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   Dedication
 
    
 
   Love will find a way, if you let it.
 
    
 
   ~Diana
 
   ~~~~~
 
   Summary for Abandoned Mate
 
   Soul Mates Book 5
 
    
 
   At last, he finds his mate…
 
    
 
   Alpha Werewolf Rylan is thrilled to finally find his mate. He is crushed when he soon discovers she is married with children. Placing her happiness above his own, he lets her go and accepts that he will have to spend the rest of his life alone, unloved and unmated. Afraid Rylan will become Feral and hunt down his mate, Ethan, Alpha of the Second Chances Werewolf Pack, imprisons him.
 
    
 
   …then he meets widowed Evie and her three young children.
 
    
 
   Still grieving over her mate’s tragic demise, Evie sympathizes with Rylan’s broken heart. Evie’s companionship and her delightful children soon begin to ease Rylan’s heartache. Finding a ray of hope in Evie’s friendship, Rylan returns to his human form. No longer in danger of becoming Feral, Rylan is freed from his prison.
 
    
 
   …and learns a shocking secret: humans are hunting Werewolves.
 
   Rylan and Evie learn about Kane’s kidnapping and the implants found in his body. Realizing these same people might be responsible for her mate’s death, Evie’s father, Ethan, worries about her safety. Indebted to Evie for saving his life, Rylan decides to return the favor by protecting her family from the humans hunting their kind. Unfortunately, Rylan’s presence in Evie’s life draws the attention of the Trapper, the one responsible for her mate's demise.
 
    
 
   Can Rylan thwart a devious enemy intent on destroying their way of life?
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Abandoned Mate
 
   Soul Mates Book 5
 
   Prologue
 
   Evie checked on her children one last time before deciding to turn in. Halfway down the stairs, she heard loud scratching on her back door.
 
   Who could it be this late at night? she wondered.
 
   The visitor continued to scratch anxiously and Evie paused in front of the kitchen door. She glanced down at the large opening at the bottom of her kitchen door. Larger than a standard pet door, the Wolf Door was large enough to let a wolf in. There was no need to secure the Wolf Door because no Wolf would dare enter another’s domain without permission.
 
   The visitor pawed the Wolf Door, scratching lightly, but did not enter.
 
   “Who is it?” Evie demanded.
 
   Evie heard a high pitched, anxious whine and called out, “Come in slowly.”
 
   The Wolf Door lifted up slowly as a dark grey wolf cautiously pushed its head in. The wolf whined as it stared at Evie.
 
   “Serena?” she asked, shocked to see her friend at her door. The wolf barked softly, snapping Evie out of her momentary shock.
 
   “Come in, come in!” Evie insisted.
 
   Serena-wolf entered the Wolf Door and shifted into her human form. Naked, she shivered in the kitchen.
 
   “I’m in trouble, Evie. Remington—” Serena’s voice broke and she began to cry. Unable to turn her friend away, Evie held her as she cried. When her sobbing finally subsided, Evie led Serena to her bedroom. She gave Serena some of her clothes then built a cozy fire.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “I haven’t eaten all day,” Serena confessed. “I really don’t think I can keep anything down.”
 
   “I’ll make some ginger tea. It will help settle your stomach. Lie down and I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Evie said gently.
 
   Evie prepared the tea and carried it to her room on a small tray. Serena lay curled up on the bed, staring at the fire. She forced Serena to drink half a cup of tea before asking, “What kind of trouble are you in, Serena?”
 
   “Oh, Evie! I—” She took a deep breath and made her confession.
 
   “I ran away from Remington,” she whispered.
 
   Evie was momentarily speechless.
 
   “You’re supposed to be mated tomorrow, Serena.”
 
   “I know,” she cried. Serena covered her face and sobbed some more. Evie moved to sit near her. Evie put her arm around Serena’s shoulders and pulled her close. Worried, she asked, “Serena, what happened? Most women would be flattered to be his mate. Remington is an alpha. He is rich. Powerful. Handsome... in a rugged way. I know at least half a dozen women who are envious of you.”
 
   “I know, Evie. Believe me, I know. I should be flattered that his father chose me to be his mate.” Serena sniffled as she spoke to Evie.
 
   “So what happened, Serena? Why did you run away?”
 
   “I just…I can’t be his mate, Evie. He’s so.…” Serena hung her head before continuing, “He’s so aggressive. S-s-sexually.”
 
   “Oh,” Evie said, surprised at Serena’s answer.
 
   “We’re not true mates, Evie. I feel nothing for him. No sexual attraction whatsoever. He hasn’t touched me yet, but he is so….” Serena left the bed and began to pace in front of the fire.
 
   “Every time he’s near me, when we are alone, he touches me. He’s always grabbing my ass, my breasts. He even touches me….he keeps….grabbing me…between the legs, cupping me. And that’s not the worst, Evie. He says things….about what he will do to me after we’re mated. Things he expects….” Serena paused in front of the fire, her back to Evie.
 
   “I just can’t be his mate, Evie. The last four months have been awful. I dread his touch.” She turned to face Evie. “I get this feeling, deep in the pit of my stomach whenever he’s near. I can’t live the rest of my life like that, Evie. I just can’t.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Serena. Having a mate shouldn’t be torturous, even if he isn’t your true mate,” Evie stated. Evie bit her lip.
 
   “Serena, I hope you realize that the Tarchannen Tracker will hunt you as soon as the pack realizes you’ve left.”
 
   “It’s not the Tracker I’m worried about,” Serena whispered. She feared Remington himself would search for her.
 
   “If he finds me….” Serena refused to say aloud the penalty for her crime. According to Tarchannen Pack Law, Remington must choose between raping, killing or selling her to another pack. He could also choose to beat her in front of her pack then mate her, but knowing Remington, his ego would never allow him to mate with a wolf that abandoned him. Serena shuddered and hoped he would have the decency to kill her, rather than selling her to another pack.
 
   “What are you going to do, Serena?”
 
   “I’ve already done it, Evie. I’ve run away. I just have to keep running.”
 
   “Oh, Serena, where will you go? You cannot seek refuge from another pack. Any alpha you encounter would be forced to return you to Remington.”
 
   “I realize I will have to stay away from packs,” Serena said.
 
   “What happens if you run into a Rogue?” Evie asked worriedly.
 
   “I will stay as far away from other wolves as possible, Evie.”
 
   “Then how will you ever find your true mate?” Evie asked.
 
   “I…guess it will never happen for me, Evie. But it doesn’t matter. A life on the run is better than a life with Remington.”
 
   “Serena….” Evie stood and walked over to Serena. Not knowing what to say, she hugged her tightly.
 
   “I will do what I can to help you, Serena.” Evie released Serena and went to her walk in closet. She returned a few minutes later with a thick envelope. She handed the envelope to Serena. Puzzled, Serena took the envelope and opened it. She glanced at Evie, tears in her eyes.
 
   “It’s ten thousand dollars. Not much, but enough to get you the hell out of here and hopefully off his radar for a while.”
 
   “Evie.” Her voice cracked. “Thank you. Thank you.” She hugged Evie and sniffed. “I know you are taking a huge risk by helping me.”
 
   “That’s what friends are for, Serena.” Evie gave her a squeeze before releasing her. She searched her room for a small bag that would fit around Serena-wolf’s neck. She took the envelope, placed it in the bag and zipped it up.
 
   “I better get going. I want to get as much of a head start as possible.” Serena stripped and shifted into her wolf form. Evie set the bag around Serena-wolf’s neck and they walked to the Wolf Door. Evie gave her one last hug before Serena-Wolf disappeared through the Wolf Door.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Inside Jack’s, a local restaurant, Ethan, the Alpha of the Second Chances Werewolf Pack, brimmed with pleasure as he read over the contract. Lucien, the Last Hope Alpha, grinned at Ethan. This deal was even better than they had hoped. Seven months ago, when one of Lucien’s wolves had killed Murdock, the Alpha of the Lost Souls pack, Lucien had asserted himself as their new leader. Murdock had been a fool, keeping his pack on the brink of poverty. Lucien absorbed his new pack mates into his prosperous town and confiscated their lands, as was his right as their new Alpha. Needing money to care for his new pack mates, he sold the Lost Souls’ land to Ethan.
 
   Ethan signed his name on the papers and pushed one over to the businessman sitting across from him. Ethan folded his copy of the contract and handed it to Travis. With a nod, Travis took the contract and left Jack’s. After dropping off the contract with the pack lawyer, Travis left town on a mission for his alpha.
 
   All one hundred acres of the Lost Soul’s former land now belonged to the couple sitting across from Ethan. The couple planned on turning their land into an outdoor paintball adventure facility. While they modified the land, their construction crew would need food and lodging. Though the land was closer to Lucien’s town, Last Hope, it was close enough to Second Chances that both towns would prosper. After construction was completed, their visiting guests would also need town amenities. Full time staff members would also need permanent homes. This deal would guarantee returning business for both packs. Both Alphas were ecstatic at the idea of generating new income. Ethan nodded to one of the waitresses and she brought over an expensive bottle of champagne and four champagne flutes.
 
    
 
   Healthy werewolf packs usually produced several alphas each generation. Alphas were dominant males, natural born leaders who were aggressive and strong enough to protect their pack. The most successful Alphas were also highly intelligent, ensuring their pack thrived economically. Alphas learned early on that their strength came from the solidarity of the pack.
 
   Traditionally, the Alpha’s son takes over once the elder Alpha decides to step down. When they come of age at 18, an Alpha’s son begins training to replace his father. Over time, he begins to take over some of the Alpha’s roles. Eventually, the title is passed on from father to son.
 
   At any given time, the Alpha can be challenged for his position as the pack leader. Once they turn eighteen, young alphas become too aggressive to follow the existing Alpha. Their over confidence in their skills usually begins to create tension within the pack. When this happens, the young alpha either fights for position as the new Alpha or they left their pack. The fight for Alpha is to the death. Since most young wolves would lose against an older, more experienced Alpha, many chose to leave. These wolves are called Wandering Alphas because they wander from pack to pack, seeking their mate and a home of their own.
 
   Most Wandering Alphas sought employment as bodyguards for wealthy humans. Their powerful bodies, agility and strong sense of smell make them perfect guards. They stay away from established packs until their wolfish nature forces them to return for brief visits. Wandering Alphas are only allowed to visit packs to socialize. In other words, they are only allowed to visit a pack when they wanted sex or felt the need to be among their own kind.
 
   Rylan, a Wandering Alpha, walked into Jack’s, the best restaurant in Second Chances. Jack’s was famous among werewolves. It was the only restaurant that catered exclusively to werewolves. Second Chances was originally a small human community on the brink of economic collapse. When Ethan and his wolves moved in, they brought money and economic stability. Over time, Second Chances began to flourish. About half of the businesses were now run by wolves. Though humans worked alongside wolves, they were still ignorant about the wolves’ other selves. Humans still had no idea that werewolves actually existed.
 
   Jack’s had a reputation for being an upscale restaurant, so most humans avoided it. Occasionally a human might wander in, or might be present if it involved pack business. When entering Jack’s, wolves always sniffed the air, checking for the unique animal scent of humans. They had to be careful not to say or do anything that would arouse suspicion if a human was present.
 
   Rylan sniffed the air and caught the scent of two humans. One of the scents intrigued him. Turning his head, he found the source of the scent. Sitting at a table with the Alphas of two different packs was a woman. As if in a trance, Rylan walked over to the table and stopped beside the woman. Still sipping her champagne, she turned at his presence and looked up at him.
 
   “You’re mine,” Rylan heard himself saying. He was shocked to find his mate sitting here, at Jack’s. She looked up at him in confusion. Both Lucien and Ethan swore.
 
   “Honey? Do you know this man?” the man sitting next to her inquired as he placed his arm possessively around her. She turned to him and shook her head.
 
   Unable to stand seeing another man touch his mate, Rylan grabbed the man’s hand and flung it backward, away from his mate. He pulled her chair back and lifted her into his arms, cradling her. He moved quickly to the back of the bar to the office and kicked the door shut. He set her down long enough to turn and lock the door behind him. When he turned around, his mate was pressed up against the wall, terrified of him.
 
   “Leave me alone! I swear, if you come near me, my husband will kill you!” Rylan froze.
 
   “Husband?”
 
   NO. It couldn’t be. After all these years, I finally find my mate and she is married? How could fate be so cruel? Rylan wondered.
 
   At thirty six, Rylan was tired of being alone. Because he was a Wandering Alpha, he had no pack, no home of his own. And now, it didn’t seem like he ever would.
 
   He heard loud banging on the door and shouting as both Lucien and Ethan demanded he open the door and release the woman.
 
   “Pu..pu..please don’t hurt me. I have young children. They need me.” Rylan scented his mate’s fear.
 
   She thinks I’m capable of hurting her?
 
   He shook his head and calmly stated, “I would never hurt you.”
 
   Sonja didn’t believe him. She watched him carefully, fearful that he would rape or kill her. He looked like he was capable of doing both. She shuddered and prayed her husband, Rick, would get to her soon. The giant of a man watched her with a grim look on his face. He stood at least six and a half feet tall and his hair was cut close to his head, making him look bald. He had deep brown eyes that gazed at her intently. A black shirt hugged his muscular torso and his tan pants tented in front, advertising his erection. Sonja gasped as tears filled her eyes.
 
   “Please,” she begged, shaking her head.
 
   “I won’t harm you,” he said louder, hoping to get through her shock. “Tell me about your…husband.”
 
   “R-Ricky?...Ricky is wonderful. He’s kind. Loving. He’s a good man and a wonderful father.” She swallowed and forced herself to continue, “We’ve been married for eight years.” Rylan clenched his jaw and his fists. His whole body seemed tense.
 
   “Your children? Tell me about them.” She nodded, remembering important rape and kidnapping advice she’d heard throughout the years. Make your victimizer see you as a person, not a victim and maybe they won’t hurt you. Maybe they will let you go.
 
   For her children’s sake, she continued, “We have a little girl. She’s five. She’s a little chatterbox. Talks all the time.” What she wouldn’t give to hear her little chatterbox right now.
 
   “And we have a son, he’s only 2. He runs everywhere.” She vowed she would never yell at him again for running, if only she could see him again.
 
   Rylan knew what he had to do. His mate’s pain and fear was too much for him to bear. She loved her husband and her children.
 
   She loves him, not me, he thought sadly.
 
   He walked to stand beside her and stared at her, memorizing her face. It would have to last him the rest of his life. Lucien finally decided to kick down the door and came in, demanding that he release the woman.
 
   “Go,” Rylan said quietly then turned to face the wall. The moment she walked through the door, he punched the cement wall as hard as he could, breaking all of the bones in his hand. The pain was enough to keep him there instead of chasing after his mate. Lucien swore and Ethan hurried the couple out of Jack’s. Lucien ordered Nicolai to tranquilize Rylan and the world went dark.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Rylan woke up the next day and glanced around. He didn’t bother getting off the cot as he surveyed his jail cell. His hand had been set in a cast and already he could feel his bones knitting as they healed. The pain in his broken hand was nothing compared to the pain in his chest. He felt as though he had been stabbed numerous times in the heart. Pain seared through his entire body, radiating out from his heart. Unable to take the pain, he shifted into his wolf form and howled.
 
    
 
   One week later…
 
   Ethan surveyed the fenced in enclosure that had been built at the edge of the park that bordered on the natural forest. The stainless steel wire rope mesh enclosed a 2400 square foot area with enough room for a wolf to run or hide among the bushes and trees.
 
   At Travis’ suggestion, Ethan had chosen this material to house Rylan’s wolf. It was flexible and virtually indestructible. Most wolves could jump about 12 feet high. But since this was built to house an alpha seeking his mate, it was 16 feet high with concertina wire around the top, just in case Rylan-wolf was able to leap the extraordinary distance.
 
   The fence material was impact resistant and resistant to force, meaning Rylan-wolf couldn’t break it in his maddened state. Ethan believed it when he saw Rylan-wolf attempt to break it by ramming it in several places. He would howl in frustration when he was unable to free himself. Ethan was slightly pleased.
 
   At least Rylan-wolf isn’t howling in pain, which means he was healing, thought Ethan as he surveyed the enclosure.
 
   Unfortunately, Ethan was wrong.
 
   Ethan had warned human residents to stay away from the enclosure, as it housed a sick wolf, which could be dangerous. He suggested to human residents that the wolf was being studied and remained vague about the entire situation. He neglected to mention that he and his soldiers were studying the wolf. Each day two of his Soldiers patrolled the area, ensuring that humans stayed far away from Rylan-wolf.
 
    
 
   Two weeks later…
 
   Evie gasped in shock and nearly dropped the plate when she heard the heartbreaking howl. It was too familiar, a distressing howl borne of unfathomable pain. She knew it all too well. She rinsed the plate and put it in the dishwasher. She heard the howl again.
 
   “Daddy, who is that?” Evie turned to her father, Ethan, the Alpha of Second Chances. He was still sitting at the kitchen table. She walked over to him as Ethan sighed and shook his head. He poured himself another drink and shared Rylan’s painful story.
 
   “That poor man! To find his mate and then have to give her up? He sounds like such a considerate man. It’s really quite a shame. Fate can be so cruel sometimes.” She shook her head and asked, “How long did you say he’s been in wolf form?”
 
   “For three weeks now. If he doesn’t change back soon, he will go Feral and I will have no choice but to destroy him.”
 
   “Oh, Daddy, hasn’t the poor man been through enough?” They heard another mournful wail.
 
   “I don’t want to do it, Sweet Pea, but I don’t have a choice. We can’t allow him to wander free if he is out of control. If he becomes Feral, the wolf takes over completely. He will hunt down and kill his mate’s husband. He might even kill her children. She may be in danger as well. There’s no telling what a Feral wolf will do, or who he will harm. Once a wolf becomes Feral, he loses the ability to transform into his human self. It’s as if the wolf forgets he was once a man.” Ethan paused, remembering something from his youth.
 
   “It happened once, a long time ago. I was a young boy then, and didn’t understand what was happening. All I remember was that they let the Feral go free and he killed several villagers, including small children. That Feral put us all at risk. I can’t allow the same thing to happen. Most importantly, Rylan wouldn’t want us to let it happen.”
 
   “How long will you give him?” Another heart wrenching howl echoed through the forest.
 
   “I don’t know. I suppose another week. If it were anyone but an Alpha, he would already have been killed. But Lucien’s mate, Lanie, begged me to give him some more time. She’s convinced that he just needs some time to come to terms with his loss. She reminded me that Alphas are strong willed. After all, he caused himself great pain to stop himself from going after his mate. It took great courage and self control to do that. The least we can do is give him some time to heal his broken heart.” Evie reached over and squeezed her father’s hand. 
 
   As he had each night since he transformed, Rylan-wolf howled in pain until exhaustion forced him to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Evie walked over to the stainless steel enclosure and admired its construction. Considering it had been done on such short notice, it wasn’t too bad. She shook her head, feeling a little distressed over the heartbroken wolf who was imprisoned within the structure.
 
   “Mommy, look out!” Too late, the ball hit her head, bounced up and the wind helped it over the fence. It sat on the other side and Gabby ran to her mother, crying.
 
   “You have to get it out, Mommy, PLEASE!” She sobbed and held onto her mother. “Daddy and I used to play with it all the time. Please, mommy!” her voice broke and she wailed, heartbroken.
 
   Evie held her daughter and steeled herself against the onslaught of pain. She understood how important it was. It wasn’t just a ball, it was a connection to her father.
 
   Hidden in the shadows, the wolf watched and listened, scented the pain and deep sorrow coming from the woman and her child. He looked at the ball, confused.
 
   It is just a ball. Would her father not buy her another?
 
   He thought about the pain that he scented, could still scent. Curious, he trotted forward and sniffed. The woman had an enticing scent. It made him remember another enticing scent, one associated with pain. A scent that caused him pain. But this woman’s scent was different. She didn’t cause him any pain, but the scent of her anguish made him agitated.
 
   Pain because of a lost ball? I can fix this pain. With that thought, he suddenly shifted and Rylan-wolf transformed into his human self. They were turned away from him, so he quickly picked up the ball and tossed it over the fence. Naked, he turned and walked away, heading back to the safety of the trees.
 
   Evie saw the ball bounce behind Gabby and turned her head. She saw a naked man walking into the forest.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, barely a whisper. 
 
   He stopped and turned his head slightly. He inclined his head and then continued walking forward, into the shadow of the trees. He stayed hidden, watching the pretty woman with shoulder length brown hair play with her daughter, a miniature version of the woman.
 
   That night Evie told her father how she had seen Rylan’s human form.
 
   “I guess her pain reached him on some level. Or perhaps it was yours,” Ethan said thoughtfully. They heard Rylan’s wolf howl with pain. 
 
   “Evie, would you do me a huge favor?” Wanting to help the poor heartbroken creature, Evie agreed.
 
   Rylan-wolf’s howls echoed through the forest. He sniffed the air and caught the faint scent of the woman and her daughter. He remembered what he had seen earlier that day. Focused on this memory, he settled down and went to sleep.
 
   The next day, Evie took her children to the park. Rylan-wolf watched as the woman with the enticing scent spread a blanket and placed a cooler on one side to weigh it down. She thanked the Soldier that helped her and he walked away, going back to his patrol. The young girl from yesterday threw a Frisbee to her younger brother. The woman sat on the blanket and watched her youngest child run and explore the area, stopping occasionally to pick up a rock or a leaf. He would proudly yell, “Rocks!” or “Leefas!” even when he picked up a bare twig.
 
   Rylan-wolf was agitated.
 
   This woman is here alone with her three children. Where is her mate? Why isn’t he here with them?
 
   Curious, he trotted over to where she sat with her back to him. Suddenly he had the urge to speak to her. Before he knew it he was in his human form again.
 
   “Shit!” he said, realizing he was naked. He placed his hands over his groin. Evie stiffened when she realized he was behind her in human form. She didn’t turn around, but asked quietly, “Do you need some clothes?”
 
   Shocked, he nodded then realized she couldn’t see him.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Evie stood and walked to the wagon she had pulled to the enclosure. She picked up a bag and walked backward to the fence.
 
   “There are some clothes in here for you. I hope they fit. I wasn’t really sure of your size.” Her father had neglected to tell her and she hadn’t thought to ask. Fortunately, before they arrived, she remembered he would be naked if he decided to change. She had made a quick stop and picked up something he could wear. She looked up at the fence and stepped back, aimed and tossed it over. Naturally her eyes followed it over and she saw him catch it. She smiled then blushed when she realized she was looking at a naked man. Embarrassed, she turned around quickly. Rylan pulled on the ugly gray gym shorts and sat down by the fence. The shirt was too tight, so he left it in the bag.
 
   “I’m Evie, Ethan’s daughter.”
 
   “Hello, Evie.”
 
   Rylan had a deep, rich baritone voice that made her heart skip a beat.
 
   “Where is your mate, Evie?” Rylan asked, curious about her.
 
   Had she left her mate? Had she broken his heart? If she were my mate, I would never let her out if my sight. I would be here with her and our children. Nothing would keep me from my family if I had one.
 
   “He’s gone. He…He died almost two years ago.” The pain crashed into her like a large wave and she turned away from him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Evie.” She nodded as she took deep gulps of air.
 
   “Me too.” She blinked several times to keep the tears from forming and continued taking deep breaths. She sat down and said quietly, “It gets easier over time. The pain won’t ever go away completely, but it does become bearable.”
 
   “At least you have your children to comfort you. I have nothing.” The bitterness and sadness in his voice distressed her. She glanced at him. He sat with his knees bent. His fists rested on his knees and his whole body was tense with anger.
 
   “Leefa!” Max said, proudly holding a twig with a leaf attached. She turned to look at her sweet toddler and grinned. She accepted his bouquet of a single twig with a partially chewed leaf on it. She kissed him on the cheek and he hugged her tightly.
 
   “Foo. Foo!” he demanded impatiently.
 
   “Ok, bossy pants, I’ll get you something to eat.”
 
   She set him down on the blanket and walked over to the wagon. She found some wipes, wiped both their hands then began setting up their picnic. The scent of fried chicken permeated the air. Rylan watched as she gave her youngest a piece of corn on the cob. He ate it rather messily, getting corn all over his face, hair and jumper. Max turned to Rylan and offered him his half eaten piece of corn. Rylan smiled and shook his head.
 
   “No, thanks, Little Man.”
 
   Max beamed at being called ‘Little Man’. Evie noticed and introduced them.
 
   “Max, this is Rylan. Rylan, this is my youngest son, Max. He’s almost two.” 
 
   She turned away to call to her other children, but the scent of fried chicken had already done the job. They plopped down on the blanket, their faces flushed from playing. She wiped their hands and Rylan wondered if her husband had ever gotten the chance to see his youngest child before he died. He frowned slightly at the thought of her, all alone with a newborn infant and two young children.
 
   Her mate should have been there to care for her, to pamper the woman who had given him three beautiful children. I would have been there.
 
   Rylan wished he’d had the opportunity to become a father. He relished the idea of providing for his mate and their offspring.
 
   Too bad I will never get the chance to become a father, Rylan thought sadly.
 
   He got up to leave them just as Evie turned around.
 
   “Rylan, these are my other two children, Gabby and Finn. Gabby just turned seven. Finn is…how old are you again, Finn?” Finn proudly held up 5 fingers.
 
   “I’m FIVE, mommy!”
 
   “Rylan, you don’t have to go, unless you want to.”
 
   “Are you sure?” She nodded.
 
   “I don’t mind the company. Sometimes it’s nice to have an adult to talk to.” It was one of the things she missed about her late husband, Luke. They always had the most thought provoking conversations. Sometimes they would lay awake at night and talk. Sometimes they would take a walk through the forest, not saying a word, just enjoying nature and each other.
 
   Evie and her children ate then the children played some more. Evie sat by the fence next to Rylan and they watched the children play. Sometimes they spoke, other times they just enjoyed each other’s company in silence. She left, promising to come back the next day. That night, they heard Rylan howl several times before settling down to sleep.
 
   Over next four days, Evie and her children went to the park to spend time with Rylan. Each night, Rylan-wolf howled less and less. By the forth night, it was eerily quiet. Concerned, Ethan sent his Soldiers to double check that Rylan was still there and alive. His Soldiers brought back exciting news; Rylan was there, safe and sound. He was also in human form. At night. Ethan rushed over to the enclosure and spoke to Rylan. Rylan asked to be released from his prison. Ethan agreed, but only if Rylan stayed at his house, so he could ensure he wasn’t going after his mate. Knowing he would see Evie and her children at Ethan’s house, Rylan agreed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   It was close to midnight when Rylan and Ethan returned to his home. Rylan’s bag had already been delivered and Ethan showed Rylan to his room. Rylan took a long, hot shower then went to bed. The next morning, Rylan woke up to the tantalizing aroma of freshly brewed coffee. He had missed the slightly bitter taste of coffee these last three weeks. Not wanting to miss breakfast, he showered and dressed quickly. He walked into the kitchen and saw Evie at the stove, frying bacon and eggs. He forced his eyes to the table, where Ethan sat watching him carefully. His wife, Ida, sat next to him.
 
   “Good morning,” Rylan greeted the Alpha couple.
 
   Evie’s head snapped up when she heard a familiar deep baritone voice. She turned around, spatula in hand and stared at him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asked, surprised to see him.
 
   “Ethan brought me here last night,” Rylan replied cautiously.
 
   Is she disappointed to see me? I thought we were friends. Perhaps I was mistaken.
 
   “Oh. I guess this means you’re ok then? I mean you’re not Feral, right?” Rylan nodded and she smiled. As Evie turned to the stove, Rylan stood there a moment too long, gazing at her back. Ethan noted Rylan’s gaze but wisely said nothing.
 
   “Please, have a seat. Would you like some coffee?” Ida asked.
 
   “Thanks, I’d love a cup.” Ida smiled and poured him a mug of coffee. “Cream? Sugar?”
 
   “No thanks. I take mine black.”
 
   Evie plated the scrambled eggs and brought it to the table, setting it in the middle. She toasted some bread and tended the bacon. She sipped her coffee as she waited for the bacon fat to drain and toasted some more bread. She plated the bacon and brought it to the table. She took the last set of toast from the toaster oven and brought that to the table then refilled her coffee mug.
 
   Evie sat down and sipped her coffee. Rylan raised his eyebrow pointedly as he looked at her.
 
   “What? It’s my Saturday morning coffee mug.” It was the middle of summer and Evie drank from her favorite coffee mug. The red Christmas mug had penguins all over it. It was also her Sunday morning coffee mug, her anytime I want to feel good and enjoy my coffee mug. He shook his head with a smile and sipped his coffee.
 
   They enjoyed having a quiet breakfast. Until the children woke up. They came barreling into the kitchen and saw Rylan sitting there. Max immediately ran up to him and gave him a hug.
 
   “Don!” Max commanded, raising his arms. Without thinking, Rylan grinned and corrected him.
 
   “Up,” he said as he picked up Max, placing him in his lap. Finn gave him a hug while Gabby stood by shyly. He released Finn and kept one arm around Max. He lifted his free arm and Gabby shyly walked up to him and gave him a quick hug. Rylan felt…happy. His happiness smelled like a sunny day and the scent permeated the kitchen.
 
   Evie was glad to see Rylan happy. He was a good man and didn’t deserve to be miserable. The children ate breakfast and asked a million questions.
 
   “Are you going to live with Grandpa and Gramma?”
 
   “Does this mean you don’t have to live in that cage anymore?”
 
   “What did you do to get put in the cage? Were you…bad?” Finn asked.
 
   “Finn!” Evie admonished, slightly embarrassed by Finn’s question.
 
   Ethan answered, “He wasn’t feeling himself, Finn. Rylan just needed some time to think about some things.”
 
   “What things?” Finn inquired.
 
   Rylan leaned in and whispered, “Adult things.” Finn let out a sound of disgust.
 
   “That’s boring,” Finn said, disappointed with the answer he received. Rylan chuckled and mussed up Finn’s hair, not that it made much difference.
 
   After breakfast, Ida and Evie helped the children shower and dress. During that time, Ethan received a disturbing phone call. Ida took the children over to see their uncle, Donovan, his mate, Teresa, and their three children.
 
   Evie hugged her children and closed the door behind them. She walked into the living room and addressed her father.
 
   “You wanted to see me?” Ethan nodded and indicated she sit next to Rylan on the couch, across from him.
 
   “I spoke with Lucien a short while ago. He shared some disturbing news. Apparently, one of his Soldiers, Kane, had been kidnapped and tortured by humans.”
 
   Evie gasped, “Kane?” She knew him. He was a powerful Soldier.
 
   “Is he alright?” Ethan nodded.
 
   “Given the circumstances.” He paused then continued, “They implanted two devices in the back of his neck. One was to cause pain. They used this device to control him, to force his wolf to the surface. The second was a tracking device.”
 
   “Oh, my goodness!” Evie shook her head, not wanting to believe. Not wanting to hear that this could possibly have anything to do with Luke’s death.
 
   “Evie, I…You live out in the middle of the woods. These people are targeting wolves. Most likely, they are the ones that…they are responsible for Lucas’ death. Your mother and I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you or the kids. You have to move back home, Evelyn.”
 
   She thought of her beloved mate, how he had been found and the pain was overwhelming. It racked her body and she released a sharp cry of grief.
 
   Rylan was shocked at the intensity of her pain. She had not reacted like this when she told him of her mate’s death. This pain was as deep as the pain he felt. He put his arm around Evie, pulling her close, offering her comfort. She laid her head on his chest and cried. He stroked her hair, soothing her.
 
   “What happened, Evie? What pains you so?”
 
   “They…they dissected him!” Her voice broke and she wailed. She buried her face in his massive chest and sobbed. She hugged him tightly as he looked over at Ethan in shock. Ethan’s eyes watered and he nodded.
 
   Dissected him?
 
   He couldn’t imagine what kind of coldhearted bastard would dissect a man.
 
   They killed him because he was a wolf? Took him away from sweet Evie and her wonderful children to satisfy their curiosity?
 
   His body tensed in anger at the people who caused Evie such heartbreaking distress. He forced himself to focus on Evie, on soothing her pain. He held Evie until her sobs subsided. Her body shuddered when she took deep breaths. Too exhausted from crying to move, she stayed in his arms, resting her head on his chest.
 
   “I can protect you here. You don’t have to live in this house. But you have to stay in town,” Ethan declared quietly. His worry for his daughter and grandchildren was warranted.
 
   “No. I can’t leave our home. All of our memories are there. The children need to be in the forest, in our home, so they can be close to him. Lucas hated living in the city. He said a wolf should be allowed to roam free. He wouldn’t want the kids to be caged up.”
 
   “He would want you safe. Evie, I can’t afford to have my Soldiers watch you. I will need them to help protect the pack and find out who is doing this to our kind.”
 
   Ethan observed the way Rylan held his daughter, they way he comforted her. Something occurred to him and he hoped he was right.
 
   “I suppose you can stay there if you mate with Remington, your Alpha.”
 
   Evie sat up and faced her father, shocked at his suggestion. Evie didn’t seem to notice that Rylan’s arm was still around her.
 
   Rylan realized he was still holding Evie and had no desire to remove his arm.
 
   Ethan noticed Rylan didn’t remove his arm from Evie and that she didn’t seem to mind.
 
   “Absolutely not! I know Serena. She’s a wonderful person. She only left him because she’s not his true mate. I would never ask Remington to be my mate when his true mate is still out there. I will not sentence him to such a life.”
 
   “You need an Alpha to protect you,” Ethan insisted.
 
   “Not Remington.”
 
   The two argued back and forth and Rylan frowned at the thought of Evie mated to someone she didn’t care for.
 
   Any male who lives with Evie in order to protect them will want to fuck her. Invariably, she would agree to it. Evie shouldn’t be forced to endure the touch of a man she didn’t want. She deserves better than that. Evie deserves to be fucked by someone who cares for her.
 
   “I will protect you,” Rylan said softly. Evie and Ethan stopped arguing and turned to Rylan.
 
   “W-What?” Evie was sure she heard incorrectly. Ethan bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling.
 
   “You need an Alpha to protect you. I’m an Alpha. You don’t want an unmated Alpha because you don’t want him to abandon you if he finds his mate. I won’t abandon you, Evie. I have no mate, nor will I ever have one.”
 
   “Rylan—”
 
   “I need to do this, Evie. If not for your kindness, I would still be Feral and your father would have to kill me. I need something to do, Evie. I’ve spent my whole life waiting for my mate. Now that I’ve found her, I can’t have the kind of life I planned. Protecting you and the children gives me a purpose. Let me do this for you, for the children. I will keep you safe.”
 
   Rylan had several valid points. It seemed that they needed each other, so Evie agreed.
 
   “We live on the side of a mountain and we have very cold winters, so you’ll have to get some warmer clothing. We can leave Sunday, stop by the mall in the city then drive up to our cabin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Since Rylan would need clothes to endure their cold winter, they drove to the mall. Tired of sitting after the long drive from Second Chances, the children exited the car excitedly. While Evie unbuckled Max from his car seat, Gabby and Finn stood on either side of Rylan. Finn enthusiastically reached for Rylan’s hand, gripping it tightly. Surprised, Rylan raised a brow then turned to Gabby. He nodded and she slipped her hand into his. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and was rewarded with a shy smile.
 
   Once Max was out of the SUV, he demanded, “Rylan!” and stretched toward him. Not wanting Max to wail, Rylan gently said, “Max, calm down. I’ll take you in a minute.” He looked at the children standing beside him. He kneeled and faced Gabby.
 
   “Gabby, can you do me a favor and hold your mother’s hand so I can carry Max?”
 
   The alpha wants me to do a favor for him? Flattered, Gabby nodded and released his hand.
 
   “Thanks, Gabby.” He straightened and took Max from Evie.
 
   “Rylan, you don’t have to—”
 
   “I don’t mind, Evie,” Rylan replied softly. I don’t mind at all.
 
   Together, they walked into the mall, heading to a clothing store for men.
 
    
 
   As he rode the escalator to the first floor, the Omega was shocked to see Evie and her children across from him, on the escalator going up.
 
   Who the fuck is that? he wondered as he stared at the male carrying Evie’s youngest child. He stumbled, nearly falling as he reached the bottom and the elevator steps pushed him off.
 
   He ran around to the other side and quickly stepped onto the Up escalator. Walking quickly up the escalator, he followed a short distance behind them, silently fuming as he observed Evie and the stranger. He caught the stranger’s scent and stiffened.
 
   An alpha? She’s fucking an alpha now?
 
   Infuriated, he growled low. Inside a store, surrounded by other people and various sounds, Rylan missed the threatening growl.
 
   Omegas were the lowest ranking and physically weakest pack member. Realizing he didn’t stand a chance against an alpha, the Omega left.
 
   On his way to the parking lot, his phone rang. After checking the caller ID and recognizing the number, he answered it immediately.
 
   “I need another one,” the voice demanded. “Well?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’ll get on it right away.”
 
   The Omega drove away from Tarchannen territory. His visit there had been informative. He verified that the alpha’s mate had run away from him.
 
   A female wolf, all alone, without the protection of a pack. Perfect, he thought.
 
   Although the Tarchannen Alpha had a better chance of finding her than he did, the Omega still added Serena’s name to his mental list of wolves, right below ‘Evie’s alpha’.
 
   Several hours later, the Omega pulled over and parked on the side of a dirt road. He removed a six pack from the cooler he kept on the floor behind the driver’s seat. He headed toward the field, where a crowd of men had gathered.
 
   A large group of men, most dressed in jeans, some dressed in fancy suits, formed a tight circle in the field. The Omega tried unsuccessfully to push his way through. After bribing a few individuals with an icy cold bottle of beer, he finally made it to the inside of the circle.
 
   LED lanterns had been placed on the ground, creating a circle. Two men fought within the circle of light, punching and kicking, each determined to win the match, both desperate for the prize money.
 
   Marshall needed the money to buy medicine for his sick child. Rafe needed a bottle of Scotch.
 
   They were both about six feet tall, lean and muscular. Marshall was well groomed and in his mid thirties. Rafe had an unkempt beard and his shoulder length hair was matted and stringy. Although he appeared to be the same age as Marshall, he was only twenty seven. Years of hard living and abusing his body with alcohol had aged him.
 
   The men circled each other, hands up protectively, each looking for a chance to strike. Bored with their uneventful dance, the crowd of men booed and hissed. Rafe really needed that bottle of scotch. Wanting to claim his prize money and get wasted as soon as possible, Rafe faked a punch to the right. Marshall leaned back slightly as he raised his left forearm to block. Rafe allowed his body to turn as though punching. Instead of extending his arm, he kept it protectively in front of him as he swept his leg out, knocking Marshall off his feet. Rafe spun around as Marshall fell. The crowd cheered.
 
   Rafe kicked Marshall as hard as he could in the ribs, cracking two of them. Marshall curled into a fetal position, breathing heavily, trying to focus on anything but the excruciating pain in his side. An image of his wife flashed in his head. He could imagine the disappointed look on her face if he came home penniless.
 
   Rafe could almost taste the smooth burn of scotch as it ran down his throat. He kicked again. This time Marshall rolled and he missed. Marshall got to his feet and lurched at Rafe, knocking them to the ground. Having the advantage of being on top, he punched Rafe in the mouth, splitting his lip. Blood ran everywhere. Marshall pressed his forearm against Rafe’s throat, effectively choking him. Rafe gasped for air. The crowd cheered loudly, egging him on.
 
   Marshall could see himself entering his home with the medicine for his sick daughter. The love and gratitude in his wife and daughter’s eyes was overwhelming.
 
   Rafe grabbed Marshall’s pinky and ring finger and pulled it back as hard as he could. He heard a loud snap as Marshall’s fingers broke. Marshall screamed as he held his broken fingers to his chest. Rafe wheezed as he sucked in air. He rolled to his side, taking deep breaths. Dizzy from the influx of oxygen, Rafe struggled to stand.
 
   Thinking only of his sick child, Marshall attacked. With a sharp battle cry, Marshall stomped on the side of Rafe’s knee, shattering the bone.
 
   The pain in his knee was so intense, Rafe was unable to scream. He fell to the ground.
 
   The blood thirsty crowd chanted, “Finish him! Finish him!”
 
   The crowd was rewarded when Marshall kicked Rafe’s face, breaking his jaw and knocking him out. Rafe lay face down, unconscious, in a pool of his own blood.
 
   As Rafe slowly regained consciousness, he was aware that he lay on the grass in the dark, his body in pain. His face ached from the punch and kick he had received during the fight. His split lip had healed and his jaw felt fine. His knee on the other hand, was still mending. As he turned over slowly, he groaned when a sharp slice of pain shot up his leg. Judging from the throbbing, stabbing pains in his knee, it would be several days before he could use his leg.
 
   Unable to walk and having no place to go anyway, he continued to lie on the grass, staring at the stars above him. It was yet another reminder of how small and insignificant he was.
 
   The crowd had left the field after claiming their winnings.
 
   Had anyone even bothered to check to see if I was still alive? he wondered. Not that it would make a difference to anyone if I was dead.
 
   The distinctive sound of a cap twisting off a beer drew his attention. He sat up slowly, turning to look at the advancing wolf. The Omega took a swig of his beer and offered Rafe his last bottle of beer.
 
   Just as I suspected, no one cares about this wolf. I doubt anyone will even realize he’s gone, the Omega thought.
 
   “You look like you could use a beer,” the Omega said.
 
   Eyeing the bottle of beer, Rafe nodded gratefully.
 
   He opened the bottle and drank half of it in one long gulp.
 
   The Omega glanced around at the empty field. Only his car remained.
 
   “Do you need a ride somewhere?” he offered.
 
   “Got no place to go,” Rafe replied.
 
   “I’ve got a motel room nearby. It’s not much, but you can crash with me until your knee’s all better.”
 
   Rafe studied the Omega.
 
   There is no such thing as a free ride, he reminded himself. Since leaving his abusive Alpha, Murdock of the Lost Souls Pack, Rafe had done whatever he could to survive on the street, sometimes trading his body for a hotel room or a decent bottle of Scotch. Murdock wanted his wolf pack dependent on him, so he kept them ignorant. They were not taught any trade or skill that would allow them to survive outside of the pack.
 
   Having grown up under Murdock’s sadistic authority, Rafe was no stranger to pain. He preferred to fight for money rather than perform sexual acts with men. He’d had to swallow his pride on a handful of occasions when he had been desperate. Why did it always seem that when he needed help the most, the worst human beings seemed drawn to him?
 
   Submitting to those men always made him feel cheap and dirty. It made him full of self loathing and he ended up drunk on whatever liquor he could find. Always on a downward spiral, Rafe shuffled from one seedy town to another searching for something. Or perhaps he sought someone who could take his pain away and make him feel worthy.
 
   Self-preservation made him consider the offer. He couldn’t say out in the open with a broken leg. He would be easy prey for criminals. Unable to defend himself, he could end up in a worse situation. At least if he accepted the offer he knew what he would be agreeing to.
 
   Rafe finished his beer and gratefully accepted the ride. The Omega drove his car close to where Rafe sat on the field. He helped Rafe get into his car. Before driving off, he offered Rafe a bottle of pills.
 
   “For your knee.” Rafe gratefully accepted the bottle and swallowed two pills. A few minutes after getting into the car, Rafe fell fast asleep. When he woke up eight hours later in a cold cell, it was only the beginning of his nightmare.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Rylan drove carefully up the mountain road, mindful of wild animals that might run across the road. They passed several deer crossing signs, but he never saw any deer. Before long, he pulled up in front of Evie’s cabin. The children eagerly exited the SUV, happy to be home. Evie unlocked the cabin door and let her older children in. Max had fallen asleep, so Rylan carefully picked him up and carried him inside.
 
   Evie’s heart clenched tight at the sight of Rylan carrying her youngest son.
 
   It seems so natural, as if.... She shook her head, clearing her thoughts. Rylan is here to protect us, nothing else. He is heartbroken and needs some time to recover. He isn’t interested in anything else. He couldn’t be interested in anyone else, not while he is still wounded by his mate’s abandonment.
 
   Rylan placed Max so his head rested on his shoulders and carried him into Evie’s cabin. He walked in and glanced around. From the outside, it looked like a simple two story cabin. On the inside, it was an inviting home. At once, he felt at ease, felt welcome.
 
   If I ever have a home, I would want it to be exactly like this one, he thought.
 
   It was an open floor plan. He was currently standing in the living room. To his left was a massive fireplace and two comfy couches. Two crocheted throws lay across the back of the couch and sofa. Soft, fluffy pillows lined the sofa. A large, plush rug covered the area between the couch and the fireplace. A couple of pillows were still on the floor. Rylan guessed the kids loved to lie on the floor in front of the fireplace. A board game was still on the coffee table.
 
   In front of him was the dining room, and beyond that, the kitchen. To his right, the master bedroom and a staircase that led to the second floor. He followed Evie up the staircase. The second floor contained three bedrooms and two bathrooms. Evie led him to Max and Finn’s room. He gently set Max down on his toddler bed. Evie removed Max’s shoes and tucked him in.
 
   Finn and Gabby were playing in Gabby’s room, so she showed Rylan to the third bedroom.
 
   “This bedroom has its own bathroom, so you can some privacy,” she informed him.
 
   She showed him the door to his bathroom and turned around. Rylan was gazing at her intently. Though he was still, his body was tense. Evie bit her lip. They were alone in a bedroom and her thoughts began to wander. Forcing her errant thoughts away, she swallowed and smiled brightly.
 
   “I’ll let you get unpacked. I’ll start dinner.” She walked passed him and Rylan fought the sudden urge to stop her. He was here to protect them, he reminded himself. Nothing more.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   “Evie?...Evie, wake up. A wolf is coming.” Rylan’s deep voice, laced with concern broke through her dream.
 
   “Hmmm?” she asked sleepily.
 
   “I was out patrolling and came across a Jeep headed this way. Get up, Evie, he’ll be here soon.”
 
   Evie sat up, fully awake. Rylan stood by her bedroom door, wearing only a pair of blue jeans. She heard a vehicle pull up in front of the house.
 
   “I’ll be right out.” Nodding curtly, Rylan pulled on a black Tee shirt and turned away. Evie used the bathroom, quickly brushed her teeth and pulled on her purple robe.
 
   Rylan stood by the front door, tense, ready to protect Evie from the unknown wolf.
 
   A sharp knock pulled her attention away from Rylan to the front door.
 
   Focus, Evie, she reminded herself.
 
   Cautiously, she opened the door.
 
   “Remington? What are you doing here?” Evie asked, surprised to see her Alpha standing on her doorstep.
 
   Remington, Alpha of the Tarchannen Pack clenched his jaw. Already embarrassed by his situation, he didn’t want to add to his humiliation by discussing it in front of another alpha.
 
   Evie turned to Rylan. “It’s all right, Rylan. This is Remington, my Alpha.” Rylan relaxed his stance and nodded politely to Remington.
 
   “An honor to meet you, Remington,” Rylan said.
 
   “After learning about Kane’s ordeal, Daddy was concerned about our safety. Rylan agreed to stay with us,” Evie explained.
 
   “I know, Evelyn. I spoke to your father last night. I’m here about Serena.”
 
   “Oh.” Evie paused for a moment then said, “Come in, Remington.” Remington stepped inside and she closed the door.
 
   “I need some coffee,” she said as she headed toward the kitchen. Remington and Rylan followed her.
 
   Evie set the coffeemaker and turned to face Remington. Remington’s face was set in a perpetual scowl. Having forgotten to shave that morning, his face was covered in dark, thick stubble. He pulled out a chair roughly and sat down. Noting his angry demeanor, Evie glanced at Rylan.
 
   “Rylan, could you excuse us for a while?”
 
   “Of course. I’ll continue patrolling outside.” He exited through the kitchen door, stripped and shifted into a large white wolf. He patrolled the area outside, staying far enough away to give them privacy but close enough to come to Evie’s aid, should she need him.
 
   Remington leaned back in his chair and surveyed Evie. As soon as the coffee was finished brewing, Evie poured out two cups. She gave one to Remington then sat across from him. She added cream and sugar and slowly stirred her coffee.
 
   Unsure of where to begin, Remington sat and stared at Evie. Feeling uncomfortable under Remington’s direct gaze, Evie finally said, “You mentioned something about Serena?”
 
   Remington clenched his fist at the mention of his run away mate.
 
   “Yes,” he said gruffly. “I know you were good friends.” He paused. “Did you know she was planning on leaving me?” he demanded. Evie shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “Remington, I—”
 
   “I know she came to see you, Evelyn. I followed her scent here while you were gone.”
 
   “She stopped by the night before the mating ceremony,” Evie admitted.
 
   “What did she say, Evelyn? Why did she leave me?” he demanded. Stalling for time, Evie took a sip of coffee.
 
   “You really don’t know?”
 
   “Evelyn.”
 
   “You were not true mates, Remington.”
 
   “So? Just because we were not true mates didn’t mean I wouldn’t fuck her as if she were mine. I was planning to treat her as my mate.”
 
   “I think that was the problem, Remington,” Evie said gently.
 
   Confused, Remington asked, “What do you mean, ‘that’ was the problem?”
 
   “You are an Alpha, Remington. Alphas are known for their aggressiveness. I think you were just too…sexually aggressive with Serena, and it made her uncomfortable.”
 
   “She’s a wolf. Sex is part of our nature.”
 
   “Yes, but….” Evie faltered, not knowing how to tell Remington his mate wasn’t attracted to him.
 
   “I never deceived her, Evelyn. She knew exactly what would be expected of her.”
 
   “Do you care about her, Remington?” Remington seemed perplexed by the question.
 
   “She’s my future mate, Evelyn.”
 
   “You didn’t really answer my question.”
 
   “Serena is one of my Pack. Of course I care about her.”
 
   “Remington, women need to feel loved. They need to feel special.” Remington snorted.
 
   “Serena was chosen above all others to be my mate. What more does she need to feel ‘special’? I showered her with attention whenever we were alone.” Evie shook her head in disbelief. She had an idea of what Remington’s idea of ‘attention’ was.
 
   “I made sure to set time aside every day to see her and spend time with her. Although she was already chosen as my mate, I still courted her, as is customary in our situation.”
 
   “Have you ever done anything that wasn’t ‘customary’?” Evie asked.
 
   “We have rules for a reason, Evelyn. Pack law keeps us safe. It makes us cohesive. There is comfort in knowing what is expected of you and what you can expect of others. Would you have me flaunt the rules like Lucien of the Last Hope Pack? He tainted our bloodline by mating with a human and creating a mongrel child,” he said with disgust.
 
   Infuriated, he continued, “Wolves are renowned for our strength. Any offspring of his will be weak because of its human heritage. Wolves like Lucien are a threat to our way of life by creating weak half-breeds.” Appalled by Remington’s narrow-mindedness, Evie said nothing.
 
   Remington remembered something else about Lucien and his recent claim.
 
   “Is that why she left, Evelyn? Is Serena looking for her true mate so that she can have pups?”
 
   “She didn’t say anything about wanting pups, Remington,” Evie answered honestly.
 
   “Is there someone else? Another wolf?”
 
   “No,” Evie denied.
 
   “Do you know where she’s going?” Evie shook her head.
 
   “Is there anything you can tell me that will help me find her, Evelyn?” Evelyn shook her head.
 
   “I’m your Alpha, Evelyn. You owe me your allegiance,” he reminded her.
 
   “I really don’t know where she is going, Remington.” The chair slid back as he stood suddenly.
 
   “What will you do when you find her, Remington?”
 
   “According to Pack law—”
 
   “What do you want, Remington?” she interrupted.
 
   “What do I want? I want my fucking mate!” he snarled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
   As soon as Remington left her house, Rylan shifted, dressed and knocked softly on the kitchen door. He waited a full second before opening it and stepping into the kitchen. Evie was still sitting at the kitchen table, frightened by Remington’s behavior and worried about Serena’s safety.
 
   “Evie?”
 
   “I can see why she ran from him,” Evie shared. Ryan pulled out a chair and sat next to Evie.
 
   “Want to talk about it?” he offered.
 
   “Not really much to talk about. Serena was chosen to be Remington’s mate. She didn’t want him so she ran away. She is out there…all alone…without the protection of a pack. I don’t see any way you can help Serena. I don’t think anyone can.”
 
   Wanting to comfort her, Rylan reached over and held her hand. He squeezed it gently. They both knew it was impossible for a wolf to hide from an Alpha. It was only a matter of time before he found her.
 
   “Remington’s ego has been crushed and he fears he has lost the respect of his pack,” Rylan explained.
 
   “What will he do to her, Rylan?” Evie asked.
 
   “I don’t know, but it will be publicly humiliating. I don’t know Remington well enough to speak to him about this. Perhaps another alpha?” Evie shook her head. Tarchannen kept to themselves. She doubted another alpha could sway Remington.
 
   The only one who can possibly sway him is his true mate, she thought.
 
   She heard the children moving around upstairs, so she got up and began making breakfast.
 
   Rylan poured himself a cup of coffee and watched as Evie prepared breakfast. His eyes followed her around the room as she gathered ingredients to make pancakes. She set a griddle pan on the burner and turned on the stove. She mixed the batter then gathered several plates and a spatula, setting them on the counter by the stove. Evie added a container of butter and bottle of maple syrup to the table. Then she searched through a drawer and withdrew a measuring cup. She added the batter to the pan and Rylan closed his eyes, inhaling the sweet scent of pancake batter.
 
   Smells like…home, he thought.
 
   Evie stayed by the stove, gently flipping her pancake, removing each one carefully once it was ready. He thought it odd that she plated each pancake individually. Before he could ask her why, the children came running in.
 
   “Pancakes!” they shouted happily. They ran to Rylan, giving him a warm hug as they greeted him, “Good Morning!” Max climbed onto Rylan’s lap and sat there happily as he watched his brother and sister move around the kitchen. Finn opened a drawer, removed two cups and set them on the table. Gabby opened the fridge and removed the container of milk.
 
   “Can you get down Max’s Sippy cup?” Gabby asked shyly.
 
   “Sure, Sweetie. Where is it?” Gabby pointed to a cabinet. Rylan adjusted Max so he could carry him to the cabinet. He removed a Sippy cup and returned to the table. He set Max in his high chair, filled his Sippy cup then gave it to him. He poured milk for the other two children then returned the milk to the fridge. When he turned around, he saw Evie presenting each child with their pancake. They squealed delightedly as they read the letters she had created for them.
 
   “M! M!” Max stated happily. Evie buttered Max’s pancake and added some maple syrup. She cut it into bite sized pieces so Max could feed himself.
 
   “Do I get a letter too?” Rylan asked Evie. She glanced up at him, a little surprised.
 
   “Hmmm…‘R’s’ are kind of tricky. I guess I could try it.” She returned to the stove and a few minutes later, set a plate down in front of him.
 
   “If you squint and use your imagination,” she suggested, “it kind of looks like an ‘R’.” Rylan laughed.
 
   “It’s perfect, Evie. Much better than what I could do,” he replied honestly. Evie made a few more pancakes before settling down to have breakfast with her family.
 
   Once breakfast was over, Evie took the children upstairs so they could shower. Rylan cleaned up the kitchen, wondering how Evie managed to take care of three small children all by herself. As he returned the last plate to the cabinet, he heard Evie and the children on the stairs.
 
   “Go play in the living room. Once I’m finished with the kitchen, we can go outside for a bit.”
 
   “Why can’t we go outside by ourselves?” Gabby asked.
 
   “It’s too dangerous, Gabby.”
 
   “But—” Finn interrupted.
 
   “No, Finn.” Evie said sternly, ending the discussion. The children ran into the living room as Evie headed to the kitchen.
 
   Surprised to find the kitchen spotless, Evie said, “Rylan, thank you for cleaning up, but you didn’t have to.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do for such a fancy breakfast,” he replied. “I can honestly say no one has ever made me pancakes like that before.” Needing to keep his hands busy, he poured himself another cup of coffee.
 
   “Would you like another cup, Evie?”
 
   “No thanks. Rylan—” She paused for a moment, considering her words carefully. She stepped closer so the children wouldn’t overhear.
 
   “Did I do the right thing, Rylan? Are the children going to be safe here?”
 
   “Do you doubt my ability to keep you safe?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. Realizing she had insulted Rylan, Evie gushed, “Rylan, I didn’t mean that you couldn’t—”
 
   Rylan set his cup down and held a finger against her soft lips, silencing her.
 
   “Shhh. I know you didn’t, Evie.” He removed his finger and leaned closer.
 
   “I promise, Evie, I will keep you and the children safe from harm.”
 
   “How? We don’t know anything about them.”
 
   “We know enough. They know about us. They don’t know we are aware they are hunting our kind. That gives us a slight advantage. You live within your Pack’s territory, which is private land. No human has any business in this area. With my heightened sense of smell, their presence here would be detected almost immediately. I plan on doing patrols throughout the day and at night.” Evie still frowned, the worry for her children’s safety evident on her expressive face. Rylan pulled her into his arms and held her gently. She wrapped her arms around him, accepting the comfort he offered. Rylan closed his eyes, reminding himself that he was only here to protect them.
 
   “You did the right thing, Evie. Your children need to roam free in the woods, not be cooped up in the city.”
 
   Evie gave Rylan a gentle hug before stepping away from him.
 
   “I’d better go change. Normally we play outside and then go for a run. But it’s too dangerous. I promise we’ll stay in the yard, close to the house.”
 
   “No need, Evie. I’ll join you.” Evie’s eyes lit up at his response and she smiled brightly.
 
   “We’ll be ready in five minutes, Rylan.” Evie headed for the living room, where she told her children to strip and shift. She went into her bedroom so that she could strip in privacy. She shifted into a grey wolf then returned to the living room. Rylan stepped outside, stripped and shifted. He waited patiently for Evie-wolf and her pups to join him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Evie exited the house through the Wolf Door and her pups followed. Keeping her ears close to her head and her head low to the ground, slowly she approached the large white Alpha. Following her example, her pups did the same. Two feet away from the Alpha, she stopped and lowered her head.
 
   Rylan-wolf approached Evie-wolf, acknowledging her submission to him and greeting her by rubbing his snout along hers. He nuzzled her neck, easing some of the discomfort of his wolf. He left Evie-wolf and approached her pups. They lowered themselves to the ground, almost bowing to Rylan-wolf. As he did with Evie-wolf, he accepted their submission and greeted them by rubbing his snout against theirs.
 
   Since Evie-wolf was more familiar with the area, Rylan-wolf gave a sharp bark, giving her permission to lead. Evie-wolf replied with a soft bark and took off. The pups followed Evie-wolf and Rylan-wolf brought up the rear.
 
   Evie-wolf led her pack through the woods. She leaped over tree roots and fallen logs, raced down sloping valleys and charged up small hills. She led them to clearing with a small waterfall, where her pups could rest and drink from the cool stream.
 
   After drinking from the stream, the pups chased each other around trees, leaping and tumbling on the leaf covered ground. Evie-wolf stood beside Rylan-wolf, watching her pups. Rylan-wolf gently rubbed his snout against Evie-wolf’s side, testing her. She stayed immobile, still keeping a watchful eye on her pups. He moved to her neck, nuzzling her, whining softly. Evie-wolf finally returned his attention by rubbing her snout along his neck. Rylan-wolf barked softly, content to stand guard while Evie-wolf rubbed up against him. They took turns, each standing guard as the other wolf nuzzled their neck.
 
   As if sensing the Alpha’s growing interest in their mother, the pups suddenly stopped playing and ran to the wolf pair. Gabby-wolf and Finn-wolf rubbed up against their mother. Unable to reach Evie-wolf because his siblings blocked him on one side and the Alpha blocked the other side, Max-wolf whined softly. Rylan-wolf walked over to Max-wolf and nudged him to Evie-wolf’s side. The pack spent a few minutes bonding, all five wolves rubbing against each other.
 
   Satisfied that her pups had enough time to recover from their run, Evie-wolf gave a soft bark and took off at a slow trot. Her pack followed her back to their cabin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   As they did every morning after breakfast, they shifted and Evie-wolf led them on a run through the forest. Although she varied her route, they always ended up by the waterfall. The pups drank from the stream then played along the bank. Evie-wolf and Rylan-wolf stood side by side, watching the pups play. As he did whenever they were in wolf form, he rubbed his snout against hers and nuzzled her neck.
 
   Afraid to be affectionate in his human form, Rylan allowed his wolf to flirt and court Evie-wolf. Thinly disguised as bonding behavior, each day Rylan-wolf would rub against her body and nuzzle her with his snout. Every day he would sniff the air, hoping to catch a hint of her arousal, and each day he would be disappointed.
 
   Although Evie-wolf allowed his courting behavior, even returning his affection by rubbing her snout against his, she would growl a warning whenever he tried to sniff her tail region.
 
   Rylan-wolf raised his head and sniffed the air, hoping today he would catch a whiff of arousal from Evie-wolf. His nose caught a strange scent and he stiffened. His ears straightened as he listened intently to the surrounding forest. Inhaling deeply, he caught the scent again.
 
   Human!
 
   Rylan-wolf barked a warning and took off.
 
   Evie-wolf darted to her pups, hoping to move them out of the clearing and hide them in the forest. She heard a Whizz! seconds before she felt a sharp pain in her hind leg. She yelped with surprise and the world faded quickly before her eyes.
 
   The pups yelped, terrified when they saw their mother fall. They began to howl, a mournful wail that echoed through the silent forest.
 
   Rylan-wolf’s sharp nose followed the scent of the human. The scent of his fear and excitement permeated the air, revealing his hiding spot in a mature Cottonwood. Rylan heard the pain lanced howls of his wolf pups and growled viciously. Unable to scale the tree in wolf form, he shifted and climbed the tree.
 
   The Procurer saw the wolf shift into a man and nearly lost his footing. The shift had been instantaneous, unlike the previous wolf transformation he had witnessed in the lab. He withdrew a blade from his boot and waited for the man-wolf to climb up.
 
   As soon as Rylan placed his hand on the tree limb below The Procurer, he reached down and stabbed his hand, sinking the blade two inches into the branch. Rylan growled in pain.
 
   “I’m going to kill you,” Rylan promised in a deep, wicked voice.
 
   Rylan pulled his hands towards his body. The knife blade sliced through the rest of his hand until he was free. 
 
   The Procurer began to panic and climbed further up the tree, away from the menacing growls. Hindered by his sliced palm, Rylan slowly followed him as he ascended the Cottonwood. Soon The Procurer was out of tree. Having nowhere to go, he held on tightly to a branch. Rylan extended his razor sharp claws and swiped at The Procurer’s legs. The Procurer yelled as the claws sliced through his calf. Startled by Rylan’s attack, he shifted, the movement causing him to become unbalanced and he fell down the tree. The Procurer screamed as he fell down the tree, flailing his arms in an attempt to stop the fall. He hit several branches on the way down, slowing his descent. The Procurer fell to the ground, his body wracked with pain. Rylan howled in frustration as his prey stood up shakily, turned and ran.
 
   Rylan moved quickly down the tree. As soon as he reached the main trunk, he shifted into his wolf and sprinted after The Procurer.
 
   Pain seared his body each time his front paw landed on the ground. By now, Rylan-wolf realized that he only heard his pups howling in distress. Not one sound came from Evie-wolf. Enraged that this human had somehow hurt Evie, he pressed on, ignoring the pain.
 
   The Procurer reached his campsite and hurriedly reached for his Sig Sauer pistol. He turned, firing one shot as the large white wolf leaped. The bullet whizzed by Rylan-wolf’s ear as he leaped. Their bodies connected as Rylan-wolf landed on The Procurer.
 
   Knowing his life depended on it, The Procurer gripped his Sig tightly as they fell. Rylan changed into his human form and shifted to his right to block The Procurer’s right arm. The Procurer swung his right arm, trying to point his gun at Rylan. They rolled and The Procurer ended up on top of Rylan. They fought for possession of the gun.
 
   Rylan transformed his head and snapped at The Procurer. Surprised at the sudden appearance of sharp wolf teeth, The Procurer released the gun and staggered backward. Bewildered, he stared as Rylan’s face returned to his human form.
 
   Rylan released the clip, removed it and tossed it aside. He expelled the chambered round before tossing the gun far out of reach.
 
   “Who do you work for?” Rylan demanded. “Why are you hunting wolves?” The Procurer shook his head, unable to speak.
 
   The woeful, desperate cries of the pups reached him. With a vengeful snarl, Rylan shifted and leaped onto The Procurer. With razor sharp claws and teeth, Rylan-wolf savagely attacked The Procurer. His thirst for revenge sated, Rylan-wolf hurried back to his pack. Exhausted, his paw throbbing painfully, Rylan finally made it to the clearing.
 
   Evie-wolf lay on the ground, surrounded by her wailing pups. Rylan-wolf’s heart raced. He spied the arrow sticking out of her body and darted forward. He shifted into his human form and pulled the arrow out of Evie-wolf’s body. He ran his hand along her fur, stroking her gently. Her sides moved up and down, indicating she was breathing normally. Rylan checked her eyes and sighed with relief.
 
   “She’s been drugged. She’s just asleep.” The pups barked softly and moved around Evie-wolf’s body to rub against Rylan. Finn-wolf licked his wounded hand as he petted Gabby-wolf and Max-wolf.
 
   “We need to be careful as we head home. Gabby, Finn, you need to let me know if you scent anything.” They barked softly in response.
 
   “Max, you need to stay with us. No running off and chasing animals, OK?”
 
   “Woof!” Max-wolf answered.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   Rylan carefully picked up Evie-wolf and carried her back to their cabin.
 
    
 
   Rylan gently laid Evie-wolf on her bed. The children shifted and dressed before returning to Evie’s bedroom. They lay on the bed beside her. Rylan showered then dressed the wound on his hand. By nightfall, his wound would be completely healed.
 
   He checked on Evie-wolf and the children before placing a call to Ethan, the Second Chances Alpha. Rylan informed Ethan of their attack and again promised he would keep Evie and the children safe. After assuring Ethan for a third time that he would have Evie call him as soon as she woke, Rylan finally hung up. Rylan then called Remington to inform him about the dead human in his forest.
 
   Evie-wolf purred as Rylan’s hand gently stroked her fur. Gradually she became aware that she was lying on her bed. In a flash, her memory returned. The forest. A human. An arrow.
 
   She sat up and looked at her hind leg. The arrow was gone and her flesh had healed. The area where she had been struck tingled lightly.
 
   “You were drugged, Evie,” Rylan informed her. “You’ve been asleep for about eight hours.” Evie barked sharply, surprised.
 
   “Are you ready to—” Rylan turned away as Evie shifted into her human form.
 
   “The children?” she asked anxiously, grasping his arm.
 
   “They’re fine, Evie. They are in the kitchen,” he reassured her.
 
   Evie grabbed her purple robe, slipping it on as she headed to the kitchen. Max, Gabby and Finn sat at the table, happily eating. They scented their mother at the same time and turned around as one.
 
   “Mommy!” they yelled and ran toward her. Max, stuck in his chair, struggled to get free. Rylan rescued Max from his high chair and set him down. He ran toward his mother, pushing his siblings out of the way. Evie hugged her children tightly, relieved they were unharmed.
 
   Satisfied Evie was fine, the children returned to their table. Rylan strapped Max in as Evie surveyed their meal.
 
   “Ice cream?” she asked.
 
   “It was the only thing they would eat,” Rylan said apologetically. Evie walked over to him and hugged him. Rylan nearly groaned as his groin tightened painfully. She glanced up at him and said, “Thanks for being such a good friend. We would be lost without you.” She lay her head on his chest, missing the disappointed look that crossed his face.
 
   Oh great. I’ve been Friend Zoned, Rylan thought. He wrapped his arms around Evie, taking comfort even as he comforted her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
   Remington swore loudly after his call with Rylan. His search for Serena would have to wait. He had been at an airport about two hundred miles away from Tarchannen. He discovered Serena had purchased several plane tickets in an effort to delay his pursuit. Remington was both infuriated and pleased. His mate was still out of his reach but he admired her intelligence.
 
   She is worthy of being my mate, he thought. A part of him secretly enjoyed the thrill of this pursuit. To him, it was foreplay, and he couldn’t wait to find his mate and fuck her.
 
   Growling with unfulfilled sexual need, he returned to his Jeep and headed back to Tarchannen. On the way there, he called his Soldiers, ordering them to clean up the area, dispose of the body and find out anything they could about the human hunting werewolves.
 
   As he drove to Tarchannen, he gripped the wheel tightly, growling low with frustration.
 
   Serena’s desertion had cost him everything. Not only was he wasting time looking for her, he had lost the opportunity to take over as Alpha. His father, Jordan, had planned on resigning as Alpha on the day of his mating ceremony.
 
   When Jordan learned that Serena ran away, he had no choice but to remain Alpha.
 
   “I’m sorry, Remington. The pack will never accept you as Alpha until you bring back your mate. I will give you time to find her.” He paused as he studied his son.
 
   “What do you intend to do with her?”
 
   “I will keep her as my mate, Father. Serena is beautiful and obedient. I need nothing more in a mate.”
 
   “You will forgive her for her betrayal?”
 
   “She didn’t leave me for another lover, Father. She is young and scared of becoming an Alpha’s mate. She may have felt overwhelmed with her new duties. I should have been…more attentive to her needs. Once I find her, we will work it out.”
 
   Now this human threat would force him to put his search on hold until he could prove to his pack that he could keep them safe. A human hunting wolves in his territory was the ultimate insult. It was a challenge to his authority as future Alpha.
 
    
 
   In the city of Tarchannen…
 
   They were Tarchannen, proud of their pure bloodline and their traditions. While other packs changed, Tarchannen remained the same. Century after century, Tarchannen remained isolated and dedicated to their ancestors’ way of life. They celebrated their wolfish nature, reveling in the sometimes brutal nature of wolves.
 
   As with most isolated puritanical cultures, their cohesion was, in part, based upon fear. Fear of change and fear of harsh repercussions kept most wolves in line. To stray from the norm meant humiliation and pain, sometimes death.
 
   When Serena abandoned Remington, the pack began to have doubts about his leadership. They wondered, Why would a wolf, especially one as obedient as Serena, run from her future mate? Had she discovered something about Remington that made her refuse to become his mate? If his own mate couldn’t accept him, why should they?
 
   Their thoughts soon became whispers. In the safety of their own homes, some whispers became loud voices of dissent.
 
   In a cozy little cottage, a group of wolves gathered to speak freely. They had tested the waters, each wolf acutely aware that their words, far beyond dissension, bordered on treason. The penalty for treason was death at the hands of their Alpha.
 
   Curtains drawn, they sat in the living room, assessing each other.
 
   “Our way of life is being threatened,” began one wolf.
 
   “First, that alpha, Lucien of the Last Hope Pack, chose a human instead of a Tarchannen wolf as a mate,” added a second. “What an insult!”
 
   “And what have we done about it?” asked a third wolf.
 
   “Our Alpha did nothing to address the insult,” a wolf grumbled.
 
   “Then Serena’s desertion showed us how weak our future Alpha has become,” said another. “He cannot even keep his woman in line.” They murmured in agreement.
 
   “If his woman doesn’t fear him, why should other packs?” one wolf demanded.
 
   “Now we have humans threatening us,” he said with contempt. “Imagine. A human found in our woods. Do you think they would dare hunt wolves in Hoyden territory?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Never!”
 
   “Of course not,” several wolves answered at once. Aleksandr’s reputation was well known amongst the wolves.
 
   “Jordan is old…but Remington is a strong wolf,” said a wolf, carefully observing the others.
 
   “However, he has lost the respect of the pack. As we all know, an alpha’s power comes from the respect, loyalty and obedience of his pack. When Jordan dies, the pack will follow Remington out of blind duty, but they could just as easily follow another.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘when’?” asked a soft voice.
 
   Instead of answering her, the wolf who spoke just smiled slyly and leaned closer. He whispered his plan and they all nodded in agreement.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Later that night, Rylan-wolf carefully patrolled the forest, looking for any signs of a human presence. He found none. He returned to the campsite. Remington’s wolves had already cleaned up the human’s campsite. Other than the faint scent of blood, there was no indication that a violent death had occurred there.
 
   The human waited in the Cottonwood, knowing my pack would return to the waterfall. He must have been watching us. But I never scented a human in the area. How is this possible?
 
   Rylan-wolf took his time as he traveled along one of their routes. He stopped periodically to sniff the air and glance up at the trees. He stared at the tiny red light, shining brightly from a pine tree. Puzzled, Rylan shifted and reached for the object.
 
   It was close to midnight when Rylan returned to the cabin. Evie had already settled into bed when she heard a soft knock on her door. Knowing Rylan had returned, she opened the door to find Rylan frowning.
 
   “Rylan? What’s wrong?”
 
   “I need to show you something. Come,” he commanded as he headed toward the kitchen table. Rylan held up a strange looking object, showing it to Evie.
 
   “Is that a surveillance camera?” Evie asked, uneasy. Rylan nodded. She glanced at the seven surveillance cameras lying on her kitchen table.
 
   “Is it—”
 
   “I removed the batteries, so it’s not recording right now.”
 
   “Where? How? What?” Evie had so many questions, she didn’t know where to begin.
 
   “I found them along one of our trails. Someone put them there to spy on us.” Evie shook her head in disbelief.
 
   “How long do you think they were there?”
 
   “Not long. Sometime after we returned.” Rylan paused. “Who knew you were coming back?” Evie’s head snapped up.
 
   “You can’t possibly think—”
 
   “Smell the camera, Evie.” She frowned then reluctantly sniffed the camera he held out to her.
 
   “That’s not possible,” she denied. It held the distinct scent of a wolf.
 
   “Who knew we were coming here?” Rylan demanded.
 
   “It’s possible that my entire pack would know. The Second Chances Pack as well. You cannot possibly think that a wolf could be involved.”
 
   “Evie, whoever put those cameras there did it so they could track our movements. They learned that every day we stopped by the waterfall and rested there.” He felt guilty, knowing that they lingered there far too long, only because he used that time to let his wolf court Evie. “They set up an ambush for us and I take full responsibility.” Unable to face her, he set the camera down, turning away from her.
 
   “Evie, you could have been—”
 
   Sensing his anguish, Evie stepped closer and gently caressed his shoulder.
 
   “Rylan, don’t you dare take the blame for this. You protected us,” she asserted. Turning, Rylan confessed, “I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you or the children.”
 
   Evie reached up and caressed his cheek. Rylan closed his eyes, savoring her tender touch. Gathering enough courage to finally kiss Evie, Rylan opened his eyes and gazed at Evie. Before he could move, the phone rang, interrupting them.
 
   “Who could be calling this late at night?” Evie asked Rylan as she turned to the phone. Curious, she answered. “Daddy?”
 
   “I’m sorry for calling so late, Sweet Pea. I…wanted to apologize to Rylan. It’s not that I didn’t have faith in him. I just was so worried about you. I know it was foolish—”
 
   “Daddy, what are you talking about?” Evie interrupted, confused by her father’s rambling.
 
   “I know he found the surveillance cameras, Evie.”
 
   “How did you know…?” Perplexed, Evie frowned.
 
   “I had Travis install some wireless surveillance cameras a few days after you returned to the cabin,” he confessed.
 
   “You did what?”
 
   “I needed to know you were safe, Evie. Needed to see for myself. I’m sorry, Sweet Pea.” Dazed, Evie handed the phone to Rylan.
 
   Ethan confessed about the cameras and apologized profusely to Rylan.
 
   “I understand your worry, Ethan. I am relieved that it was you who had the cameras installed. I feared that a wolf was working with the human hunters.”
 
   “Why would you think that?” Ethan asked.
 
   “I never scented a human in the area, yet the hunter knew where to hide so that he could ambush us. There are many places along the stream where we could stop for a drink. How did he know we would stop at that specific spot? It wasn’t luck, Ethan.”
 
   Ethan frowned as he considered Rylan’s idea.
 
   “You’re correct, Rylan. It seems that the humans must have found a way to tap into the wireless surveillance cameras. Travis assured me it was secure. I apologize for endangering all of you.”
 
   Knowing Ethan loved his daughter and grandchildren, Rylan gracefully accepted his apology. As he hung up the phone, Rylan wondered, How exactly did the humans find out about the wireless cameras?
 
   Ashamed of her father’s behavior, Evie sat quietly at the kitchen table.
 
   Rylan returned the cordless phone to its cradle and pulled out a chair next to Evie. “I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same thing,” Rylan admitted.
 
   “How can you forgive him so easily? Insulting an alpha in such a manner could easily lead to a pack war.”
 
   “I don’t have a pack, Evie. I have no one,” Rylan reminded her. Reaching for his hand, she squeezed it gently.
 
   “That’s not true, Rylan. You have us.” Delighted by her response, Rylan smiled. His wolf felt like howling.
 
   Thinking about how close he came to losing them was a sobering thought. His wolf eyes flashed brightly as he vowed, “I won’t let anything happen to you or the children, Evie.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
   It was late afternoon when Rylan walked into the kitchen, shirtless and covered in sweat. He had spent the last few hours trimming tree branches and chopping up firewood for the upcoming winter. His muscular chest glistened and his biceps bulged as he wiped the sweat off his brow with the bunched up tee shirt in his hand.
 
   Evie sucked in a breath as her body came alive. Her eyes dilated and she felt sharp twinges of pleasure-pain arc across her abdomen as her womb contracted. She felt a flood between her legs and her long empty channel contracted with need. Her knees nearly buckled at the intensity and unexpected suddenness of her arousal.
 
   Rylan froze as his nose caught the powerful scent of her arousal. His brown eyes glowed yellow as his wolf surfaced.
 
   “S-Sorry. I’m so sorry. I…it’s just been so long…I…I’m sorry…,” Evie sputtered with embarrassment.
 
   Evie was ashamed of her arousal. Her sex drive had died when her mate had. She hadn’t felt desire since the last time she had sex with Luke. Granted, since he died, she hadn’t been around any single males, especially such a virile one. Rylan was trying to get over the loss of his mate. The last thing he needed to scent was an aroused female. It would only remind him of his loss.
 
   He growled, a low warning sound, and Evie gradually backed out of the kitchen. As soon as she was out of the kitchen, she ran to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Locking it as soon as it slammed shut, she then hopped into the shower. She washed thoroughly, trying to wash all evidence of her arousal away.
 
   She dressed as conservatively as she could and went into the dining room to set the table. The children came in and she sent them up to shower. After setting the table, she gave Max a quick shower and they all gathered at the dining room table.
 
   Rylan walked in, freshly showered, and took his place at the head of the table. Evie refused to look at him. She was still embarrassed about her body’s unexpected reaction to him. They ate dinner quietly. Even the children seemed to sense something was wrong.
 
   After dinner, Rylan offered to clear the table while she gave Max another quick bath. He was a messy eater and somehow managed to get mashed potatoes in his hair. And between his toes. Evie even spotted a tiny amount in his nose.
 
   Rylan stayed in the kitchen, washing the dishes and putting away the leftover food. He felt like a coward for avoiding Evie and her tantalizing scent. After cleaning up the kitchen, he went for a run, needing a release from his frustration. Evie read to her children then settled them in to bed. She kissed them goodnight and went to her bedroom.
 
   She locked the door, undressed and went to bed. She tossed and turned on the large bed as her need returned. Her arousal scented the entire room and she finally gave in to her need.
 
   Perhaps if I take care of it myself, I won’t feel any desire for Rylan when I see him tomorrow, she rationalized.
 
   She caressed her breasts, squeezing them gently the way Lucas used to. She caressed her taut nipples and pinched them, missing the feel of his hot mouth on her breasts. She moaned and slipped her hand down her belly and into her panties. She played with her clit, rubbing it in slow circles as her body writhed on the bed. She felt so empty, needy. She slipped her finger inside her satiny channel and bit back a groan as she pumped her fist back and forth. Her breath came in soft pants as her orgasm built. She thought of her mate, refusing to think of Rylan, though the memory of his glistening chest kept returning to her as she plunged her fingers inside of herself, making sloppy, wet sounds. She squeezed a breast then pinched her nipple. She groaned loudly as her finger slid onto her clit, which she rubbed vigorously. She thought of Rylan’s soft brown eyes and his full lips. Moments later her orgasm came crashing over her and she bit her hand, stifling her loud groan.
 
   Rylan returned from his run, fatigued and still unsatisfied. His run had temporarily quelled his desire and he moved silently up the stairs. Halfway up, he could hear the soft, even breathing of the children indicating they were fast asleep. Suddenly he turned and went back downstairs. He found himself in front of Evie’s bedroom door. He froze when he heard her breaths coming in soft pants. He scented her arousal as it wafted under the door and enveloped him. His wolf surfaced, bright yellow eyes glowing in the dark. He heard something slide into her slick wet folds, heard the sloppy sounds of sex and he leaned his head against her door as his erection returned. He braced his hands on the frame and began panting, trying to calm his wolf. He knew Evie was in her bedroom alone. Touching herself intimately, sliding her fingers inside of herself. Masturbating instead of asking him to fuck her. He nearly kicked down the door and demand that she submit to him when he heard her muffled groaning as she climaxed. Her breathing slowed and he forced himself to walk stiffly to his room.
 
   Rylan stripped and stepped into the cold shower. He used the soap to lather his painfully hard cock. He groaned as he stroked himself quickly. His cock throbbed with unfulfilled need and it hurt each time he stroked it. Slowing down made it worse, as his sac seemed to be on fire, burning deep within. He cursed his mate and cursed Evie for being so tantalizingly near yet still out of his reach.
 
   Evie still loves her mate. She will never care for me as a man. Never ask me to fuck her.
 
   He curled his hand into a fist and struck the tile, breaking it and slicing the top of his hand in several places. He swore loudly at his destructive behavior and forced himself to calm down. Evie would send him away if he couldn’t control his temper around her children. He thought of her sweet children and it helped him calm down.
 
   The cold water fell on his upturned face, slid down his massive chest, down his belly and over his fully erect cock. The pain had subsided enough for him to touch himself without grimacing. He closed his eyes and stroked himself slowly as he thought about Evie. She usually put her hair up in a ponytail and his fingers always itched to take it down, run his fingers through it. He thought about her mouth, her smile and hearty laughter. His eyes darkened as he envisioned her on her knees, mouth open to receive his cock. Imagined sliding it in slowly into her hot cavern and nearly lost his seed at the thought of her mouth enclosed on his cock. He envisioned Evie, on her knees, sucking his head, taking him further into her mouth, all the way to the back of her throat. Could she take the long length of him to the back of her throat or would he choke her? Would she bob her head up and down on his cock and moan with pleasure as she worshipped his cock with her sexy mouth? He imagined that she did and his body tensed as his sac tightened and he spilled his seed into her mouth. His hips jerked as he spilled copious amounts of his seed all over the shower stall. He fell to his knees, weakened by the force of his release. It took several moments for him to recover and stand up. He finished his shower and dried off, barely making it to the bed. Within seconds of lying on the bed, he was fast asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
   The next day Evie avoided him as much as she could. She cooked breakfast, served him and the children then disappeared, claiming she had to tend to the laundry. She was gone until they finished breakfast. He enjoyed spending time with the children but he missed Evie’s presence. After breakfast was over, she came back and cleaned up. Rylan explained he had to go into town to get some supplies to fix a broken tile in his bathroom.
 
   Leaving the children at home with Evie, Rylan drove into Tarchannen. It was a quaint town comprised of old Victorian houses of varying sizes interspersed with more modern store fronts. Although the buildings were mostly Victorian, they were freshly painted and showed no signs of disrepair. The contrast between old and modern buildings seemed to work for Tarchannen, creating an odd yet cohesive look. Perhaps it was because they shared similar color schemes.
 
   Rylan pulled up in front of the hardware store and parked Evie’s SUV. He entered the hardware store, unaware that half the town was already gossiping about his arrival. A female wolf was restocking supplies in an aisle. She turned as Rylan entered and greeted him with a smile.
 
   “How can I help you today?” An odd look came across her face as she recognized the scent of an alpha. She lowered her eyes in submission, waiting for his answer.
 
   “I need supplies to fix a broken bathroom tile.” He held up a piece of the tile he had broken the night before. “Do you have a tile like this one?”
 
   Kainda glanced up. She studied the tile in his hand then nodded.
 
   “Yes, Sir. We have some in stock. I can show you where we keep the supplies. I can arrange for the tile to be fixed for you, Sir, if you will tell me where you live.”
 
   “Thanks ah…?” He waited for her to supply her name.
 
   “Kainda.”
 
   “Thanks, Kainda, but that isn’t necessary. I can fix it myself.” Rylan was used to being alone and taking care of things himself. He had forgotten what it was like to be treated as an Alpha. Lower ranking pack members took care of all the boring tasks so the Alpha could focus on more important tasks, like fucking his mate and keeping the pack safe.
 
   The door opened and a group of female wolves entered. They didn’t bother hiding their interest in Rylan. Within minutes he was surrounded by the women. The scent of their lust reached his nostrils. A tall svelte blond spoke first.
 
   “An alpha is always welcome in our town, right ladies?” Celeste asked as she lowered her eyes in submission. Following her lead, they all did.
 
   “We certainly know how to treat an alpha. Anything you wish will be yours,” she purred seductively.
 
   Rylan, unsure of exactly what she was offering, raised a brow.
 
   The woman stepped closer and fell to her knees in front of him.
 
   “I can pleasure you right here, Sir. Unless you prefer somewhere else?” She licked her lips seductively.
 
   “Or someone else,” another woman chimed in, as she too fell to her knees.
 
   “We are willing to be shared, Alpha,” another woman told him as she too fell to her knees.
 
   “Ahh—” He glanced at Kainda. She stood silently, observing him.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to offend your Alpha, ladies...,” Rylan began.
 
   “Offend him? It is our duty to provide for you, Alpha. Perhaps you will choose one of us as your Alpha Bitch?”
 
   I see, thought Rylan.
 
   “I’m a Wandering Alpha ladies. I have no pack.” They made small sounds of disappointment.
 
   “Well, you can always fight another Alpha for his pack,” Celeste suggested.
 
   The other women fell silent. Celeste wasn’t worried. She had chosen her words very carefully. At no time did she suggest that he fight Remington. That might be considered treason.
 
   If he was smart enough, he would understand exactly what she was saying.
 
   “I’m not interested in leading a pack. I’m simply here to protect Evie and her pups.”
 
   “You’re the one?” They stood up, still interested in him. They sniffed loudly. Not finding Evie’s scent on his body, they stepped closer, brushing against him. At least two different women grabbed his ass and he was certain he could feel Celeste’s delicate hand on the front of his jeans, stroking him gently.
 
   “If you need…company, give me a call,” Celeste said with a final stroke. “I’ll be happy to oblige, any time.” She released him and walked away, swaying her hips seductively. The other women released him and made similar offers before following the first woman out of the store.
 
   Rylan shook his head in disbelief. If only Evie would proposition him that way. Sighing, he turned to find Kainda glaring at him. Rylan tilted his head, wondering why she seemed upset with him. Perhaps she knew Evie?
 
   “Wait a minute, I didn’t encourage them in the least,” he protested.
 
   “The supplies are over here, Sir,” she replied as she led him down the aisle. She stopped and pointed to the shelf which contained grout and mortar.
 
   “Are they always so…friendly with strangers?” Rylan inquired.
 
   “You will need a trowel,” she added as she pointed to shelf containing tile trowels of different sizes and shapes.
 
   “Why are you upset with me?” He wondered why she wasn’t throwing herself at him, not that he was interested in anyone but Evie.
 
   “You will also need two buckets. One to mix the grout and another to mix the mortar,” she continued.
 
   “Kainda.” Hearing the warning in his voice, she finally faced Rylan. She opened her mouth to answer, reconsidered and closed it again.
 
   “You may speak freely, Kainda.”
 
   “Remington is cut from the same cloth as his father, Jordan. They are both set in their ways. Old ways.”
 
   “Which ‘old way’ are you unsatisfied with, Kainda?”
 
   “My talents are being wasted. I am forced to work in this store, as a cashier.”
 
   “And what would you like to be, Kainda?” She hesitated.
 
   “I won’t laugh, Kainda.”
 
   “I want to be the pack Tracker,” she admitted.
 
   “Can you track?” he asked.
 
   “I’m much better than the current one. I can track anything.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you the Tracker?”
 
   “Because I’m female. The Alphas in this pack think a female’s worth only lies between her legs,” she said as she turned away.
 
   Rylan frowned at her back as she walked away from him. He followed her down the aisle. She had resumed her restocking duties. “I’m not of that mindset, Kainda. But why are you upset with me? I have no control over how your alphas run their pack.”
 
   She gave him a knowing look. Rylan shook his head.
 
   “I meant what I said earlier. I have no interest in becoming Alpha of this pack. I’m only interested in one thing.” Evie, he thought silently.
 
   “Then I shall be stuck here until the Alpha decides it’s time for me to have a mate. Then I will have to be whatever my mate decrees,” she said with disgust.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid you will be accused of treason?”
 
   “My loyalty is to my Alpha and my pack,” she said as she stood. “I want what’s in the best interest of the pack. Encouraging a challenger, someone who will benefit this pack, is not treason. I would never do anything to undermine my Alpha. Celeste wants to be Alpha Bitch and is willing to fuck anyone who will give her that status. I simply want a chance to prove myself.”
 
   She even sounds like a Tracker, putting the pack’s need first, Rylan thought. What she said had some merit. Alphas could be challenged at any time for their position. An unfit Alpha could expect to be challenged unless he could show that he was the best leader for the pack.
 
   “I’m sorry, Kainda. I have to protect Evie and her pups. I have no interest in becoming your Alpha. There are many Wondering Alphas out there. Perhaps one of them will challenge him and win. But there is an inherent danger in having an outsider, Kainda. He might be worse than your current alpha.” Leaving her with that thought, Rylan returned to the previous aisle to gather the tools he would need to fix the broken tile.
 
   When Rylan returned to the cabin, the children rushed out to greet him. Smiling at their warm welcome, he asked if they would like to help him fix the tile. Happy to be included, they helped him carry his supplies to the bathroom. By the time Evie called them for lunch, the broken shower tile had been replaced with a brand new tile.
 
   Lunchtime was a repeat of breakfast. Evie served them food on the picnic table outside and then disappeared into the house instead of joining them. Each time she was near him, he could scent the faintest trace of an arousal. It made his wolf crazy. If the children weren’t there, he knew his wolf would have fucked her already. Understandably, she was hesitant to ask him to her bed since she still loved her mate. His wolf wanted to bury itself between her legs. Needed to feel her tight channel wrapped around his hard cock. His wolf would find a way to convince her to accept him as her lover.
 
   “Rylan?” Gabby asked softly. Rylan swallowed his food and turned to Gabby. He scented her worry and asked, “What’s the matter, Sweetie?”
 
   “Is Mommy mad at you?” Rylan’s eyes widened and he took a moment to consider before answering very carefully.
 
   “I think your mommy…isn’t used to having another adult around.”
 
   “When Mommy is mad at me I just give her a big hug and a kiss and she isn’t mad at me anymore. Maybe you should do that,” suggested Finn. Rylan smiled at his suggestion.
 
   If only she would let me, I would do much more than just give her a hug and a kiss, Rylan thought.
 
   “Thanks, Pal, but I don’t think your mom will let me hug or kiss her. She still loves your Daddy.”
 
   “Mommy says that there’s always room in your heart for people you love. We love Daddy and we love you, too,” Gabby said brightly. Rylan’s eyes misted and his throat constricted. He looked at Finn and Max. They nodded and grinned happily.
 
   They love me? He blinked quickly and looked over at the house. If only she felt that way….
 
   They ate in comfortable silence while he contemplated how to convince Evie to accept him as her lover.
 
   “Maybe you could buy her a present,” Finn suggested.
 
   “That’s a great idea, Finn. What do you think she’d like?” Finn shrugged.
 
   “Who knows? She’s a girl, and girls are weird.” Rylan smiled at the five year old’s response.
 
   “Gabby, do you have any idea of what your mommy would like?” Gabby shook her head.
 
   “Hmm. I think we need professional help with this. How about we go to the mall? I’m sure someone there could help us,” Rylan suggested.
 
   They carried their dishes inside and found Evie in the living room, doing some light mending. Rylan told her he was going into town and the kids wanted to go with him. He assured her they wouldn’t be in the way, and she didn’t object. They showered and dressed for their trip. Evie gave him Max’s diaper bag and they headed to the mall.
 
   At the mall, Rylan and Evie’s children headed straight to the jewelry counter. A Fine Jewelry Specialist smiled as she greeted them.
 
   “How can I help you today?” Before he could respond, Finn gushed, “Mommy is mad at Rylan and we need to buy her a present so she isn’t mad at him anymore.” A bit embarrassed, Ryan smiled wanly.
 
   “We’re looking for a gift for…their mother,” Rylan amended.
 
   “Did you have anything specific in mind?” she asked.
 
   
  
 

“Not really. I was hoping you might have some ideas,” he confessed.
 
   “Tell me about her. What kind of jewelry does she wear? Earrings? Rings?” He thought about Evie. She always wore a small pair of dainty gold and diamond earrings.
 
   “She wears earrings.”
 
   “Then let’s look at some earrings.” The Fine Jewelry Specialist showed him a variety of earrings.
 
   “What’s her birthstone?” she asked. Rylan gave her a blank look.
 
   “What month was she born?” Rylan glanced at the children.
 
   “Mommy’s birthday is in April,” replied Gabby.
 
   “Ah, diamonds!” replied the Fine Jewelry Specialist.
 
   “She already wears a pair of diamond earrings,” Rylan said, a little disappointed. He considered other gemstones, but felt they were too ostentatious, too garish. Evie was classy. She needed something sophisticated yet timeless. He walked along the jewelry counter an something caught his eye.
 
   That’s perfect, he thought.
 
   Delighted with his purchase at the Jewelry story, Rylan and the children wandered through the mall. They walked by a kiosk selling Dipping Dots ice cream. Outnumbered three to one, he quickly gave in and bought each of them some ice cream. They sat on a bench across from a store and he fed Max.
 
   They watched as a store employee packed up the current display and removed the mannequins. Another employee joined him and they began setting up a new display. They pushed in a few fake boulders then added some green turf. She spread a red checkered blanket over the turf and he helped her set up the new mannequins on the blanket. A half an hour later, the picnic scene was complete with a picnic basket and fake food.
 
   A picnic. Innocent yet romantic. This is what I need to make Evie mine, thought Rylan.
 
   He cleaned up Max’s ice cream covered face and they entered the store. Shortly after making his purchase, Max had a little accident. Rylan, armed with his diaper bag, marched them into a nearby family bathroom. Finn and Gabby helped Rylan by taking out the diaper wipes and a new diaper.
 
   Rylan nearly fainted as he changed the diaper. 
 
   How does Evie manage to do this? How does any woman manage to do this? he wondered.
 
   He cleaned Max as quickly as he could then placed him in a clean diaper. He dressed Max and washed his hands. He waited outside with two of the children while the third used the bathroom.
 
   “Can you guys handle a trip to the grocery store?” Enjoying their time with him, they eagerly replied, “Yes!”
 
   It was almost dinner time by the time they returned home. Evie opened the door as soon as they pulled up.
 
   “Mommy!” Finn and Gabby shouted excitedly as they jumped out of the car and ran to hug her. Rylan removed Max from the car seat and carried him to Evie. Max reached for Evie and she took him from Rylan.
 
   “Did you miss us, Evie?” Rylan asked softly. Evie blushed and looked away. Rylan could scent her sudden arousal and his wolf purred.
 
   “Yeah, did you miss us Mommy?”
 
   “Did you? Did you?”
 
   “Miss us?” the three children asked at the same time. Evie smiled and answered, “Of course, I did. Now come inside. Dinner’s almost ready.”
 
   As she readied the children for dinner, Rylan unpacked the SUV.
 
   During dinner, the children excitedly told her about their trip to the mall. Rylan looked slightly guilty as they mentioned the ice cream. They seemed especially excited about the picnic display.
 
   “Rylan said we can go on a picnic tomorrow. Can we Mommy? Please?” begged Gabby.
 
   “Please?” begged Finn.
 
   “Peas?” begged Max.
 
   “A picnic? I um…I guess I can go to the store early in the morning.”
 
   “You don’t have to, Mommy. Rylan already did!”
 
   “He did?” She turned to Rylan.
 
   “I’ll take care of everything tomorrow, Evie,” Rylan promised.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
   The next day, Rylan packed the picnic basket while Evie played with the children. An hour before lunch, they headed out. He knew the perfect spot for their picnic.
 
   They hiked along the trail, walking at a leisurely pace. Before long, they could hear the soft splashing of a waterfall. Excited, the children ran ahead to the picnic spot.
 
   “Stay away from the water!” Rylan called out.
 
   Rylan and Evie walked alone for a few minutes before reaching the clearing on top of a small hill. It was breathtaking. Directly in front of them, they could see a small waterfall cascading down a short drop into a small stream. Several boulders lay scattered along the bright green grass and the hill gradually sloped down to the small stream.
 
   Evie sat on a boulder downwind from Rylan, watching as he set up their picnic. The wind shifted suddenly and Rylan froze. The scent of her arousal surrounded him and his wolf eyes flashed brightly.
 
   “Come here, Evie,” he demanded gruffly. Evie glanced around. The children were playing by the small stream, excitedly looking for fish and other small animals. Swallowing nervously, Evie replied, “I should go—”
 
   “Now, Evie!” Knowing she had no choice, she moved closes and kneeled on the blanket in front of him. Heart racing, she glanced up at his face. Her eyes widened as she found his wolf eyes studying her intently.
 
   He closed his eyes and inhaled. She heard his wolf growl and she felt a moment of panic.
 
   “Rylan, the children—”
 
   He opened his eyes and moved closer.
 
   “Rylan?” She whispered.
 
   “Tonight, Evie,” he promised in a barely recognizable voice. “Tonight.”
 
   Unable to find her voice, Evie nodded silently. His wolf temporarily satisfied, Rylan whistled loudly and the children came running.
 
   Knowing she was safe from Rylan’s advances as long as the children were around, Evie relaxed and enjoyed the picnic. They ate delicious food and laughed at Rylan’s stories of his misguided youth.
 
   While Evie was cleaning up, Max suddenly announced, “Happy Birthday, Mama!”
 
   “Max!” his siblings admonished.
 
   Giving her children a confused look, Evie said, “It’s not my Birthday, Sweetie.”
 
   “Rylan, pe-sent!” Max demanded.
 
   “Yes, Sir!” Rylan said as he reached into his pocket. He withdrew a small box and gave it to Max. With a large grin, Max gave Evie the box and said, “Happy Birthday to Mama!”
 
   Taking the box, Evie said, “Thank you, Sweetie.” She opened the box, finding a heart shaped locket inside. She glanced at Rylan, who seemed a bit anxious. She lifted the locket out of the box and opened it. Inside was a small photo of her three children. Her eyes filled with tears. She turned it over and read the inscription on the back. In a fancy script, it said ‘Forever’.
 
   “Do you like it, Mommy?” Finn asked. Evie nodded as the tears fell.
 
   “I love it!” They rushed into her arms and Evie hugged them tightly, kissing each child on the top of their head.
 
   “Can we go play now?” Finn asked. Evie nodded and the children took off. She wiped away the tears and sniffled. Rylan gently took the locket out of her hand and fastened it around her neck.
 
   “Thank you, Rylan,” Evie said softly. “It’s so thoughtful.” As she turned to face him, Rylan leaned in and kissed her.
 
   Gently he pressed his lips against hers, savoring her unique taste. He pulled back slightly, giving her a chance to move away from him. Evie caressed his cheek and he closed his eyes, savoring her tender touch. He took her hand, kissing her palm before placing it on his chest, above his pounding heart. They gazed at each other in silence for a few moments before she slowly removed her hand. She moved closer to him, turning so she could see her children. Rylan casually placed his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer. Evie sighed contentedly as she leaned on him. They sat together in comfortable silence watching her children play by the stream.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Rylan stood in front of Evie’s bedroom door and closed his eyes. Her arousal wafted under the door and enveloped him like a cocoon. He knocked loudly on the door. He wouldn’t take her refusal, not tonight. He could hear her on the other side, pacing nervously.
 
   “Open the door and let me in, Evie.” His deep voice carried through the door and went straight to her womb, making it contract. She nearly moaned with unfulfilled need. She could hear the determination in his voice, knew he would kick down the heavy wooden door unless she complied. Rylan was every bit an Alpha and he would not be denied. With trembling fingers, she unlocked the door and opened it. She stepped back and turned away from him, refusing to look at him. He walked into her room, closed the door and locked it behind him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rylan. After everything you’ve been through, I know you don’t need this. I don’t know what’s come over me. It’s been so long since I…I think that’s why I’ve been so….” Rylan pressed his body against hers slipping his arm around her waist.
 
   Evie sucked in air when she felt his erection pressed against her. She bit her lip and whimpered. Evie wanted him so much; she began to shake with need. Rylan’s wolf eyes glowed in response to her body’s reaction.
 
   “Never apologize for your desire. We are both adults here, Evie. I know you miss Lucas and would prefer he was here to fuck you but he’s not. I am. Your scent is damn near impossible to resist. I can’t control myself much longer, Evie. I need to fuck you. Let me, Evie. Don’t torment both of us.” Evie trembled at his words.
 
   “What about your…mate?” she whispered.
 
   “She’s as good as dead to me, Evie. She didn’t want me and she never will.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his cheek against her head.
 
   “I know I will never replace Lucas in your heart, but surely there is room there for me too?” Evie heard the hope in his voice and nodded.
 
   Rylan doesn’t deserve to spend the rest of his life alone, unloved, untouched. He wants me and I want him. He’s right. We are both adults and I am the only reason we aren’t already in bed.
 
   She turned around slowly in his arms and raised her head, nodding. He lowered himself and picked her up. He carried her to her bed and lay her down gently. He stripped quickly, his wolf anxious to join her.
 
   When she saw the size of his erection, Evie’s eyes widened in shock. She scooted backwards on the bed in a feeble attempt to get away from him.
 
   “You’re too big! I…I can’t.” She shook her head in denial.
 
   “Don’t deny me, Evie, please.” Rylan took deep breaths to calm his wolf. “I’ll be gentle with you, Evie, I promise.”
 
   Trusting him, she nodded and relaxed slightly as he joined her on the bed. Rylan stretched his body over hers, covering her completely. She adjusted her legs so they were on either side of his hips. His erection pressed into her and her wolf eyes glowed when she felt a powerful contraction in her womb. He braced himself on his forearms which lay on either side of her head. He lowered his head and pressed his lips against hers. Her legs turned to jelly as his mouth moved over hers, his soft lips pressing against hers, his tongue demanding entrance. Unable to resist, she opened her mouth, allowing his invading tongue to enter, brushing against hers. Their tongues dueled as she slid her arms up his biceps, up to his head. He broke their kiss and she turned her head, allowing him access to her neck. He kissed her neck, nipped it then sucked on it roughly. It would leave a mark and anyone who saw it would know he put it there. His wolf growled with satisfaction.
 
   Rylan slipped lower, rubbing his face over her breasts, over her taut nipples. He nipped one and Evie sucked in a breath as she held his head. His hair was too short to pull and her fingers dug slightly into his scalp. He sat up, held the top of her nightgown and pulled, ripping it open. Lowering his head to her breast, he placed his hot mouth over her nipple and pulled.
 
   “Aaahhh,” Evie heard herself moan. Cold air hit her wet nipple as he moved to the other one. He bit it gently before sucking on it roughly. Evie felt one of Rylan’s hands skim down her body, over her hip and stop at her thigh. He pulled up her nightgown, over her hips as he continued biting and sucking her nipples. The pleasure pain of his mouth on her nipples made her ache for him. Her womb contracted and she felt strong twinges race across her entire abdomen. Impatient, he pulled hard on her panties, ripping them off. He tossed them aside and moved his hand between her legs. Knowing he was out of control and he would plunge his finger inside of her roughly, she stopped his hand.
 
   “Wait, wait!” She protested. Rylan stilled.
 
   “I haven’t since before Max was born,” she confessed.
 
   “Fuck!” he said as he slammed his fist into the bed. He rolled off Evie and lay beside her.
 
   “I can’t control myself, Evie. I want you too much. I’ll be rough with you.” Knowing what to do, she placed her hand on his chest, caressing him gently. He grabbed her hand, stopping her.
 
   “Don’t, Honey. I won’t be able to stop.”
 
   “Shhhh. I’ll take care of you, Rylan,” she promised softly.
 
   He released her hand and she lowered it to his erection. She took her time fondling him, caressing him, stroking the long length of him. Her hands felt good on his throbbing cock. So soft and gentle, it soothed him and made him ache at the same time. He was unprepared for her hot mouth on the head of his cock.
 
   “Evie!” he managed to gasp before her mouth left him speechless. He watched as she licked the slit on his head then slipped the crown back into her mouth and sucked. One hand was wrapped around his cock at the base while the other fondled his sac gently. Her head bobbed up and down then she licked him from tip to base then back up again. She ran her tongue around the ridge then slid him between her lips. Her head bobbed up and down as she sucked him deeper into her mouth. He was large and she managed to get only half of him inside of her. She moved her body so that she could lick the rest of his cock and his hands found their way to her head. He massaged her scalp as she continued to move her hot mouth up and down his cock, pumping her fist the entire time.
 
   This is better than any fantasy, Rylan thought as he watched his cock disappear into her mouth. The sight of her lips on his cock pushed him over the edge and he barely got out a warning, “Evie…,” before he groaned as he spurted in her mouth. She swallowed some of his seed, but it was too much. She raised her head and he finished over her arms, his thighs and on the bed. She was shocked at the amount of his release. It was nearly twice as much as her mate’s. She wondered if it was because he was an Alpha.
 
   Rylan lay momentarily dazed as Evie took off her nightgown and folded it neatly before setting it on the edge of her bed. She moved to lie next to him, placing her head on his massive chest. She curled into him as his breathing returned to normal. Her arousal wafted around them, tickling his nose.
 
   “Evie—”
 
   “It’s ok, Rylan. I know you need some time to recover.” Rylan rolled her onto her back and kissed her gently. Leisurely, he kissed his way down her neck, around her breasts. He stopped to nibble and suck on her nipples before moving down her belly. She panicked when she realized where he was headed.
 
   “Rylan, don’t.” Rylan stopped and looked up at her, puzzled. “I…it’s ok, you don’t have to do that. We can just have sex when you’re ready.”
 
   “Don’t you want me to? I’m dying to taste you, Evie.” Disbelieving him, she shook her head.
 
   “It’s okay, I know you don’t want to. It’s fine. Really.” Rylan sat up and positioned himself over her. Holding her face in his hands, he forced her to look at him. He scented her pain, hidden deep beneath her arousal.
 
   “What’s wrong, Honey?” he asked softly.
 
   “Nothing.” She clamped her lips, reluctant to say it. Rylan studied her face.
 
   “Why would you think I wouldn’t want to lick you? To taste you?”
 
   Knowing he wouldn’t let it go, she shut her eyes and answered, “Lucas never liked it…he hated doing it.” She felt a sharp pain in her heart. She loved her mate but he never enjoyed doing that to her. She knew she wasn’t sexy, unlike other women he had known. He’d done it with his ex-lovers. She had overheard at least one of his ex-lovers brag about his oral skills. She wasn’t a fool. She knew that if Lucas’ wolf hadn’t recognized her as his mate, he never would have chosen her. She was too plain, unlike his beautiful ex lovers. Her heart felt another sharp stab and Rylan scented her growing pain. The enticing scent of her arousal had vanished, replaced by the pungent scent of her pain.
 
   Evie was full of doubt and felt embarrassed for performing oral sex on Rylan. She feared he would feel obligated to reciprocate and like Lucas, he would hate it, too. He would probably never touch her again, thinking she would want him to do it all the time. She wouldn’t ask him to, she vowed, just like she never asked Lucas, though he occasionally asked her to pleasure him orally.
 
   Rylan was astonished that her mate had not enjoyed pleasuring her orally. He positioned his body at her feet, spread her legs and licked her. Evie gasped and protested. She didn’t scent of fear, so he ignored her protests and pushed his tongue into her satin channel.
 
   Her mate was a fool, he thought as he tasted his delicious Evie. Her taste was potent and he felt heady as he plunged his tongue deeper inside of her.
 
   “Mmmmm.” The rumbling sound of his pleasure caused pleasant vibrations and her clit tingled.
 
   Evie tastes like a woman should, her natural juices flowing, undiluted by scented body washes. Evie is the daughter of an Alpha pair. Perhaps her potency could only be appreciated by an Alpha? He stopped thinking and enjoyed his Evie’s sounds of pleasure.
 
   Hungry for her taste, Rylan devoured her. Evie felt the tension building as his tongue caressed her inner walls and his thumb teased her clit. Soon his mouth was on her clit, sucking gently, licking her roughly while his finger slid into her.
 
   “Oohhhhh,” Evie moaned. Rylan slid his finger in and out faster and faster then suddenly replaced it with his tongue. He pressed his tongue in as deep as it could go, fucking her with his tongue as he would his cock. Evie’s panting increased and she felt like she was riding a wave. Rylan licked her clit then returned his tongue to her wet channel. He rubbed her clit harder and increased the rhythm of his tongue as it plunged into her. The wave built and crested, came crashing down as she orgasmed.
 
   “OOHHHHH!” she groaned. Evie grabbed the sheets as she arched her back, body convulsing while her channel contracted over and over again.
 
   Rylan raised his head so he could watch her orgasm while slipping his fingers inside of her. Her smooth channel convulsed around his fingers, massaging them gently. Her breathing slowed and her face was flushed. He moved so he was lying on top of her then began kissing her gently. She tasted her potent juices and blushed.
 
   “I…I didn’t know it was so strong…you don’t have to—”
 
   “Shhhh,” Rylan commanded as he pressed his finger across her lips. “I enjoyed it, my delectable Evie. I plan on doing it often. You wouldn’t deny me that pleasure, will you Evie?”
 
   How could she resist that deep sexy voice? Speechless, she shook her head. She would never refuse her Alpha, she would never deny him.
 
   Pleasuring Evie had aroused him and he was once again fully erect. He shifted and pressed his erection against her. Evie spread her legs wider and he slid into her unhurriedly. She sighed when he sheathed himself fully inside of her. Rylan withdrew, inch by inch and returned just as slowly. He pumped his hips at a leisurely pace, allowing the tension to build. Keeping one hand under her head, he caressed her calf and thigh as he kissed her gently. Rylan’s tongue ran across her lips, delving inside her mouth.
 
   Evie slid her arms around him, caressing his muscular arm and back. One hand slipped between them and she toyed with his nipple, rubbing and pinching it. Rylan increased his pace, pumping his hips faster and harder. Evie began to moan. Rylan raised his head, breaking their kiss.
 
   “I’m the only one that will fuck you, Evie.” He pumped his hips hard and fast. She nodded and threw her head back.
 
   “That feels so good. Don’t stop, Rylan. Please, don’t stop.” He needed to hear her say it. He pumped harder, faster, causing the headboard to slam into the wall. Thump! Thump! Thump!
 
   “Say it, Evie. Say I’m the only one that will fuck you.” His wolf would accept nothing less.
 
   “Yes, Rylan, Yes. Only you, Only you, OOOOOOHHHHHH!” Evie hugged him tight as she rocked her hips against his and unimaginable pleasure spread throughout her body. Stars exploded behind her eyes and she felt her channel squeeze his cock over and over again. Suddenly he pumped his hips even harder and she knew he had emptied himself inside of her.
 
   Rylan gazed down at Evie, enjoying the sated look on her face. He smiled and kissed her before sliding out of her gently and lay on his back beside her. Evie rolled over and placed her head on his chest, throwing one leg over his. His left arm curved around her back and he tucked his right arm under his head. Rylan felt…content…happy. Even his wolf was pleased.
 
   My woman is finally sated and lying comfortably in my arms, where she belongs.
 
   “Honey?” he asked quietly as his hand caressed her back leisurely.
 
   “Hmmm?” Evie was exhausted from their lovemaking. She could barely keep her eyes open.
 
   “Do you want the children to know about us? Or are you going to make me leave our bed?” He held his breath, hoping she wouldn’t be ashamed to claim him as her lover.
 
   Evie yawned and replied, “I think you’d better put some clothes on…,” then promptly fell asleep.
 
   Rylan kissed her forehead and settled down. The bedroom door was locked, so his nude body wasn’t a problem. He fell asleep naked, under his woman.
 
   Early in the morning, Rylan woke up, needing to use the bathroom. He took care of his needs and walked back into their bedroom. He pulled on his boxers and unlocked the bedroom door. Sometime during the night, Evie had awoken and picked up their clothes, setting his on the bench at the foot of her bed. She had dressed in a new nightgown and returned to their bed. Rylan slipped into bed and settled down next to Evie, spooning her. He sniffed her hair, enjoying the fruity scent of her shampoo. At some point he drifted off to sleep with his lover securely tucked against him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Gabby, Finn and Max woke up and went downstairs. Neither Rylan nor their mother was in the kitchen. They didn’t scent breakfast and it was too early for Rylan to be outside working. Wondering where he was, they walked to their mother’s room to ask her. Gabby opened the door and blinked as she saw Rylan, sound asleep next to their mother. Finn grinned at her and all three of them ran to the bed. She helped Max and he climbed onto the bed. She and Finn joined Max on the bed. Max pushed at Rylan. When he didn’t wake up, he slapped him on the face.
 
   “SHIT!” Rylan cursed as he woke up to a stinging pain on his face. Max grinned at him happily and Rylan shook his head.
 
   “No hitting, Max.” He pulled the little boy into his arms and gave him a big hug. Feeling left out, the other two piled on him as well. Rylan was glad he had long arms, long enough to hold his children.
 
   Evie felt a sharp elbow poking into her back. Sleepily she turned to find Gabby, asleep on the bed next to her. Max was next to Gabby, curled up against Rylan. Finn snored softly on the other side of Rylan. Even in his sleep, Rylan kept a secure arm around Finn, preventing him from falling off the bed. Her heart squeezed tightly at the sight of her family in Rylan’s arms.
 
   He deserves a chance to be happy. We all do.
 
   Deciding to make breakfast, Evie left her sleeping family on the bed while she headed for the kitchen.
 
   Over the next few weeks, their routine didn’t change much. As she did every morning, Evie made breakfast. Once Rylan and the children awoke, they ate and went for their usual morning run.
 
   The rest of the day, Rylan would keep the children outside, allowing them to play in wolf form. Sometimes he would take them into the woods and show them how to track an animal. Other times they would wrestle in wolf form and he would teach them how to attack.
 
   He still continued to patrol the forest when Evie had the children safely indoors. At night, once the children were fast asleep, Rylan and Evie would head to their bedroom.
 
   One night, as Rylan carried Evie to their bed, the phone rang. Frowning, Rylan set her down gently on the bed and she reached for the phone. It was an unfamiliar Tarchannen number.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Evie? This is Kainda. May I speak to the alpha?” Puzzled, she handed the phone to Rylan.
 
   “It’s Kainda.” He took the phone from her, replying, “This is Rylan.”
 
   “Do you remember me from the hardware store?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Remember what we spoke about?” she asked in a hushed tone.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We have a problem. Our Alpha, Jordan, has been murdered. Remington is now our Alpha.”
 
   “What?” Rylan sat on the bed beside Evie.
 
   “Hang on a second. I’m going to put you on speaker.” He pressed the button as he turned to Evie. “Evie, Honey, Jordan has been murdered.”
 
   They listened as Kainda shared what she knew.
 
   Earlier that evening…
 
   Remington stood in his cabin glaring at his wolves. He had just received an update from his Tracker and Soldiers. In the two weeks since the human hunter was killed, they had found very little information. The man had no identification on his body. No driver’s license or credit card. No vehicle had been found on Tarchannen property. That meant he was dropped off. The Tracker searched the area and found tire tracks but couldn’t follow once they led to the main road. Anyone could have dropped off the man. There was no way to figure out the identity of his accomplice.
 
   His body had been disposed of in a shallow grave. All of his camping equipment had been taken to an area frequented by homeless people. Within a few hours, everything had been scavenged. The gun and magazine was safely locked up in the Tarchannen Police Department Evidence Room.
 
   One of his policemen had searched the Missing Persons Database for anyone matching the description of the man. No matches had been found. They were at a dead end.
 
   Frustrated, Remington wanted to howl. Then one of his father’s Soldiers had burst in and told him shocking news: Jordan Tarchannen was dead. He had been assassinated by a human.
 
   Remington ran to the Alpha House. He found his father’s body, slumped over by his desk. A small wound was visible on the back of his head. His face lay on the top of the desk, in a large pool of blood and brain matter.
 
   Dr. Preston looked up as Remington entered.
 
   “I’m sorry, Remington. There’s nothing anyone could have done. He died instantly.” Dr. Preston pointed to the window behind Jordan’s chair. Remington’s eyes focused on a small hole, surrounded by several cracks. “Sniper rifle. Your father’s Tracker is already on the hunt.”
 
   Numb from shock, Remington nodded silently.
 
   His mate was gone. His father was dead. He was now Alpha of a pack that did not respect him. The first thing he had to do was reassure his pack that they were safe from humans. As Remington had always done, he put aside his own needs to take care of his pack. He allowed himself a moment of grief, letting out a long howl of pain. Then he buried his grief and turned to his Soldiers and his pack Tracker who had followed him to the Alpha House. It was time for him to take control. As Alpha, he ordered his Tracker to help his father’s Tracker. His Soldiers would now replace the Soldiers under his father’s command.
 
   Remington had to prepare for his father’s funeral and then address the Elders of his pack. Then he had to figure out a way to stop the humans who were hunting wolves.
 
   As he left the Alpha House, he encountered his father’s Soldiers. He ordered them to patrol the forest. In the morning, they would gather volunteers who would cut down trees for his father’s funeral pyre. It would take those wolves most of the day to cut down the trees and build the Pyre. At dusk the following night, they would burn his father’s body.
 
   On his way to see the Elders, he stopped by the hardware store. The wolves that were going to build the funeral pyre would need supplies at Kainda’s store, like axes and chain saws. He wanted to make sure she had enough supplies in stock.
 
   “Remington, let me help search for Jordan’s killer.” Remington scoffed at her offer.
 
   “You’re a female, Kainda. What are you going to do, fuck every human until one confesses?” Kainda bit back a growl and lowered her eyes. She focused on keeping her fists from clenching tight. Any sign of aggression and Remington would attack. Already in a precarious position, he would not tolerate any sign of disrespect from his wolves.
 
   Remington left the hardware store and marched to the Elders’ Hall at the edge of town. Nestled among large cottonwoods, the Hall afforded the Elders privacy during meetings and deliberations. The five Elders had already gathered and waited for Remington’s arrival.
 
   Remington greeted the Elders with a curt nod.
 
   “We offer our condolences, Remington. Your father was a great Alpha.”
 
   “Thank you, Reginald.”
 
   “The timing of this is…unfortunate.” Remington narrowed his eyes as he studied the Elder that spoke.
 
   “We are aware that you are still searching for your mate, Remington. We have discussed the matter and we will take on the burden of leading the pack while you continue your search.” Though the words were polite and carefully chosen, it was still offensive to Remington. An Alpha should never take this long to find his mate. Within twenty four hours of her departure, he should have found Serena and brought her back. They were questioning his ability to find his mate. And it seemed that they were hinting at his inability to lead.
 
   “That isn’t necessary, Emmanuel. I intend to fulfill all of my duties,” he declared.
 
   The most pressing issue is that of the humans. No one seems to be able to find out anything about them. My father’s tracker and soldiers haven’t had much luck in finding them. Neither have mine,” he admitted.
 
   “How do you intend to find the humans, Remington?” Gwendolyn asked softly.
 
   “I’m going to start with the wolf that was freed. Kane of the Second Chances Pack.”
 
   Since Remington seemed to have a plan to find the humans, the Elders couldn’t object to his role as Alpha. They addressed him as Alpha and accepted responsibility for seeing to the details of Jordan’s funeral.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
   The next day was a flurry of activity in Tarchannen. Shortly after dawn, the Soldiers went to the center of town, where most young men had gathered. They divided them into two groups. One group would chop down wood for the pyre and the other group would build it. They gathered their supplies and headed into the forest. Jordan’s Soldiers, exhausted from their patrol from the previous night, pressed on. They would have plenty of time to rest after Jordan’s funeral, since they would no longer be Tarchannen Soldiers. Remington’s Soldiers displaced them when Remington became Alpha.
 
   Earlier that morning, Remington had entered the forest, searching for an ideal spot for his father’s funeral. He found a spot overlooking a stream and marked the area by slashing several trees with his sharp claws. He left the area, heading back to Tarchannen. His soldiers would have no trouble tracking his fresh scent and finding the marked trees.
 
   The group of wolves followed their Alpha’s scent into the forest and began their work. They would need between twenty five to thirty mature trees for the funeral pyre. They would also need to clear the area of trees and dry brush so that the fire doesn’t spread and burn down the whole forest. While the men were busy in the forest, the women were preparing food and water for the workers in the forest as well as for the wolves who would be attending Jordan’s funeral later that evening.
 
   The Elders had notified all of the neighboring Alphas and they were expected to attend. Not only were they paying their respects to the late Alpha, they were also acknowledging Remington’s status as the new Tarchannen Alpha. Once the funeral was over, any wolf could challenge Remington for his position as Alpha.
 
   The presence of other Alphas would help to keep the event as peaceful as possible. The challenger and Remington have to fight fairly under the watchful eyes of the visiting Alphas. This not only ensured that a challenger was given the opportunity to fight Remington, it also ensured that they didn’t cheat by having several wolves attack him at once.
 
   Shortly after noon, Gwendolyn found Remington in his father’s study, staring at his bloody desk.
 
   “Remington, the supplies are here,” she said softly. Remington nodded. He left the Alpha House and headed to the morgue. The supplies had already been delivered. The Elders waited silently for Remington to begin the ritual. As was their custom, Remington washed his father’s body. He ignored the large gaping hole that used to be his father’s face. He cleaned off the dried blood and brain matter from his head before moving on to the rest of his body. Once the body was clean, he took two leaves of Holy Basil from Gwendolyn and placed it in his father’s mouth. Reginald stood beside him with a bottle of Clove oil. He poured a small amount of clove oil into Remington’s hands and Remington began to anoint his father’s body with oil.
 
   Since bodies are not naturally flammable, he had to add an accelerant, the clove oil. Remington took his time covering his father’s body with the clove oil, making sure every inch was covered. A few hours later, the first part of the ritual was complete. He covered his father’s face with a handkerchief embroidered with the Tarchannen symbol, a wolf baring its fangs. The rest of his body lay naked on the wooden gurney.
 
   Emotionally and physically exhausted, Remington returned to his cabin. Celeste was waiting for him in front of his cabin. Her tight shirt clung to her curves and the first four buttons were undone, exposing the smooth skin of her breasts. Judging from her protruding nipples, she had neglected to wear a bra. Her Daisy Duke shorts left little to the imagination and Remington decided she had forgone her panty as well.
 
   Spying her seductive attire, he gruffly said,“I’m not in the mood, Celeste.” She pouted.
 
   “You never are. You need to eat, Remington. Let me feed you. Let me take care of you…,” she pleaded.
 
   “Celeste, I’m not fucking you. Leave the food and go.” He walked past her and entered his cabin, slamming the door behind him.
 
   “But—” Staring at a closed door, she gritted her teeth. One of these days, Remington, I will make you regret the way you treat me, she thought as she set the basket of food in front of the door.
 
   Remington wanted nothing more than to get drunk and forget everything for a few blessed hours. Knowing he had no such luxury, he paced the floor of his living room. A sharp knock on the cabin door had him snarling. Ready for a fight, he opened the door.
 
   “Kainda? What are you doing here?”
 
   “The pack is worried. You haven’t eaten all day….” She held up another basket of food.
 
   “I don’t have much of an appetite.”
 
   “Think of it as your duty, Alpha,” she said as she stepped forward. Remington raised a brow at her resolve. Sighing, he stepped aside and allowed her to enter his cabin. He wondered absently why she had been chosen to bring his food, instead of an Elder or one of his males.
 
   Kai stepped into the kitchen and prepared her Alpha’s meal. She hated to put herself in a typical female role, but she didn’t have much choice. He needed to eat and the other women were too afraid to bring his food to him. She was hoping she would get another chance to talk to him about her role. She hoped she could convince him to give her a chance to prove she was a capable Tracker.
 
   After plating the food, she turned to him.
 
   “Table or living room?” He walked over to the table and sat down, feeling surly.
 
   It’s nice to have a woman in my kitchen, waiting on me. Too bad it isn’t my mate.
 
   In a brief moment of weakness, he considered fucking Kainda on his small kitchen table. Knowing his mate would find out about that indiscretion, he pushed his thoughts away. When I find you, Serena, you are going to have to make this up to me. He would fuck her until neither of them could move, he vowed silently. The thought of being buried in his mate calmed him somewhat and he pushed away his fleeting desire for Kainda.
 
   Sighing heavily, he forced himself to eat. Halfway through his meal, he was interrupted by another sharp knock on his cabin door.
 
   “I’ll get it, Alpha,” Kai offered. She opened the door. It was Galen, Remington’s Tracker. She stepped aside so that Remington could address him. Remington simply nodded and he entered.
 
   Ignoring Kai because she was an insignificant female, Galen told Remington what he had found.
 
   “I found the spot where the assassin stood, Remington. I checked the entire area. I even found a casing.” He withdrew the .308 caliber casing and placed it on the table. It was a large brass casing almost two inches long. Remington picked up the casing, deep in thought.
 
   “That’s not all, Remington. I didn’t find a human scent. Not a single one.” Remington glanced up at him, shocked.
 
   “That’s not possible.”
 
   “I scented a wolf, Remington.” Kai bit back a surprised gasp.
 
   “No,” he denied. A wolf wouldn’t—” He shook his head, trying to make sense of the situation.
 
   “Who?” he demanded.
 
   “Don’t know yet. It’s faint. I’m going to go back and track the scent. I just wanted to let you know.” Remington nodded, dismissing Galen.
 
   “Sir? I have to go…,” Deep in thought, Remington hardly acknowledged her. Deciding she wouldn’t be missed, Kai left, heading to the forest.
 
   She found a secluded spot and shifted into her wolf. Kai-wolf trotted into the forest, following Galen’s fresh scent. She followed his scent to a small clearing, where the assassin had fired the killing shot. She sniffed the area.
 
   Galen was right. There was no indication that a human had set foot in this area.
 
   Kai-wolf checked thoroughly and picked up two different scents, one more faint than the other. She sniffed the area. Galen-wolf had followed the faint scent. She sniffed again.
 
   Where had the other scent gone?
 
   A pine cone fell on her nose and she glanced up.
 
   The tree!
 
   She raised her body, her front paws several feet off the ground, bracing against the tree trunk. She checked each tree and finally found it. She concentrated and shifted into her human form then climbed the tree. Once she was carefully perched on the tree, she sniffed again. Her human nose didn’t work as well as her wolf nose and she was unable to shift in the tree. However, she could still scent the second wolf. It was an oddly familiar scent.
 
   Kai climbed down the tree and concentrated. It was exhausting to shift again but she was determined to find out where Galen had gone. She sprinted through the forest, following his scent. She took her time, making sure she stayed out of sight and downwind from him. Eventually his scent led to a cabin. She surveyed the surrounding area. The kitchen door opened and Galen walked out, carrying a rifle.
 
   He stood there silently, waiting for someone.
 
   This is all wrong, Kai-wolf thought. She backed away slowly and sprinted towards Tarchannen. She had to find Remington.
 
   Kai returned to Tarchannen just before dusk. She found her clothes, shifted and dressed. Wolves were beginning to make their way towards the funeral pyre. She followed them, hoping to have a chance to speak to Remington.
 
   Every single wolf in Tarchannen was gathered in the clearing and in the forest. Evie and Rylan stood with her children beside a large Cottonwood tree. The Alphas of neighboring packs stood in a semi-circle around the pyre. Knowing the Tarchannen pack’s hatred of humans, Lucien had come alone. Standing to his right was Ethan, the Alpha of Second Chances. To his left was Aleksandr Hoyden, Alpha of the Hoyden Pack. Stefan, Jacob, Grayson and Jared, Alphas of other wolf packs in the area, completed the semi-circle. Tarchannen Pack Elders formed a semi-circle on the other side of the pyre.
 
   The crowd fell silent and parted to let the funeral procession through. Remington held one corner of a wooden gurney, Jacob’s Tracker and two of his Soldiers held the other corners. They walked slowly towards the funeral pyre. They lifted the wooden gurney over the pyre and gently set it down. Remington turned to the Elders and took a sandalwood log from Emmanuel. He set it at the base of the pyre. Margaret, another Elder, gave him a stem of Holy Basil, which he placed halfway up the pyre.
 
   One of the Elders lit a torch and offered it to Remington. Without saying a word, he took the torch and touched it to the base of the pyre. The dry kindling quickly ignited. He walked around the pyre, periodically touching the base, setting more kindling on fire. After he had completed the circle, he tossed the torch at the base of the pyre and stood back. Remington stood motionless as the flames from the fire heated his body.
 
   The fire blazed for several hours. They all stood silently as they watched the body of their former Alpha burn. Once his body was reduced to ashes, the wind would disperse it throughout the forest, thus completing the ritual.
 
   As the fire began to die down, several torches were lit and dispersed among the crowd. Remington faced the crowd of wolves, ready to defend his title.
 
   He nodded to his Soldiers and two of them made their way into the crowd to stand behind the challenger.
 
   “As you all know, my father, Jordan Tarchannen was murdered by a coward,” he said loudly, addressing the crowd.
 
   “My Tracker has found this coward and it isn’t a human,” he revealed. Surprised gasps and murmurs were heard throughout the crowd. Remington gave them a moment to let the information sink in. He motioned to Galen and he stepped forward, holding a black Remington M24 with sniper scope. He raised the rifle above his head so that the pack could see it.
 
   “This is the weapon used to murder my father. It was recovered earlier today,” he growled, barely controlling his rage. Remington’s golden wolf eyes flashed brightly.
 
   “Instead of challenging him to a fight, this coward shot him in the back of his head.”
 
   The crowd demanded to know who was responsible, demanded his flesh.
 
   “RYLAN!” Remington screamed, spittle flying from his mouth.
 
   Rylan stood beside Evie, his arm casually around her waist. When he heard Remington call his name, he reacted instantly, releasing Evie, moving to stand protectively in front of her and the children.
 
   What the fuck is going on? he wondered as the Soldiers moved closer.
 
   “Bring him to me!” Remington demanded.
 
   Rylan relaxed his stance and walked towards the funeral pyre. He stopped several feet away from Remington.
 
   “I don’t know anything about that rifle, Remington. I have no issues with you or your pack.”
 
   “Then why did you kill my father?” Remington demanded.
 
   “I didn’t,” Rylan denied.
 
   “Evelyn,” Remington called. She stepped forward to address her alpha.
 
   “He didn’t do it, Remington. Rylan is innocent.”
 
   “Where was he yesterday, Evelyn? Between lunchtime and dusk?” Evelyn refused to answer.
 
   “Was he with you?”
 
   “No,” she admitted quietly. “He was on patrol.” The crowd roared and the Soldiers surrounded Rylan to protect him from the infuriated wolf pack.
 
   “He didn’t do this, Remington. He has no reason to,” Evie pleaded.
 
   “Rylan has committed an act of Treason. The penalty is death.” The crowd cheered at his sentence. Evie glanced worriedly at her father, Ethan.
 
   “You will be executed tomorrow evening, Rylan. Take him to the jail,” he commanded. Rylan allowed the Soldiers to escort him to the town’s jail and lock him in a cell. He could have fought the Soldiers and escaped but a life without Evie and her children was unappealing. He was sure that in the light of day, Remington would see that he couldn’t have engineered Jordan’s murder.
 
   Remington’s display of power did much to renew his pack’s faith in him. Satisfied that he was on his way to reclaiming what was his birthright, he strode out of the forest and headed to his cabin.
 
   Kai stood anxiously a few feet away from Evie, watching as her father consoled her. Several of the other Alphas surrounded Ethan and Evie, blocking them from the nasty glares of nearby wolves. Evie’s children were standing with their father’s parents at the edge of the clearing.
 
   Kai recognized Aleksandr Hoyden. According to rumor, Aleksandr had a female Soldier. Feeling her best chance was to approach Aleksandr, Kai took a deep breath and stepped forward.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Aleksandr barely heard the soft voice among the noise of the crowd. He turned to find a young wolf standing beside him.
 
   “Sir, I don’t think Rylan did this, Sir.”
 
   “And why not?” he asked as he turned to give her his full attention. Lucien and Stefan heard her statement and turned to listen as well.
 
   “I—” She glanced around nervously. Maybe this was a bad idea. I don’t know these wolves. Would they use this information to humiliate Remington or to help Rylan?
 
   Evie’s heart wrenching sobs finally convinced her to share what she knew.
 
    
 
   The pack had dispersed and Kai stood a few feet away as the Alphas discussed their plan. Her mate’s parents had insisted that Evie and the children stay with them. Wanting to stay in town, close to Rylan, she readily agreed. They left, leaving Kai alone with the Alphas.
 
   They all understood Remington’s position. He had a tremendous burden on his shoulders and no mate to comfort him. Along with being stubborn, as most Alphas were, convincing Remington he was wrong was going to be a challenge.
 
   “Lucien, I don’t think you should talk to him. He has issues with your mate being human,” Ethan disclosed.
 
   “I suppose I could do it,” Stefan offered.
 
   “The woman came to Aleksandr,” Grayson pointed out. “I think he should speak to Remington.” Aleksandr nodded in agreement and turned to Kai.
 
   “Take me to your Alpha’s home.”
 
   She nodded and led the way. Kai’s stomach was in knots.
 
   “Do not be nervous, Kainda.” Aleksandr’s deep voice was comforting.
 
   “I can’t help it, Sir.” Aleksandr smirked. She reminds me of Izzy.
 
   “I can take care of your nerves,” Aleksandr offered. Kai stopped and turned around, surprised at the Alpha’s offer.
 
   “Well, Kai? Do you want me to fuck you or not?” Aleksandr was well known for his directness. She didn’t realize he was direct in intimate settings as well. Nodding her assent, she stepped closer to him.
 
   “Strip,” he ordered as he began to undress. Kai stood naked in front of Aleksandr. Though she was no shy virgin, she was unsure of how to proceed with an Alpha. Aleksandr pulled her gently into his arms and kissed her.
 
   “I’m sorry we don’t have time for a proper fucking. It will have to be quick.”
 
   “I love quickies in the morning,” she shared with a wide grin.
 
   Aleksandr moved them to his left, gently pressing Kai against a tree trunk. The rough bark against her smooth back was surprisingly stimulating. Aleksandr slipped his hand between them, massaging her breasts before capturing her mouth in a deep kiss. His fingers traveled down to her curls and he easily found her engorged clit. He toyed with her clit, eliciting a moan. He slid his fingers down further, slipping one finger into her silky channel. Finding her ready, he removed his finger and lifted her up, spreading her legs.
 
   Kai wrapped one hand around Aleksandr’s neck while her other hand reached between them. She grasped his thick cock and guided it into her.
 
   “Oh, Aleksandr,” she sighed as he filled her. She caressed his chest and nipples while placing light kisses along his shoulder and neck. Aleksandr moved his hips, pushing into Kai with short, fast strokes. Then he changed his rhythm. He thrust slowly and deeply, enjoying the feel of her tight, silky channel wrapped around his cock. Gradually he increased his pace, still thrusting deeply. Aleksandr grunted as he felt Kai’s silky sheath grip his cock.
 
   Kai dug her nails into Aleksandr’s shoulders as her body tightened suddenly. With a loud moan, she rode the building wave of her orgasm. Her body shook as the wave crashed.
 
   With a loud grunt and a final thrust, Aleksandr emptied his seed inside of her. He didn’t have to worry about impregnating her. She was not his mate, so it wasn’t possible. He withdrew from her almost immediately, setting her down gently. With a soft kiss, he stepped away from her and dressed.
 
   Sated and no longer nervous, Kai dressed quickly and led Aleksandr to Remington’s cabin.
 
   Remington sat on his sofa, sipping a double Scotch. He swirled the glass around absently. Deep in thought, occasionally he would take a sip before swirling the glass. When he tasted a few drops of water and no Scotch, he set the glass down on his coffee table and poured another generous portion of Scotch.
 
   A soft rap on the door didn’t make him pause as he poured the Scotch.
 
   “Come in,” he called. The door opened and Aleksandr followed Kai into the cabin.
 
   “I need to talk to you, Alpha,” Kai began. Remington sniffed the air. The scent of sex clung to them and he growled.
 
   My mate should have been here to comfort me. To fuck me.
 
   Aleksandr pulled Kai behind him, ready to protect her from her irritable Alpha.
 
   “Do you wish to remain Alpha?” Aleksandr demanded.
 
   “Are you challenging me?” Remington barked as he stood up.
 
   “I have my own pack to worry about. I don’t need yours,” Aleksandr asserted.
 
   “Then why are you here?”
 
   “I’m here to keep you from making a fool of yourself.” Remington’s golden wolf eyes flashed.
 
   “How dare you—”
 
   “Shut the fuck up and listen for once, Remington,” Aleksandr ordered. Before he could protest, Aleksandr continued, “Stop and think. Rylan is here to protect Evie and her pups. He’s fucking her. Do you really think he would want to give that up to become Alpha?” Aleksandr knew firsthand what a burden it was to be Alpha.
 
   “Rylan came to town recently and was accosted by a group of your females. They were looking to become Alpha Bitch. According to Kai, Rylan insisted he wasn’t interested.” Remington scoffed.
 
   “Of course he would say that if he was planning—”
 
   “Another wolf is responsible for Jordan’s death, Remington. His scent is at the scene,” Aleksandr interrupted.
 
   “Another wolf? What are you talking about? Galen, my Tracker never mentioned another wolf.”
 
   “That’s because he couldn’t figure out where the wolf went,” Kai added quietly. Remington focused his gaze on Kai. She stood straight, bravely facing her irate Alpha.
 
   This is for the good of the pack, she told herself as her heart began to race.
 
   “You! Are you insinuating my Tracker is incompetent?” Kai knew she was in trouble. Remington was taking this as a personal attack. Since he chose the Packer, any incompetence on his part would be reflected badly on Remington.
 
   “The wolf was cunning, Sir,” Kai said in an attempt to sooth Remington’s ego.
 
   “Why don’t you determine that for yourself, Remington? After all, you are the Alpha and you must prove to be more cunning than your enemy,” Aleksandr countered. Remington considered the excuse Aleksandr gave him. The wolf was a cunning enemy that only he could uncover.
 
   He reached down for his glass and chugged it in one gulp.
 
   “Let’s go,” he demanded with a snarl.
 
   Kai led them through the forest, stopping at the clearing where the casing had been found.
 
   “I scented two wolves, one scent more faint than the other. The stronger scent seemed to disappear, which is why Galen focused on the older scent. That scent is Rylan’s scent. He has been patrolling these woods for weeks now. It is not surprising that his scent would be here.”
 
   She stepped to a mature Cottonwood and pointed to a branch.
 
   “Up there. The wolf shot Jordan then leaped up here. From there, I suspect he kept to the trees until he was a safe distance away. Then he returned to ground and left the area. At some point he managed to get the rifle into Rylan’s bedroom. It would be easy to enter their house through the Wolf Door.”
 
   Remington stripped and shifted. He scented the area and caught the scent of four different wolves, Galen, Kai and two faint scents. One of them was Rylan’s. The other was faint and strangely familiar. He shifted and climbed the tree. Shifting only his head, he sniffed the area. Recognizing the scent, he growled a low warning.
 
   Traitor.
 
   Thinking about what Kai had deduced, he followed the scents to other trees, eventually finding the spot where the wolf assassin returned to the ground. Kai picked up Remington’s clothes before she and Aleksandr followed him as he leaped from one tree to the next. Aleksandr shifted and sniffed the area where Remington stood. He could scent the other wolf as well. He would be able to identify him if they ever made contact.
 
   “Whoever planted the gun as evidence would have left their scent in the house. Evie, Rylan and the children have been in town since early morning,” Kai disclosed.
 
   “Then we go to the cabin,” Remington snarled.
 
   Remington sped to Evie’s cabin. Aleksandr sat in the front passenger seat while Kai sat alone in the back seat.
 
   He parked and exited his Jeep, his companions were only two steps behind him. He entered the cabin through the back door that Galen had left unlocked. He shifted his head again and sniffed the Wolf Door. He could scent the traitorous wolf. He stripped and shifted fully. He followed the scent upstairs, to Rylan’s bedroom. The gun had been shoved hastily under the bed.
 
   That traitorous bastard.
 
   Remington howled with rage.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
   Needing to work out his rage, Remington stayed in wolf form and took off. A run through the woods would cool his temper and he would be able to deal with the traitor. Kai picked up Remington’s clothes, folded them neatly and carried them back to the Jeep. Aleksandr drove them back to Remington’s cabin and parked his Jeep.
 
   “You did the right thing, Kai.”
 
   “Then why do I still feel sick to my stomach?”
 
   “You are worried about Remington as well as the pack,” Aleksandr responded. “And the repercussions of what you discovered.” Aleksandr reached over and squeezed her hand tenderly.
 
   “If you are ready to be fucked properly, drop off his clothes and take me to your cabin.”
 
   “Are you always this direct?” Kai asked.
 
   “Would you rather I waste time being vague?” he retorted. She shook her head.
 
   Being direct saves a lot of time, Kai agreed.
 
   She ran to the door, dropped off Remington’s clothes in a neat package and ran back to Aleksandr. Taking his hand, she led him to her cabin. Eventually they made it to her bed.
 
   Later that afternoon, Aleksandr, Kai and the other Alphas gathered in the Tarchannen jail. Rylan was still in a jail cell. He stood behind the metal bars, his forehead pressing against the bars as he reached for Evie.
 
   “I’m sorry, Honey,” he apologized again as he wiped away her tears.
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for,” Evie responded in between hiccups. She knew Rylan had nothing to do with Jordan’s death.
 
   “Don’t worry, Rylan. I’m sure Remington will come to his senses,” Aleksandr said reassuringly. He didn’t want to explain what Kai had found because it was Remington’s duty to reveal the identity of the traitor.
 
   Rylan was set to be executed at dusk. As the daylight began to slowly vanish, Remington strode into the jail, his Soldiers and Tracker behind him. Galen glared at Kai. She refused to cower before his gaze.
 
   “The area is secure, Sir,” one of his Soldiers reported after doing a thorough search.
 
   “Dry your tears, Evelyn. I’m not going to execute your lover.” Relieved, a fresh set of tears flowed down Evie’s face as she turned to Rylan.
 
   “Release Rylan,” he ordered. One of his Soldiers unlocked the cell and Rylan stepped out. He immediately went to Evie, held her close and kissed her.
 
   “Rylan, I—” Remington’s throat seemed to close up as he tried to apologize. He took a deep breath and tried again.
 
   “From the evidence that my Tracker first found, it appeared as though you were the culprit.” Rylan turned to face Remington, keeping his arm securely around Evie.
 
   “Kainda found new evidence. The traitor will be dealt with shortly.” Realizing that this was the closest thing to an apology he would get from Remington, Rylan nodded. He was well within his rights to demand a formal apology in front of the pack as well as challenge Remington to a fight to restore his honor. He could also claim his right to execute the wolf who framed him. None of those actions would do anything to restore the pack’s faith in Remington. In fact, it would further weaken his authority. Rylan didn’t care about anything other than getting Evie home and into their bed.
 
   The Alphas in the room waited for Rylan’s response.
 
   “Kai is…a valuable asset, Remington,” Rylan began. Aleksandr nodded in agreement. Galen snorted.
 
   “Did she fuck you too?” he sneered. Rylan growled in response and Galen gulped. He lowered his eyes submissively before the enraged Alpha.
 
   “That kind of idiocy is…damaging to your pack. I suggest you choose your words more carefully.” For Evie’s benefit, as well as Kai’s, he added, “No, I didn’t fuck Kai. I don’t need to fuck her to see that she is a talented Tracker.” Kai’s eyes lit up at the compliment from Rylan.
 
   Rylan turned to Remington.
 
   “You owe Kai a large debt, Remington, as do I. You were manipulated because of your ego. I hope you won’t let that happen again.” Remington nodded curtly. Everything Rylan spoke was the truth and it enraged him even more to be in the debt of a female.
 
   “Kai, thank you,” he said sincerely. Nodding to the other Alphas in the room, he took Evie by the hand and led her out of the Tarchannen jail.
 
   “Remington, if you need help—” Lucien began.
 
   “I don’t need your help,” Remington snapped. Lucien’s eyes glowed brightly for a brief moment before he calmed down.
 
   “Your anger is misdirected, Remington. Since you don’t need my help, I bid you, farewell.” He turned and left.
 
   The other Alphas didn’t bother to offer. They would stay and witness the punishment of the Tarchannen traitor.
 
   Remington strode through Tarchannen, heading for the center of his city. His Soldiers and Tracker followed him. The Alphas walked behind them. 
 
   A large makeshift stage had been assembled in the center of town. The Elders stood on the stage while the rest of the pack surrounded the stage. They climbed the steps to stage and Remington turned to face his pack. His Soldiers positioned themselves behind the Elders.
 
   “Rylan was framed by the wolf who assassinated my father,” Remington said loudly. “This wolf, this cunning wolf managed to hide his scent from my Tracker. Galen followed the carefully laid false trail to Rylan, where he found incriminating evidence, the M64 rifle.”
 
   “Though he was cunning, this wolf couldn’t fool me. I found his scent where the shot was fired as well as in Evelyn’s home.”
 
   “Reginald, I charge you with treason,” he declared. The wolves in the crowd let out a large roar.
 
   An Elder assassinated their Alpha? The proud Tarchannen wolves demanded blood. They demanded vengeance.
 
   Remington’s body was tense. He was ready for a fight. All the rage he felt the last few weeks erupted and he attacked.
 
   Reginald scampered to the left, pleading for his life.
 
   Ignoring his pleas, Remington stripped and shifted into a large black wolf with golden eyes. Reginald quickly tore off his clothes and shifted into a grey wolf. He whined and postured in a submissive way, head down on his paws while his hind legs kept his rear up. His tail was tucked between his legs and he whimpered. Remington-wolf barked viciously as he advanced. With a swipe of his massive paw, he slashed Reginald-wolf’s muzzle and nose. Blood sprayed across the stage and across Remington-wolf’s chest and front legs.
 
   Remington continued to bark at the submissive wolf, daring him to attack. Remington wanted to unleash his rage on the wolf but felt it was cowardly to do so while he begged for mercy.
 
   The wolf pack began chanting softly. It was a death chant. The rhythm of the chant increased, as did the volume. Soon the chant was in his blood and the blood lust took over. Remington-wolf snarled. Saliva dripped from his fangs as he advanced, snapping and growling.
 
   Lying flat on the stage, Reginald-wolf placed his paws over his eyes to protect them. He never expected Remington to discover his devious plan. He had been so careful, so sly in its preparation and execution. Yet somehow Remington had figured it out. He had underestimated this Alpha, Reginald suddenly realized. And he would pay for it with his life. It was a small comfort to him that Remington had not discovered his accomplices, did not suspect that there was more than one traitor in his midst.
 
   Reginald-wolf had committed an unforgivable crime. He had murdered his Alpha. No one would dare protect him. No one could protect him. He prayed for death to be swift. It was not.
 
   Remington-wolf attacked Reginald-wolf’s side. He slashed his side with a sharp claw, deep enough to expose the ribs. The wolf cried out in pain, which seemed to delight the pack. He circled Reginald-wolf and repeated his attack on the other side. Again he cried out in pain. The chanting continued, becoming more intense as their blood lust surfaced.
 
   Remington-wolf attacked his hind quarters next, removing a large chunk of flesh. He carried it to the edge of the stage and flung it to the crowd. They shouted joyfully with their reward then the chanting resumed. Remington-wolf removed more flesh and tossed it to the crowd. He continued to attack and disperse the traitor’s flesh, taking enough flesh to cause excruciating pain while leaving him still alive.
 
   It took several hours before blood loss caused Reginald-wolf to lose consciousness. Remington-wolf hauled the carcass and tossed it over the edge of the stage, allowing his wolves to have their vengeance.
 
   He stood on the edge of the stage and howled. His Soldiers shifted and stood behind him, then began howling. Once the frenzied attack on Reginald-wolf’s carcass was over, the rest of the pack shifted. They howled in unison, a pack united.
 
   Remington had meted out justice according to pack law. As Alpha, he had duties that would keep him busy in Tarchannen for the next few months. Once he was satisfied that his pack was secure and everything was running smoothly, he would continue his hunt for his mate, Serena.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Six months ago…
 
   After Serena left Evie’s cabin, she dashed through the forest, anxious to return to her vehicle. Once she reached her silver Toyota RAV4, she shifted and removed the bag of money that hung around her neck. She dressed quickly then locked herself in the compact SUV.
 
   She withdrew a thousand dollars and placed it in her purse. She stuck a few bills in her bra then hid Evie’s small bag in her duffle bag. Driving as safely as she could, she sped away from Tarchannen territory.
 
   Knowing the Tracker and fearing Remington himself would pursue her in the morning, she had to get as far away from Tarchannen as possible. She drove nearly two hundred miles to a major city. She drove to a busy part of town and parked the RAV4. Remington had purchased the RAV4 as a wedding gift for her and she felt slightly guilty as she abandoned the RAV4. She left the SUV unlocked, the keys clearly on the passenger seat, as though she had forgotten it.
 
   Hopefully someone will steal this SUV and Remington will waste time tracking the thief instead of me, Serena prayed.
 
   She went into a restaurant and called a cab. Within the hour, the cab had dropped her off at a busy international airport.
 
   This is far enough away from Tarchannen that Remington will have no power here, she thought.
 
   Because she didn’t have a passport, she couldn’t take an international flight. She purchased her ticket, using the cash that Evie had given her. Her plan was simple. She would spend the next few hours going from one major city to another. She even bought several tickets for different destinations at different counters, so that if Remington ever made it to the airport, he wouldn’t know where she had gone.
 
   Twenty four hours after Serena fled her mate, she walked into a small motel room and collapsed on the bed. Mentally and emotionally exhausted, she slept almost twelve hours. When she awoke, she took a long hot shower and dressed in a pair of comfortable jeans.
 
   Having used about half of her cash to lay false trails, Serena realized she would have to get a job to support herself. She had chosen this city because it had no ties to werewolves, so she should be safe from her kind. She walked to a nearby diner and ordered lunch. On the way back to her motel, she picked up several newspapers, hoping to find a job in the classifieds.
 
   Serena thought about the type of job that would keep her safe. She wanted to remain invisible. Knowing that by mere chance, someone could see or scent her while she was unaware; she preferred a job that would keep her out of the public sphere. Waitress and cashier were crossed off her mental list. She didn’t have the educational background to be any type of medical professional, so those jobs were crossed off her list as well. Finally, she found an ad that would suit her perfectly: Childcare Assistant at a daycare.
 
   Excited, she wrote down the information and consulted the map she had picked up at the front desk earlier that day. She found the daycare center on the map. It was two blocks away. She bit her lip. What if someone saw her on the way to and from work? She checked the map, searching for other routes to and from the daycare center.
 
   Finding alternative routes soothed her wolf and she began to prepare herself for the interview. The next day, she called the daycare center and an interview was scheduled for the following day.
 
   Serena was thrilled when she was hired. Having babysat Pack children in Tarchannen, Serena was comfortable with the human toddlers at the daycare. Her manager told her that as soon as her background check came back, she could start work. Serena thanked her profusely and desperately wished she could call Evie to share her good news. Knowing that she couldn’t risk Remington tracing the call, she decided she would keep a journal instead.
 
   The next few months flew by quickly and Serena finally began to drop her guard. He must have given up on me, she thought hopefully. After all, I’m not his true mate. Perhaps he decided that he was better off without me. I’m sure he’s had offers from a dozen she-wolves happy to take my place beside him.
 
   Though Serena was offended by Remington’s overt sexual nature, other wolves, power hungry wolves, would happily put up with him for the chance to become the Alpha Bitch. Money and power were two powerful incentives to mate with Remington. Serena desired neither. She was content to be free.
 
   Despite being overjoyed that she had eluded Remington and The Tracker for over six months, her wolf was agitated. Having grown up in Tarchannen, she had always been surrounded by wolves. Her living situation was now opposite to the extreme: she was surrounded by humans. Needing contact with another wolf, wanting comfort from her kind, her wolf became restless.
 
   One night, Serena decided that she would let her wolf run free in a nearby park. Since she lived in a major city, far away from any forest, her only refuge was the local park. She waited until midnight, stripped and shifted into her wolf. She leaped out of the motel window and scurried along deserted side streets until she reached the park. She sniffed the air, checking for both human and wolf. The park was deserted. She ran through the park, darting around trees, sprinting, barking softly as her wolf enjoyed its freedom. She ran for hours, loping through the park numerous times before she reluctantly decided to return to the motel.
 
   Every night, Serena returned to the park, allowing her wolf to run free.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
   December 17th…
 
   Cursing his alpha for the tenth time, The Omega drove through the human town. His alpha had ordered him to go to a populous human city and scout the area, looking for trendy establishments. His alpha wanted to cater to the wealthy humans who would be visiting his town in the near future.
 
   The Omega knew what humans really wanted: sex. But he doubted his alpha would build brothels for the rich men who would patronize their growing town.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, The Omega saw a grey wolf dart through the trees. He stopped the car, turned to look again, but the wolf was gone. He drove around until he found a parking spot. Cautiously, he walked back to the area where he thought he spotted the wolf. He walked into the park, heading for a dark spot among the trees. He stripped, shifted and began searching. Within minutes he found her scent. He followed it through the park and along side streets. The trail ended at a window of a motel room. He stayed back, observing as the light switched on and she took a shower. He trotted carefully to the front of the motel and found a sign with the name, Good Nite. He sprinted back to the park, shifted and dressed. He raced back to his car, excited.
 
   A female wolf. Alone in the middle of a human town. It has to be her.
 
   The Omega drove to a nearby motel and rented a room. He showered and went to bed, setting his alarm for five A.M. When his alarm went off, he showered again, hoping to remove as much of his wolf scent as possible. He dressed, drove to a fast food restaurant to get some food and drove to the Good Nite motel. He parked one block away, positioning his vehicle so that he could see the front of the motel.
 
   Since it was a week before Christmas, Serena’s human coworkers were having a Christmas party after work. To fit in, Serena dressed in a festive red blouse and neutral black skirt. Their pack, did not celebrate Christmas. She thought it odd that humans cut down trees and decorated it. They seemed to enjoy nature by killing it.
 
   She pulled her hair up into a bun and secured it with some bobby pins. She applied some makeup then put on her shoes, ready for another day with her young charges.
 
   At seven o’clock, he spotted her. He watched as Serena left the motel and began walking toward him. He started his car and drove past her. He parked his car and watched as she moved down the block. As she neared the end of the block, he started his car and did a U-turn. He drove slowly down the street and made a left turn onto another street. He parked and observed as she continued walking. Once again, she reached the end of the street. This time she crossed the street and entered a building.
 
   The Omega drove past the building, noting the name, ‘Wee Care Day Care.’ Reasoning that she must work there, the Omega drove off. He perfected his plan and returned to the day care later that afternoon.
 
   He waited for hours, silently observing as parents picked up their children. When he didn’t see her leave, doubt began to set in. Had he made a mistake? When he realized that he didn’t see any of the other workers leave, he reasoned that they must all still be inside the building. He decided to wait and see. At last, he saw several women leave the building. She walked along with several women and he decided to move his car so she wouldn’t spot him. He parked along a dark street and stepped out of his car. Serena crossed the street, alone, and he ran after her.
 
   Serena heard the pounding footsteps behind her and her heart began to race. Her wolf sensed danger and she began to run. Blindly, she ran, thinking, Oh no, he’s found me. He’s found me.
 
   Fearing that Remington had found her, Serena panicked. Not knowing where to run, she faltered for a second. The Omega leaped, tackling her from behind. They fell to the ground. She struggled to get away from him. He withdrew a syringe and stabbed her in the leg. He released the drug and within seconds, Serena was unconscious.
 
   The Omega glanced around. The street was deserted. No one had witnessed the attack. Pleased with himself, the Omega grinned. He tossed the syringe aside and picked up Serena. He carried her back to his car and placed her in the back seat. He climbed in next to her and shut the door.
 
   A female wolf. An Alpha’s mate, he thought. His eyes roved over body. He slid his hand along her stocking covered leg. His hand moved further up her leg, slid under her skirt as he caressed her thigh. He ran his fingers along her panties, stroking her gently. Fully erect and painfully constrained by his pants, he was about to free his engorged cock when his cell phone rang.
 
   The unique ring tone signaled it was his Alpha calling. Swearing, he took a deep breath and answered.
 
   “Yes, Sir?” He listened for a moment as his Alpha gave him a new order. Excited at the prospect of seeing her again, he replied neutrally, “Yes, Sir. I’ll be there by morning.”
 
   He glanced at the unconscious wolf beside him. She was nothing compared to the wolf he really wanted. He called the lab and told them of his latest acquisition. He made arrangements to drop her off at the lab then planned on taking a plane to his next destination.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
   Just before midnight, the Omega pulled into the parking lot of Genesis 23. He parked in a spot near the entrance. As he exited his car, three Blue Falcons approached his car, one of them pushing a wheel chair. The Blue Falcons, a security team, had been hired to secure the wolves he brought them.
 
   The Omega opened the back door and Tomas reached in. Lifting her under the arms, he dragged Serena out of the car and set her in the wheel chair.
 
   Evan whistled. “She’s hot. For a wolf, I mean.” He turned to face the Trapper. “Doc is real excited about having a female,” he shared as he gave the Trapper a plain envelope. The Trapper didn’t bother opening the envelope. He simply tucked it into his jacket pocket. He didn’t capture and hand over wolves for money, though it was nice to have a little extra now and again. He had much bigger plans.
 
   Tomas pushed the wheelchair toward the door and went inside. Ted and Evan remained outside with the Trapper.
 
   “So when are you gonna share your secret with us, Trapper?”
 
   “And share the bounty?” he replied with a shake of his head.
 
   “There’s plenty of money to be made, my friend,” Evan said. “Why don’t we go have a drink to celebrate the capture of that bitch?” Evan suggested. Since he had an hour to kill before his flight, he agreed.
 
   “One drink, then I’m off to the airport.”
 
   The Omega followed them to a bar ten minutes away. They entered the bar and sat at a table. While they ordered their drinks, he noticed two wolves sitting at the bar, chatting with a couple of human females. While he watched them, Evan and Ted began to needle him about his ability to trap werewolves.
 
   “Just give us a hint, man,” Ted nagged.
 
   “What do you look for? Excess hair?” Evan suggested. Ted burst out laughing and Evan chuckled at his little joke. The Omega sighed and took a sip of the drink the waitress had just brought to the table.
 
   “It’s hard to explain. I just know it’s them.”
 
   “Like a sixth sense?” Ted asked.
 
   “I guess.” He paused for a moment. “There are two wolves sitting at the bar.” He described the men and finished his drink. Tired of their company, he left them at the bar and headed to the airport. He had more important business to take care of.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
   December 18th…
 
   Rylan lay comfortably on Evie’s lap as they watched the evening news. The kids had settled into bed and would be asleep soon. Once they fell asleep, he would carry Evie to their bed and fuck her until she finally admitted she was his.
 
   He grinned and glanced over at their Christmas tree, at the present he had hidden beneath it. He was more excited about Christmas morning than the children were. He couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she opened his present. She would know exactly how much she meant to him, would never doubt his love or his devotion to her.
 
   One more week, Rylan thought.
 
   Would he make it to Christmas or would he break down and give it to her before then?
 
   “How awful!” Evie’s distress pulled Rylan from his thoughts.
 
   “What is?” Rylan asked as he turned to look at Evie.
 
   “That poor woman. She and her husband were out celebrating their 9th wedding anniversary when a drunk driver crashed into her car, killing her husband. Both of her legs were broken. She’ll be in the hospital for months, and just before Christmas too. How tragic!” She shook her head in sympathy.
 
   Rylan turned to look at the news and sucked in a deep breath. Time seemed to slow down as he sat up staring at the image on the screen.
 
   “No, no, NO!” Evie turned to look at Rylan, confused by his reaction. He seemed pale as he stared at the screen, shaking his head in denial. 
 
   Did he know this woman? The way he was acting….No. It couldn’t be. Not her, please not her. Realization dawned and Evie felt her chest constrict painfully.
 
   “Is that…your mate?” she asked in a whisper, hating how her voice trembled. Rylan blinked, turned to her and nodded. She saw the pain in his eyes.
 
   Of course he would be upset. His mate was in pain.
 
   Evie tried to ignore the stabbing pains she felt in her heart. It was unbearable. She couldn’t stop the tears from flowing.
 
   Rylan scented her pain. It was stronger than when she had told him of her husband’s dissection. He reached for her but she shifted suddenly, her grey wolf growling at him, baring its sharp fangs.
 
   She hopped off the couch, ran to the kitchen door and slipped through the Wolf Door. She took off into the forest at a fast pace, running until she couldn’t keep it in anymore. She stopped and howled. It was a heart breaking sound that reminded Rylan of his own pain nearly six months ago. And he had caused it.
 
   Evie-wolf howled until she was exhausted. She fell asleep in the woods, uncaring that she was blanketed in the softly falling snow. Rylan waited until her howling ebbed, quickly dressed and picked up his small duffle bag. He went outside and sniffed. He had to move fast before the snow covered up her scent. An hour later he found Evie-wolf, sound asleep on the ground, half covered with snow.
 
   “Evie?” She raised her head and growled at him in warning. “Honey, it’s snowing. You can’t stay out in the open like this. Let me take you home, please? The children will be upset if you’re not there in the morning.” Too tired to fight, too tired to move, Evie-wolf rested her head on her paws and watched him. She growled at him as he set down his duffle bag and pulled out a blanket. He covered her and picked her up. He carried her all the way home.
 
   Once they were home, he set her down in front of the fire. He took off his thick coat and boots and set them by the door. He went upstairs to check on the children. Satisfied they were fine, he returned downstairs. She was still by the fireplace. He went to their bedroom and started a fire. Once their room was warm, he picked her up and carried her to their bed. As soon as he set her down, she growled at him and leaped off the bed. At the door, she turned and growled a warning at him, baring her fangs. She went back to the living room and plopped down in front of the fireplace. Rylan stayed by the bedroom door until she had fallen asleep, then cautiously went to the living room and lay on the couch. If she wouldn’t sleep in their bed, then he would sleep near her in the living room. He refused to be separated from her.
 
   Evie was certain she had died and gone to hell. She woke up by the fireplace and the awful events of the previous night came crashing into her. She steeled herself against the pain that radiated throughout her body, but it didn’t stop the tears from falling. Not wanting the children to see her, she managed to get up and walk to her bedroom. Rylan was in the kitchen making breakfast. She could hear him moving around and scented the distinct aroma of frying bacon. She locked the bedroom door and lay naked on their bed, curled up in a fetal position and cried until she ran out of tears.
 
   Rylan could scent her pain, even from the kitchen. He forced himself to stay in the kitchen and take care of breakfast. The children would be up soon and they would need to be fed. Before he completed the thought, he heard them running down the stairs. The savory scent of bacon called them into the kitchen. They seemed surprised to see him cooking breakfast instead of Evie.
 
   “Where’s Mommy?” Gabby asked as she pulled set the table.
 
   “Sweetie, Mommy’s…ah…not feeling well. We have to give her a chance to…rest. After you eat breakfast, I need you to keep your brothers upstairs, ok? You can watch TV in the guest room. Think you can do that for me?” Gabby grinned as she nodded, happy to help Rylan. He leaned over and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “What’s wrong with Mommy?” Finn asked.
 
   Not wanting to deceive his children, he confessed, “I…she’s upset with me, Finn. I just need some time to make sure she’s not mad at me anymore, ok?” Finn’s eyes widened.
 
   Mommy was mad at Rylan?
 
   Rylan gave Max a hug and put him in his high chair, strapping him in. He served the children breakfast and drank his coffee while they ate. His stomach was tied in knots, so he ate nothing. After breakfast, Rylan carried Max upstairs and gave him a quick bath. He waited until Finn and Gabby were done with their showers before he left them with Max.
 
   He returned to the kitchen and cleaned up, then walked to their bedroom. He turned the knob and was shocked to find it locked. He knocked softly on the door, but Evie refused to answer him.
 
   “Evie, Honey, please open the door.” She still refused to open it. He swore softly and kicked down the door. Evie laid on the bed, curled into a ball, eyes red and swollen from crying. Rylan didn’t know what he felt as he observed Evie. All he knew was that he needed to stop her pain. He knelt down in front of her, reached out to stroke her face and she pulled away from him. Her rejection cut through him like a knife.
 
   “Evie….”
 
   “Don’t.” Her voice was barely a whisper.
 
   “She means nothing to me, Evie. She didn’t want me, remember?”
 
   “She’s your mate. You have no choice but to go to her. Your wolf won’t let you leave your mate. She’s free now. It will take some time for her to grieve her husband, but I know she will fall in love with you.” Her voice broke and she turned away from him. Rylan scented the strength of her pain and would have fallen to his knees if he were not already there.
 
   “Evie…”
 
   “Just go, Rylan. Go to your…mate.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you, Evie. I belong here, with you, with the children.”
 
   The doorbell rang and Rylan swore. The last thing he needed right now was an uninvited guest. He answered the door, surprised to find one of Ethan’s pack mates standing at the door.
 
   “Why are you here?” he asked irritated at the interruption.
 
   “Ethan said you had to leave suddenly and wanted me to keep an eye on Evie and the kids.”
 
   Ethan must have seen the news report as well. Rylan was angry and insulted that Ethan thought he would abandon Evie because his mate was suddenly free. He opened his mouth to argue when he heard Evie by her bedroom door.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Travis. Rylan will be leaving soon.” She turned and walked back into her bedroom. Rylan followed her into the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. Evie sat on the bed, her purple fluffy robe pulled tight around her.
 
   “You’re sending me away?” Rylan was hurt that Evie would abandon him too.
 
   “You can’t resist your mate, Rylan. It isn’t possible.” Rylan remembered what Evie had said to her father about Remington: I would never ask Remington to be my mate when his true mate is still out there. I will not sentence him to such a life.
 
   Does Evie think I would feel it was a punishment to be mated to her? I will have to prove to her that she is the only one that matters to me. I love Evie, not Sonja.
 
   “Fine. I’ll go and see her. But I’ll be back.” He stomped over to the closet, picked up his duffle bag and began stuffing it with some clothes. He zipped up the bag and then stormed out of their bedroom.
 
   The children came downstairs, saw his bag and noted the anger on his face.
 
   “You’re leaving us?” Gabby began crying. Max saw Gabby cry and he began crying too.
 
   “Is Mommy that mad at you, Rylan? Just give her a hug and a kiss, she won’t be mad anymore, you don’t have to go. Just kiss her already!” Finn pleaded with him. Rylan’s heart was near breaking at the sight of his children crying for him. He dropped his duffle bag and kneeled down beside them. They rushed into his arms and he hugged them tight.
 
   “I have…an errand to run. As soon as that’s done, I’ll be back. I’m going to spend Christmas right here with my family, with you,” he promised. He gave them a gentle squeeze and released them. The sooner he left, the sooner he would be back. Without another word to Evie or Travis, he left.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
   By mid-afternoon, Rylan had reached the hospital. He stood outside his mate’s room and stared at her, lying on the bed, both legs in casts, suspended from the ceiling. He took a deep breath and walked into the room. She turned to look at him and recognition lit her eyes. She reached for him and he stepped closer, took her hand and he knew what Evie said was true. He couldn’t resist his mate. His wolf would never let him.
 
   After Rylan left, Evie had a strong urge to finish her half full bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label.  But she was uneasy leaving the children alone with Travis. She knew him, had grown up with him, but she had not seen him in over a decade. Now he was a virtual stranger to her. She showered and drank some coffee, forcing herself to eat some of the bacon Rylan had made for breakfast. Her stomach protested and she decided to just drink her coffee. She sat at the table, subconsciously fingering the locket Rylan had given her as she sipped her coffee.
 
   The day went by slowly. She snuggled with the children on their bed, watching TV while Travis patrolled the area. She felt depressed, lethargic. If it weren’t for her children, she would be curled up in bed, wallowing in self misery. Her only regret was that her children would suffer for her lack of self control. If she had refused to let Rylan into her bed, she wouldn’t have fallen in love with him. They wouldn’t have fallen in love with him. They would be heartbroken when they realized he wasn’t coming back.
 
   Evie forced herself to get out of bed and start dinner. She kept busy in the kitchen, focusing on anything but Rylan’s absence and the empty, aching hole in her heart. Gabby quietly set the table, leaving out the place setting at the head of the table. Travis joined them for dinner and they ate quietly. The scent of sadness and pain was palpable and Travis felt smothered.
 
   All this emotion over an Alpha who left to run an errand? He shook his head and ate his meal.
 
   After dinner, the children sat in the living room with Evie, playing a board game. Travis began pacing impatiently. He received a phone call and whatever was said to him made him angry. Evie scented his anger and decided to send the children to bed.
 
   “When is the Alpha coming back?” Travis suddenly demanded. Evie gave him a warning look and sent the children up to bed. As they walked by Travis, he grabbed Max and held him against his chest, with his hand on his face. Max fought to get away but Travis kept his hold.
 
   “What are you doing? Put him down this instant!” Evie stood as she demanded Travis release her son.
 
   “Answer me, you Bitch!” Evie was flabbergasted.
 
   What is wrong with Travis? Why is he acting this way?
 
   “WHEN WILL HE RETURN?” Travis shouted. Evie shook her head sadly.
 
   “He’s not coming back. He went to claim his mate.” Her heart ached so much she could barely stand.
 
   “I need the Alpha. He’s worth a lot of money.”
 
   Evie stared at Travis in horror as comprehension dawned. “You…You were the one that gave them Lucas? For money?” Waves of pain crashed into her and her knees gave out. She fell to the floor, too shocked to cry.
 
   “I got a lot of money for Lucas, but I would have done it for free,” Travis sneered. “I wanted him gone so I could have you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve wanted you ever since I could remember, but you were never interested in me. Then you met Lucas and after one day, gave yourself to him.”
 
   “He was my mate!” she reminded him.
 
   “After he was gone, I thought I’d have a chance then. But you locked yourself away in this…shack. Then you come visit your father and after a week, a week, you take this Alpha home and you fuck him!”
 
   Travis was so enraged he began squeezing Max. Seeing and scenting his brother’s pain, Finn changed into his wolf and attacked Travis. Travis saw Finn-wolf leap and swung his arm. His fist connected with Finn-wolf and he went flying backwards. Finn-wolf fell on the floor, unconscious.
 
   “Finn!” Evie managed to crawl over to Finn-wolf, quickly checking him for injuries. He was breathing evenly and there was a little blood on the floor where his head connected with the wood. She pulled Finn into her arms, holding him tight against her. She turned to Travis and growled at him, her wolf eyes promising retribution for hurting her pup.
 
   Because he was still holding Max, she didn’t dare attack him. It took every ounce of self control to keep her wolf from rising, from seeking vengeance for her mate and for her pups.
 
   “If I can’t have the Alpha, then I’ll give them you and your pups. But first, I’m going to take what’s mine. Get over here and strip. Everyone else is fucking you, why not me?” Travis leered at her, spittle dripping down his mouth.
 
   “Let Max go and I’ll do it.”
 
   “The boy stays with me until you’re naked and on your knees.”
 
   Knowing she had no choice, she acquiesced. Evie turned away from Travis to set Finn-wolf down gently on the floor, so he missed the sudden look of shock on her face when Evie caught a familiar scent. She glanced over at Gabby, caught her eye and shook her head slightly. Gabby’s eyes widened as she caught the scent and she nodded back at Evie.
 
   “Gabby, come stay with Finn,” Evie commanded.
 
   Gabby moved and sat near her unconscious brother. Evie forced herself to stand and walked over by the fireplace. Travis turned to watch her, his back towards Finn and Gabby. She stood in front of the fireplace and gazed at Travis, looking directly in his eyes. Evie ran her hands leisurely up her thighs, over her belly, up to her breasts. She squeezed them gently and Travis began panting. The front of his pants tented as his erection grew. Slowly Evie began unbuttoning her top. Travis was so entranced by her body, the scent of her growing arousal that he missed the scent of the wolf that had entered through the Wolf Door. The large white wolf snuck up quietly behind Travis and bit him hard on the ass.
 
   Suddenly, sharp pains radiated from Travis’s ass and he dropped Max in surprise as he screamed in pain. Evie quickly scooped up Max and moved out of his reach. The large white wolf bit down harder and Travis managed to swing his hand, hitting the wolf on the snout. It released him and transformed into Rylan.
 
   “How dare you hit my son! You will pay for terrorizing my family.” Enraged, Rylan stood to his full height, fists clenched, ready to fight, ready to kill. Evie was astonished to see Rylan standing in their home. Her mind didn’t even fully process what he said to Travis.
 
   “You can’t kill him, Rylan. He’s betrayed my father, our pack. He’s been selling wolves to the people who….” She couldn’t finish her sentence. Rylan nodded. 
 
   They would need him alive, to find out who purchased the wolves and how many had been taken. But they didn’t need him unharmed.
 
   Sensing the danger, Travis transformed into a gray wolf and attacked Rylan. Rylan instantly changed into his wolf and leaped out of the way. He turned around and they circled each other, growling and baring their fangs. Evie backed away from them, holding Max. She headed over to Gabby and Finn. She suspected Travis might try and attack them. She wouldn’t let him near her children. She set down Max and stripped, changed into her sleek gray wolf and stood guard in front of them as Travis-wolf and Rylan-wolf continued circling each other, growling loudly and lunging at each other, occasionally swiping at the other wolf with a sharp paw.
 
   Once Evie was safely in front of the children, Rylan-wolf attacked. They met in the center of the room, standing on hind legs as their upper legs swiped at each other. As they danced around, each wolf tried to bite the other’s neck to deliver a killing blow. Rylan-wolf was an Alpha and he was enraged at Travis for attacking his family. Travis-wolf was smaller but fighting for his life. The battle raged on as each wolf swiped at the other, biting each other on the back, hind leg, anywhere their sharp teeth landed. Rylan-wolf finished toying with Travis-wolf and lunged at his side, knocking him over. In an instant he was over Travis-wolf, with his jaws clamped securely over his neck, biting down with enough force to dig into his flesh.
 
   “Don’t kill him, Rylan, please! We need him alive.” Evie had changed back into her human form. She dressed quickly as both Rylan and Travis returned to their human forms. Rylan punched Travis in the stomach, then the face and he was knocked out cold. Because he was naked, he did not turn around, knowing Gabby was still in the room. He maneuvered himself so that he blocked Travis’ naked body from her view. 
 
   “Do you have rope, anything to bind him?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll be right back.” Evie ran to the back door, outside to the small gardening shed. She found a piece of rope and ran back to the house. Outside the back door she found Rylan’s pile of clothes and she gathered them up and brought them inside. She gave Rylan the rope and he hogtied Travis, binding his hands and his feet together behind his back. She left to get medical supplies to take care of Finn. He pulled on his boxers and went over to the children. Gabby and Max rushed into his arms and he held them tight, glad they were both unharmed. Evie came back with a bowl of warm water, some rags and a small medical kit. Rylan carefully picked up Finn and carried him to the sofa. He sat with Finn across his lap, holding up his head so that Evie could examine it. She wet the rag and wiped his blood soaked head. There was a lot of blood but she only found one small cut. She put some antiseptic on the wound and the stinging pain caused Finn’s eyes to flutter open.
 
   “Rylan?” Finn’s eyes widened and he sat up suddenly. He hugged Rylan, squeezing him tightly.
 
   “You came back!” Finn shouted with relief. Rylan returned his hug and replied, “Of course I did. I promised you I would, didn’t I?” Finn nodded and pulled away so he could look at Rylan. Evie rubbed Finn’s back, grateful he was awake. Rylan watched Evie carefully. He reached out and held her face. She pulled away from him, lowering her eyes so he couldn’t see her tears. He dropped his hand, laying it on Finn’s leg.
 
   “Evie, I went to see her, as you commanded me. Do you want to know what happened when I got there?” She shook her head, not wanting to hear about Rylan’s reunion with his mate.
 
   “She was lying in the hospital bed, both legs in full casts. She looked so pitiful. I held her hand and I knew you spoke the truth.” He reached out and held her chin, forcing her to look at him.
 
   “My wolf raged at me for touching another woman, Evie. My wolf didn’t want her, didn’t want me touching anyone but you.” Evie’s mouth hung open. She was speechless. Her mind seemed muddled. Was Rylan saying what she thought he was or was she merely hoping he was?
 
   “My wolf and I are in agreement. Evie, you are mine.” Evie’s eyes lit up and her heart felt full, almost bursting with joy.
 
   “But that’s impossible. She’s your mate. How can your wolf refuse her?”
 
   “My wolf chose you, Evie. I did too.” He slipped his hand around her nape, pulling her close. He kissed her tenderly, passionately, only breaking the kiss when he heard Finn exclaim, “Ewww, gross!” Both of them chuckled, relieved to hear Finn’s comment, knowing it meant he was perfectly fine.
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Evie took the children upstairs and settled them in for the night. She returned downstairs, overhearing Rylan’s conversation with her father, Ethan. Ethan and some of his soldiers would be here by early morning to deal with Travis. Ethan called Lucien to share what he learned, that a wolf had betrayed them. Ethan also learned that Lucien had what could be the ringleader, Steven Ellis, in custody.
 
   “From the way Travis was acting, I think he was expecting others to show up tonight.” Rylan considered this information and formulated a plan. Evie would stay upstairs in wolf form. If any human made it past him, she would attack and kill it before it reached the children. Rylan would stay patrolling outside in wolf form. Nothing would be able to get past his wolf.
 
   The hours crawled by and night eventually gave way to dawn. It was an uneventful night and Evie had managed to take several short naps. She reverted to her human form and dressed, headed to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. Her father and soldiers would be arriving soon and she began cooking breakfast. Travis was still tied up in the living room, hogtied and naked. Rylan had tied him in such a way that even if he transformed into his wolf, he would be trapped long enough for them to reach him before he could escape.
 
   Two black SUVs pulled up to the front of the cabin. Rylan watched them from the woods, howling a greeting when he recognized Ethan and a couple of his soldiers. He trotted out of the woods, up the steps and shifted into his human self. Ethan greeted him with a nod and he knocked on the front door. A minute later, Evie let them in. Evie hugged her father and assured him the children were fine. Ethan glanced around, noticing telltale droplets of blood in the living room, the broken bedroom door and raised a brow. “Did Travis—”
 
   On his way to their bedroom to get dressed, Rylan heard Ethan’s question and stopped. He turned around and answered, “I kicked the door in.” Ethan waited, expecting an explanation as to why his only daughter’s bedroom door had been kicked in. Rylan shrugged.
 
   “She locked the door and wouldn’t open it.” Ethan’s eyes widened in surprise and he turned to Evie. Rylan turned around and walked into their bedroom, dressing quickly before returning to the living room. Ethan sniffed Evie, catching Rylan’s faint scent on her.
 
   “You took him as your lover. I can still scent him on you. I’m sorry, Evie. I had hoped that.…” Ethan shook his head sadly, unable to continue.
 
   Rylan walked out of the bedroom and Ethan turned to him, sadness in his eyes. “Now that we’re here, you can go to your mate, Rylan.” Rylan grinned.
 
   “I was hoping you would say that.” He walked over to Evie and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her passionately.
 
   “Wha-wha-what are you doing? You have a mate. How can you touch another?” Ethan was horrified to see a mated man kissing his daughter. Even the Soldiers gaped at them.
 
   Rylan ended his kiss, keeping his arms around Evie and looked over her head at Ethan. “Evie is my mate. My wolf and I chose her before Sonja’s…unfortunate accident.”
 
   “But didn’t you go see Sonja?”
 
   “Yes, Evie made me go to her. When I got there, I realized that my wolf had already accepted Evie. I came back as soon as I could. I picked up some nails down the road and two of my tires were punctured. I ran the rest of the way home last night.” Rylan shook his head. “If I hadn’t had two flat tires, I would have driven up and Travis’ plan would have come to fruition.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned! I never thought something like this was possible.” Ethan rubbed his chin in a thoughtful manner. The possibilities! Imagine, couples choosing their own mate rather than having to wait for fate to intervene. Perhaps our declining population can be fixed after all.
 
   Ethan smiled suddenly and extended his hand to Rylan. Keeping one arm securely around Evie, Rylan shook it as Ethan said, “Welcome to the family, Son.”
 
   The children ran downstairs and into the arms of their loving grandfather. Evie ushered all of them into the kitchen where breakfast and hot coffee were waiting. The Soldiers dragged Travis outside to the woods to interrogate him. One of them left to take care of the flat tires in Rylan’s vehicle.
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
   Later that evening, long after Ethan and his soldiers had left with Travis and the children were settled into bed, Rylan and Evie sat on the couch, staring at the fire. Rylan was anxious, he just couldn’t wait anymore. He went under the tree and picked up a small present and walked over to Evie. He returned to the couch, sat next to Evie, holding her gift in his hand.
 
   Evie gave him a puzzled look, “It’s not Christmas yet, Rylan.”
 
   “I know, Honey. If I had given you this sooner, it would have avoided any misunderstanding.” He ran his fingers over his head. “I’m sorry I’m not romantic, Evie. I…here.” He gave her the gift and watched her eagerly. Other than when he had given Evie her locket, he’d never given a woman a gift before. Would she like it? He should have done something more romantic for Evie. She deserved romance, not his clumsy attempt at declaring his love. Conflicted, he almost took the gift back, but she had already unwrapped it and opened the box. He held his breath, waiting for her reaction.
 
   Evie took out the matching gold wedding rings and read the inscription, “Evelyn and Rylan, 12/25/2013.” She read it again, unsure she had read it correctly the first time.
 
   “Rylan?” Evie raised her head, surprised and a little confused.
 
   “I wanted to make it official, so you would know that I was yours, that you were mine.”
 
   “But when did you….”
 
   “Weeks ago, Evie.”
 
   “Weeks? Oh, Rylan!” She leaned over and kissed him. “I was such a fool. How could I think—“
 
   “Shhhh—” Rylan covered her lips with his thumb, silencing her. “It doesn’t matter now, Evie. All that matters is you know that I am yours.” He took her ring from her and slipped it on her left hand. She placed his ring on his left hand and smiled at him, her joy evident.
 
   “Sorry the date is now wrong, but I just couldn’t wait, Evie.” She shook her head, smiling.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Rylan. I fell in love with you weeks ago and would have claimed you if it wasn’t for Sonja.”
 
   “I’ll forgive you for sending me away on one condition.” She raised her eyebrow. He leaned over and whispered something wicked in her ear and she blushed all the way down to her toes. “Rylan!”
 
   “We’re mates, aren’t we?” Still blushing, she nodded. Rylan grinned and picked her up, carried her straight to their bed. He shut the door and pushed a chair against it.
 
   The chair should keep our children from interrupting us, he thought with a smile as he turned to his mate.
 
   Rylan stood by the bed as he watched her strip. Slowly, she unbuttoned her shirt and tossed it onto the bed. She removed her bra and tossed it beside the shirt. She walked over to her closet, opened the door and searched, looking for a dress. Finding her little black dress, she slipped it on and walked back to Rylan. Turning around, she presented him with her back and he zipped up her dress. He held up a neatly wrapped package and she took it, blushing furiously. She sat on the bed and opened it, removing a pair of thick black thigh high stockings. She gathered one and slipped it onto her foot, sliding it slowly up her calf and up to her thigh. Rylan took the other stocking and gathered it. She raised her foot towards him and he slid the stocking on her foot, caressing her leg as he slid the stocking up to her thigh. One hand held her foot against his chest while the other hand continued sliding up her thigh.
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked.
 
   Blushing, she nodded and he removed her panties, sliding them off and sniffing them before tossing them onto the floor behind them. His eyes gleamed as he slid one hand along her stocking covered leg. His fingers brushed against her curls, pushing through them to stroke her clit once. Evie trembled at his touch. He withdrew his hand, caressing her thigh as moved down her leg. He set her foot down and turned to his duffle bag.
 
   He retrieved a shoebox and gave it to Evie. Evie opened the box, removing shiny black stilettos. She slipped them on and stood, wavering slightly. Unaccustomed to wearing heels, she feared she would fall in the stilettos. Rylan stood in front of her, placing her hands on his shoulders while his hands held her waist. He supported her as she took her first few steps in her new stilettos.
 
   Rylan gently positioned Evie within his arms and they moved around in a slow dance. One hand slid down her waist to grip her ass. He gave it a squeeze before pulling her possessively against him.
 
   “You don’t really want me to dress like this when we go out to dinner, do you Rylan?” Evie asked nervously.
 
   “Mmmm...I’d love to take you out to dinner dressed like this, Evie. I’d love to have you sitting at a fancy restaurant table in this sexy little dress and those thigh highs, knowing you are naked underneath,” he whispered in her ear. “I’d make damn sure we had a corner booth, dimly lit so that I could slide my fingers inside of you during dinner.” Evie gasped at the image he created. She blushed furiously. She would never....in public!
 
   “I would dance with you Evie. Hold you close as I dance you into a corner so I could do this....” His hand went under her short dress and his palm caressed her bare bottom several times. “I bet someone would enjoy seeing that sexy little ass of yours.”
 
   “Rylan—” she protested.
 
   Rylan kissed her, distracting her as he moved her into position. He would never allow another man to see his Evie’s naked body. He turned her around so she faced the floor length mirror. His hands slid down the front of her thigh, up under her dress as he caressed her inner thigh. He pushed the dress up until her pussy was fully exposed.
 
   “So sexy,” he whispered as he nibbled on her ear. His fingers searched through her curls and found her clit. In front of the mirror, he stroked her clit, rubbing slowly as he watched her face. Evie couldn’t take her eyes off his hands. She began panting softly as he increased his pace. Her hips began gyrating slowly, rubbing her bottom against his thick erection. When he slid his fingers inside of her, she moaned.
 
   “From now on, no panties, Evie. I want you bare for me at all times. I want to be able to see you, touch you, taste you, whenever I want. Can you do that for me, Evie?” She nodded vigorously as her eyes met his in the mirror. His fingers continued to thrust into her at a slow pace.
 
   “If we went to dinner like this Evie, you know I would be ready to fuck you as soon as we left the restaurant. Would you let me bend you over the car and fuck you?” Evie blushed, not sure she could answer him. Sex in public? She was too shy.
 
   “How about in the car, Evie? Would you sit in the back seat and let me fuck you there?” Still blushing, she nodded slowly. As long as no one saw.
 
   Evie’s channel betrayed her arousal. She was wetter than she had ever been in her life.
 
   “On the drive home would you suck my cock, Evie?”
 
   “Rylan,” she begged. Her knees felt weak and she gripped his thighs. Her channel clenched tightly around his fingers and she moaned. She was in the grip of an almost painful need. Rylan turned her around and picked her up. He carried her to the bed and set her on the edge. He unbuttoned his pants and pulled down the zipper. He pushed down his pants and boxers then held his erection. He spread her legs and entered Evie with a forceful thrust.
 
   Evie groaned as Rylan thrust into her rapidly. Her erect nipples rubbed against the inside of her dress. Needing relief, she massaged her breasts, much to Rylan’s delight. Rylan stopped suddenly, standing still as he watched Evie. His wolf eyes flashed and he leaned over her, bracing his hands on either side of her head.
 
   “Say it, Evie. Tell me you’re mine,” he asked softly.
 
   “I’m yours, Rylan. Forever.” He leaned down and kissed her gently. His hips began to move in a slow rhythm. Evie wrapped her legs around him as he gradually increased his speed. Rylan marked his mate with a gentle love bite on her neck. Evie sighed as he thrust deeper.
 
   Outside their cozy cabin, snow began to fall lightly.
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   Sample Chapter for Reluctant Mate Soul Mates Book 6
 
   December 18, 2013. Morning…
 
   Robert fumed as he surveyed the three new wolves that had just been brought in. As head of security for Genesis 23’s newest project, it was his responsibility to ensure the wolves were secure. He lowered his gaze to stare at the small woman who stood before him. He doubted she was more than five feet tall. Her brown hair was pulled up in a disheveled bun. Small wisps of hair curled around her bruised face. He assessed the rest of her body. The red blouse she wore was missing a few buttons, exposing her flat stomach. Her black knee length skirt was dirty, stockings torn in several places and her shoes were missing. Her hands were handcuffed behind her.
 
   He didn’t pay attention to either of the two male wolves standing next to her, also handcuffed.
 
   “What the hell is she doing here? You are under strict orders to obtain males, not females!” Robert shouted at the four men who stood guard.
 
   “The Doctor wanted a female. He wants to see how they fuck. Think he’ll let us have a go at her?”
 
   Robert’s fist connected with the guard’s face, breaking his nose. The guard screamed and grabbed his nose as he fell backward onto the hard tile floor. 
 
   “Take them to their cells. Put the female in by herself,” he commanded the three other guards who brought them in. 
 
   “And keep your fucking hands off the female.” Without a backward glance, he stormed out, slamming the door behind him. He went searching for Doctor Jessup. The guard with the broken nose got up and left shortly after Robert, in search of a bag of ice.
 
   They had lied to him and he was pissed. When they first approached him, Robert had been told they were taking werewolves to do research on them. Robert hadn’t believe in werewolves until he saw the video with his own eyes, the way the man had transformed into a large silver and black wolf. 
 
   Because they were wild animals, they needed Robert and his security firm to trap and keep the wolves secure for the doctors’ safety. They took blood samples and did simple tests on them, like physical exams and testing their I.Q.’s. He was told they would be released afterwards.  He had not seen anything that suggested any of the two wolves he and his men secured were still kept in captivity.
 
   He pushed open the door to Doctor Jessup’s office and found him at his desk, focused on the report in his hand. He looked up at Robert and noting the angry expression on his face, dropped the report onto his desk.
 
   “You perverted son of a bitch. What are you planning on doing with the female wolf?”
 
   “In the name of science, we are going to see how they copulate.”
 
   “Copulate? You mean fuck, don’t you?” Dr. Jessup nodded. 
 
   “Tell me, is she going to have a say in this?” Dr. Jessup just looked at him blankly.
 
   “I didn’t think so.” Robert turned around and left, headed back to the basement where they kept the wolves.
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   Summary for Isabella’s Dilemma Wolf Secrets Book 1
 
    
 
   Wolves have many secrets….
 
   Izzy, the first and only female Werewolf Soldier, is a proud member of the Hoyden Pack. When a series of rapes threatens to reveal the existence of Werewolves to humans, Izzy is tasked with finding the Rogue. To protect their secret, Izzy executes the Rogue werewolf, a member of the Clodpoll pack. Enraged, Clodpoll wolves capture her and demand her life, especially Jackson, the Rogue's younger brother.
 
    
 
   Jackson, a Clodpoll Soldier, is focused on one thing: vengeance for his brother’s death. Imagine his surprise when he finds out that his brother's murderer is his mate. To complicate matters, his mate is a Soldier who refuses to accept his claim.
 
    
 
   On a secret mission for her Alpha, Izzy will not be deterred by her newfound mate. More focused on completing the mission than mating, Izzy is determined to refuse Jackson’s advances and fight the mating instinct.
 
    
 
   Can Jackson convince his mate to give up her position as a Soldier to be his mate? Will Izzy abandon Jackson to keep her independence and a position she fought hard to accomplish? Can this tough Soldier find a balance between her career and love or will she sacrifice one for the other?
 
   ***~***
 
   Sample Chapter for Isabella’s Dilemma Wolf Secrets Book 1
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
   A long list of curse words and crude adjectives ran through Izzy’s head as she was roughly extracted from the trunk of a car and dragged through the woods. On each side of her, a Clodpoll Wolf Soldier grasped her arm tightly as they pulled her towards their town.
 
   Her hands were bound behind her back and the thick rope bit into her wrists. They were raw and bleeding from her previous attempts to free herself. Earlier in the day, her captors had blindfolded Izzy, certain she would begin to panic with a healthy fear of the unknown.
 
   Izzy wasn’t stupid. She refused to let them scent her fear, knowing that even the faintest whiff of fear would incite the angry wolves and they would rip her apart in a mindless frenzy. Her only chance at survival lay in keeping them off guard. She allowed her anger to surface, thought of the victims she had sworn to protect and her anger grew. The unique stinky sweet blend of her anger wafted around her and her escorts growled in response to the scent.
 
   “Stupid Bitch doesn’t even have the common sense to be afraid,” one soldier said to the other.
 
   “Afraid of a pussy like you?” Izzy countered. The insulted soldier squeezed her arm, bruising it further as he pulled her to a stop. He punched her in the stomach and she doubled over, gasping for air. The pain in her stomach radiated outward and she focused her mind. She ignored the pain as she concentrated on her goal. She thought about the satisfaction she would get when this mission was finally complete.
 
   “I kind of like her in that position, D,” the other soldier confided.
 
   “Yeah, I’d love to fuck this bitch and put her in her place. But we don’t have time. Damian is waiting for us. So is Jackson. That fucking bastard will rip her apart before we get a chance to fuck her. Damn shame to waste a pussy.” Their laughter was obnoxious and Izzy swallowed the bile rising to the back of her throat.
 
   D pulled her arm and she straightened. They forced her forward, to the center of their town. A few minutes later, they squeezed her arm, yanking her backward and she stopped walking. Blindfolded, she could sense the group of people standing around her. She felt the heat from the bonfire and could scent at least twenty wolves gathered around the fire.
 
   “Is this the woman who murdered Thor?” Damian, the Alpha of the Clodpoll pack asked.
 
   “Yes, Sir. Our informant says her alpha boasted about her role in his death.”
 
   “Who is the alpha?” he demanded angrily.
 
   “Aleksandr of the Hoyden Wolf Pack,” one of the wolves replied. The wolves began to chatter amongst themselves. Aleksandr Hoyden was a powerful Alpha, feared and revered by most wolves for his aggressiveness. While some Alphas were more diplomatic, seeking peaceful resolutions, Aleksandr usually solved his problems with actions, not words.
 
   “Female, did you kill Thor?” the disembodied voice asked. Blindfolded, she turned her head slightly in the direction of the angry voice.
 
   “Thor went rogue. He endangered our kind and his death was ordered. I’ve done nothing wrong. Ask my Alpha.” In a situation like this, it was protocol for any Alpha to verify the truth with Izzy’s Alpha before sentencing her to death. Would he? Or would his desire for revenge cloud his judgment? If he killed her without verifying the facts with Aleksandr, he risked a pack war. Izzy was certain Aleksandr would avenge her death and fervently hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
 
   Damian frowned as he thought about his next course of action. Aleksandr was no fool. He wouldn’t order the death of a wolf unless he had just cause. But to send a female to do so? His forehead wrinkled in contemplation. What reason would he have to send a female—. His thoughts were interrupted as Jackson came barging through the crowd.
 
   “Where is the scum sucking lowlife that murdered my brother? Where is that fucking bastard? I will tear his limbs off, one by one. WHERE IS HE?” he shouted. Enraged, Jackson glanced around and his eyes settled on the figure standing between two soldiers. He stared at the bound figure, momentarily confused.
 
   It’s a female. Who is she, why is she here and more importantly, where the fuck is Thor’s killer?
 
   Earlier that evening, Jackson had been informed that his brother’s killer had been caught and was being brought to his pack. He glanced around, looking for the male that murdered his older brother, anxious to take his revenge. Since learning of his brother’s murder six weeks ago, Jackson had been full of anger. His older brother, his mentor, had been brutally murdered at the hands of another wolf. Thor’s body had been thoroughly de-scented before Damian’s wolves had been notified of its location. After burying Thor, Jackson had vowed to avenge his brother’s death and sought his killer. He had visited the spot in the park where Thor died, had shifted into wolf form and sniffed the entire area. Unfortunately, someone had sprayed the entire area with raccoon urine and he couldn’t pick out the scent of the wolves responsible for Thor’s death.
 
   Frustrated at his inability to find his brother’s killer, Jackson had become surly, picking fights daily to relieve his aggression. Damian, tired of complaints about Jackson’s behavior, had ordered his soldiers to be more aggressive in finding Thor’s killer. Three weeks ago, they began hearing rumors about Thor’s killer and devised a plan to abduct the soldier responsible. After following her for nearly two weeks, D and Marcus finally had a chance to abduct her and bring her back to their pack to dispense pack justice.
 
   D grinned and took the opportunity to kick the back of Izzy’s knee. With an “Oof!” she fell to her knees on the ground. The other soldier removed her blindfold and announced, “This is the bitch that killed your brother. She just admitted it to Damian.”
 
   Jackson snarled and looked at her face. It seemed as though his heart stopped beating for a full minute and the air left his lungs. His legs propelled him forward and he found himself standing in front of her. He raised his head to the sky, taking a deep breath before howling in pain and frustration.
 
   Izzy blinked a few times after the blindfold was removed, trying to regain her sight. She saw a figure moving closer and assumed it was Thor’s brother. He stopped directly in front of her and howled loudly. She glanced up at him, puzzled by his actions. He looked down at her and her eyes widened in shock.
 
   Impossible.
 
   Before she could say anything, D suggested, “Don’t kill her outright, Jackson. Let us have a bit of fun with her first.” D sneered, reaching for his belt as Marcus, the other soldier chimed in, “Yeah, Jackson. We can have a real good time with this bitch.” Jackson’s head snapped up and he punched D in the face, knocking him off his feet. He quickly turned to Marcus, snarling before punching him in the face as well.
 
   “Anyone who touches my mate will die slowly and painfully,” Jackson announced. While his pack mates stared at him in shocked silence, he turned to Izzy, held her arms and gently tugged her up. He hoisted her over his shoulder and marched back to his cabin.
 
   Jackson swore under his breath all the way to his cabin. He opened the door and after they entered, slammed it shut. He walked further into the cabin and set down his mate in his living room.
 
   Izzy stood in front of his couch, watching him as he paced back and forth in front of the small fireplace, growling and swearing. The man wanted to strangle her while the wolf fought for his right to fuck her. At war with himself, he continued pacing. Occasionally he would stop and glare at her before swearing and resuming his pacing.
 
   Izzy took the time to study her...mate. She shook her head in disbelief.
 
   Fate is so cruel. This is an impossible situation. We might be mates, but he hates me, and I have no love for his late brother or his pack. I wonder if he’s like Thor. Is he an arrogant, selfish brute as well?
 
   Izzy decided she didn’t want to find out. There had to be a way out of this predicament and she was determined to find it. She focused on Jackson, still pacing in front of her.
 
   Jackson was a typical soldier. He was tall and muscular. He had short, wavy black hair and golden wolf eyes that glowed in anger. His nose was slightly crooked, evidence it had been broken a few times. He wasn’t as handsome as some males she had known, but he was attractive in his own way. He paced like a caged wolf and she had to admit, she enjoyed watching his muscles bulge and flex each time he passed her.
 
   What if...what if he was the rapist? Surely fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to make my mate a rapist? Izzy bit her lip, frowning at her thoughts. If he was the rapist, wouldn’t he have raped me already? Or perhaps I’m not his type? Maybe he is incapable of raping me because I’m his mate? Maybe he needed Thor to pick out the woman? After all, since Thor’s death, no one had been attacked. How the fuck am I going to figure this one out? Think, Izzy, THINK.
 
   Since wolves were incapable of harming their mates, she decided that she could push her boundaries. She had to complete her task and go home, without Jackson. As long as she didn’t have sex with him, he might allow her to leave. If an emotional or physical bond was formed, like most mated males, he would refuse to let her go. And given that he wanted to avenge his brother’s death, she was certain sex wouldn’t be an issue.
 
   Izzy’s arms ached and her wrists burned.
 
   “Are you planning on killing me this century?” she asked sarcastically. He paused in mid stride and turned to face her. He was formidable and most wolves would probably tremble if they were on the receiving end of that glare, but Izzy wasn’t like most wolves. She was a Hoyden Soldier and didn’t scare easily. She returned his glare and flashed her large wolf canines.
 
   “I haven’t yet decided what to do with you, mate.” Somehow he managed to convey his contempt and insult her by referring to her as ‘mate.’ Izzy was slightly relieved. She didn’t want him as her mate and if he didn’t want her either, it would make her job that much easier.
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