the other rescued Omegas having found mates and moved away from the Coruscation lands – and the ones who remained being caught up in other things – he was one of the few Omegas that I still ran into on a fairly regular basis. After all, he’d married a local and was still in school. 

	Regardless, he was suddenly staring at me in either shock or amazement. I really wasn’t sure which.

	“I’m going back to Sharon Hill,” I repeated with a laugh. “To get to know the Sheriff.”

	“That’s what I thought you said,” Quinn acknowledged, his head still cocked in confusion. “But you’re already on the waiting list for the police academy, aren’t you?”

	I nodded, fighting the urge to roll my eyes.

	“Okay, so why do you want to go hang out with the cops?”

	“Not cops,” I corrected. “Cop, singular. Sheriff, technically. And the man was freaking gorgeous! I nearly popped off in my pants just looking at him!” I swallowed a laugh at Quinn’s groan. “Whaat? TMI?”

	“Very much so,” Quinn agreed, his cheeks staining red. 

	 “Sorry.” I shrugged. “Will you feel better if I tell you I’m mainly going to see Lee?”

	“Are you?” Quinn narrowed his eyes suspiciously, making me laugh. 

	“Of course I am,” I assured him, mentally crossing my fingers. I mean, everyone knew that the minute Lee and Alexi had found out they were having a baby, they’d gone into full-on canoodle mode. Why on earth would I want to be a third wheel for that? 

	“And the cop?”

	“Well, if I happen to run into him..” I trailed off with a laugh when Quinn shuddered. “Anyhoo,” I nodded to the bag at my feet. “I should get going. You’ll water my plants?” I brought the conversation back to the safe ground we’d started on.

	“Sure.” Quin was still looking at me uncertainly. “How are you getting there?” 

	“Oh, uh, I rented a car. I just need a ride into town to pick it up.”

	Quinn started. “Who rents cars to Omegas?”

	I forced myself to laugh. “Not by myself, silly.” I thought fast. “Clint signed off on the rental agreement.” With a little bit of luck, it wouldn’t occur to Quinn to take my tale to the werewolf Alpha. 

	“Oh, of course.” Quinn relaxed visibly. “That makes sense.”

	I nodded, breathing a sigh of relief. “The plants?”

	“Of course, no problem,” Quinn finally agreed. “Tell Lee and his Alpha I said hi.”

	“Of course,” I agreed quickly, snatching up my bag. “I better get going. Thanks!”

	I headed for the packhouse, hoping Quinn would assume that Clint or Trevor was taking me to get my rental car. When I saw him duck into the library from the corner of my eye, I veered to the right and darted into the protection of the tree line. Then, in the cover of the shadows, I hoisted the strap of my bag over my shoulder and began the long walk into town.

	 

	“Is something wrong?” I tried to speak confidently as the woman behind the rental car counter stared at my fake driver’s license with suspicious eyes. She was human – I’d specifically chosen a location in the predominately human section of town – so I knew she couldn’t tell by my scent that I wasn’t the Alpha that my ID claimed. Even if she could have, I was pretty sure the Alpha’s Cloud pheromone spray I’d doused myself with in the bushes before walking in would have overridden my natural scent.

	“I guess not,” she finally said, a sour note in her voice. “It matches the state database. The card just looks strange, I guess.”

	I held back my relieved sigh. “Does it? It has been run through the wash a few times,” I said, forcing a laugh. “That’s probably why.”

	“I guess.” She shoved her black plastic glasses up higher on her nose and handed me the card back before sliding a set of keys across the counter. “Thank you for your business, Alpha Coruscate.”

	I grinned, reassured that my masquerade had worked, and slid the keys into my pocket. Ten minutes later, I was rolling down the road with the radio blaring and the chilly spring wind blowing in my hair.

	Literally, since I’d decided to go all out and rent a convertible.

	I’d been driving for nearly two hours when the radio announcer broke into the music for the evening traffic and news update. I listened with half an ear to the political updates and then tuned out the traffic report entirely. After all, I was already off the main roads and hadn’t seen another car in twenty minutes or more, but the words weather alert pulled my attention back to what he was saying. 

	Those dark clouds brewing are definitely harbingers of bad things, the metallic voice boomed out from the speakers. Current weather models are calling for upwards of twelve inches of snow before midnight, with another twelve anticipated before the storm moves on. This is going to be a bad night for anyone to be out in the storm, man or beast.

	The radio man continued to prattle on, warning listeners to bring their pets in from the cold, but I turned my attention upward. 

	True, there was a huge bank of black clouds building in the western sky, but other than the chill in the air, it was a beautiful day. I shook off the warning and punched the dials on the radio until the air was filled with the beginning strains of a popular country song. 

	After all, weather forecasting is far from an exact science. Everyone knows that, right?

	 


Keeson 

	“Sheriff?”

	“Yes, Louise?” I looked up from the small stack of incident reports I’d spent most of the afternoon focused on and smiled at the polite young woman who was standing nervously in my doorway, chewing her lip. “Did you need something?”

	She raised her left hand and I saw that she was gingerly clutching the small, battery-operated weather radio that had collected dust in the window sill since my father was Sheriff.  

	“There’s a severe weather alert out for our area,” she said softly. “What..should I do something?”

	Interest twitched inside me. It wasn’t exactly unusual for there to be the risk of spring storms in our small valley, but there hadn’t been any mention of it in the morning weather report. And that was unusual. “Really? What are they saying?”

	“Um, extreme temperature drop and a couple feet of snow.” She was frowning. “And high winds with possible whiteout conditions.”

	“Wow.” I swiveled my chair to look out the window, but, other than a few clouds, all I could see was blue sky. “You’re sure it's for today?”

	Louise’s neat black ponytail bobbed quickly. “They said it is moving in fast and the snow should start in an hour.”

	Well, okay then.

	“Give me a few minutes to throw together an alert and then we’ll key up the notification system.” I could tell by the way her brow relaxed that Louise was relieved at my decision. She nodded again and scampered out of my office, presumably preparing the seldom-used database that would fire off public service notices to the local television and radio station. 

	“R911, too?” Louise called back, confirming my suspicion.

	I considered it for a minute and then shrugged to myself. We’d only had the reverse 911 system for a little over a year, so we might as well get some use out of it. “Sure. Better safe than sorry.”

	When I sat down at the microphone to record the brief statement five minutes later, I was surprised to see that the sky was already darkening. If I’d been harboring a secret fear that we were overreacting – and I definitely was – it was promptly dispelled at the violet shade I could see in the building clouds.

	“There was no mention of tornados?” I questioned, just to be sure.

	Louise shook her head. “No. Just high winds.”

	“Okay.” I cleared my throat and held up my index finger, indicating that I was ready to begin recording. “Good afternoon. This is Sheriff Caraway. I am interrupting your regularly scheduled programming to bring you a severe weather alert.”

	 


Chapter One

	Antoine

	It didn’t take long, maybe another hour of driving up the steep hills, for me to regret having ignored the radio announcer. And it wasn’t the snow he’d stressed that had me sweating. The occasional chilly breeze that I’d enjoyed so much when I’d lowered the convertible top had picked up, increasing in both strength and frequency until it became a howling mass of violence, threatening to wrestle control of the small sports car from me. 

	I was gripping the steering wheel in both hands, my knuckles white from the amount of force it was taking to keep control, when a fat white snowflake drifted down and landed on the tip of my nose.

	“Oh, Gods no,” I groaned out loud as another large flake was whipped into my eye by the wind, the sting temporarily blinding me. I groped at the dashboard, trying desperately to find the button that would bring the canvas roof out of its clever hiding place in the trunk, but it was futile. 

	“Okay, Antoine,” I muttered, forcing myself to take slow, even breaths. “You can do this. All you need to do is find a spot to pull over.” 

	Slowing to a near crawl as I continued up the hill, I stared through the flakes being driven toward me at breakneck speed, but visibility was so poor that I couldn’t even see the hood of the car, much less the sides of the road. 

	Twin lights appeared in front of me with a suddenness that made me gasp. A horn blared, making me cringe as the noise assaulted my sensitive ears. I said a silent prayer and tried to move the car to the right, hoping it left enough room on the left for the oncoming truck. 

	When he blasted past me, the air trapped between our vehicles squealed and, unsure what to do, I slammed on my brakes. 

	That was not the best idea.

	Not even close.

	As slow as the car was moving, it was still fast enough to spin out at the sudden deceleration. I was sliding rapidly, spinning in a tight circle that absurdly reminded me of an ice dancer pirouetting. There was a brief instant where time seemed to stand still just before the car left the road, tumbling down the side of the mountain into the sheet of white. 

	Although it rolled several times, the car, thankfully, came to a rest more or less upright. It took me a bit to make sense of my surroundings, but, when I did, I realize that airbags had deployed from nearly every surface. 

	The snow was still landing on my head, but now it was light and gentle, and the punishing winds seemed to be gone. Still, with the airbags cocooning me, I couldn’t move enough even to attempt to see why. I forced myself to take several calming breaths – after all, no good ever comes from panicking – and then I thought back to my brief stint in the scouts when I was small. 

	“Check for injuries before moving a victim,” I repeated out loud, visualizing the emergency first-aid page in the book with what I would realize later was amazing accuracy. 

	Starting with my toes, I tensed and released each muscle group, hoping that that would be enough to alert me to broken bones, since I didn’t have much range of motion. By the time I’d worked my way through all of my body zones, I was fairly sure that, other than a broken wrist and a possible concussion, I only had cuts and bruises.

	Relieved, I focused on my non-injured hand and worked on calling out my claws. Since I am more comfortable in human form than lupine, I’m not as skilled as most of the shifters I know and it took much longer than I’d be proud to admit. 

	Still, once my claws finally poked free, they snagged the nearest airbag, causing it to deflate rapidly. The weight on my chest eased and I was finally able to gulp in huge lungfuls of frigid air. From there, it was a simple matter to pop the remaining airbags, one by one, until the white I was staring at was snow piling on the hood of the car. 

	The seat belt release was jammed – of course it is, I scoffed to myself in annoyance – so I slashed through the stretched webbing with a claw as well. Wiping the melting snow off the dash of the instrument panel, I poked the roof up button and waited. 

	Nothing.

	I poked it again, holding it down for longer this time.

	Still nothing.

	Crap.

	“Find shelter and keep warm,” I said out loud. 

	Obviously, without a closing roof, the car wasn’t going to meet either of those needs. Careful not to jostle my injured wrist, I lifted myself up a little, trying to get a look at my surroundings.

	The sky was dark, but I couldn’t be sure if it was the hour or simply the clouds. There was light of some sort reflecting off the blanket of snow, so the entire valley was lit despite the dark sky.

	The car had landed in a copse of large pine trees – that explained the lack of wind and the lighter snow – but other than the tracks the rolling car made on the mountainside, there was nothing else to see, and even those deep ruts were rapidly filling with snow. 

	Options being what they were, I had to admit I wasn’t in a great place. 

	The first step to saving myself was obviously going to be shifting. My wolf had a warm, waterproof coat, a higher than human body temperature, and would heal faster than my human self. 

	Even though I’d acknowledged that to myself, I hesitated. Normally, climbing up the side of the mountain, even in a snowstorm, wouldn’t really be much of a challenge. An injured front leg, though, could be a serious threat. If I lost my balance and fell as I was climbing to the road, I could hurt myself worse. 

	Then there was the potential for a head injury. The only thing I could remember about a concussion was that you weren’t supposed to sleep. Without knowing how badly I was injured,  how long did I need to stay awake?

	That was the moment that the radio suddenly chose to squawk. “This is Sheriff Caraway. The extreme weather warning issued earlier is being expanded to a full travel advisory. All roads are closed until further notice. Stay inside and out of danger.”

	I slumped back in my seat and groaned. “Now you tell me!”

	“Well, we’ve been issuing warnings for the last few hours. You could have heeded one of those,” a slightly irritated sounding male voice shot back from behind me, making me jump. 

	I howled in pain when my wrist impacted the door frame. 

	“Shit! You’re hurt?” The irritation immediately dropped, and warm compassion took its place. “Just your arm? Or anywhere else?”

	I turned to look at my rescuer and my jaw dropped, leaving me gasping for an answer. The very man I’d set out to seduce was knee-deep in snow on the other side of the car door and, from the way his eyes widened when they met mine, he was just as surprised to see me as I was to see him.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Keeson 

	The initial weather alert that Louise intercepted had warned of up to two feet of snow over the coming forty-eight hours. Even with the potential for white-out conditions, it still wasn’t anything that the residents of our mountain valley community weren’t used to, and, really, I wasn’t all that concerned.

	Hell, I’d agreed to send out the emergency alerts and reverse 911 calls out of what I would have grinned and classified as an abundance of caution if my junior deputy hadn’t seemed so worried. You know, the same thing that most of the townsfolk would have called an overreaction. 

	When the snow finally started to fall, it quickly became very clear that this spring storm was going to be much worse than predicted. 

	Much, much worse. 

	Very possibly even one for the record books.

	I hesitated to leave when my night shift deputies arrived. Granted, between the three of them, they had a combined total of thirty-two years on patrol, but, still, it didn’t seem right to leave them alone to respond to the inevitable car-off-the-road calls.

	“Go already,” the oldest of the three, Pete, laughed, shaking the snow out of his grizzled hair. “I drove past the garage on the way in and Jack’s got all three tow trucks warming up. We’ll throw the chains on the four- bys and we’ll be fine.”

	“I already chained’em up,” I admitted with a laugh. “And made sure they each had two tow straps in the job boxes. They’re all ready to go.”

	“Great.” Ralph yawned, ambling over to pour a cup of coffee. “Any action so far?”

	I shook my head. “Not really, but you know it’s going to be if the snow gets much deeper.” I glanced over at the row of empty holding cells. “Maybe I should just bunk down here for a few hours so I don’t get snowed in.”

	 Joey, fresh out of the academy and the youngest of my deputies at twenty-two, snorted in amusement. “Big bad sheriff is scared of a little snow?”

	I flipped him the bird and laughed along with them. “Fine, fine. I’m going.” I shoved my arms into the sleeves on my heavy coat. “See? I’m gone.”

	Cheerful voices were chorusing their adieus when I pulled the door open and quickly stepped into the swirling snow. My Dodge Ram was chewing up the miles of road between the edge of town and the dirt drive that led to my cabin when a pair of lights began to twinkle ahead of me. 

	Cursing under my breath, I glanced out the window for a marker to tell me if I was in his lane or if he was in mine. A willow-thin branch straggling up through the snow slapped  against my passenger side mirror and gave me my answer; if I moved any more to the right, I’d be at risk of sliding down the embankment. 

	I hit my horn and flashed my lights, hoping the other driver understood. I saw the lights jerk suddenly to the right and breathed a sigh of relief when we passed with scant inches to spare. 

	I was reeling from the sight of a sports car driving with the top down in a blizzard when a metallic groan managed to pierce through the wind. I looked up to my rearview mirror just in time to see the tiny sports car spin out of control before leaving my sight when it launched over the edge of the road into the valley below.

	Shit!

	I braked slow enough that I wouldn’t also slide out before slapping the dashboard button for my hazard lights and reaching for my cell phone.

	No bars. No service. Well, of course not, I was stopped directly between two rocky peaks. I ground my teeth in frustration. I could either backtrack a couple of miles to call for help or I could go forward a few, the outcome would be the same. We’d still have to wait for help.

	Backing up to the spot where the car had left the road, I reached for my heavy ski gloves and pulled my snowshoes and tow strap out from under the front seat. Then, I climbed out of my truck, secured the tow strap to the bumper, and began to pick my way down the mountainside, through the plastic debris scattered on the snow.

	When I finally reached the car, I was relieved to find the driver was conscious, but, honestly, when he started bitching about the travel advisory on the radio, I wasn’t able to hold back a tiny flare of annoyance.

	“Well, we’ve been issuing warnings for the last few hours. You could have heeded one of those,” I huffed before I could stop myself. Then, I promptly felt like the county’s biggest asshole when he jumped and bumped his arm, making him cry out.

	Great, not only had he wrecked his car and gotten trapped, he was hurt, too. I was an even bigger asshole.

	But when the driver turned pain-filled mocha eyes on mine, my jaw nearly dropped. The trapped and injured driver I’d just sniped at was none other than the sweet Omega I’d run into helping my cousin, Alex, recover his Omega from a train a few weeks earlier.

	The same Omega I’d given my card to in the hopes that he’d felt the same flare of arousal that I had when our eye met. 

	“What’re you doing out in this weather?” I asked, reaching for the door handle. “You could have been killed!”

	Even though he was obviously in pain, the Omega gave me a sweet smile and a little shrug. “Actually? I was hoping to run into you, just not, well, this literally.” He gave a small laugh and my stomach lurched. “I, ah, don’t know if you remember, but you gave me your business card a little while back.”

	He’d been injured looking for me and I’d scolded him.

	I was definitely the universe’s biggest asshole.

	 


Chapter Three

	Antoine

	The man standing over me was glowering, anger radiated off him in waves so thick that I swear I could very nearly see rings of fire spreading out into the frigid air. With his jaw clenched and the breaths puffing out of his nostrils in clouds of steam, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen a more intimidating man. And still, when he asked me why I was out in the storm, I stupidly blurted out the truth – that I’d been looking for him. 

	Either I really did have a head injury or I was just stupid. Given that I was sitting in a totaled car I wasn’t supposed to have in the middle of a snowstorm that I shouldn’t have been driving in at the bottom of a mountain where I wasn’t supposed to be, stupid was starting to look more probable.

	The sheriff continued to stare at me before finally heaving a massive sigh. “We need to get you out of that car,” he said, his voice was still firm, but the angry edge was gone. “Besides your head and your arm, are you injured?”

	“My head?” I parroted, wondering for a second if he’d read my mind. 

	He reached out and touched the side of my face. When he pulled his finger back, I could see blood glistening on them.

	“Oh.” I swallowed. “I didn’t know I was bleeding.”

	“I don’t think it’s serious,” he assured me, wiping his fingers clean in the snow on the hood of the car. “But we need to get you out of this weather before shock sets in,” he said, glancing up the ravine to the road above. “And since we’re in a bad cell area, we can’t really call anyone unless I leave you alone for a little while.”

	I bit down on my bottom lip, but it was too late to stop the whimper from escaping. To my surprise, the sheriff gave me an understanding look. 

	“Yeah, I’m not really a fan of that plan, either,” he said with a smile. “So, that brings me back to the question of injuries.”

	“I don’t think there are any more, sir,” I assured him, nearly choking on my relief that he wasn’t going to leave me there. After all, if I had no choice, I thought I might be able to survive a night in a blizzard, but it wasn’t a hypothesis I was eager to test.

	“Keeson,” he said, wriggling the door handle. “My name,” he clarified when I didn’t answer.

	Oh.

	Right.

	He wouldn’t know that I’d memorized every detail on the business card that he’d given me. The same card I had tucked into my shirt pocket, next to my heart.

	Or that I’d stalked him on every available social media platform and memorized everything I’d found there, too.

	“I’m Antoine,” I told him. “I’m really sorry about this mess.”

	Keeson was still working to pry the door open. He shrugged as it finally gave way. “I’m sure you didn’t mean for this to happen.”

	I couldn’t help but laugh. “No, I swear. I really, really didn’t.”

	“Well, no sense in worrying about it now,” he said calmly, kneeling to run his hands over my legs. “I don’t think anything is broken except maybe that wrist. Do you think you can stand?” He reached one hand toward me. 

	Reaching across my body with my good arm, I let him help me out of the car, stumbling when I sank up to my knees in heavy, wet snow instantly. Keeson caught me around the waist with his other arm, steadying me against his solid body.

	“Careful,” his chest rumbled under my cheek. He relaxed his hold slightly, checking to see if I was steady on my feet, and I immediately missed his touch. 

	“Thanks,” I gasped, the cold wind rapidly stealing the warmth I’d built up wrapped in the deflated airbags. 

	Keeson was frowning. “Where’s your coat?”

	“It’s in the trunk,” I admitted, dropping my eyes. 

	The sheriff’s breath hissed, but he didn’t comment as he looked at the smashed trunk lid. Instead, he turned back to the steep embankment and studied it in silence. 

	Finally, he seemed to come to a conclusion and began to speak. “I strung an emergency line down part way, but the only way up is to climb,” he said quietly. “And that will take both arms. Even if I splint your injured wrist, you won’t be able to do it safely.”

	My stomach lurched at his words. “Please! Don’t leave me here!” I begged him, but Keeson shushed me with a finger against my lips. 

	“I’m not leaving you here,” he promised. “I’ll take you up on my back. It will take us a little longer to get out, but we’ll make it.” His playful wink took me by surprise. “No man left behind, right?”

	My relief escaped in a sharp exhalation that left me lightheaded. 

	“Do you have everything you need? Wallet? Keys?”

	I nodded. “In my pocket. I, uh, think my bag of clothes is probably somewhere on the hill, so no sense in worrying about it.”

	Keeson laughed. “Okay then,” he said, tugging me carefully by my good arm until I faced him. “Here we go.” 

	Kneeling, he slid one hand between my legs, making me gasp. To my disappointment, his hand stopped at the midway point on my thigh, supporting me as he lifted me over his shoulder in a rescue carry. “Try not to squirm, he advised as he began to work his way through the massive drifts blocking our path. “I wouldn’t want to drop you.”

	 


Chapter Four

	Keeson

	Boy, when I told Antoine not to wiggle while I made our way to safety, he certainly took me seriously. Which was especially impressive considering the hard-on pressing into my shoulder the entire time. Each time my arm flexed and rubbed against him, I felt him tense and hold his breath. By the time we reached the edge of the road, he had his eyes screwed shut and he was struggling to keep from panting. Either the kid was a serious adrenaline junkie or I had read him right the first time we met. I was pretty sure it was the second one, and, honestly, that boded pretty well for us.

	Because I’m an asshole, when I lowered him to the ground, I unzipped my coat and slid him down my body, holding him close to feel every inch of our bodies rubbing together. By the time his dick met mine, my erection had nearly caught up with his. 

	He stood in front of me, head bowed and eyes closed. His shoulders were heaving with the effort of controlling his breathing.

	“You okay?” I asked, bending close to his ear. The shiver that ran down his spine made me smile. 

	Antoine nodded, but didn’t look up, so I tilted his chin up. To my amusement, he kept his eyes closed. 

	“Hey, can you look at me?” I kept my tone light, but I did have the slightest little kernel of concern about the head injury. “I mean, I did just carry you up a mountain.”

	 Antoine’s eyes flew open and to my relief instead of pain or confusion, they were overflowing with lust. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome.” I opened the passenger door to the truck and offered him a hand. “Let’s get you in out of the wind while I roll up my tow straps.” When I climbed into the driver’s seat a few minutes later, he was slumped over in his seat.

	“Tired?”

	Antoine nodded. “Is there a motel or something nearby?” he asked hesitantly. 

	My right brow arched up. “You don’t have somewhere to stay?” When he didn’t respond, I suspected I knew the answer. “It doesn’t matter,” I said carelessly, pulling the truck off the shoulder of the road. “There’s no reason to take you back to town when my place is just up the road.” I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. He looked surprised, but not unpleasantly so. “Unless you want me to take you back?”

	“Oh, no!” Antoine rushed to say. “I mean, if you don’t mind me crashing at your place?”

	“Not at all,” I assured him, the warmth in my chest growing. “In fact, I’m looking forward to it.

	~*~

	“That was delicious, Antoine,” I sighed, leaning back in my chair and patting my stomach. When we’d gotten back to my cabin, I’d called the hospital only to find out that they’d lost power and were on emergency admittance only. Since Antoine’s injuries weren’t that serious, I’d rushed him into a shower to chase away the last of the chill and bandaged his head and wrist. Then, when I’d finished my own shower, he’d surprised me with a late-night dinner of vegetable stir fry. Pretty impressive for a guy with a broken wrist and a head wound in a strange house. “Thank you.”

	“It was the least I could do,” he said shyly, pushing a stray carrot around on his plate. “Sorry it was veggie but I, ah, didn’t see any meat.”

	I laughed. “Well, since I’m a vegetarian, that’s perfect.”

	“You are?” Antoine’s jaw dropped and, oddly, his eyes seemed to light with excitement. 

	“Uh-huh. Always have been. Why?”

	“Me, too!” Antoine blushed. “I mean, I haven’t always been because my parents made me eat meat, but I am a vegetarian now.”

	Well, now. That was unusual. Not impossible, obviously, but definitely unusual. But, if I was honest, it did encourage my fantasy that there might be a future for us. Which was kind of laughable since we didn’t really even have a present, yet. 

	“Why don’t you go stretch out on the couch while I do the dishes?” I suggested. “You probably shouldn’t be taxing yourself any more than you have to until we can get you to a doctor to get that head checked.”

	“Yes, sir,” Antoine stood slowly, making me frown.

	“You’re hurting?” 

	“Just stiff,” he disputed. “It’s nothing serious.”

	Well, he had fallen down a mountain a few hours earlier. “You want a pain killer?”

	Antoine shook his head. “No, thanks. That stuffs not good for your liver, so I try to avoid it.”

	A vegetarian who was worried about pain relievers? Seriously, he was an Omega after my own heart.

	“Okay.” Then a thought occurred to me. “How about some time in the hot tub, instead?” Antoine’s eyes lit up again and I knew I had a winner without him saying a word. “You sit down for a few and it can heat up while I do the dishes,” I promised him. 

	I stepped out onto the deck to quickly build a fire and then returned to the kitchen. Antoine was already dozing on the couch when I finished, so I eased down next to him.

	“You’re done?” he mumbled, his eyes still closed. 

	“Yep. Are you sure you feel like getting up? You look pretty comfortable.”

	“I am,” Antoine agreed through a yawn as his eyes blinked open. “But the hot tub sounds like a great idea.” He hesitated for a minute, his cheeks pinking as he smoothed a hand down the t-shirt I’d lent him after his shower. “I, ah, don’t have a bathing suit.”

	I laughed.

	“Really?” I teased him. “You can’t just conjure one out of thin air?” Antoine laughed. “Seriously, I never wear one, but if that makes you uncomfortable, you can go in alone. I want you to be able to relax.”

	“You won’t!” Antoine blurted, making me swallow a grin. “Make me uncomfortable, I mean. I wouldn’t feel right about kicking you out of your own hot tub.” He gave a fake innocent shrug. “Besides, how would I get my clothes off over the splint without help?”

	I gave up on holding the grin in. Things were definitely looking up. 

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	Antoine

	My sheriff was, regrettably, a perfect gentleman, helping me out of the too-big borrowed clothes and into an equally too-big robe with clinical detachment. 

	“You’re feeling okay?” Keeson asked when I finally stood before him, wrapped chin to toes in soft caramel-colored terry cloth. “No dizziness? I didn’t bang the arm too much?” His warm eyes were serious as he peered into mine. “Your pupils look okay.”

	“I’m fine,” I assured him stifling a yawn. “You’ve got my wrist so immobile that I doubt the bone could shift if I wanted it to.” When that didn’t seem to reassure him, I realized I’d missed the second half of the question. “Oh, my head.” I smiled through another yawn. “Not dizzy. Not even a headache.”

	“Good.” Keeson finally relaxed a bit. “Well, the hot tub is ready, if we are.” Opening the back door, he led me out onto an expansive deck covered in several inches of snow. It seemed even the patio cover wasn’t quite up to the challenge of holding the blizzard at bay. 

	“Brr!” I laughed, dancing a bit as the icy cold snow assaulted my toes. 

	Keeson snickered and waved a hand to the far corner where steam was rising up into the air and mixing with the swirling snowflakes. “The water will chase the chill away.” 

	At the base of the steps, an orange flicker caught my eye and I turned to Keeson in surprise. “You have a wood-fired hot tub?”

	“I do.” He unwrapped the robe from around me and tossed it over a chair that was mostly protected from the storm. “Let me help you in, okay?”

	“Yeah, probably safer that way,” I agreed, following his lead when he reached for my good arm. Once I was seated in the hot, soothing water, Keeson began to strip out of his clothing. Broad shoulders led to well-muscled arms, and a smooth, firm chest. His flat stomach tapered into a defined V that drew my eyes to thick thighs and perfect calves.  It wasn’t until he was standing in front of me in nothing but a pair of boxer shorts that I realized I was staring.

	I started to apologize, but then I caught the heat in his eyes as he stared back at me. Hooking his thumbs into the waistband of his shorts, Keeson tugged them down, oh-so-slowly revealing a long, thick cock that was already standing at attention.

	The water bubbling around me was having less and less to do with the sudden spike in my body temperature. My swallow was audible in the night air. 

	Keeson kicked his boxers aside and sent me a long, slow smile. “You’re sure you don’t mind me joining you?”

	I groaned, forcing myself to stop staring at his dick and meet his eyes. “If you don’t, I’m going to cry,” I said with a sigh. “And that’s absolutely not an exaggeration.”

	Keeson didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped into the water and slid onto the seat.

	The one across from me. I frowned.

	“Something wrong?” In the dim light from the underwater lights, I caught the sparkle in his eyes. 

	“You’re awfully far away.”

	Keeson cocked his head and I could see he was fighting a grin. “You want me closer?”

	I narrowed my eyes at him and thrust my lip out in a pout. “I could drown over here. I mean, I was in an accident earlier. It would be safer if you were next to me.”

	“Ah, right,” Keeson responded seriously as he slid across to sit beside me, stretching one arm across the ledge behind my head. “Is that better?”

	I pretended to consider that as I studied him from the corner of my eye. “Not quite,” I finally decided, placing my good hand on his shoulder to steady myself as I stood and threw one leg over his thighs, dropping onto his lap. 

	Keeson’s surprised moan when my hard length brushed his made my stomach clench. One strong hand slid up my back, encouraging me closer still, until we’d squeezed all the water from between our bodies. His other hand cupped my butt, holding me tight to him.  

	I sighed, soaking in the feel of his hard body against me, under me. “That’s better.”

	“You’re sure you want to do this?” Keeson murmured in my ear, the hand on my back moving in firm, gentle strokes before coming up to tap the damp bandage on my forehead. “You’re thinking clearly?”

	“Are you suggesting I need to have my head checked because I want to sleep with you?” I teased him. He laughed and the movement made me bounce in the water, dragging our throbbing erections together and forcing out a set of matching moans. “Can I tell you a secret?”

	Keeson nodded.

	“This is why I’m here,” I said softly. “The entire reason I came up was to try and score with you.” Keeson raised a brow and I shrugged. “It’s true,” I insisted. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

	“In that case, it would be rude of me not to put out, wouldn’t it?” Keeson’s voice was thick with amusement. I had a hunch he thought I was teasing him, but since the hand on my butt had finally started moving, stroking one long finger along my crease, I sure as hell wasn’t going to argue with him. 

	“It would,” I gasped when he began to rub my hole, teasing my nerve endings alive until my pucker began to twitch under his touch. “Oh, yes!” 

	“Mmm,” Keeson exhaled in my ear as he kissed my neck. “Aren’t you a responsive little thing.” There was no time for me to respond before he drove two thick fingers deep inside me, hitting my happy spot on the first try. 

	“Oh, fuck!” I choked on the steamy air I was trying to breathe. “Oh, Keeson!”

	“Yeah?” Sharp teeth continued to nibble on my neck as those amazing fingers stroked the fire building inside me. “What do you want, baby?”

	I reached down to grab his cock and smirked when he hissed at my touch. “Not as funny now, is it?” I teased him, stroking his hard flesh.

	“Oh, I don’t know,” Keeson countered, stilling his fingers in my ass where they just barely grazed the spot where I wanted them most, making me whimper.

	Then the bastard just left them there!

	When I tried to grind down against his fingers, the hand on my back slid down to my hip and held me in place. “Ah-hah,” he growled, thrusting up into my fist. “You never answered my question.”

	Unable to remember what he’d asked as my desperation grew, I whined, “More!”

	“More? More what?”

	Huh?

	I stared into his eyes, panting with the exertion of trying to get his fingers moving again. My confusion must have shown, because Keeson took pity on me and repeated the question.

	“Tell me what you want, Antoine.”

	“You,” I huffed, clenching my inner muscles with all my strength. “I want you inside me!”

	“Good boy.” Keeson rewarded me with a firm press against my happy spot that made my dick jump against his stomach and sent stars shooting on the edge of my vision. “Ask nice, baby.”

	Ask? Oh, hell, that I could do!

	“Please, Alpha,” I leaned close, directing my words to his ear. “Please shove that thick cock up my ass and fuck me. I want you so bad!”

	For a second I was afraid I’d gone too far, but Keeson slid his other hand under my butt and, holding me tight against his body, he stood suddenly and sloshed to the step, carrying me out of the hot tub. I barely had time to register the cold air when he’d slammed the door behind us and lowered me until my feet rested on the floor in the kitchen.

	Reaching for the wallet he’d thrown on the kitchen counter, he pulled out a foil packet and I sighed, confident that I was finally going to get what I needed. Sliding one leg between mine from behind, Keeson spread my legs apart and, without warning, shoved me flat over the table. I was trying to decide if I minded the rough treatment when the wide, blunt head of his cock pressed against my hungry hole. 

	“Ready?” Keeson’s voice was rough with need. 

	I managed to gasp out an affirmative response and he drove into me in a long, slow glide that made me gasp for breath as he stretched me open, filling me almost beyond my limit and making me cry out. When he bottomed out, I shifted my hips, expecting him to pause and let me adjust, but instead he bent over me, pinning me to the table and began to roll his hips in a slow, deep rhythm that ground his cock against every sensitive spot inside me and stole my very breath.

	Unlike some of the Omegas that I’d been rescued with, I was no virgin – far from it – but I’d never before experienced anything as intense as the way that Keeson was riding me. The pressure built steadily, creeping up my spine as my balls began to tingle, and then to throb. 

	I tried to reach for my dick, but without ever breaking his pace, Keeson caught my wrist and pinned it to the table by my head. “No!” he snapped in my ears, punishing me with a nipping bite to the nape of my neck that made me moan. “Not until I say so, understand?”

	“Yes, Alpha,” I moaned, gasping for breath as pleasure began to break over me in waves. “I don’t think I can stop, though,” I tried to warn him. 

	“I’m almost there, baby,” he promised, his deep voice in my ear sending another wave of sensation splintering through my body. Still, he never sped up and his rhythm never faltered. 

	My balls were throbbing and I could feel the precum sliding down my painful dick, each new stream made me shiver. My head was pounding and my inner muscles pulsed in time to the blood pounding through my veins, but still I was somehow – I have no clue how – barely holding back. 

	Keeson kept me on the edge, driving the shards of pleasure-pain through my body until I thought I was about to pass out. Then, when I couldn’t take anymore, he finally -finally -growled, “Come for me, baby!”

	I screamed in relief as I dumped my load on the floor under the table, my entire body was a massive throbbing pulse as my ass tried to swallow Keeson’s cock, squeezing it until I couldn’t be sure he was grunting in pleasure and not pain. 

	A sudden gush of heat alerted me that the condom had broken, but I was much too far gone to care. When Keeson stuttered, I shoved myself back against him. 

	“Don’t stop! I swear, I’m clean!”

	After the briefest indecision, the Alpha over me moved again, stream after stream of hot juice filled me up, I could feel it running down my thighs while Keeson was still pumping deep inside me. 

	“Oh, fuck!” Keeson shouted, releasing my wrist to dig his fingers into my hips, holding me in place as he forced his way deep. His throbbing cock ground against my prostate, making me howl and unload another spurt of jizz, not as much as the first time but enough to add to the mess on the floor.   

	Finally, unable to take any more, I collapsed on the table top only to have my knees buckle. Keeson caught me around the waist and hauled me back up before I landed in my mess. 

	Hoisting me up into his arms, he stumbled through a doorway and laid me on a bed. I was much too far gone to notice anything about the room, or even about the bed itself. The only thing that mattered was that Keeson fell down next to me and pulled me close. 

	“Are you okay?” he asked through ragged breaths. 

	I opened my mouth but all I could do was laugh. “I’m not sure. I’ll let you know when I can feel my extremities again. That was intense.” 

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	Keeson

	Lying on the bed in the dark with Antoine’s warm body curled against me, watching the snow fall outside the window, I felt more at ease than I had in a very long time. So at ease, in fact, that the sound of my pager vibrating on the countertop in the kitchen barely managed to catch my interest. In fact, the only reason I finally sighed and gently eased the sleeping Omega’s head off my shoulder to rest on the pillow was the storm still howling outside and the risks associated with it.

	My jaw was clenched as I made my way out to the kitchen, but the alert was only a statewide BOLO for a stolen car, something that struck me as odd since they were normally faxed to the office and distributed on paper at the start of each shift. Given a choice between unnecessary paperwork and the gorgeous Omega sleeping in my bed, well, it wasn’t exactly a hard decision.  I tossed the pager back on the counter and headed back to bed.

	“Missed you,” Antoine mumbled, reaching for me when I sat on the edge of the mattress. When I laid back on the bed, he burrowed up against me, breathing deeply. 

	“You smell good, Alpha,” he sighed as I pulled the pile of blankets over us. 

	Seeing his eyes were still closed, I guessed he was talking in his sleep, but answered anyway.  “I do, huh?”

	He cuddled closer still, pillowing his head on my shoulder and tossing one leg over me. “Mmm hmm,” he confirmed, his eyes still closed and a smile playing over his lips. “I’m not sure how to describe it, but it's so good.” He punctuated his words with a shift of his hips that made his hardening dick press against my thigh.

	“Mmm. That kind of good, huh?” I growled, my own cock rushing to catch up to him. I slid my hand down to cup Antoine’s ass and he moaned. “You want to go again, baby?”

	Antoine’s long, dark lashes fluttered up as he smiled at me. “Want to, yes, but not sure I have the energy yet.” He laughed softly. “I’ve never been used that hard before.” 

	Used? I felt my brows knit together as a frigid cloud of dread crept through me. “I’m so sorry,” I apologized, shifting to the side of the bed and away from his warmth. “I shouldn’t have..” I trailed off when Antoine’s easy smile faded.

	“Where are you going?” The hurt in his eyes made it hard to catch my breath. “I, ah, must have misunderstood?”

	From the question in his voice, I gathered he didn’t really believe that but, rather, was giving me a graceful out. Before I could respond, he slid to the other side of the bed, wrapping the sheet around himself. “I’ll, ah, just go and find my clothes, then.” 

	He stood and swept from the room with the sheet trailing behind him. Or tried to, anyway. With the sheet still tucked into the foot of the bed, he pitched forward and landed in a crumpled heap on the floor.

	“Oh, hell! Are you okay?” I jumped over the bed to kneel beside him. “Antoine? Can you hear me?”

	He groaned, the sound muffled by the carpet and the sheet. “I’m fine,” he grunted, but his voice sounded pained. “I just jostled my arm.” He drew himself up to his knees, holding his injured arm to his chest. “So much for salvaging my tattered dignity.” 

	“Your..what?” I waited for Antoine to look at me, but he seemed determined to stare at the wall until it disintegrated. “I didn’t mean to take advantage of you, Antoine. I’m sorry.”

	That got his attention and the Omega turned to stare at me, disbelief written all over his face. “What are you talking about?”

	I drew in a measured breath. “I thought you wanted what we did,” I tried to explain. “I didn’t mean to make you feel used.” I breathed out just as carefully as I’d inhaled. “I should have known better, what, since you’re hurt and stranded.” I shook my head. “I’m honestly very sorry for taking advantage of you, Antoine.”

	While I’d been talking, Antoine’s expression had morphed from disbelief to the confused look of a dog staring into a mirror. “I’m lost, Alpha,” he finally said. “How did you take advantage of me?”

	I waved to the bed, hoping that would clear it up. It didn’t.

	“You’re sorry we fucked?” The confusion and disbelief were replaced by anger. “Well, I’m so fucking sorry for you, but if it was a mistake, it was your mistake!”

	“I know that,” I agreed, trying to keep my voice steady. “That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

	 Dropping the sheet, Antoine scrambled to his feet and planted his good fist on his hip while he glared down at me, still kneeling in front of him. He was so gorgeous standing there, naked and angry that it took all of my self-control not to drag him to his knees and mount him in the seconds before he stomped out of the room.

	Well, that certainly hadn’t gone as expected. 

	Grabbing a pair of jeans from the pile of clean laundry on the chair by the closet, I yanked them up and went in search of my guest. I found him in the bathroom, pulling his still damp clothes on. He caught my reflection in the mirror and glared before turning away and pointedly ignoring me. 

	“Antoine?” I said his name softly. “Please, will you talk to me for a minute?”

	He spun around and I saw that he’d buttoned his shirt over the injured arm. To make me feel worse, when he fell, he’d also reopened the wound on his head and blood was seeping out from the edges of the bandage. 

	“Of course, Sheriff,” he said politely, his tone exaggeratedly calm. “What would you like to discuss?”

	I sighed. “It seems like you’re mad at me for apologizing, but I don’t understand why, Antoine.”

	In the bright light of the bathroom, I caught the glint of tears in his eyes. “I’m fine,” he said firmly. “If you don’t mind me using your phone, I’ll call a cab.”

	“You’re not fine,” I disagreed, “and in this storm, a cab won’t be able to make it up the road.” I waved toward the window. “There’s a blizzard, remember? You might as well talk to me since you’re stuck here.”

	Antoine made an unexpected sound deep in his throat and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. “Did you just growl at me?” I fought the urge to take a step back. 

	Antoine stared at me, his cheeks bright red, but I couldn’t tell if it was anger or embarrassment. Then he pushed past me and flopped down on the couch in the living room. I was close enough behind him to see the grimace when his arm jolted. What he did next surprised me. He dropped his face into his good hand and apologized.  “I’m sorry.”

	Then, he started to cry.

	 


Chapter Seven

	Antoine

	Normally, I wouldn’t think anything could be more embarrassing than getting into a lover’s spat with a man I’d just met. An Alpha who was really only interested in a roll in the hay. At least, had been interested in a roll in the hay before I’d disappointed him.  

	Seriously, how bad was I that he was actually sorry for having fucked me?

	Of course, normally, I also wouldn’t ever be so clumsy as to try to run from said Alpha and trip in the sheet I was hiding in, pitching face-first onto the floor.

	But to growl -actually growl – at an Alpha who had saved my life just because my princess-sized ego was hurt? That was fucking humiliating.

	I managed to choke out an apology before the tears came, but I hid my face in my hand before I saw whether or not Keeson had accepted it.

	Not like he should. 

	I wish I could say that I was only crying because I’d had an awful day. Or that I was more injured than I’d thought. Or that there had been any rational excuse for me acting like a pup who’d lost his favorite ball. The truth was – and I was well aware of it – that I was crying because I’d built up an entire fantasy world where Keeson and I lived happily ever after and one fuck in, he’d all but said thank you, next. 

	Anyway, the reason I was crying didn’t really matter. Not right then, anyway. I’d have plenty of time to feel sorry for myself later. What did matter was turning off the waterworks and not acting like some overwrought virgin who’d just been deflowered. 

	Which I wasn’t, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

	In theory.

	I drew in a deep breath and tried to calm myself. Then the couch dipped and I was tipped into Keeson’s side. He cautiously wrapped one strong arm around me in a side hug. 

	“I feel like something went really wrong when we tried to talk,” he said carefully. “Will you listen while I try again?”

	Oh, hell. That was the last thing I wanted to do, but, after growling at him in his own home after he saved me, was I really going to say no? I nodded but kept my eyes on the floor in front of me.

	Keeson wasn’t having it. He gripped my chin carefully between his thumb and forefinger and turned my face to his. “I’m not sorry we had sex, baby.” His thumb stretched up to brush a lingering tear off my cheek. 

	I sniffled and rubbed my fist over my eyes. “But you kept saying you regret it.”

	“I’m sorry you felt used. I wanted it to be good for you, too.” Keeson gave me the most uncertain smile I’d ever seen on an Alpha. “It was wonderful for me.” 

	I swallowed the lump in my throat and stared at him through my watery eyes. “I didn’t mean used in a bad way,” I mumbled, feeling the heat burning in my cheeks. “It’s just an expression for, well, you know.” I gave up when I couldn’t think of a classier term than you fucking me senseless.

	The Alpha surprised me by laughing. 

	“I think I do,” Keeson agreed, dropping a kiss on my nose. “I’m sorry I overreacted. I should have asked you what you meant before I freaked out.” He gave me another shy non-alpha-like smile. “I don’t really date much, if you can’t tell.”

	I felt my brows creeping up. “Why not?” I ran my eyes over his gorgeous bare chest and back up. “You’re amazing.”

	Keeson laughed. “Well, police work can be dangerous, so there aren’t exactly tons of people who want to date someone who may not make it home at the end of the shift,” he reminded me. “And the hours suck. And I’m not always home for holidays. And..” 

	“Enough!” I interrupted him, laughing. “Obviously, you just haven’t met the right person.”

	“Or maybe I have,” Keeson disputed, staring into my eyes. “Maybe it just took a minute.” He lowered his lips to mine in a chaste kiss. “Will you forgive me?”

	“There’s nothing to forgive,” I assured him. “I wish I could say I’m not always this dramatic, but..” I shrugged. “I don’t like to lie.”

	Keeson chuckled. “If that’s your idea of dramatic, I think we’ll be fine.” He tightened his arm around me and then stood, tugging me up with him. “It’s late. Why don’t we go back to bed?”

	I hesitated, not because I was still mad, but because I really didn’t think I could get back in the mood. I was about to offer to sleep on the sofa, when he seemed to read my mind.

	“Just to sleep, Antoine,” he murmured, his voice soothing my still jangled nerves. “I just want to hold you.”

	When I nodded, Keeson led me back to the bedroom, flicking off light switches as we went. Before I knew it, I was back out of my clammy clothes and laid on the mattress as he remade the bed over me with all of the efficiency of a man who was well-used to handling household chores. Watching an Alpha doing housework shouldn’t have been erotic, but, and you’ll have to trust me on this, it so was.

	Soon, he was crawling under the covers next to me, pulling me against his warm, hard, naked body and kissing my neck. 

	“Sleep tight, baby,” he whispered in my ear as his body curled around mine. I counted a couple of his breaths and then that was the last thing I remembered until morning.

	 

	 


Chapter Eight

	Keeson

	“Oh, fuuuck…” I groaned, bucking my hips up to sink deeper into the tight heat surrounding my cock. I tugged on the silky-soft curls tangled around my fingers. 

	“Feel good?” Antoine’s words were a moan, his tongue and lips tickling my sensitive flesh as he spoke with my dick still in his mouth. 

	“So fucking good, baby,” I agreed, nearly biting my tongue in two when he dropped down and swallowed, his tongue teasing a stripe down my shaft a split second before his throat clamped tight, trapping me in the hot, supple wetness. 

	The Omega suckling my cock moaned again, this time the air escaped through his nose buried in the thicket of tight curls at the base of my cock, making me shiver. I threw my head back and it impacted the wooden headboard, sending a different type of sparks off behind my eyelids. “Fuck.”

	The pain brought me fully awake and I shook my head, opening my eyes.

	“Are you okay?” Antoine released my dick with a lewd slurp and rose up to his knees. “That must have hurt.”

	I stared at the beautiful man leaning over me, his pink lips wet and swollen. “Oh, shit. I thought I was dreaming.”

	Antoine stared at me for a second before the confusion eased into amusement. “You thought you were dreaming that I was blowing you?” 

	“No,” I huffed, scowling. When Antoine’s grin widened, I sighed. “Okay, fine. Yes, I’m so lame that I thought I was dreaming that you were giving me the world’s best blow job. Are you happy now?”

	Antoine’s grin turned into a smirk. “Well, I guess world’s best blow job actually outranks a dream blow job, so, yeah, I’m good. How’s your head?”

	“Fine,” I grunted, trying to ignore the throbbing in my cock. 

	“Good.” Without any further fanfare, he dropped his face back to my crotch and sucked my length back down his smoldering throat, sealing his swollen lips around the base of my cock. 

	“Holy shit!” I bucked up again as he began to bob his head in a punishing rhythm, seemingly determined to wring my soul from my cock as he finished the pass with an excruciatingly pleasurable swirl of his tongue before sinking down again. 

	He butted his head against the palm of my hand and I tightened my grip in his hair, forcing his face further into my crotch. I was rewarded with a whimper and a sudden wetness from his dick leaking on my thigh. “You like that, baby?” I ground up into his mouth, gagging him for a second before gentling my grip so I didn’t hurt him.

	 

	Antoine’s moans were vibrating through my cock and shooting sparks up my spine to flare in my balls. When I looked down, his cheeks were stained a deep red and his soft eyes were half-lidded with arousal as he stared up at me. 

	“I’m gonna cum, baby,” I warned him, hoping he wouldn’t stop, but not willing to strip the choice from him. 

	Antoine tightened his mouth and increased his speed, leaving no question of what he wanted. When he pressed a knuckle into the sweet spot behind my sack, I bellowed and my release flooded through me, spurting into his talented mouth. He swallowed around me, still moaning his pleasure as he tried to take it all. Even as my thick cream leaked from the corners of his mouth, he massaged my softening cock with his tongue, fighting for more. 

	When he finally drew down, squeezing my cock through his pursed lips as he pulled his mouth off me, he was panting. He rose back up to his knees and grabbed his dick, beating it as he stared down at me. 

	“Oh, yeah?” I growled, leaning up to grab Antoine’s ass and dragging him up to straddle my chest, putting his dribbling cock just inches from my face. “You gonna cum on me, baby?” 

	 Antoine’s jaw dropped and I was pretty sure I’d actually shocked him, but he didn’t have time to respond because as soon as I slid a finger between his cheeks, he screamed and his cock spewed his load all over my chest and face, one stripe even landing on the pillow by my head. 

	He collapsed in a sweaty pile in the mess he’d made on my chest and I wrapped my arms around him, holding him close as he gasped for air. 

	When his breathing finally started to even out, I kissed the top of his head. “Good morning. Sleep well?”

	“I think so,” he finally mumbled through a huge yawn. “You?”

	“I did,” I told him, smiling to myself. Hell, normally, a day off or not, I would have been up and working out in my home gym before the sun rose instead of trading orgasms with a sweet young thing in the sunlight streaming in through the snow piled on the window ledge. 

	Not that I was complaining.

	“But as good as I slept,” I teased him, “I think waking up was my favorite part.”

	Instead of the laugh I’d expected, Antoine sighed and stretched, dropping his legs over the sides of mine so he was draped over me like a sexy blanket. “Mine, too. Thank you.”

	That made me laugh. “Did you really just thank me for letting you suck me off?”

	Antoine peeked up at me with a shy smile. “I meant it. It was really, really hot.” He brushed a kiss over my nipple and laid his head back on my chest. “I really like you.”

	I couldn’t help but hug him tighter. “Does that mean you’ll spend the day with me? I need to pop into town for a few minutes to check on the blizzard response, but after that, I’m free.” Then I remembered another minor detail. “And we should probably get your head and wrist checked, too.”

	Antoine reached up and brushed his fingers over his head. “I think this one is already healed,” he said after a minute of poking and prodding. Then he held his arm out and moved the wrist, grimacing slightly. “This probably needs another couple of days,” he guessed. “But I don’t think I really need a doctor. You splinted it pretty well.”

	“Thanks,” I kissed his hair again. “But, since I’m not a doctor, I think we better get it x-rayed, okay?”

	“Fine,” Antoine gave a put-upon sigh, but I saw the twinkle in his eye. “Whatever you want me to do, Alpha.” 

	Damned if that wasn’t music to my ears.

	 


Chapter Nine

	Antoine

	Once we finally dragged ourselves out of bed, Keeson hustled me into the shower. I tried to tug him in with me, but he just laughed and kissed my palm before easily freeing his wrist from my grasp. 

	“If we shower together, we’re not going to make it to town today,” he predicted with a wink. “You need to get a clean bill of health if you want me to rock your world tonight, baby.”

	When I spun around, careful to keep my splint out of the water spray and grabbed for the body wash, he snorted. I could hear him laughing as he made his way to the kitchen while I scrubbed the evidence of our first couple of rounds off. 

	We made small talk over a breakfast of oatmeal and blueberries – one of my favorites, although there was no way that Keeson could have known that – mostly about the strange timing of the blizzard and what the spring weather was usually like in the valley. Then, I cleaned up the kitchen while Keeson showered and dressed. By the time we were strapped into the truck and headed into town, we’d fallen into a strangely comfortable silence. The kind you usually have to know someone for years to enjoy. 

	When we reached the spot in the road where I’d gone over, Keeson’s jaw tensed. “I almost forgot that we need to get a wrecker out here to winch your car up the hill,” he said with a frown. “I doubt that we’ll be able to today.”

	“It’s no rush,” I assured him, ignoring the lump of dread in my belly. “I mean, it’s not drivable, so it doesn’t really matter.”

	“True,” Keeson agreed, dropping his hand on my knee for a quick squeeze before returning it to the steering wheel and starting the truck crunching through the frozen snowdrifts again. “And with the snow still falling, there are bound to be more people who ignore the advisories and go off the road who need to be saved.” 

	An unwelcome thought occurred to me. “I, ah, guess I should see if I can find a motel room, though.”

	Keeson just snorted. “I thought we moved past the fishing crap last night, baby. You’re staying with me.” He glanced at me from the corner of his eye and I swear I saw him bite back a request for confirmation. 

	“Yes, Alpha,” I agreed obediently, sitting back in my seat with a happy sigh. I mean, granted, I was going to be beyond screwed when Clint found out about the rental car, but, right then, for that moment? I was pretty sure I couldn’t even be any happier.

	~*~

	The wait at the urgent care clinic in town was insane. Standing inside the entry door, Keeson looked around in dismay at the crowd. From kids with fevers to pregnant women who were positive that the blizzard was going to jumpstart their labor to people with broken bones from car accidents, it seemed like half the town was there, waiting for one of the handful of harried doctors to treat them.

	“You don’t have to wait with me,” I suggested. “Why don’t you go do the blizzard stuff you need to do and, by the time you’re done, I’m sure they’ll have seen me?”

	“Are you sure?” Keeson looked doubtful. 

	“Positive,” I said firmly. “I have my pack identification and my guardian has a permission to treat form entered in the state system. I’ll be fine.”

	“Okay.” Keeson surprised me by pulling me close in front of everyone and kissing my lips. “If you need anything, you tell them to call me, okay?”

	“Yes, Alpha,” I said softly, touched that he seemed so concerned about me. 

	“And you don’t step outside this clinic until I get back.”

	“I promise.” I forced back a smile. “I’ll be waiting, honest.”

	“Hop along, Sheriff,” one of the nurses passing by laughed, handing me a clipboard. “We’ll take care of your boy.”

	“You better, Steve,” Keeson snapped, unsmiling, before he released me and walked out the door.

	“Well, then,” the nurse, Steve, apparently, said to me, shaking his head. “It seems he’s got a carrot up his ass today. Why don’t you fill this form in and then bring it to the counter when you’re done? We’ll need your health card, too, please.”

	“Sure,” I agreed, puzzling over the carrot comment. It seemed a little, well, specific. Then it hit me. In a town that small, everyone probably knew the sheriff was a vegetarian. Pulling a pen from the cup on the counter, I found a small corner of a bench and settled in to complete my intake forms. 

	As I’d expected, the gash on my head was closed. There was a small pinkish scar, but the doctor who examined it seemed to think it would probably disappear in time. The wrist injury was more concerning.

	“Who did you say splinted this?” The doctor, a smallish human named Darla, asked. 

	“Sheriff Caraway,” I said nervously, wondering why her brows were arching. “I was, ah, in a traffic accident and he helped me.”

	She mumbled something I couldn’t hear as she unwrapped the miles of gauze. 

	“Excuse me?”

	Doctor Darla looked up, startled. “Oh, sorry. I was mostly talking to myself. I said it figures.” She gave me a half smile and shrugged. “It looks like it was done by a paramedic.” I must have frowned because she continued. “That’s not an insult,” she assured me. “In fact, most of the time first responders are more thorough than the ER techs.” She stopped and looked at me with renewed interest. “That probably makes you the Omega that our esteemed sheriff was seen kissing in the waiting room!”

	I froze and she laughed. “It’s okay. Our beloved sheriff never dates, so that little tidbit flew through this place like wildfire.” A knock came at the door and she winked at me. “X-ray is ready for you – saved by the bell!”

	Once the x-rays had been taken – digital, so they didn’t have to wait to read them – Doctor Darla passed me off to a specialist from the Orthopedic department. A big burly guy name Dot. 

	Dot was a friendly type who talked a lot as he worked. 

	“Well, I hate to say it, but it’s definitely broken,” he sympathized, patting my shoulder. “We’ll get you fixed up in no time.” 

	By the time the first layer of plaster was drying, I knew more about him than I did some of my relatives. As he was applying the second layer, he began to pepper me with questions about me. Where was I from? What did I do? What was it like being an Omega? 

	He finished the second wrap and stopped to check something on my chart before rolling his little padded stool over to sit facing me. “It says here that you’re a shifter?”

	I nodded. No real secret there. “Wolf.”

	“That explains the fracture in the bone,” he explained, pointing to the image of my arm on the computer screen. “If you were human, it probably would have broken here,” he pointed to a spot higher on the arm. “That spot is typically weaker in humans. As a wolf, though, your shift plates are here,” he pointed to the spot just below the break. “So it’s the weakest point. The good news is that it will heal in a couple of days.”

	I nodded. That was what I’d guessed. 

	Another knock came at the door. Dot opened it and Doctor Darla came in, clipboard in hand. 

	“Your hunny-bunny is back to collect you,” she teased with a wink. “I already gave him the prescription for your pain pills.” She looked at Dot. “He’s the one that everyone is buzzing about with Sonny.” 

	Dot’s jaw dropped. “But..”

	Keeson chose that moment to poke his head in the room. Ignoring the medical professionals, he smiled at me. “Hey. You ready?”

	“I’m not sure.” I looked from one doctor to the other. Doctor Darla was grinning ear to ear. Dot looked confused. “Am I?”

	“Sure, sure!” Darla giggled, making a shooing motion with her hands. “You two hop along!”

	I looked back to Keeson and shrugged. “I guess so.” 

	“The arm?” Keeson raised a brow at Dot.

	“Broken,” Dot said quickly. “But not badly. You, ah, did a great job splinting it and it’s already healing.”

	Keeson waited, but Dot seemed to be done.

	“When does the cast come off?” he asked with a sigh.

	“Oh!” Dot bit down on his lip. “Sorry! Um, with his healing, probably no more than a few days.”

	“Thanks.” Keeson slipped an arm around my waist and walked me out the exam room door. We were almost to the exit when I remembered the coat he’d lent me.

	“I left my coat back there,” I said, staring out the glass door at the swirling snow. 

	“You want to go grab it and I’ll get the truck?”

	I nodded. 

	“Okay. I’ll meet you out front.” Keeson squeezed my hand and I turned back down the hall. 

	The door was still open, but I could hear voices whispering frantically. I knocked on the open door and the voices stopped. Doctor Darla appeared.

	“Antoine!” She gave me a confused smile. “You’re back. Do you need help?”

	“Help?” I felt my brows creep up. “No, not really, I mean. I just forgot my coat.” 

	Dot appeared with my coat, concern etched on his face. “You’re sure you don’t need help?”

	“No. Just the coat, but thanks.” I accepted it and slipped it on before backing out into the hall. “Thanks.”

	“Oh, of course.” Darla’s smile seemed strained. “If you do need help of any kind, you just call and ask for me.”

	“Will do,” I agreed, shaking my head as I walked back to the main entrance and the truck waiting at the curb. “The people here are nice,” I said to the snow as I walked, “but they are a little odd.”

	 


Chapter Ten

	Keeson

	After I dropped Antoine off at the urgent care, it was only a short drive for me to check in on the emergency response by my staff.

	“Sheriff!” Louise did a double take when the front door of the office slammed shut behind me. “Isn’t today your day off?”

	“Yup,” I confirmed, stomping my boots to dislodge the snow clinging to them. “Thought I’d stop in and make sure everything is under control, though.”

	“Seems to be,” Ralph muttered from the corner desk where he was pounding away on an old typewriter. “There’s been a shitload of minor accidents, but nothing serious.”

	“That reminds me,” I said, crossing to poke through his stack. “A sports car went off the highway just before Ridge Road last night.”

	Ralph winced. “You saw it?”

	I nodded. “Pulled the driver free, too. No serious injuries. He spent the night at the cabin and I just dropped him at the urgent care center for treatment of a hurt wrist.”

	“Good,” Ralph sighed. “What kind of fool was dumb enough to take a sports car out in that weather?”

	I shrugged. “Just a kid from down the other side of the mountain. Probably not used to these driving conditions.” Ralph nodded, but kept pecking at the keyboard, so I kept talking. “It's totaled, so no sense in rushing it, but we’ll need to get it winched out of the gully at some point.”

	“I’ll add it to the list,” Louise called from her desk and Ralph grunted his thanks.

	“You don’t need anything from me?” I pressed, impressed with the lack of drama the storm was causing.

	“Can’t think of anything,” Ralph assured me. “Other than the accidents, there was a BOLO for a stolen rental car.” He shrugged. “That’s about all, though.”

	Perfect. That freed me up to reclaim my Omega and take him home. 

	“You know where to find me,” I joked, pouring some coffee into a disposable cup and heading back to the door. “Stay warm.”

	Ralph waved a hand, but Louise responded with a chipper, “You, too!” as the door slammed shut behind me. 

	By the time I got back to the urgent care center, Antoine was nearly done and everyone seemed unusually chipper. Based on the confused look on Antoine’s face when he met me out at the truck after going back for his jacket, I was pretty sure I didn't imagine it.

	“Everything okay?” I asked when he’d settled into the passenger seat and snapped his seat belt in place.

	“Um, I think so,” he said hesitantly. “They seemed to get a little excitable about, well, us.”

	Then the weirdness I’d noticed all made sense and I laughed. “Did they?”

	Antoine nodded. 

	“Remember when I told you that I didn’t date much?”

	Another nod.

	“I might have understated it,” I admitted, winking at him. “I don’t think anyone in town has ever known me to date.”

	Antoine’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “You were a virgin?” 

	Unfortunately, I had just taken a drink from my coffee. I spat it all over the inside of the windshield and dropped the cup holding the rest into my lap, hissing in pain when the scalding hot liquid soaked through my jeans.

	“No!” I managed to get out between choking on my drink and the laughter at his assumption. I pulled off onto the shoulder of the road and reached under the seat for a rag to clean the windshield. When I was done, I saw that Antoine had one hand clasped over his mouth and looked absolutely horrified.

	“I’m so sorry,” he sputtered, his cheeks so red I could almost feel the heat radiating off them. “I mean, I should have known…you’re too good…I mean..”

	“It’s okay, baby,” I assured him, breaking into his apologies. “I’m not offended.” I looked ruefully at the empty cup in my lap. “Kind of sorry I wasted my coffee, though.” I leaned over to kiss his cheek. “I just meant that I don’t believe in dating the people I might have to respond to calls for, so I only date outside my county.” I winked at him. “Luckily, you meet that requirement.”

	“You’re not mad at me?” Antoine asked hesitantly, biting down on his lip.

	“Of course not.” I kissed him again and pulled back onto the road. “I do have a couple of errands to run this afternoon, though. So why don’t we go home and have some lunch?” It wasn’t until after he’d smiled and agreed that I realized that I’d not only referred to my cabin as our home, but that Antoine hadn’t even seemed to notice. 

	The ease with which I was starting to incorporate him into my life was ridiculous considering we’d only really known each other less than twenty-four hours.

	After a lunch of bean chili and grilled cheese sandwiches, I sat down to pull my boots back on. When Antoine slid one foot into his, his lips twisted into a comical scowl. 

	“Something wrong?”

	He shook his head. “No. I just wasn’t expecting the insides to still be wet, that’s all.”

	Right. The silly suede ankle boots he’d had on when he wrecked the car had definitely been intended as a fashion statement and not cold weather protection. “Why don’t you hang here while I go out?” I suggested. “You’ll be warm and it’ll give your boots a chance to dry.” I nodded to the table in the corner of the room. “If you move the books out of the way, there’s even a television back there.”

	“Really?” Antoine brightened. “You don’t mind?”

	“Of course not.” I laced up my second boot. “Wrap up in a blanket, watch some tv, get some rest.” I stood up to slip my coat on. “Oh, and don’t fix anything for dinner.” I waggled a playful finger at him. “We’re going to town for pizza.”

	“We are?”

	“We are,” I confirmed, pulling him in for a quick hug. I seriously couldn’t seem to not be touching him. It was starting to be concerning. “Saturday night is veggie extravaganza night at Pizza Barn. It’s really good.” 

	“Okay,” Antoine agreed, tightening his arms around my waist as if he, too, was having trouble not touching. “No cooking.”

	 “Good boy,” I said softly, dropping one last kiss on his head. “I won’t be gone long.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	Antoine

	For the first hour or so after Keeson left, I did almost exactly as he’d suggested. I wrapped up in a blanket and settled on the overstuffed sofa except, instead of watching television, I had a dogeared copy of Black Beauty propped up on my knees. A favorite from my childhood, I hadn’t read it in years. So, when I saw it lying on the top of Keeson’s book stack, I’d promptly jumped in. 

	I was reminiscing about Beauty arriving at Birtwick Hall when a screeching groan caught my attention. I paused in my reading and listened, but it faded away. I was about to return to my book when it came again, louder. 

	From my spot on the couch, I could see out the front window. The storm had slowed to only the occasional sparkling flake and the whipping wind also seemed to have run its course. Slipping a piece of stray paper from the coffee table into the book to mark my page, I unwrapped from the blanket and walked to the back door, staring out the slightly fogged window at the blanket of pristine snow. 

	In the corner of the clearing that seemed to make up the backyard was a small building. It was cute, almost fairy tale cottage like, with white clapboard siding and bright yellow trim, and, oddly, there was smoke rising from the chimney.

	Wouldn’t Keeson have told me if he had such a close neighbor?

	I was still staring out the fogged glass when another of the ear-splitting screeching noises tore through the air, this time followed by a shout. 

	Someone was in trouble.

	And it sure sounded like it was coming from the tiny building. 

	Without stopping to consider the consequences, I dashed out the door and down the steps from the wooden deck, hissing when my feet made contact with the icy snow. It stung my skin, but without knowing how serious the trouble in the cottage was, I didn’t dare run back to get my boots. 

	I skidded to a stop at the open door and stared inside in shock. The floor was littered with what looked like broken eggs. In the center of the room, pinned to the concrete floor by a what looked like a huge metal cauldron, was a rabbit. 

	Except, that description doesn’t really do the situation justice.

	It wasn’t just any rabbit. 

	It was a huge freaking rabbit. 

	A huge freaking humanoid rabbit dressed in a brown suit, red bow tie and gold-rimmed glasses.  And he was swearing like a sailor on shore leave who’d arrived at the bar after last call.

	“Um, do you need help?” I asked hesitantly. I mean, he looked like a rabbit that needed help, but, seriously, what the hell?

	The rabbit glared at me. “What does it look like to you, genius?” He craned his neck, trying to look past me. “Where the mother fuck is Sonny?”

	I took a couple of cautious steps inside. “He, ah, had to run some errands,” I said. “What happened?” When the rabbit snorted and rolled its eyes, I winced. “Sorry, I mean, how can I get this off you?”

	“A scrawny thing like you?” he scoffed, staring pointedly at my cast. “I doubt you can.”

	That kind of chapped my hide and I crossed my arms over my chest and glared. “Well, fine, then. I’ll go back to the warm cabin and read my book and when Keeson gets back, I’ll try to remember to tell him you need someone strong to rescue you.”

	The rabbit started a bit and dropped his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a dick.” He raised one paw and pointed to the wall. “You see that red button?”

	It was huge, at least six inches across and looked like something out of a cartoon. “I do.”

	“It lowers that chain,” he gestured up to a beam on the ceiling. “If you can lower that, you might be able to hook it to the handle of the pot and raise it off my legs.” He gave my cast another blatantly skeptical look. “Maybe.”

	I started to argue that I was stronger than I looked, but I just shook my head and walked across the room, griping silently about the scattered eggshells making the freezing cold concrete even more uncomfortable to walk on.

	When I pushed the cartoon button, another screeching, groaning noise came. Then, the massive black chain that the rabbit had pointed at began to creep down toward the floor. It stopped just shy of the side of the huge cauldron, the bottom of the hook scraping the cast iron as it swayed gently back and forth, not quite reaching the handle.

	The rabbit gave an ineffective shove at the metal and moaned when all the pot did was shift, pinching this legs under it. “Useless unless we can hook the handle with it,” he groused sourly. 

	“I see that,” I huffed back, staring at the challenge before me. There had to be a way. I turned away from the rabbit and the pot, for the first time inspecting the room I stood in. There were shelves lined with baskets of every design, stacks of cases marked with the logos of popular Easter candies, and shelves lined with toys, stuffed bunnies, and ducks in fancy bonnets. Along one wall, an enormous glass case seemed to house thousands of carefully decorated eggs – much like the ones scattered across the floor.

	It looked like everything Easter had been crammed into the tiny shack. 

	And there was a talking rabbit on the floor. 

	Was it possible..? I shook my head. Of course it wasn’t. The rabbit was obviously a shifter and, based on the room around me, a delusional one. 

	“Any time you’re done gawking,” the rabbit snapped. 

	I spun around to reply, but my eye fell on a length of rubber hanging from a hook on the wall. I grabbed it and walked over to the upended cauldron. “I have an idea.”

	The rabbit raised a brow and twitched its nose but didn’t respond.

	“I can use this to lengthen the reach of the hook,” I explained. “When the pot lifts off your legs, you can roll out from under it.”

	The rabbit shook his head. “I’m not sure, boy. There’s a good chance my legs are broken, you know. And that inner tube isn’t going to be able to hold the weight up for long. Not long enough for you to run over and pull me out, anyway.” He sighed. “When it crashes back down, it will probably kill me.”

	I studied the distance from the wall button to the cauldron. “I can do it.” The rabbit started to argue, but I glared him into silence. “Look, I’m telling you, I can do it. But whatever you see, don’t freak out, okay?”

	That got me a laugh. “That’s rich coming from a guy who is talking to a rabbit,” he snickered, making me smile. 

	“Yeah, well. Just remember, I’m here to help, okay?” The rabbit nodded and I thought of something else. “And if you start to freak out, remember I’m a vegetarian, okay?”

	“Um, okay,” the rabbit was staring at me. “Veggie. Got it.” 

	“Good.” I looped the inner tube rubber in a slip knot through the handle of the kettle and then wound it around the hook a number of times. “Here goes nothing.” 

	I crossed back to the button and began to take off my clothes. Both of the rabbit’s brows were arched, but I just ignored him. Naked, I hesitated slightly, unsure if the cast would interfere with my shift, but it wasn’t like I could really afford to worry about it. 

	When my body arched and began to stretch into the four-legged creature that lurked inside me, I heard the rabbit gasp and, oddly, pray out loud. Ignoring him, I took a minute to evaluate my plan and then I sprang at the button, depressing it with my shoulder as I fell back to the concrete, grunting in pain as my bad leg impacted the ground. 

	As soon as my paws were under me, I leaped across the floor, ignoring the white-hot pain searing through my leg as I ran. I reached the trapped rabbit just as the rubber reached its limit and lifted the cauldron a few inches off the injured creature. Sinking my teeth into his shoulder, I scrambled backward, dragging him out of the way just as the rubber snapped and the huge pot crashed back to the floor. 

	Dropping the rabbit, I fell to the floor beside him, panting. 

	“Are you okay, puppy?” I heard him say softly. 

	In spite of myself, I was amused at being mistaken for a dog. I pushed myself into a sitting position and eased my hold on the wolf, allowing for a gentler transition back to human form. Once I was there, I stretched my bad arm. 

	Yep, even in the cast I could tell I’d rebroken it.

	“I’ll be fine,” I assured the rabbit, standing up to get my clothes. “How about your legs?”

	“Broken,” he said bluntly. “But I guess that’s better than being dead, anyway.”

	I nodded. He did have a point there. Redressed, I studied him for a minute. “We need to get you to a doctor.”

	The rabbit laughed. “You’re funny.” When I didn’t respond, he cocked his head. “You’re serious?”

	I nodded. 

	“Of course you are,” the rabbit sighed. “Well, I’m pretty sure that the only way that will happen is after Sonny returns.” 

	Well, he had me there.

	Keeson had already told me that there was too much snow for the ambulances to get around on the unplowed roads. “I can at least get you to the house,” I assured him. 

	“How?”

	I pointed to a long toboggan hanging on the far wall and the rabbit laughed. “You’re a resourceful little doggie, I’ll give you that!”

	It took some time and more than a little elbow grease, but I eventually had the rabbit lying on the living room floor, his legs temporarily splinted. Thank the Gods for that long ago scout training. 

	I had just covered the rabbit with a blanket from the couch when Keeson’s voice called out from the porch. 

	“Antoine, I’m home!”

	 

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Keeson

	“Hey, I stopped by the wreck and collected some of your stuff..” I trailed off when I got to the living room doorway and saw a very familiar creature lying on my living room floor with my grandmother’s afghan covering him from the chest down. “Well, this is new.”

	Antoine was perched on the edge of the couch, his face was white and pinched, and he was holding his injured arm to his chest. The cast didn’t look right. 

	Oh, hell.

	“Pete? What the hell are you doing?” I glanced at Antoine. “Baby? Your arm is worse?”

	The two of them exchanged a look, but neither spoke. 

	“Is someone going to answer me?”

	“The cauldron tipped over and pinned me,” Pete said quietly. “Your pup here rescued me, but he reinjured his arm in the process.” 

	Pup? Before I could ask for clarification, Antoine interjected, “The rabbit, ah, Pete, I guess,” he mumbled, “is more important. His legs are broken. They could be crushed.”

	Well, fuck. 

	“Okay,” I said, mostly to myself. “Let’s see what’s going on here.” I pulled the blanket off of Pete and had to bite back a laugh when I realized that Antoine had found my stash of SAM splints and braced his legs, but hadn’t thought to take off Pete’s trousers first. “Let me see your arm, Antoine.”

	He held it out and I could see the swelling already starting to put pressure against the edge of the plaster. “I need to cut that off, ASAP. Wait here.” I ran to the garage, returning with the small handheld circular saw that I’d bought years before on a whim. As I sliced through the double layer of plaster, I warned my Omega not to move. When the cast finally dropped to the floor, Antoine sighed in relief.

	“Thank you, Alpha.”

	The fake gagging noise from the floor reminded me that I had a second patient. 

	“Shut up, asshole.”

	Pete blew me a kiss and flipped me the bird simultaneously. He was down, but he wasn’t out.

	Working as quickly and gently as possible, I unwrapped the splints from the rabbit’s legs. “I’ve got to cut your pants off.” 

	“Fine,” Pete huffed. He was trying to play it cool, but the pain was evident in his big brown eyes. 

	I pulled out my knife and began to slice through the coarse fabric. When I finished, I looked over and saw that Antoine had moved to the floor and was holding Pete’s paw in his good hand.

	All in all, he was taking the giant talking rabbit thing pretty well.

	With the thick fur covering Pete’s legs, I couldn’t really look for bruising and such, but the swelling made it clear that they were injured. Broken, I was guessing, but I didn’t think they were actually crushed and I said as much.

	“You’re sure?” Antoine asked hesitantly. “I mean, that’s a really big pot.”

	“Heavy, too,” Pete confirmed, wincing as I felt along his leg. “But Sonny knows that. He’s had to lift it off me before.”

	“This isn’t the first time?” Antoine gasped, aghast. “And you still use it?”

	Pete shrugged. “It’s tradition.”

	I could tell from the look on my Omega’s face that he had a ton of questions. Questions that, unfortunately, we really didn’t have time for, so I interrupted. “We’re going to need an x-ray.”

	“Fuck that!” Pete snapped, his long ears flopping around as he shook his head emphatically. “No fucking way! You know how I feel about hospitals!”

	I shrugged. “Yeah, but if you ever want to hop again, I don’t think we really have a choice, do you?” Pete narrowed his eyes and I raised a brow. “7 days and counting, man.”

	Pete’s furry throat shifted as he swallowed and he knew he was thinking the same thing I was. The was almost no hope that he’d be back on his feet that soon.

	“Seven days?” Antoine asked curiously. “That’s Easter, isn’t it?” There was a beat of silence before his jaw dropped. “Oh my Gods! You can’t be..are you? The Easter Bunny, I mean?” When Pete just smirked, Antoine turned to me. “Is he?”

	Peter Cottontail, this is Antoine,” I intoned dramatically, keeping my face serious. “Antoine, meet Peter Cottontail, Head of Easter Relations.” Antoine stared at me and I winked at him. “Also known as the Easter Bunny.” 

	“But..” Antoine looked at Pete and back to me, then down to the oversized furry brown paw in his hand. Laying it down gently, he staggered to his feet, his eyes wide. “But..” He made it two steps before he collapsed in a heap, thankfully landing on his good side. Still, I cringed when his injured arm flopped against his chest. It had to hurt. 

	Pete sighed as I gathered Antoine in my arms and lifted him to the sofa. “This probably wasn’t the best time to tell him. Or the most appropriate way.”

	“You’re probably right,” I admitted, checking the pulse in my Omega’s wrist. “But he seemed to be taking everything so well..” I trailed off with a shrug. “He’s fine,” I decided. “Pulse is strong. You, on the other hand, need medical attention.” I waved off the objection that I knew was coming. “It’s not a clean break like the last time,” I explained. “If any of the bones are crushed and we don’t set it right, you might never hop again. You know that.”

	Pete’s ears drooped. “Fine. Give me a minute.” 

	Knowing how much he hated an audience when he shifted, I turned my back and waited to hear my name. When I turned back, Pete’s long, floppy ears were gone, the luxurious brown fur had become light caramel skin and shaggy brown hair. Only the big, soulful brown eyes were the same. 

	“You okay?”

	Pete nodded, but I could see the pain in his face clearly. “You want some whiskey before I reset these legs?”

	“Just do it,” he said roughly, balling his hands into fists. “When they cast them..”

	“I know,” I interrupted, moving his right leg into position as carefully as possible. “Flexible braces, no plaster.” He would need to be able to shift for the best chance to heal properly. “Give me a sec.”

	Antoine was still out cold on the couch, so I took a minute to inspect his arm. Other than the bruising where the edges of the cast had dug in, everything felt fine. “I think he’s okay,” I mused. “The cast must have been too tight.” I studied the unconscious Omega and finally reached a decision. “I already know what his x-ray looks like, so I’m going to re-splint his arm and then we’ll go get you taken care of.”

	“No problem,” Pete agreed, taking a deep breath. “I’m not going anywhere.”

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Antoine

	The first thing I noticed when I woke up from my crazy dream was that I was alone. I was lying on my back on the couch in Keeson’s cabin and everything was quiet. The kind of quiet that guarantees no one else is around. 

	The kind of quiet that definitely doesn’t suggest that a sinfully handsome sheriff and an injured, seven-foot talking rabbit are wandering around. 

	Or that a wolf had just rescued the Easter Bunny. 

	Because there’s nothing weird about that.

	I allowed myself a little snicker as I revisited my crazy dream. I mean, I’ve always had an overactive imagination, but this was hot fudge and marshmallow crème on an anchovy pizza at bedtime level of crazy dreams. 

	Then I noticed that the plaster cast lay discarded in the center of the floor and my arm was again braced in a makeshift splint. That was odd. Odder still was the wadded up brown fabric a few feet away from it. Fabric that looked suspiciously like what the Rabbit’s suit had been made from. 

	“Keeson?” I called out, unsurprised when there was no response. Well, that confirmed that I really was alone. 

	Retrieving my socks and boots from their spot the brick hearth surrounding the fireplace, I pulled them on and cautiously approached the back door. There, on the deck outside the door, was the sled I’d used to haul the injured bunny into the house. If any doubt remained, it was dispelled by the makeshift ramp I’d fashioned out of the hot tub cover to get the sled up the step, which was still in place.

	Shaking my head, I squinted against the glare of late afternoon light on the fresh snow. Sure enough, a wisp of smoke still rose from the tiny cottage in the corner of the yard. Trudging through the runner tracks in the snow, I made my way to the cottage and slowly pushed the door open before stepping inside. 

	Yep. From the rows of neatly decorated eggs to the cases of candy to the shelves of toys and decorative baskets, it was exactly as I’d dreamed. It was sheer Easter perfection. Except for the eggs that were broken and splattered on the floor. And the massive metal pot – now with an equally large dent in one side – lying on the concrete floor. 

	It was freaking Easter Central.

	I was looking around for something to clean the mess up with – after all, it wasn’t like Pete was going to be up to it any time soon – when I heard a familiar chime from the far corner. Tucked behind a colorful screen, I found a small office and, on the tiny desk, a cell phone very similar to the one I’d lost in the accident.  

	The message waiting light was blinking frantically. Before I’d even considered that I was violating someone’s privacy, I flicked my finger over the screen and revealed a cascade of text messages. 

	HAVE U GOT THE STUFF? IM DESPERATE, MAN! 

	I recoiled slightly at the all-caps typing and moved to the next.

	102 dz d, 45 dz ch., 23 cs JB ASAP!

	Then, the next.

	MaryJane NOW!!! 

	I felt myself frowning. Was it possible that Keeson’s friend was dealing pot from the cute little cottage? If so, did Keeson know about it? I felt my face freeze in a frown. I mean, I knew marijuana was legal in some places, but Sharon Hill was definitely not one of them. Surely my Alpha wouldn’t be allowing someone to deal literally underneath his nose, would he?

	Sighing, I shoved the phone in my pocket to show to Keeson when he returned and, grabbing a broom and mop from the corner by the desk, set to cleaning up the ruined eggs. 

	I was just finishing up when I heard the telltale hrrrmph of someone clearing their throat from behind me. Turning, I found Keeson watching me with an undecipherable look on his face.

	“Is, um, Pete going to be okay?” I asked, propping the mop up in the bucket. 

	“Yes,” Keeson said calmly. “Thanks to you. If he’d been under that damn cauldron much longer or tried to get free on his own, who knows what would have happened. As it is, his left leg is only bruised but his right leg is broken in two places.”

	“That’s awful.” I fiddled with the broom for a minute before placing it in the trash can. There was no way the egg yolk was going to wash out. Keeson was watching me intently and I shrugged nervously. “I didn’t think he’d mind me cleaning up a little. There were broken raw eggs everywhere.”

	“I’m sure.” Keeson crossed to the large pot and, grabbing an iron bar that was leaning against the wall, levered the pot back to an upright position, resting on its three stubby legs. “There are a hundred easier and safer ways for him to boil those eggs, but he insists on the traditional method, even though it takes forever and it’s more dangerous than electric boilers would be.”

	I nodded as if that all made sense, but, in reality, I was still reeling from the afternoon of discovery. 

	“Is he, ah, here now?”

	Keeson shook his head. “They had to put pins in his leg, so I came home to check on you when they took him into surgery.” He took a couple of steps toward me and then stopped as if he was expecting me to run. “Are you okay? How’s your arm?” He hesitated. “I can take you back to the hospital to get another cast any time, I was just afraid that if you were still unconscious when we got there that they might admit you. I wasn’t sure how you would feel about that.”

	I literally shuddered at the thought. “Yeah, thanks for not doing that.” 

	Keeson was still staring at me. “Your arm?” he finally prompted me again. 

	“Oh! Right.” I shrugged a little sheepishly. “I think it’s okay. I heal fast, so I don’t think I need another cast.” Really, I hadn’t thought I needed the first one, but I decided not to say that. 

	We stood and stared at each other awkwardly for several minutes before Keeson finally held his hand out, waiting to see if I would place mine in it. “Antoine, I really think we need to talk.”

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	Keeson

	After my earlier oversharing had resulted in Antoine passing out, I was more than a little hesitant about how he was going to react to me. Then there was also the minor little detail that I had no idea how much Pete had actually revealed to him. By the time that I’d finished splinting Antoine’s arm, the pain of shifting with broken bones had caught up with Pete and he’d been all but incoherent during the ride to the hospital.

	When you combined those concerns with Antoine’s skittish behavior in the Bunny Hutch – Pete’s name for the Easter shed, not mine – I wasn’t exactly feeling comfortable about where we stood.

	Back in the living room, I seated the nervous Omega on the sofa and dropped my ass onto the coffee table in front of him, putting us knee to knee. 

	“We need to talk,” I repeated. Antoine had returned to the house with me willingly, but he hadn’t actually responded the first time. 

	“Okay.” 

	His small, uncertain voice made me frown. “You’re not scared of me, are you, baby?” Just the thought of that made my chest hurt.

	“I don’t think so,” Antoine mumbled, rubbing his splint with his good hand. “I’m just confused.” He managed a small smile. “Really, really confused.”

	I was so relieved that I almost couldn’t hold back my laugh, but, to my credit, I did. Instead, asking somberly. “What about?”

	“Ah, well,” he started, blowing out a breath. “I mean, is he always a rabbit?”

	“Pete?” Like he could be talking about anyone else. 

	Antoine nodded.

	“No. Not always,” I said slowly. “I mean, he’s a shifter, but you knew that, right?” Antoine just stared at me. He hadn’t realized the bunny was a shifter? Huh. “Um, yeah, anyway, since he’s a shifter, he can take either human or rabbit form, but he usually prefers a partial shift, like today.”

	“And he’s, uh, really…” Antoine trailed off. “You know.”

	“The Easter Bunny?” I made myself not wince as I said it. 

	Antoine nodded.

	“Well, he’s the head Easter ambassador,” I hedged and then sighed when Antoine cocked his head. “Yeah, technically, he’s the Easter Bunny.”

	Antoine surprised me by laughing. “Why do you look like you’re about to gag on those words?”

	“It’s kind of a sore point,” I admitted. “After the last Better Business Bureau complaint, he promised he’d ease out of the business; sell his interest and find something else.”

	Antoine’s eyes widened. “Oh! So you two are…involved?”

	“What? No!” I denied immediately. “He’s my brother!” I sighed. “But surely you can understand why it wouldn’t look good for the sheriff’s brother to be mixed up in a mess like Easter?”

	“Not really, no,” Antoine said frankly. “And how can your brother be a rabbit shifter and your cousin be a human who didn’t know shifters exist?”

	Right. I kept forgetting that he knew Alexi. 

	“Adoption,” I explained.

	“Oh, I should have guessed.” Antoine relaxed against the cushions. “So, why is it a problem for him to be the Easter Bunny?” He laughed under his breath. “He brought me some great stuff when I was young.”

	I snorted. “Actually, that was probably your local Easter ambassador,” I huffed, punctuating with air quotes. “When Peter signed up as a Basket Distribution Coordinator, the Easter Bunnies of America, or EBOA, had already chopped most of the Eastern United States into territories.”

	From the look on Antoine’s face, I knew I wasn’t making sense. 

	“Okay, let me start from the beginning,” I suggested. “Years ago, the Head Bunny decided that Easter could be handled much more effectively if he delegated the basket preparation and distribution to assistants. Now, each state is separated into Basket Distribution Territories,” I explained. “Each territory is headed by an Independent Easter Ambassador, or IEB, who is responsible for ensuring that all of the good children receive their baskets, that the appropriate number of eggs are decorated and hidden for egg hunts, and so on.”

	Antoine seemed to be following along, so I continued. “Each IEB then recruits assistant ambassadors who contribute a dozen eggs and a basket to work under him. Then those AIEBs recruit their own AIEBs to work under them, and each of those recruits contributes two dozen eggs and two cases of candy, and so on.” 

	“But why?” Antoine finally spoke. “I mean, they give the stuff away, so why would anyone want to put that much effort into giving out free candy and eggs?”

	“Endorsements, baby.” I shook my head. “Think about all those church Easter egg hunts, the community picnics, the prayer breakfasts.” I snorted. “Hell, even the White House has an Easter Egg Roll, right?”

	Antoine nodded slowly. 

	“Well, years ago, EBOA very quietly trademarked the word Easter, so, now, to use it, they all have to pay an annual fee. The money adds up.”

	“Holy crap,” Antoine whistled through his teeth. “Easter’s a freaking pyramid scheme?”

	“Pretty much,” I agreed. “A legal one, but still. And, like all pyramid schemes, the guys at the bottom get screwed which makes for unhappy investors. That’s why I wanted Peter to get out of it.”

	“That’s unreal,” Antoine gasped, obviously still stunned. “Why don’t they tell everyone? I can’t believe no one knows about this!”

	“Ah, simple really. They can’t. Before a potential recruit can even apply to attend a sales pitch, they are sworn to silence and have to sign a bond-backed non-disclosure agreement. If any of them so much as whispered a word about it, they’d be up to their pink wiggly noses in trouble. Now you know why I insisted that Pete not use my property to run his warren of ambassadors.”

	“If it’s so secret, how do you know so much about it?” 

	I just grinned and patted Antoine’s thigh. “I’ll never tell.” 

	 

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	Antoine

	As I sat and listened to the incredible tale that Keeson was spinning, I couldn't help but be self-conscious about the cell phone that was vibrating in my pocket at regular intervals. After all, if Keeson had told Pete that he wasn't supposed to be running his warren of ambassadors, as Keeson referred to it, from the property, I had to suspect that the cell phone was probably a tightly guarded secret. 

	“Are you okay?” Keeson asked suddenly, lifting his hand to stroke my cheek. “You’re a little pale.”

	“What? Oh, yeah. I’m fine,” I assured him, forcing myself not to squirm. “It’s just a lot to take in, you know?”

	Keeson laughed heartily. “Yeah, I actually do know.” He stood and stretched. “We should have about another hour or so before Pete is out of surgery. I’m starving and I still owe you a pizza.” He looked at me expectantly. “What do you say?”

	“Oh. Sure,” I agreed quickly. Since I still had my boots on, I was ready. “Let’s go.”

	 

	With the storm finished and the plows fighting to clear the roads, it wasn’t long before Keeson and I was seated at a little bistro table next to a cheerfully crackling fire in a semi-private corner of a cute little pizzeria, complete with an immense open-air wood-fired pizza oven and old-fashioned red-checked café curtains at the windows. 

	“This is amazing.” I knew I was staring as I took in every little detail. “Do you come here a lot?”

	“Honestly? Yes,” Keeson admitted with a grin. “It’s not usually worth the effort to cook for one.”

	“For one? Pete doesn’t eat with you?”

	Keeson snorted and shook his head. “No, he has a condo in town, but there isn’t room for all of his, ahem, hobby stuff.”

	“So you let him keep it in the little house.”

	Keeson nodded. “I wasn’t using it for anything, so it wasn’t a problem until complaints started to surface on the BBB site.”

	Something occurred to me. “But I thought that there was a gag order or something to keep them from complaining?”

	Keeson nodded. “It keeps them from going into detail about the organization,” he agreed. “But the complaints simply reference EBOA as a holiday supply organization. It’s a loophole.”

	The waitress sashayed over to our table and the conversation turned back to the task at hand. 

	“What’ll it be, Sheriff?” A blue-eyed blond who couldn’t be a day over nineteen, she was absolutely adorable and I had to hold in my laugh when she batted her heavily made-up eyes at my date. 

	“You want a beer?” Keeson asked me. “They have a decent craft selection.”

	“No, thanks,” I demurred. I’ve never really been much of a drinker. “Just water, please.”

	“Two waters and a thick-crust extra-large veggie special, Tina.” 

	“You got it!” The waitress smiled cheerfully. “Be out in a jiff!”

	As she walked away, Keeson stifled a yawn and then pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and tossed it on the table, screen up. “I’m going to hit the head real quick,” he explained when I looked at it curiously. “The hospital will text me if they finish early.”

	“Okay.” 

	Keeson left the table and I reached for the colorful daily specials and began to read through the list of weekly offerings like Manic Monday Meatball Madness. I’d just flipped it over to the upcoming events – Good Friday was Crucifixion Karaoke, whatever that meant – when Keeson’s cell phone vibrated and the screen flashed. Expecting to see a message from the hospital, I read through the short missive and my blood ran cold.

	You still have eyes on the driver that you pulled out of the wrecked sports car? Car stolen. Warrant out for driver. 

	I glanced around the small room and, not seeing Keeson, I quickly tapped the delete option on the screen. I knew I was going to have to face the music, but, if at all possible, I was going to wait and turn myself in back home. With a little luck, my Alpha would never need to know that he’d been harboring – and fucking – a fugitive criminal.

	Keeson made it back to the table barely a minute after the waitress had plopped the huge pie and two over-sized plastic cups of ice water down on the table.

	“You want anything else, Sheriff,” she cooed, batting her eyes again. “You know where to find me.”

	I grabbed a slice from the pizza and used it to muffle my laugh. It was quite possibly the best pizza I’d ever eaten and the laugh turned into a moan. Keeson just rolled his eyes. 

	“That amuses you, huh?” he huffed, gently pulling a stray cheese string from my chin and popping it in his mouth.

	“Maybe a little, I admitted, forcing myself not to look over at his phone. The last thing I wanted to do was to draw attention to it. “She seems to have a little crush.”

	“Yeah?” Keeson winked at me and helped himself to his own cheese-laden piece of veggie heaven. “Is she the only one?”

	I choked on my cheese, dropping the slice and reaching for my water to try and wash it down. Once I was sure I was out of mortal danger, I sighed and shook my head. “Fishing, are you?” I rolled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure you know exactly how hard I’ve been lusting after you.”

	When Keeson grinned at me, I picked my pizza up again so he wouldn’t see my frown. No matter how much I liked him, the text I’d just erased made it clear that we could never have a life together.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	Keeson

	Antoine was entirely too reserved during dinner. Not just quiet, I could have put that down to him being tired from an overwhelming day, but actually reserved. He answered when I spoke to him, but didn’t ask me any questions or start any conversations. He had to be starving, but he barely nibbled at his pizza even after declaring it the best he’d ever eaten. He seemed nervous and his eyes kept darting around the room, almost like a trapped animal searching for an escape.

	Tina had just packaged up the last of the pizza in a small cardboard box for us when my phone buzzed suddenly. Antoine jumped and almost upset his chair.

	“Hey, it’s okay,” I teased him as I reached for it. “You literally couldn’t be any safer than you are with me, right?”

	Antoine’s responding smile was weak and his bottom lip was trembling.

	“Looks like Pete came through the surgery fine,” I said with a relieved sigh. “Doc wants to keep him overnight, though.”

	“Should we..I mean, do you need to go check on him?” Antoine asked quietly.

	I shook my head. “No need. He’s in recovery and still under anesthesia. Tomorrow will be soon enough for him to bitch me out.”

	“Oh.” Weirdly, Antoine seemed disappointed.       

	I tossed a few bills on the table to cover the meal and led the way out to the truck. When I placed my hand on the small of Antoine’s back to help him up, he froze. Literally froze halfway through the act of pulling his weight up. 

	Once I was in the driver’s seat, I decided that was enough. “What’s wrong, Antoine?”

	“What? Nothing!” he denied immediately, panic in his voice. “I’m fine.”

	Yeah, he was so fine that he looked like he was about to puke. 

	“Bullshit.” I waited until his nervous eyes dipped over mine. “I know all the crap with Pete was unexpected, but you didn’t really seem this freaked out when I got home from the hospital.” I was wracking my brain. “I obviously scared you. What did I do?” 

	“Scared me?” Antoine parroted, his eyes wide. “No. Really, you didn’t,” he insisted. “Honest, I’m fine.” He offered me a weak smile. “I’m, uh, glad we get some alone time.”

	Huh?

	“Okay,” I muttered, still watching him closely. His skin was pale, his lip was still trembling, and his breaths were shallow. “Maybe we should take you to the hospital and get you checked out after all,” I suggested. “You might be coming down with something.”

	Before I even finished speaking, my Omega was shaking his head. “No, really, Keeson,” he said, taking in a deep breath. “I’m fine. I really am.” He tried again to smile and this time it was almost normal. “I think the whole giant rabbit thing just freaked me out,” he continued. “I guess I started thinking about it during dinner and it, well, overwhelmed me is all.”

	Well, shit. 

	The truth was that if Antoine couldn’t handle a giant freaking bunny, there wasn’t much hope for us. Deciding that there was no point in borrowing trouble by pushing him for details, I made myself smile back. 

	“So, you want to come back to my place? I’ve got it all to myself.”

	Antoine snickered. “Smooth, Alpha.”

	“Was that a yes?”

	“Yes,” Antoine agreed with another nearly right smile. “I’d love to come home with you for the night.”

	When I thought back on the conversation later, the for the night part really should have tipped me off that there was a problem.  Of course, by the time I realized that, my world was all topsy-turvy. Instead, it just made my dick start to grow at the thought of burying myself in Antoine’s tight little ass again. 

	We made it to the front porch, but as soon as the door slammed behind us, we were tearing at each other’s clothes. I heard a button ping to the wood floor as I jerked Antoine’s shirt over his head without undoing them. 

	“Sorry,” I grunted, my hands never slowing as I began to tug his skinny jeans down those long, slim legs. 

	“Don’t be,” Antoine gasped back as I slid my hand down the front of his briefs, triumphantly cupping his hard flesh and squeezing it. “Do that again!”

	“Like that, huh?” I gave his dick another light squeeze and slid my middle finger under his balls, lifting them out of the way to tap at his hole. My Omega thrust back against my hand, trying to impale himself on my digit, but I held him still. “Naked,” I huffed, rubbing one more time before I pulled my hand away. “And in my bed. Now.” I jerked his underwear halfway down his thighs and swatted his bare ass. “I’m taking my time with you tonight.”

	“You are?” Antoine sounded surprised and, to my amusement, a little put out, but he made short work of kicking his boots out of the way and peeling his pants and briefs off, dropping them in a pile on the kitchen floor.

	“You got a problem with that?” I rubbed my face in his neck, inhaling the erotic scent that was all him. 

	“I don’t,” Antoine sighed, wrapping his arms around my waist and snuggling in close. “I definitely don’t have a problem with that at all.”

	Scooping him up in my arms, I carried him to the bedroom and, pulling aside the blankets we’d never straightened that morning, laid him on the sheet, smiling when the chill of the cotton sheet against his naked skin made him shiver. 

	The moonlight reflecting off the snow outside the window made the room nearly daylight bright, lighting every delicious inch of his body.

	“Don’t worry, baby,” I said, devouring him with my eyes as I pulled my own jeans off. “I’ll warm you up fast.” 

	Antoine’s dark eyes were deep and serious as he held his hand out to guide me down over him. 

	Time seemed to stand still as we took the time to learn each other’s bodies, savoring the feast that we’d rushed through before. Each stroke of skin on skin, each kiss and gasping breath drove us higher as we moved together in a slow, rhythmic dance leading toward a waterfall of pleasure that we plunged over together, locked in the closest embrace that was possible for two beings. 

	Then, under the covers I’d shoved aside at the start, we slept. 

	Instead of the deep, restful sleep of the night before, I tossed and turned, aware on a primitive level that something wasn’t right. When I reached for the man beside me, I was suddenly wide awake. 

	The bed was empty and the sheets were cold to the touch. Antoine was gone.

	 

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	Antoine

	I knocked lightly on the heavy hospital door, knowing that there probably wouldn’t be an answer, but not wanting to just barge in on the rabbit man that I’d barely met.

	“Yeah?” A raspy voice barely came through the thick wood. 

	I poked my head around the door frame. “It’s me. Um, Keeson’s friend.” 

	Even in the dim light of early morning I could see Pete’s smile. He was in mostly human form with a pair of long bunny ears flopping over. “Hey, mutt! Come in.”

	“Thanks.” I slipped through the door, letting it whisper closed behind me. “How are you feeling?”

	“Pretty good,” Pete said with a laugh. “When the pain meds wear off, though, not as good.”

	“Logical.” I shuffled my feet as Pete stared at me expectantly.

	“Is Sonny with you?” he finally asked.

	I shook my head. “No. He kind of gave me a rundown on the, um, business enterprise you have going.” Pete just raised a brow and I realize how that must have sounded. “I didn’t mean that as a threat or anything,” I clarified, pulling the cell phone out of my pocket and setting it on the bed next to his hand. “Just, I found this when I was cleaning up the broken eggs and, well, I wasn’t sure that you’d want him to see it.”

	Pete sighed and rolled his eyes heavenward. “Shit. I suppose you read the messages?”

	I nodded slowly. “Sorry.”

	“But you didn’t tell Sonny?”

	“No,” I assured him. “But I have to get out of town and wasn’t sure where to put it to keep it safe, so I brought it here.”

	“That sounds ominous.” Pete picked the phone up and began to scroll through the messages. “I am so screwed.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“All of these messages are from downline investors that have already paid for their inventory,” Pete explained, rubbing his eyes. “Even once I get released, I won’t be able to drive for at least a few weeks.”

	“Easter will be over.”

	Pete nodded. “It will. And I can’t very well have them come over to Sonny’s place to pick their orders up. He’d kill me.” A sly smile crossed his lips. “I don’t suppose you’re looking for a job, are you, doggie?”

	I rolled my eyes. “First off, I’m a wolf, not a dog.” 

	“Whatever.”

	“Second,” I continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “the car I drove up here is currently rusting in a scrap heap at the county impound yard.”

	“So?” Pete countered. “It sounds like you’ll be needing money, then.”

	“No wheels, Pete.”

	He shrugged. “You can use my car. Fuck knows I’m not going to be driving it for a while.”

	“Sorry,” I said, more firmly this time. “I need to get out of town.”

	“You said that before,” Pete commented, raising a brow. “Why?”

	I dropped my head. “That car I wrecked? Well, it wasn’t mine. It was a rental.” 

	“You didn’t pay for the insurance?” 

	I sighed. “I, ah, didn’t actually use my real information,” I admitted. “They don’t rent cars to Omegas so I kind of used a fake ID. The rental company must have figured it out because they reported it stolen.”

	“Fuck.”

	Yep. That was appropriate. “Yeah.”

	“Where are you gonna go?” Pete asked sympathetically.

	“Home, I guess,” I admitted. “I’m going to have to own up to it and pay the damages.” I winced. “Hopefully my pack Alpha can help.”

	“I see.” Pete gave me a smile. “If you change your mind, my house is the last one on the edge of town. If you walk due east from Sonny’s backyard, you can’t miss it. The car is in the garage and the keys are under the mat.” He reached for a notepad on the table by the bed and scribbled on it before tearing the top sheet off. “Here’s my number.”

	“Thanks.” I stuffed the paper into my pocket and reached out to shake his hand. “I hope you get better soon.”

	“I will, pup,” Pete said with a wink. “Can’t keep a good bunny down!”

	Leaving Pete, I made my way down to the hospital lobby, grateful to find it empty. Slipping into the old-school pay phone booth tucked away in the corner, I drew in a deep breath and began to dial.

	“Coruscation Pack House,” Trevor’s familiar voice answered on the second ring. 

	“Hey, Trev,” I said softly. “It’s Antoine. I, ah, I need some help.”

	Always our champion, Trevor stopped me as I started to explain and assured me that everything would be okay. “We’ll figure it out when you get home. I’m buying a train ticket right now, love,” he said briskly. “It will be waiting for you at the station will-call office. Do you have your ID?”

	I nodded and then remembered that he couldn’t see me. “Yes, I do.”

	“Okay.” His voice softened. “We’ve been worried, Antoine. Hurry home.”

	With that, a weight lifted off my shoulders and I ducked out of the hospital, starting the long walk to the train station on the other end of town.

	 

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	Keeson

	As soon as I’d realized I was alone in my bed, I’d strained my ears for any sound. Nothing. The ache in my gut intensified when I searched the house and found it empty. The bag of personal effects that I’d managed to scavenge from Antoine’s wrecked car was gone and there was a scribbled note on the pad I kept on the kitchen counter.

	Keeson, 

	I’m so sorry.

	Antoine

	That was it. No explanation. Not even a phone number or email address. Nothing to indicate that my sweet Omega ever wanted to see me again.

	Fuck.

	My heart jumped when my cell phone rang, but it was just the hospital telling me that my brother was awake and that the doctor was anticipating releasing him around lunchtime. Figuring I might as well kill two birds with one trip into town, I showered and pulled my uniform on before heading out into the chilly morning.

	“Hey, Sheriff,” Louise called from the corner where she was adding grounds to the coffee maker. “How are you today?”

	“Fine.” I stomped over to my desk, glaring at the man sitting there. “Have I been demoted?”

	“What?” Ralph looked up at me in surprise. “Aren’t you off today? You know we always use your desk when you’re gone.” He hurriedly rose from the chair. “Sorry.”

	Great. I was being a prick to my co-workers. “No, I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I’m just pissy today. Not your fault.” 

	Ralph hesitated before starting to pile up his paperwork. “I’ll work in the other room.”

	“No, don’t do that,” I said, lowering myself into the guest chair across from my usual seat and gesturing for Ralph to sit back down. “What are you working on?”

	“Starting the file on that stolen car.”

	I raised a brow. “What stolen car?”

	Ralph cocked his head. “Louise?”

	“I sent him the text,” Louise’s voice came from across the room. 

	“The one that you reported,” Ralph said slowly. “The one that had to be winched out of the gully.”

	Oh. Antoine’s car. A wave of alarm washed over me. “It was stolen?”

	Ralph nodded. “You didn’t get the text?”

	I pulled my phone out and scrolled through the text messages. Nothing. 

	“It must not have come through.”

	“Damn,” Louise groaned. “I sent it as soon as we ran the VIN last night. We were hoping you still had a line on the driver.” 

	 “What time?” I asked, forcing my voice to stay calm. 

	Ralph scrolled through his phone and tapped the screen, opening a group text before handing me the phone. “About six-thirty.”

	Just like that, Antoine’s strange behavior the night before made sense. It must have come through when I was in the bathroom and Antoine had erased it. No wonder he’d been so nervous.

	I nodded to show I was listening and held my hand out for the file. “What do we know so far?”

	 

	I was still turning the information from the short briefing over in my mind when I walked into Pete’s hospital room and found him sitting on the bed, dressed in a pair of scrubs with his absurdly long ears drooping down the sides of his human face.

	“Seriously?” I asked with a laugh. “The ears?”

	Pete shrugged and a little touch of red darkened his cheeks. “I guess I’m spending too much time in a partial shift,” he admitted. “Every time they give me my pain meds, the rabbit ears come out.” 

	I snorted. “So, what you’re saying is that you’re suffering from earectile dysfunction?”

	Pete laughed out loud. “That’s good. I’m going to steal it.”

	“Consider it a gift,” I suggested, looking around the room. “Has the doc already been in?”

	“Yep. Discharge papers are signed and everything,” he confirmed with a distasteful look at the wheelchair by the door. “They had a pair of crutches sent from the medical supply place but they won’t let me walk out. We have to pick them up in the lobby.”

	I’d already figured as much. Besides, it wasn’t like it was going to be helpful for him to try and make it down six floors and out to the parking lot on a broken leg, no matter how good his pain meds were. And, since his condo just happened to be on the second floor of a walk-up building, I had a hunch we weren’t out of the woods yet.

	I got him loaded into the truck, but when I turned down the highway, Pete’s head spun toward me. 

	“My house is the other way.”

	“It is,” I agreed. “It’s also up two flights of stairs. You’re staying with me until the doc clears you to climb stairs.”

	Pete huffed. “That’s not necessary. If you just help me up today, I’ll be fine.”

	“Nope.” 

	“Nope?” He glared at me. “Am I a prisoner?”

	“If you want,” I agreed. “Basically, you can stay with me or I can take you back to the hospital.” I glanced over at him. “You honestly think I don’t know that you were only released because you told them you had someone to take care of you?” 

	“Um.”

	“Right.” I rolled my eyes and turned back to the road. “So, which is it?”

	“Fine,” Pete snapped. “I’ll fucking stay with you. Are you happy?”

	Used to my brother’s lack of social grace, I smiled. “You’re welcome.” 

	 

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	Antoine

	Clint sat across from me in his office with Trevor at his side, listening somberly as I detailed my misadventure. When I got to the part about using the fake ID and pheromone spray, there was a brief moment when I would have sworn he was trying not to smile. 

	I stopped at the point where the sheriff had rescued me and waited, my eyes on the floor. 

	Clint cleared his throat. “Well, Antoine,” he said firmly. “Car theft. Criminal Impersonation. Identity theft. You’re obviously aware that what you did was wrong.”

	I nodded, heat flooding my cheeks. 

	“Luckily, the pack insurance policy will cover the damage to the rental car,” he continued. “But there will be the matter of the five-hundred-dollar deductible.” 

	When Clint stopped talking, I looked up. “I’ll find a way to pay it, Alpha,” I said quickly. “I’m so sorry. I really didn’t think it through.” I had to force back a wave of tears at the thought that I’d injured the werewolves who had been kind enough to take me in. “I really didn’t think about it being illegal. I just wanted to meet the guy I’d seen on the train.”

	To my surprise, Clint laughed. “Son, if there is one thing I know all too well, it’s that men are definitely slaves to our hormones.” He gave Trevor a fond look. “I’ll see if Drey can get the rental agency to drop the charges. I wasn’t even aware you’d used my name, surprisingly.” He shook his head. “You would think that they would have shown up here first.”

	“I, ah, used the address for the motel in town,” I mumbled. “They may not have known to look here.”

	That brought out a belly laugh. “Well, anyhow, I’ll get Drey on the case. You better get started looking for a job.”

	“Yes, Alpha,” I agreed promptly, rising from my chair. “I really am sorry.”

	“We know,” Trevor said with his usual soft smile. “You’re trying to fix it. That’s all that matters, love.”

	~*~

	I’d hit all of the local businesses in Wolfsrudel by dawn with no luck. No one was hiring. At least, no one was hiring for a job that didn’t require any skills or training and I was well past worried. I mean, I didn’t really think Clint would throw me out if I couldn’t repay him immediately, but, still, it wasn’t a comfortable feeling. 

	Maybe that’s why when I saw the rack of disposable mobile phones hanging in the window of Wardorf’s Discount Store, I flashed back to the phone number that Pete had slipped me on my way out of Sharon Hill. 

	The more I stared at the cell phones, the less of a bad idea it seemed like. I mean, I wasn’t buying into the criminal empire. I was just making a few deliveries and, really, it was eggs and candy and toys; all nice and legal, right?

	Before I could talk myself out of it, I was walking back to the bank where the Beta had parked after dropping me off, a brand-new smartphone tucked into my pocket. 

	Back in my dorm room, I dropped the phone on the neatly made twin bed, staring at the colorful screen as if it might bite me. When it vibrated suddenly, I jumped and then laughed at my own ridiculous behavior when Welcome to our Network flashed in the message bar.  

	The number had been activated. 

	Sucking in a grounding breath, I reached for the scrap of paper lying beside the phone and slowly entered it into a new message.

	Hi, Pete. This is Antoine. 

	I hit send and waited, but nothing happened. I frowned as I typed another. 

	I pulled you out from under the cauldron?

	Still nothing.

	I double checked the number. I’d entered it correctly. 

	Well, great. Staring out the window at the rising sun, I stuffed it under my pillow and crawled under the covers, more than ready to catch up on my sleep. 

	I was running from something in my dream when I woke with a start, still gasping for breath. I wasn't sure what had disturbed me until my pillow vibrated again. 

	The phone!

	Yanking it out from its hiding place, I swiped my finger across the screen and waited anxiously as the message seemed to take forever to load.

	Hey pup. Sry. Meds knck me out so I dnt see ur msg. Hows th arm?

	I struggled for a minute until I realized Pete was using a type of shorthand. 

	Good, I typed back. Do you still need someone to make your deliveries? I think I’m interested after all.

	The giant thumbs up picture that came back took up the entire screen and the phone promptly buzzed again. 

	Sonny is off tdy. Come tmrw?

	Perfect, I sent back. Time?

	Aftr 3pm.

	Better than perfect. That would let me catch the train after I’d slept and I could curl up for a nap before I started to work. I started to ask where to meet him, but another message buzzed through.

	Styng @Sonny’s 4 a few days. Pick my car up on your way.

	That was even better than perfect. I sent back a thumbs up – much smaller than his – and slid the phone back under my pillow. Things were finally starting to look up.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty

	Keeson

	Pete was up to something. I’d known him all my life and there was just no possible way for me to miss the signs. 

	His first day out of the hospital was Sunday and Pete had bitched nearly non-stop. The house was too cold. The fire was too hot. The couch was lumpy. The bed was too soft. When I helped him sponge off before bed, I was surprised he didn’t tell me that the water was too wet. 

	So when Monday morning rolled around and he was all smiles and sunshine, I was suspicious as hell. 

	“Okay, what’s gotten into you?” I finally asked after his fourth nonsensical it’s a beautiful day type comment. 

	“What do you mean?” His expression of shocked innocence was very nearly Oscar-worthy, but, again, not my first rodeo. 

	“Knock it off, Pete,” I huffed. “I know you. You’re never this happy when you can’t do your own thing.”

	Pete seemed to think about that for a minute and then he shrugged. “I guess you’re right,” he agreed with a smirk. “But these are really good pain pills.”

	Huh. Okay. I shrugged it off. I guess that was actually a pretty good theory. 

	“You feel okay, though?” I asked cautiously. “Not dizzy or anything? I can take a vacation day and stay home.”

	For a second I thought I saw panic in my brother’s eyes, but then it passed and he gave me an easy smile. “Naw. I’m just going to settle in on the couch and binge-watch Lucifer on Netflix.” 

	That sounded more like Pete. 

	“A week before Easter and you’re going to watch a show about the devil? That’s a little dark.”

	Pete shrugged and settled back against the couch cushions. “You asked.”

	He had me there. 

	I made a few more trips through the house, gathering the various items he might need while I was gone and piling them on the coffee table in easy reach of the couch. “Okay. The phone is right here. If you need anything, call.”

	“I will, Sonny,” Pete snickered. “It’s not like this is the first time I’ve ever been bedridden, you know.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” I shoved my wallet and phone into my pocket and headed out to start the truck. 

	When it was time to take my dinner break halfway through my shift, I still hadn’t completely shaken the feeling that Pete wasn’t being straight with me. I swung through Best Burger Haven’s drive-thru to grab a couple of veggie burgers and headed on home for a bit. 

	When I got to the front door, I stopped short at the sound of voices on the other side. Turning my key in the lock, I pushed it open and stopped again, listening.

	“Pete? You have company?” 

	“Huh?” Pete muttered, blinking sleepily at me from the couch when I walked in. 

	A burst of laughter from the television set made me roll my eyes. I was so suspicious of Pete that I’d let my brain trick me into confusing a sitcom track for a real conversation. 

	“Sorry, I must have heard the tv.” I opened the bag and set his burger and fries on the table. “You want some water?”

	“Yeah,” my brother said through his yawn as he scratched his earlobe. “Those pain pills really dry me out.” He laughed. “Not to mention knocking me out.” He glanced up at the clock with bleary eyes. “Wow, it's only been an hour since I took the last one.”     

	 We ate in silence, watching the characters on the screen work their way through some strange scenario that I must have needed to have seen the beginning of the show to understand. Once the wrappers had been crumpled and shoved back into the bag, I stood.

	“You need anything before I get back to work?”

	Pete shook his head and pulled the blanket up to his chin. “Thanks for the food.”

	“Sure.” I tossed the bag into the trash can in the kitchen. “Call if you need anything.”

	Pete mumbled something that could have been an agreement, his eyes already drifting closed. 

	The truck was crunching through snow that was still over a foot high when a flash of color from a logging road off the side of the highway caught my eye. I did a double take, surprised to see a sky blue Rav4 puttering through the field of white. 

	It was the spitting image of my brother’s car, but, of course, it couldn’t be his. God knew he was in no condition to drive. 

	When I got to town, I took the first right and pulled into the parking lot of the Starlight Condominiums. Counting my way down the row of miniature garage buildings that flanked the parking lot, I stopped behind 72F and climbed down from the truck. Rubbing the dirt off the tiny window with my shirt sleeve, I peered into the murky darkness. 

	Nothing.

	The SUV that my brother adored was absolutely not tucked into its warm little stall and that raised a couple of questions.

	Had it been stolen and Pete didn’t know? That seemed unlikely, given that I’d personally chosen the alarm system and supervised its installation. 

	If it wasn’t stolen, who was driving it and why? 

	Turning the truck around, I headed back in the direction I’d come from, calling in on duty from my radio as I went.

	



	


Chapter Twenty-One

	Antoine

	Picking up Pete’s SUV ended up being a breeze. There was a keypad to unlock the entry door and, as he’d promised, the keys were nearly in plain sight. I was a little amazed that it hadn’t been stolen, to be honest.

	“Who would steal it?” Pete laughed when I said as much. “It’s the only one like it in the area and everyone knows it belongs to the sheriff’s brother. Only a real idiot would do that.”

	He had a point.

	Once I got to the Sheriff’s cabin, Pete was all business. 

	He sent me out to the shed – or the Bunny Hutch, as he told me he’d named it – to fetch a folder that he had hidden behind a box on a high shelf. When I brought it inside, he pulled out a stack of order forms, each one neatly color-coded and separated into stacks.

	“This is the delivery schedule I had set for this week before I got hurt,” Pete explained. “With only six days to go before Easter, this is our busiest time of year.” He frowned as he tapped the first two stacks. “All of this inventory was supposed to have already been delivered,” he said with a sigh. “I guess it makes more sense to skip these orders and start filling the ones we are still on time with.”

	“Why?” I asked, looking at the list. “Do you have everything?”

	Pete nodded. “It’s all in the Hutch,” he said with a sigh. “But there just isn’t enough time to get it done while Sonny is at work.”

	“Is that the only hitch?” I asked. “Can these be made after dark?”

	“Yeah, sure,” Pete agreed. “This close to Easter, they’ll take delivery any time they can get it, and most have a delivery spot where you just put it inside and then lock the door on your way out.”

	“Then tell them that they will get those deliveries,” I said firmly. “I’m not letting the Easter Bunnies down!”

	Pete looked skeptical but he nodded. “If you can complete all of these deliveries by Sunday night, I’ll add a one-thousand-dollar bonus onto the delivery fee.”

	“In that case,” I laughed, rolling my eyes, “You can tell them that all of the orders will be filled by midnight Saturday, Hell or high water.”

	Pete laughed and shook his head. “You are one determined doggo.”

	“Still not a dog,” I reminded him, holding out my hand for the first two stacks of order forms. 

	Pete opened his mouth to respond and then froze. “Did you hear that?”

	I nodded, my teeth clenched. Keeson’s truck had just turned up the road. “What’s he doing home?”

	Pete shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know!”

	“I parked out behind the shed,” I said calmly. “He’s not going to see the car unless he goes out there.” I hopped to my feet as boots thudded up the wooden porch steps. “I’m going to go pull these orders and get them ready to go. When he leaves, let the ambassadors know that their orders will be delivered by tomorrow morning, so they should leave their delivery rooms open.”

	Pete nodded and then threw a fearful look at the door when we heard the clink of metal on metal. “You better go.”

	But I was already pulling the back door closed behind me when he spoke. 

	I sped through the backyard, careful to step in the track left by the toboggan I’d used for Pete and ducked inside the tiny cottage. It wasn’t until the door swung shut behind me that I realized I was holding my breath and I let it out with a whoosh.

	I positioned myself next to the tiny window facing the house and peered through the cheerful bunny-print curtains, waiting nervously to see if Keeson would walk out to the shed and find me. 

	Arrest me. 

	I saw a shadow move across the inside of the kitchen window and then move away, back toward the living room and relief overwhelmed me. 

	Moving as quickly as possible, I assembled the boxes Pete had told me I’d find in the storage closet and began to fill the orders off the papers I’d been given. The inventory was neatly organized and, as I moved from shelf to shelf, the shorthand I’d seen in the text messages on Pete’s phone began to make sense. 

	102 dz d, 45 dz ch., 23 cs JB meant one hundred and two dozen decorated eggs, forty-five dozen chocolate eggs, twenty-three cases of jelly beans. 

	Easy-peasy. 

	I was taping the last box up – using Easter-themed packing tape, of course – when I looked up at the clock and was amazed to realize I had filled all of the orders that Pete was afraid we’d have to cancel in just over an hour.  The hard part was figuring out how to fit so much into the Rav4. With the back seats folded down and the passenger seat stacked high, I finally had all of the boxes jimmied in.

	All my misspent time playing the vintage Tetris game hadn’t been wasted, after all. 

	My phone buzzed in my pocket, making me jump and I laughed at my own nervous energy.

	Sonny stl hre. Take the road thrgh trees. Trn lft @ frk. 

	I wasn’t sure how Pete knew I was done, but it didn’t matter. I walked out to the SUV and stopped short. I’m sure there was a road there somewhere, but under nearly two feet of snow, I wasn’t feeling good about my chances of finding it. 

	My phone buzzed again. 

	Btw th 2 bg trees

	Okay, the road was between the two trees. Except, the entire clearing was surrounded by trees. Looking again, I saw two that were larger than the rest, spaced about fifteen feet apart – the perfect distance to be spanning a road. Mentally crossing my fingers, I put the SUV in drive and began to creep toward them. When I reached an obvious fork where the snow had drifted away from the road, I laughed. 

	“Pete is one smart bunny,” I commented out loud, even though there was no one to hear me. I turned left and then stopped to enter the first address into the vehicle’s navigation system. I was just entering the last of the information when I saw a familiar truck pass on the road a hundred yards or so ahead of me. 

	Keeson was heading back to work. 

	I saw the truck’s brake lights flash at the top of the hill and swore under my breath, positive that he had seen me. Dropping my foot on the gas pedal, I urged the Rav4 over the unplowed road to the highway and turned the opposite direction that the sheriff had gone, watching anxiously in my rearview mirror as I sped along. When the computerized voice announced my first turn, I took a deep breath and focused on the job at hand.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	Keeson

	Pete’s SUV was long gone by the time I returned to the spot where I thought I’d seen it, of course. Not that I was surprised. It would have been pretty bizarre for a car thief to sit around and wait to be caught, especially in such an identifiable vehicle.

	I thought about calling Pete but he had been exhausted when I left after my dinner break and, unless I missed my guess, my brother wasn’t going to be as surprised to find out it was missing as he should have been.

	Instead, I called into the office and asked Louise to issue an unofficial BOLO. 

	“You’re sure you don’t want an APB issued for it, Sheriff?” Louise asked, her voice hesitant. 

	“Not yet,” I told her. “It’s possible Pete might have lent it to a friend. I’ll talk to him in the morning and let you know.”

	Pete was out cold when I finally got home shortly after midnight, one floppy ear hanging down over the edge of the couch as he snored, so the conversation about the RAV4 had to wait until morning.

	~*~

	“How’re you feeling?” I asked, setting a cup of coffee on the table in front of him after I’d helped him to the bathroom and back.

	“Pretty good, all things considered,” Pete said, lifting his cup.

	“Good, good.” I took a drink of my own. “So, I might have some bad news.”

	Pete raised a bushy eyebrow and waited. 

	“I thought I saw your car on the road last night when I was leaving.” No response. “So I swung by your place and checked the garage. It was empty.” Still nothing. “You don’t seem worried.”

	“Nah,” Pete agreed, sipping his coffee. “The neighbor has the code. He asked last week if he could borrow it for a job interview.” Pete set his coffee down and stretched, scratching his earlobe. “It’s probably back by now.”

	We watched the morning news after that, until Pete stretched again and yawned. “These pain pills are kicking my ass.” 

	“Ah, well, I guess you should get some sleep then.” I stood and collected our coffee cups to take them to the sink. “I’m going into work early, so I’ll just swing by and make sure the Rav is back where it belongs, to be sure.”

	“Thanks,” Pete said through another yawn as he slipped down on the couch. “Let me know.”

	“Sure.” 

	As I showered and got ready for work, something was niggling at me like a sore tooth, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. One thing I was sure of was that my brother was bullshitting me. But, sure enough, when I peered into the window of garage 72F, the Robin’s Egg Blue Rav4 was sitting in its spot, a little muddy but, apparently, none the worse for wear.

	Still, that jittery feeling that I was missing something wouldn’t go away. In fact, it only intensified when my cell phone rang a short time later and it was Pete, sounding wide awake and asking about his car.

	“Yeah, you were right,” I told him with a frown. “It’s been returned.”

	“So, you’ll cancel the BOLO?”

	“Yeah, sure,” I agreed. “I’m glad it ended up being nothing.”

	“You and me both,” Pete agreed, suddenly sounding sleepy again. “I better go.”

	I hung up the phone and looked around the office. My daytime deputies were all out on patrol, leaving just me and Louise to hold down the fort. “Can you handle things while I run a quick errand?”

	“Of course,” Louise looked up in surprise from the evidence she was cataloging. “Something wrong?”

	“I don’t think so. I’ll only be gone a few minutes.” 

	Pete’s condo was only a ten-minute drive from the sheriff’s office and, when I pulled in, the garage was empty. 

	Again.

	I didn’t bother pretending to be surprised. 

	I huffed under my breath and started back to the truck, but my eyes were caught by something in the snow. 

	Paw prints. 

	Big ones. 

	Too big to be a pet dog, even if the condo complex had allowed pets. I admit to feeling a little nervous as I whipped my head around, looking for a potential predator. 

	Nothing.

	Making a mental note to have my deputies double up on dusk and dawn patrols to be sure we didn’t have a dangerous animal in the area, 

	Deciding not to tell Pete that I was on to him, I kept the information about the SUV having disappeared to myself and instead settled in to watch a movie with my brother. As I lay in bed later that night, I considered the mystery of the car. It seemed pretty evident to me that the real reason Pete had called me to check on the car was to be certain I’d verified its return and, hopefully, would proceed to butt out of his business. He really should have known better. When I left for work Thursday morning, I was dressed in sweat pants and a hoodie with my uniform in a garment bag.

	“You’re not wearing your uniform?” Pete asked, surprised. 

	“Not yet,” I confirmed, slicing a bagel and dropping it in the toaster. “I’m working an undercover case this morning and I don’t want to stand out.” It was close enough to the truth for me to be comfortable. “Need anything before I go?”

	“No, I’m fine,” Pete assured me. “Have a good day. Catch the bad guys.”

	I snickered. “That’s the plan,” I agreed, heading for the door. 

	Twenty minutes later, my truck was stashed out of sight and I’d slipped into a back corner of the garden to change my form. Then, a large white arctic hare hunkered down in a snowbank, all but invisible against the drifts, and waited to see what would happen. 

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	Antoine

	As part of the deal that I’d struck with Pete to complete his deliveries before the Easter holiday, he’d offered to let me stay in his condominium in addition to using his car. Since I’d initially assumed I would need to find a cheap motel or possibly a room for rent, I was incredibly relieved. Still, I’d protested, afraid that I was taking advantage of him.

	“Don’t be a doof,” Pete had said, rolling his eyes. “It’s just sitting empty while I’m camped out on Sonny’s couch. Besides, the closest low-cost motel is still almost an hour away and that means you have two more hours you can use for deliveries instead of commuting; seems like a win-win, if you ask me.”

	He was right, of course.

	Despite the close call with Keeson when I picked up the orders on Tuesday, I was able to complete two days’ worth of deliveries by the time the sun rose on Wednesday. That was when I got a heads up from Pete that the Sheriff had noticed his brother’s car on the road. 

	Crap.

	We quickly formed a plan. Since delivering at night was actually my preference – no traffic, less of a chance of running into law enforcement, and so on – we decided that I would prepare each day’s deliveries after Keeson had left from dropping off Pete’s dinner and then park the loaded SUV back in the garage. Then, after Pete texted me that his brother was home for the night, I’d start my deliveries. That gave me a chance to sleep for a few hours during the time that Keeson was likely to be checking on the car. 

	All in all, it seemed like a pretty perfect solution.

	Thursday morning, I parked the empty SUV in the garage and retreated upstairs to Pete’s second-floor condo with a bag of tacos from a local twenty-four-hour drive-thru. From the living room, I had a clear view of the long, low building that housed the garages. I was crumpling up the food wrappers to add to the trash bag waiting to be taken out when I saw movement across the parking lot. 

	Crossing to the window for a better look, I felt my eyes widen at the sight of what looked like a dog sniffing around the closed overhead door. Except, something wasn’t right. Its back was hunched up and arched and even in the shadow cast by the building, I could see an unusual spotted pattern in the fur. When it turned at looked in my direction, my jaw dropped.

	What was a hyena doing in the hills of Pennsylvania?

	It had to be a shifter, I knew that. I mean, I assumed I knew that because a biological hyena definitely didn’t belong in the United States. Well, not unless it had escaped a zoo or something, right?

	What was it doing sniffing around Peter Cottontail’s garage space? 

	I considered going down and confronting it – after all, it may have been big, but it was no match for my wolf, if push came to shove – but I decided against it. If it was still around when I left to sneak into the Bunny Hutch for my next load of deliveries, I’d confront it then. In the meantime, I really needed my sleep.

	When the alarm sounded later that day, there was no sign of the intruder that I’d spotted from the window. Oddly enough, there were several sets of human prints added to the snow, mixing with the hyena’s paw prints. 

	Boot prints.

	Left by the kind that a cop might wear. In fact, I’m no detective, but they looked an awful lot like the ones that a certain hotter-than-hell sheriff might wear. 

	I sighed. We’d definitely pegged that one, but, since the Rav4 had been in its home, I was optimistic that maybe Keeson would stop watching so closely.

	I mean, we only had 3 more nights of deliveries to go!

	Before I opened the garage, my curiosity got the better of me and I began to follow the hyena tracks. They led directly from Pete’s garage, crossed through some large rabbit tracks, and continued to a small group of trees. In the center of the trees, I found signs of a struggle.

	Or signs of a shift. 

	And, considering the athletic shoe prints leading away from the trees, I pretty sure the second one was it. That still didn’t answer why a hyena would be nosing around Pete’s place. 

	Knowing that he had a follow-up visit scheduled with the doctor, I made a mental note to mention it the next time I saw him and then returned to the garage, eager to get the car loaded for another productive night. 

	It was a quick and easy trip. There was no sign of Keeson’s truck as I pulled up behind the cottage and loaded the car. An old hand by now, I made use of every inch of space and had the Rav4 back into the garage to wait for my late night take off. 

	Too keyed up to sleep, I alternated between pacing the house and trying to watch the television until the time finally came to begin my nightly trek. 

	The night itself passed quickly. I finished all of my drops and actually made it back to Pete’s place just after dawn. I closed the garage door behind me and started for the condo, and that was when I spotted something in the snow. 

	A rabbit.

	And not just any rabbit. 

	It was a huge pure white bunny with long, jackrabbit ears and large, intelligent brown eyes. 

	And it was watching me. 

	It only took me a minute to guess that this must be one of Pete’s downline ambassadors. He stayed stock still as I approached, hoping my wolf scent wouldn’t scare it off.

	“Hi,” I said softly, coming to a stop a few feet away as it watched me warily. “I’m guessing you’re a friend of Pete’s, right?”

	Nothing but that was normal. Most animals wouldn’t respond to a human they didn’t know. 

	“He was hurt last week,” I continued. “But I’m helping him with his orders, so if you already have one placed, you will get it.”

	A faint breeze drifted by, the scent of another predator riding it and the rabbit and I both froze.

	“You probably better go,” I murmured to the rabbit, dropping my hand to unsnap my jeans. If I had to shift on the fly, I needed as few constrictions as possible. 

	I turned to face the hyena that standing a few yards away, watching me with calculating eyes and its lips pulled back in a snarl. “Fine,” I huffed as a threatening growl slipped through its parted lips. “Let’s do this.” 

	I released my hold on my form and was startled at the speed with which my wolf fought his way out. From the step back that the hyena took, I don’t think I was the only one. Jumping out of my clothes, I braced myself and waited for my foe to attack. 

	Instead, he feinted once and fell back. Then again. On the third false charge, he darted around me and snatched up the rabbit who still sat in the snow, shaking it in its powerful jaws. 

	I sprang forward, sinking my fangs into the flank nearest me, making the hyena scream and drop his prey. When he spun around to face me, I launched myself forward, dodging his snapping jaws and biting down on his shoulder. I let go when I heard the bones crunch. Backing away, I waited until I was certain that the hyena’s slumped shoulders meant it was surrendering and then I closed my jaws gently around the rabbit's lifeless body and carefully trotted up the stairs to Pete’s condo, laid it gently on the wooden landing, and let my human form take control. 

	Then, I took the bunny in to the bed and tried desperately to think of a way I could help. Before I could, the rabbit’s eyes blinked open and his long ears twitched. Then, without warning, his body began to lengthen and his pure white fur faded into deliciously familiar caramel skin. Before my brain had processed what my eyes were seeing, Sheriff Caraway lay naked on the bed, amusement shining in his eyes as he stared up at me with a smirk.

	“Well, this is awkward.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	Keeson

	“You’re..are you..what...” Antoine was staring at me with a looked of combined fear and horror. “But..”

	I stretched my limbs, one at a time, checking for injuries but didn’t find any. I was going to be a little sore, but no real damage had been done.

	Thanks to my Omega.

	“Are you okay?” I asked, concerned when he suddenly swayed on his feet. I jumped up and caught him as he suddenly pitched forward and pulled his naked body against mine with a sigh. I’d definitely missed that. “Antoine? Baby, can you talk to me?”

	He shook his head, his soft hair tickling my chin as he did. 

	“Because you don’t want to? Or because you’re upset? Scared? Mad at me?” Another thought occurred to me. As much as I hated to give voice to it, I forced myself to. “Or because you’re disappointed that I’m a rabbit?”

	Antoine’s head jerked up and he met my eyes. “You’re a beautiful rabbit!”

	Well, that was a positive start. 

	“Thank you,” I murmured, tightening my arms around him. “And you’re a very handsome wolf.” I brushed my lips over his cheeks. “I’m not sure why your scent never tipped me off.” 

	“You didn’t know?” Antoine looked startled.

	“Nope.” I squeezed him again. “I never even really thought about it.” He was still tense in my arms. “Would you rather I not hug you?”

	“Huh? No,” he sighed. “I’m just sorry I can’t finish the deliveries.” 

	“Why not?” The shame on Antoine’s face as his eyes dropped nearly broke my heart. “Baby, why did you take off on me?”

	He skirted the question by answering the first one. “I know you have to arrest me,” he said sadly. “It’s okay.” He gently pulled away from me and walked over to a small duffle bag in the corner, rifling through it until he came up with a pair of jeans. “Can I get dressed first?”

	“Whoa, there,” I suggested, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Why do you think I need to arrest you?”

	He swallowed hard. “The car I wrecked,” he mumbled, his cheeks turning pink. “You know it was stolen.”

	“Oh, that. Is that why you took off? Because you saw the text on my phone?”

	He nodded.

	“I haven’t seen an arrest warrant in your name,” I told him with a shrug and a wink. “So, there’s probably no reason to put pants on now, is there? Unless you were going to make more deliveries?”

	“No, not until tonight.” Antoine said before his eyes doubled in size. “Wait! You’ll let me finish my deliveries?”

	I shrugged again. “As far as I know, you’re not breaking any laws,” I told him. “And it wouldn’t really be fair to all of the kids expecting a basket full of Easter happiness if I candy blocked you, now would it?”

	“Really?” Antoine yelped, rushing across the small room and throwing his arms around my neck and crashing our mouths together. 

	That was definitely progress. 

	I parted my lips and let Antoine take the lead in the kiss, more than happy to submit to his exploration. When he finally released my lips, his cheek dropped to my chest. “Thank you, Alpha.” 

	“Baby, you should have talked to me instead of running,” I chastised him gently, rubbing my cheek against his hair. “Even if I had gotten the text, I wouldn’t have just handed you over.” 

	“I didn’t know,” Antoine said sadly. “And it isn’t like it would have been your fault,” he sighed. “It is your job.”

	“Well, that’s true,” I agreed, nuzzling his ear. “But things aren’t always black and white. You’ll see that once you’re in the academy.” 

	Another long sigh. “I withdrew my application,” Antoine whispered. 

	“What? Why?”

	“I stole a car, remember?” he said dejectedly. 

	“Well, let’s talk about that later,” I suggested. “You sound tired.”

	“I am,” Antoine admitted with a yawn. 

	“I changed my mind about the pants. Why don’t you put them on and come home with me?” I asked, rubbing his back. “That would be a lot easier than all this sneaking around.”

	 “You’re sure?”

	“Positive,” I said softly, weaving our fingers together. “I was kind of crushed when you left without a word,” I admitted. 

	“You were?” Antoine definitely sounded surprised. 

	“I was,” I confirmed. “I kind of thought we had a good thing going.”

	A burst of happy Omega scent filled the room. “I did, too, but I didn’t think you were that into me.”

	I laughed and swatted his still-bare ass. “Why don’t you get those pants on so I can take you to bed?”

	“There’s a bed right here,” he suggested with a grin. 

	“Yeah, but there is no way I am doing you in my brother’s bed,” I disputed, cringing theatrically and making him laugh. “So, cover that ass and let’s go home.”

	 

	



	


Epilogue

	Two weeks after Easter

	Antoine

	“Dammit, Alpha,” I hissed into the pillow lodged between my teeth. “I’m ready now!” I wiggled my ass even though it was already so high in the air that it was probably a threat to low-flying aircraft. 

	Assuming they were in my room at the Coruscation dorm house, anyway. 

	“Bossy little Omega,” Keeson tsked from where he knelt on the bed behind me. “You’re in such a hurry.” 

	A hurry. Right. As if he hadn’t been playing with my body for over an hour, driving my need until I was balanced on the edge of insanity and then keeping me there. 

	“What do you say, baby?”

	“Please, Alpha,” I begged obediently. “Please, please let me come!”

	“Now, now,” Keeson sounded amused. “You want to finish already?”

	I groaned as he slid two fingers deep, carefully avoiding my happy spot. 

	“Really? I thought you wanted something else?” The fingers were removed abruptly and I could feel the head of his cock, an odd combination of steely hardness and spongy softness, probing at my dripping hole, stroking the over-excited nerves and sliding just far enough in to stretch the rim without actually penetrating me. 

	“Your cock, Alpha,” I whimpered, trying to shove myself back even though I knew he wouldn’t let me. “Please! Fill me!”

	“Like this?” Keeson slid inside me, hot and hard as his thick cock spread me open. He leaned over my arched back, bringing every inch of our skin in contact as I shuddered, my inner muscles clenching and releasing as they tried to suck him deeper. 

	“Oh, fuck,” I gasped as pleasure began to radiate through me. “I can’t wait, Alpha.” 

	“Really?” Keeson grunted in my ear. “I just got started.”

	Started? That would have made me laugh if I wasn’t moaning steadily. His cock may have just entered me, but his fingers and tongue had definitely had their turns.

	Several of them, in fact.

	“You’re a jerk, you know that?” I huffed as he began to move inside me slowly, way too slowly. Easing so far out that the head of his cock caught on the ring of muscle welcoming him home and then waiting for my tunnel to begin contracting before forcing his way in again, maximizing the pleasure I receive from being stretched.

	I never should have told him that that was my favorite part.

	Well, my second favorite, anyway.

	“Should I stop?” Keeson teased warningly, stopping and rotating his hips in a circle, grinding against my prostate and stopping there.

	“No!” I shouted, forgetting that I was supposed to be using the pillow to muffle my noises. 

	Keeson just laughed and nibbled at my shoulder. “You’re sure?”

	“Please, Alpha,” I begged, all too aware of the tears that had started to well in my eyes. “Please don’t stop, Keeson. Please, fuck me!”

	“How about I love you instead?” he murmured in my ear, slipping one hand under us to grip my painfully hard dick and milking it in slow, measured strokes that he began to mirror with his hips. “How’s this, baby?”

	I couldn’t answer as my entire body thrummed and vibrated, I wasn’t even sure I could actually feel what he was doing to me as my entire body began to float. Stars exploded behind my eyes and a tingling, shooting pleasure began to fire through me, leaving my body screaming for a release that I couldn’t quite reach.

	“That’s what I was waiting for.”

	I could hear Keeson as he began to pound into my body, making the pleasure build higher and higher until it slammed into me with such force that all I could do was dig my fingers into the sheets and hold on for dear life. 

	I wasn’t sure what the buzzing in my ears was, but I couldn’t focus my eyes well enough to figure it out. I finally just gave up and decided that if I was dying, death by orgasm was definitely the way to go.

	~*~

	“Baby? Are you awake?” 

	I grunted and shook my head. 

	Keeson laughed. “Hey, I hate to say it, but nap time is over, Antoine. Clint wants to see us.”

	I may have whined a bit, but I opened my eyes. “Why?”

	“Not sure,” Keeson said smoothly, brushing my tangled hair back from my face. “But it’s rude to keep him waiting.”

	Since asking for Clint’s permission to court me the Monday after Easter, Keeson had ended up being adorably serious about making a good impression with my pack. 

	“Yes, Alpha,” I sighed, stretching and sitting up. That was when I realized I was no longer a gross, sticky mess and the bed covers had been straightened over me. “Thank you for taking care of me.” 

	Keeson winked. “Always, baby. You know I’ve got you.”

	Yeah, I really did and I stretched up for a kiss. “I love you.”

	“I love you, too, baby. Let’s go see what’s up, shall we?”

	 

	When we got to the pack house, Trevor ushered us in. He seemed upset. 

	“It’s about your recent, ah, misadventures, love,” he told me quietly. “Drey is here, too.”

	I swallowed hard. After paying the deductible for the insurance policy, the only thing I’d been waiting on was a formal acknowledgment from the rental car company that they would drop the charges. Drey had been almost positive that they would be too embarrassed about having been duped by an Omega to file them.

	Based on Trevor’s demeanor, it didn’t look like he’d been right. 

	“Okay,” I said nervously, tightening my grip on Keeson’s hand. “I’m ready.”

	As expected, Clint was sitting behind his desk in his office off the all-purpose room and Drey was in a guest chair opposite him.

	“Come on in, son,” Clint said, his tone serious. “We have news.”

	Keeson nudged me to get me moving and then stood behind my chair, leaving the other one for the very pregnant werewolf Omega. 

	Drey handed a letter to Clint who took it, read it, and then passed it to me. 

	Dear Alpha Coruscate,

	After careful consideration of the case and review of your appeal filed on behalf of the Omega under your guardianship, Antoine Meridan, the Teresavale Police Academy is pleased to accept said Omega into our police academy program in the fall semester.

	I looked up in shock. “But..I didn’t file an appeal; I withdrew my application and told them why.”

	Clint grinned and shrugged. “As your Alpha, it was entirely within my legal prevue to contest the withdrawal as you didn’t have my permission.”

	My jaw dropped. “I stole a car! I don’t meet the minimum requirements.”

	“Well,” Drey said briskly. “I think there were a number of factors that contributed to your appeal being approved.” His eyes were twinkling. “First, the rental car company has formally declined to press charges, so as it turns out, you didn’t steal a car.”

	“Then,” he continued, “there is the fact that you notified them of your presumed bad behavior and didn’t try to hide it.”

	“And,” he nodded his head to the Alpha – my Alpha – standing behind me, “You had a character reference from a pillar of the county.”

	I craned my neck to look up at him. “You did that for me?”

	“Of course I did,” Keeson said with a shake of his head. “You have the perfect heart for community service, baby.”

	“There was one more thing that may have helped,” Drey interrupted, pulling another letter out of his briefcase. This one he handed directly to me. 

	I pulled the paper out of the neatly slit envelope. As I read, my jaw dropped.

	Dear Omega Meridan,

	In recognition of services performed at the highest level of community support and personal sacrifices made in your efforts to ensure that Easter celebrations, current and future, will continue, the United States Congress is proud to announce you as a 2019 recipient of the Congressional Gold Medal.

	I skimmed through the rest of the short letter and then stared up in amazement. “I won the Congressional Gold Medal for saving the Easter Bunny?” 

	Clint laughed. “It seems so.”

	I was still dumbfounded when the door swung open and a familiar bunny limped through.

	“Am I too late?” Pete asked crossly, tapping his gold cane on the floor. 

	“Not for everything,” Keeson said with a laugh. “You’re just in time.”

	If I’d thought I was stunned by the events so far, I was shaking when Keeson dropped to his knee beside my seat and took my hand.

	“I never would have imagined that my soul mate was a vegetarian wolf,” Keeson began, gazing into my eyes. “Or that I could fall so completely in love with someone in so short a time.” He lifted my hand to his lips. “Antoine, will you marry me?”

	As the room on the other side of the door began to fill with the sounds of an impending celebration, all I could do was stare into his face. It wasn’t until Pete cleared his throat that I realized I hadn’t answered. 

	“Of course, I will.” I agreed, leaning in for a kiss. 

	And that’s the story that the world will never know of how one lonely Omega wolf searching for his Alpha saved Easter.

	The End.
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