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        MOUNTAIN WOLF (ASPEN VALLEY WOLF PACK)

      

      Trouble in Aspen Valley and a threat to journalist Cassie Grey's life leaves her no choice but to seek refuge. At the advice of her brother, she agrees to lay low in a mountain-side cabin owned by his best friend Luke.

      

      While staying with Luke, Cassie sees past his serious demeanor and becomes infatuated by his rogue grin and rugged good looks. She also senses something purely animalistic about him. His panty-melting stares are just as potent to her as his lingering caresses. She wants more than his promise of safety. It doesn't matter that he's ten years older than her. She knows a real man is what she needs. She can't fight the need to have him all to herself—she doesn't want to.

      

      Wolf shifter Luke Lombardi is a man of his word, but Cassie's sexy curves and teasing touches are driving him to distraction. He's supposed to be looking out for her, not wishing she was his. By Luke's standards, she's barely legal and out of his league, but she doesn't seem to care. His control is fading…especially when all he wants to do is lay claim to the mate he's always desired. There's just one more obstacle: revealing his secret could mean losing her forever.
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      "Ma’am, have you got anyone you can stay with for a while? A friend or relative?"

      "Um…" Cassie Grey exclaimed as she sat outside on the step leading to her townhouse.

      The police officer continued to stand over her. He wrote something down on his notepad as he waited for her to answer. The portable radio hooked to his belt buzzed to life, requesting responses and giving out locations to other incidents.

      She couldn't believe this was happening…

      Even though it was in the middle of the night, some of her neighbors began to come outside to investigate. For the past two years, Cassie had been renting this townhome unit. Nothing like this had ever happened. But she was no stranger to the world of crimes and various scandals in Aspen Valley and other surrounding areas. Just yesterday she was helping a lead news anchor with the live reporting of a story just outside of a food mart that had been robbed. And today… she had just become the main victim of a similar crime. Cassie couldn't believe her luck.

      "Do you at least have somewhere you can stay for the night?" the police asked, raising his voice a little louder this time.

      "I think so," she replied.

      The police officer looked at her with his eyebrows drawn tightly together and his lips set in a frown. "It's not safe for you to stay here alone right now, so is that a yes or no?"

      "Yes. I have a relative here in town. My brother."

      "His name?"

      "Neil Grey," she said. "Look, I just need to collect some of my things before I leave."

      The police officer nodded. "No problem. Get what you need, but please be careful. Our team is still collecting evidence. We should have the police report ready in a few days for you and your landlord. And for the threat you received, we'll likely need more time to gather and process leads. We'll find this guy. Don't worry."

      She hoped so. Her life wasn't the only life at risk. And whoever had written the threatening note, affixed it to an eight-pound rock, and hurled it through her living room window had made it clear that he was serious.

      Cassie walked over the threshold into her home, the detectives worked side by side as they looked for clues and took pictures. Maybe she was lucky to even be alive. The perpetrator could've done more than break through a window in the middle of the night.

      She hurried down the hall and grabbed a large suitcase from her closet where she began picking out clothes and shoving them inside. As she packed what she needed, she pulled out her phone and dialed her brother's cell.

      "What the hell, Cassie? Do you know what time it is?" he answered groggily.

      Cassie also heard the voice of a woman in the background asking, "Who is that?" Probably his girlfriend. Every month he had a different one, but that was beside the point.

      "Neil, I need a favor," she said. "Someone left a threatening note in my house. I'm wondering if I can crash at your place just for the night." She was under-reacting, but she didn't want to rile up her brother.

      "I'm up now! What happened?"

      Now that she had his full attention, she knew he'd never let her live this one down. There was a time when her one and only brother monitored her every move.

      When their parents got on board a plane nearly nine years ago to vacation overseas only to meet an untimely demise in a crash, Neil had turned into the strict older brother who thought everyone—and everything—would strip his only living family member from him. It had taken him a while to realize that she was moving into adulthood and to loosen up a bit. Now that she was twenty-one and had her own place now, she'd just experienced what real freedom from an overbearing brother felt like. But after what just happened, she had no doubt that his overprotective ways would return.

      After the call, Cassie's thoughts trailed back to the moment when she lifted and read the note from the rock.

      -Your article about how these animals pretending to be humans shouldn't be treated "inhumanely" was rather interesting. But really? THEY'RE ANIMALS! If you don't like how we protest, GET OUT OF OUR TOWN! Or I have an even better idea. Meet me at the county zoo where I can gut you and then throw you in a cage of lions. I hope you've got life insurance-.

      It took her almost no time to come to the conclusion that her stalker was mad that she was connecting telling clues on a case surrounding the shifter murders. Someone didn't want to be ousted or caught. The note had been very telling. Her stalker was the real animal here and he deserved to be locked up in prison.

      Cassie was committed to this case. One threat wasn't going to stop her from finding the real truth. But now she had another goal: staying alive.
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        Three Days Later

      

      

      Luke Lombardi dropped a bundle of mail on the counter in his kitchen, grabbed a glass, and filled it with tap water from the sink. As he guzzled down the beverage, he noticed the green light blinking on his answering machine. He'd  just cleared the messages this morning before his run, yet the screen indicated that he'd gotten five new messages since then.

      When the warmer months started rolling in, business for his mountain lodging company came pouring in too. He wasn't complaining since there was once a time when campers and vacationers stayed clear of the area. But with his niece and nephew now away at college, he was having a heck of a time keeping up with the day to day operations. He'd held off for the longest on hiring full-time employees. Other than himself, only a few contractors came through every once in a while to make sure the lodging cabins were safe for guests and passed the state standards.

      Luke pushed a button on the machine, hoping that someone suitable had answered his help wanted ad for office help. He toggled through the recordings. A couple messages were from other businesses trying to sell their services and a few more inquiries come from campers looking for group rates and such. The last message was from Neil Grey, his old roommate from college. Actually, he considered Neil a very good friend.

      "Hey Luke. It's Neil. I've been trying to reach you. I know you're busy up there with the seasons changing, but I really need a favor. Please call me ASAP."

      Speaking of being busy, Luke was a little disappointed that no other job seekers had replied to the ad. The last three candidates he'd interviewed didn't quite make the cut. Then again, he had to admit that he was being a little picky. His niece had left detailed instructions on what she did on a daily basis, but he knew no one could replace her. Sending those twins off to school in another state had been difficult for Luke, but he knew in his heart that this was best for both of them. At least they had each other.

      He picked up the handset and dialed Neil Grey's phone number. Neil picked up right after the first ring.

      "Hey Luke. Thanks for calling back."

      "You seem worried. What's up?"

      "I need a huge favor," he said.

      Who didn't need a huge favor these days?

      "Why do I get the feeling that you're in trouble?" Luke asked.

      Neil laughed nervously. "It's not me this time. It's Cassie. She ran into some issues at work and she needs to lay low for a while. You remember my sister, right?"

      He'd never officially met Cassie, but he'd seen her for a brief moment eight years ago right after the college graduation ceremony. At the time, her most striking features were her thick mane of curly mahogany hair, a cute button nose, and an innocent, but devilish smile.

      "Yes, I remember Cassie. What's going on?"

      "She's a journalist for the Aspen Valley Times. She was working on a story with a work colleague and she caught a lot of heat behind it. We agreed that she needs to get out of town for a few days, maybe even a few weeks until things settle down and the cops can catch these guys. I have to travel on business and I can't reschedule this. I'd be devastated if anything happened to Cassie while I was gone. We don't have anybody else, you know?"

      Neil and his sister Cassie had lived together without their parents for five years now. They'd died in a plane crash that had taken the lives of several other Aspen Valley residents too. Neil had become his sister's guardian, but if Luke's estimates were correct Cassie was no longer a child. But as a man who had adopted his niece and nephew, Luke understand the necessity to keep them safe would never leave—no matter how independent they had become.

      "It's that bad, huh?" Luke pulled out a chair from under the kitchen table and sat down. He began sorting through the stack of mail. "You know, I've got family out in Aspen Valley. What kind of story was she working on?"

      "It's the case involving the shifter murders. About how they're being led astray and then gunned down."

      Luke's back stiffened. He swallowed down his rising suspicions, but no amount of force would chase down the lump in his throat. He knew about the murders. In fact, every wolf in the valley was trying to find the creep—or creeps—responsible for the murders. The murders had slowed down following the Pack being proactive in looking out for their fellow neighbors, but the sporadic killings had gone on so long that Dane Magnus, Alpha of the Pack, had set up his own protection crew within the Pack to keep the members safe.

      "She says she actually requested the assignment," Neil continued. "Would you believe it? She just got the job and has barely finished training and they're already giving her these high-profile dangerous cases. She's been acting out lately like she doesn't give a shit about her safety or anything. I don't get it."

      "Sounds like someone else I know. Someone like the highly-successful detective that solved every crime he was assigned to in Aspen Valley," Luke commented.

      Neil snorted. "Yeah, I think she got the brunt of my dad's drive to succeed at nearly everything." Neil's dad had been a police detective in Aspen Valley before his death, pursuing most of the area's dangerous cases.

      "What do you need? You know I've got your back."

      "Her home address has already been compromised so she's going to be staying at that log cabin I bought three years ago. With me still living in a one bedroom apartment the mountain cabin was our only decent and quick option. It's close enough to you that I thought you'd be able to look out for her while she's there. It doesn't have to be every day, but if you could just check in on her while I'm up in Maine."

      "Sure."

      "I really appreciate it, man," Neil said. "And we've gotta get together again, just like old times. Maybe when I'm done with this trip and if you have time, we can catch up. Last time we ran into each other, you were grocery shopping with your niece and nephew."

      "Yeah, they kept me pretty busy."

      "Cassie's packing right now, so we'll be driving up there either tomorrow morning or the following day."

      "I'll see both of you when you get here," Luke said.

      "Thanks man, I'll owe you big time for this one."

      "Don't even mention it."
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      "Unbelievable!” Neil pulled the cabin door close, turned around on the porch, and blew outward in frustration.

      Cassie rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. Her nerves had been shot since the moment she and her brother left his apartment this morning. Not only was she homeless, she was also at the mercy of her spur-of-the-moment decision-making brother. For his sanity, she had tried doing things his way. But his plans weren't panning out the way they'd discussed.

      "I can't believe you didn't check this place out before you insisted on me staying here," Cassie exclaimed. "I like my alone time just as much as the next girl, but this is out in the middle of nowhere."

      "It's not out in the middle of nowhere. It only looks that way. This area is safer than the city anyway."

      "So what's up with the leak in the ceiling?" She gestured toward the small cabin that her brother claimed he had bought some time ago.

      "The maintenance guy was out here two months ago. He didn't say anything about there being a leak," Neil said.

      "Just in case you don't remember most of the area has been in a drought for over three weeks up until two days ago. Maybe it wasn't visible when he came by." Cassie sighed. "I should have stayed with Clara like I planned."

      "Clara doesn't exactly have her shit together either. Do you know how many times I've seen that chick drunk out of her mind at parties?"

      "What does it matter? She was offering me a place to stay until this all died down. Just because she goes out partying doesn't mean I will too."

      "You don't know what I know."

      "Oh? Let me guess…you've slept with her."

      Neil said nothing. He just slipped past her.

      "Oh my God," Cassie exclaimed in disbelief. "That's why you don't want me talking to her. You've had sex with her."

      Cassie followed her brother down the steps and through the thick shrubbery leading to his truck.

      "Now's not the time to discuss my sex life. That's my business. You're in a whole heap of trouble and I'm trying to find someplace safe for you to stay. You're not exactly in a position to have your location compromised. I don't trust Clara and her mouth runs like a water faucet."

      "Well you trusted her enough to fuck her," Cassie noted. "Now what? I might as well just go back to Aspen Valley and wait it out. Do you honestly think someone's going to try to kill me? It was a threat, that's all. I'm off the case now."

      "You know nothing about what those men are capable of. Get in the truck. Be quiet and just let me think."

      Reluctantly, Cassie slipped into the passenger side seat. "When will you learn that I can take care of myself? But if you insist…fine. Just know that after this I plan to move very far away from Aspen Valley."

      "Hold your horses, sister," Neil mumbled nervously.

      Even as Cassie made that declaration, she knew the only thing holding her in Aspen Valley was her older brother. Sometimes she felt that she was the one that kept him sane. And all they had was each other at the moment. It would've been so much better for her to hightail it out of the state if she knew he had someone stable in his life. But Neil never settled. Often times, Cassie thought he was afraid of commitment.

      As Neil thumbed through his cell phone, she continued talking, "You know…about your sex life. You really need to settle down. If Aspen Valley is going to be your permanent resident, don't you think you need to be making some permanent bonds instead of having sex with every willing woman at every major company in the city? Last month, it was my friend Clara at Reverie Technologies. And now this month, a woman named Jacki from Pack and Ship kept calling your apartment phone for you. She sounded sprung. What did you do to her exactly? Ugh…never mind. I don't even want to know."

      "Jacki was calling about a shipment. Look, I'm not going to talk about my relationships with you," he grumbled and then started the truck. "Not now…not ever."

      He maneuvered the truck through the thick brush and then turned off down the road.

      "Where are you going now?" she asked, peering out through the windshield at the top of the mountains miles ahead of them.

      "There's a lodging business less than a mile from here. A good friend of mine owns it. He should have a unit that he can rent us for the time being."

      "Which good friend?" she asked.

      "Luke."

      "Luke…you mean the hot hunk that you roomed with in college?"

      Neil gave her a sideways glance. "I'm not sure about the hot hunk part, but yeah…we shared an apartment for a little bit. That was a long time ago. And you still remember him?"

      Cassie bit her bottom lip as her memory ran across what she remembered about Luke the most. His eyes. She would never forget his deep-set gaze peppered with specs of gold when he had assessed her that first time after a graduation ceremony. She would always remember how at ease his penetrating stare made her feel when she was just a self-conscious teen. That had been eight years ago, but she had never forgotten him. Sometimes she even dreamed of him.

      "I do remember him. Did you say he owns a lodging business? Like a hotel?"

      "No, not like a hotel," Neil replied. "Lodging…like for the occasional vacationers, campers, mountain climbers…sight seers. We're not talking five-star resort here."

      "Hmmm…just as long as I don't have to stay in a tent," she countered. "And in that case, you'll turn this truck around and head right back into town."

      "Whatever, Cassie," Neil said. "If you think for one minute, I'm letting you stay in Aspen Valley on your own, you're dead wrong. You're just like Dad—stubborn and nosy. And I know for a fact that you haven't stopped working on the story that got you in this trouble in the first place."

      Cassie neither denied nor confirmed his suspicions. In fact, she just kept her mouth closed for the duration of the short drive along the rocky dirt road. She didn't want to be the one to break it to him. He was right—on both counts. She needed to drop the case for her sanity and her safety, but she just couldn't. She'd been so close to learning the true identity of the person behind the shifter killings. Sure she could stop now while innocent people were being murdered for no reason. But the fact was…she didn't want to stop because she did care. Through her findings and research about the shifters living in this region, she came to the conclusion that they were entitled to remain here just like any other human being.
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      Luke abandoned his coffee and breakfast sandwich the moment he heard an engine rumbling toward his log cabin. The familiar sound of tires trudging across loose rock and gravel followed soon after. He had company.

      His guests left him alone for the most part. The only reason anybody would be coming to call this early in the morning was if something had gone wrong on the property. He always made it a point to make sure all guests—both long and short term—had everything they needed up front in each cabin. And if any issues came up, there was a list of numbers hanging on the fridge in each log cabin. No one had called his cell or the main line about any unresolved matters, so he wondered what was wrong and why someone would be driving up to his private cabin, which was barely visible to the casual passerby.

      Luke shoved on his work boots and pulled on a large flannel shirt before rushing out onto the porch to greet the guests. The male driver in the unfamiliar Dodge Ram pulled up close to his house like Luke was expecting him. It wasn't until the driver cut the engine and stepped out of the truck that he realized who the guy was.

      Neil Grey.

      "Neil." Luke grinned. "You're early."

      "Yeah. Here I am."

      They greeted each other with a handshake and a manly hug.

      "My sis didn't take as long to pack as I thought. First time that's happened. You know how women are. How's it going?" Neil asked.

      "I was just eating breakfast," Luke replied. "Well…second breakfast actually."

      Neil laughed. "Of course. You're still an early bird, right?"

      "Damn right I am," Luke confirmed. "I'm glad you came out before I made my rounds on the property. You know your way around here though, right? Or have you forgotten?"

      "Well, I remembered where you live, so that's something."

      Luke shrugged. "Hardly anything's changed really."

      "Where are Henry and Nessa?"

      "I didn't tell you?" Luke asked.

      "Nah…what'd I miss?"

      "They started college last fall."

      Neil smiled. "Good for you, man. And congratulations." He clapped Luke on the back. "That means you're an empty nester."

      "Yeah, finally. But it's not the same without them around here."

      "I hear ya." Neil scratched his head and stole a glance behind him at the woman who was still seated in his truck.

      "Is everything okay with you?" Luke asked. "I know you couldn't talk that long on the phone the other day."

      "That's the thing…something else came up. The cell phone reception sucks ass around here," Neil exclaimed. "I couldn't get through. I hope I didn't catch you at a bad time."

      "No, not at all. You said you were coming out, so I was expecting you. Did you get your sister settled in the cabin?"

      "Ugh…about that…" Neil bit at his bottom lip.

      "Is that your girl in the truck? Why don't you both come inside? There's no need to stand out here."

      Neil chuckled. "That's Cassie in the truck. You don't remember her?"

      Luke's gaze traveled to the truck again, but this time he didn't have to adjust his vision to I.D. the woman peering out through the windshield at him. As soon as Cassie Grey—all beautiful and all grown up—stepped out of the truck, Luke literally stumbled back a foot or two.

      He could barely breathe as the sight of her instantly took his breath away. Her hair color was now a mix of dark mahogany with cinnamon and blonde highlights scattered throughout. Instead of the lush curls from her youth, her strands were practically bone straight. She wasn't a teen anymore; she was a woman.

      He hadn't remembered her like this—fuck no. The last time he saw Cassie, she wasn't wearing a red form-fitting top with her plump breasts virtually pouring out of the top. Her jeans shorts were so short that they barely covered more than three inches of her long creamy legs. She must have left her shoes in the truck because her feet were bare, showing off her red-painted toenails. She didn't seem to mind the dirt on her soles. When Luke trailed his gaze back up her flawless toffee-colored legs, too-short shorts, and her belly button peeking out from her barely there top, he felt his cock twitching behind his fly. He knew he was done for.

      "Oh, hell," he mumbled under his breath.

      "Excuse me?" Neil asked.

      Had he said that aloud? Oh, fuck.

      Cassie moved closer, narrowing the distance between them.

      "Hi Luke." She waved.

      Her mascara coated eyelashes swept the top of her cheeks as she looked him up and down. "Remember me?"

      Luke swallowed and diverted his gaze away from her breasts. He didn't know how to answer that question anymore. The Cassie he had remembered eight years ago wasn't the same Cassie that was standing before him today.
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      “Of course. How could I forget?" Luke replied.

      The huskiness in his voice seemed to flow directly toward her. A heated blush crept up the back of her neck, spreading downward through her spine. His stare was the same. Brown with specs of gold. Penetrating. Animalistic. If her memory was correct, he was now the same age as her brother—thirty-one. Ten years older than she was. Luke was more breathtaking now than he was eight years ago. Age progression had refined him to perfection. His beard was trimmed and well-manicured. He was dressed down in casual slacks and an unbuttoned worn flannel shirt. His hard-edged body was corded with nothing but lean, sinewy muscles. Her gaze slowed when she took in the dark trail of hair disappearing under his waistband. Cassie gulped dry air as she identified the sexiest part of his body—the sculpted V made by his defined lower abs and hip flexors.

      Neil cleared his throat.

      Luke diverted his gaze from what Cassie knew to be her breasts and turned slightly to gesture toward the log cabin.

      "Excuse me for being rude," Luke said. "Come on inside."

      He ushered them inside the home and offered them drinks. As the two men exchanged light chatter, she glanced about the small cozy space that made up Luke's home. The cabin couldn't have had more than one bedroom, maybe two. The living area was very spacious. A desk sat in one corner where Cassie noticed several hand-drawn geographical maps and building sketches scattered across the surface. There were even some drawings hanging on the wall. It reminded her of the type of sketches that Neil kept in his work binder at his apartment. She wondered if Luke had pursued the same architect career as her brother since they had both graduated with honors and held the same exact degree.

      The men came back into the room with beers. Luke handed her a cold bottle of water, but truth be told, she needed the beer. She took the bottle from him anyway. The moment their fingertips brushed something warm and electrifying passed through her. Affection radiated between them. She was not only happy to see him again but surprised by the effect he still had on her. Only when Neil popped the cap off his beer did that disrupt them out of their exchange.

      "So…uh, here's the thing…I stopped by the cabin and was greeted by a nasty surprise," Neil said from his position on the couch.

      "What happened, man? Have the locals been looting again?"

      "No, it's the roof. The rain from a couple days ago leaked through the front half of the home."

      Luke frowned. "Sounds pretty bad. I thought you had hired a maintenance guy to look after the property for you."

      "Yeah, I did. I'm wondering if he was really looking after the cabin or just feeding me bullshit," Neil exclaimed.

      "Who is this guy anyway?" Luke asked.

      "Barry's Handyman Services. I signed a contract with him right after I bought the cabin. He was supposed to be doing all the quarterly maintenance."

      "Never heard of him," Luke said, sitting down in the empty space next to Neil.

      "The guy on the next lot recommended him as a jack of all trades. I guess he missed the darned hole in the roof when he was out there last time."

      Luke shrugged. "It happens. Most of my older units need more than quarterly maintenance these days, so it could be that it's just time to repair the roof. If you want, I can go take a look at it and get it patched up until you can get a new roof."

      "Ah man, I can't ask you to fix my roof. You've done enough. Plus that'll take more than a couple days, won't it?"

      Luke sat back in the chair. "Possibly, but didn't you say that Cassie was staying there?"

      "Not anymore but I have to leave out tonight if I'm going to make my flight out to Maine in time. I don't have time to stick around and we're out of options."

      "What do you mean? What happened exactly?" Luke looked from Neil to Cassie.

      "I was on a high profile news assignment. I came across some information that made someone mad and they threatened me," Cassie said.

      "The cops suggested that I not return to my apartment alone," she added.

      "Cassie thinks there's no issue with letting the local cops handle it while she stays in Aspen Valley. I don't trust that at all. I'd rather have her lay low for a few weeks until the authorities can break the case. She's already handed over what she knows, so it's just a matter of them giving the case a little more priority," Neil said.

      "I agree. She shouldn't be out on her own if the person who threatened her is still on the loose."

      "The cops should have given this case a little more priority in the first place," Cassie said. "These shifter murders have been buried for quite some time now. I almost wonder who's helping them. You'd think the cops would at least try to work with the Pack Alpha to solve this thing with what little clues they have instead of trying to close the case every chance they get."

      Luke's gaze swept over her appreciatively, but not in the same way as before. This time he regarded her with admiration. And she had to admit…she loved when he stared at her that way—as if what she did and said mattered. She worked in a department that consisted of mostly males and had always had to go out of her way to prove herself. The case had become near and dear to her because of how much safer Aspen Valley could be for all of its citizens, but case closure would at least give her a chance to be recognized and recommended for the raise she knew she deserved. But no one had picked up on that aspect of it, not even her brother. When she returned to work again, she'd be back at square one, trying to claw her way to the top of an already populated news station. It didn't help that the jobs were sparse in Aspen Valley either.

      Neil sighed. "See what I mean, Luke. She won't let it go. This case is out of her league. Why put a young woman on a case like this?"

      "I'm not a child. If you want to know the truth, I asked for the assignment, okay? No one wanted it and I took it because I wanted it solved and it was a chance to prove myself in my new role."

      "I agree with your brother, Cassie," Luke said. "You've done a lot of good with the assignment. I'm willing to bet that because of your push for the real story, the case is receiving more attention from the authorities. You've proven enough. Now it's time to think about your safety."

      "You're damned right it's receiving more attention…and so is she," Neil said.  "And the fact that she's standing here proves that she knows she needs to get away from Aspen Valley now that the murderers know her name and her face."

      "The community here is pretty low key. She'll be safe if she stays out here until the dust settles in the Valley," Luke said.

      Neil nodded. "I know you've got a lodging business running here, so that's why I need to see about renting one of your cabins."

      Luke blew outward and ran his fingers through his hair. "I'm booked solid for the next six months. That includes both short-term and long-term rentals. My next set of guests arrives in two days and that cabin is currently being cleaned out now. Besides the cabin that we partially converted into an office space last year for the hired help, I've got nothing."

      "Bummer," Neil exclaimed.

      "It's okay," Cassie said. "I'll just stay somewhere else. It's no problem. Didn't we pass another lodging company on the way here?"

      "No, I don't know those guys up the road. I know Luke," Neil exclaimed. "And somewhere else, like where? How are you certain the place is safe for you?"

      "I'm not. Maybe I'll just call Uncle Ronnie and Auntie Lynn in Illinois to see if they can spare a room. You know I'm always welcome there."

      "That's not going to happen. The last time we visited them, a known drug dealer showed up at their home to collect money. Mom and Dad would never want you to stay there under any circumstances."

      Cassie rolled her eyes. "Auntie Lynn is clean now. And like you said, I'm out of options."

      "Wait," Luke interjected. "You can stay in the office cabin until I hire someone. By that time, maybe we'll have the roof fixed on Neil's cabin."

      "Are you sure?" Cassie asked. "I don't want to cause any issues for your business."

      "It's fine. I'm having a heck of a time finding an Office Manager replacement for my niece who used to keep all the books. I don't know if it's the pay I offered or the fact that I'm virtually out in the middle of nowhere, but I haven't received any suitable bites yet."

      "Well, if you need someone to organize your books and records, Cassie has loads of experience doing that. She was the receptionist at the news station for months before they took her on as an intern."

      Luke looked to her for validation.

      "I was." She shrugged. "I'm not a pro at organization or customer service by any means, but I can help out around here if you need it."

      "Yeah, put her to work. She can do any job you've got for her," Neil said.

      Cassie nudged her brother hard in the side. "Look who's talking. Mr. I Play Hooky From Work Every Other Week Because I'm Useless."

      "Just consider this a favor," Luke told her. "I don't want anything bad to happen to you either."

      "We really appreciate this. Things have been rough for us lately and the trust fund our parents left us ran out quicker than we thought. I'm taking on double the projects at work and with Cassie being on a leave of absence from the station, that's not doing her any good either," Neil added.

      "Yes…thank you," Cassie said, smiling shyly. "I just hope this isn't a big inconvenience for you."

      "Don't worry about it," Luke reassured her. "We'll figure this out. Once the cops nail this guy, I'm sure you'll be able to return to work."

      "I hope so."
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      The moment Cassie’s brother left her alone—and safe—in the cozy cabin to unpack and get settled in, a great burden rose from her shoulders. In the end, she had to admit that getting away from Aspen Valley for a little while had been in her best interests.  In the days following the threat, admitting to Neil that she was concerned for her safety had been out of the question. After all, she didn't want him worrying more than he had to…and he had been a complete wreck once he realized just what kind of trouble she had gotten herself into.

      But now that she was here, she realized that she needed something constructive to do other than worry about the what-ifs. But the never-ending urge to finish the article that got her into this mess in the first place remained with her. What would happen if she secretly continued to review and analyze the case facts? She just couldn't bear to let all of her months of researching and interviewing go to waste. And she wouldn't. Her business and personal writing journals were already unpacked and stacked high on the coffee table out in the main area. She couldn't wait to take them outside to sit and write for hours on end. But of course, she had to earn her stay here. She couldn't just lounge around like this was a vacation.

      Cassie entered the smallest bedroom which had been used as an office and filing room by Luke's niece. She wondered just how much work was involved in being the Office Manager of a lodging business. Depending on the time commitment, she could easily split half of her day doing projects for Luke and the other half working on several half-finished articles. Even if she were only here for a week or two, that was enough time to complete a couple of her projects.

      Just from the looks of things in the makeshift office space, Cassie could tell that Luke's niece was a very organized person. The exact opposite of herself. She wasn't exactly the messiest person in the world, but she'd never given a second thought to numbering and color-coding everything like Luke's niece had. An instruction booklet was conveniently laid out on the desk explaining where every record and every single supply was kept. Cassie could definitely jump right in where the daily responsibilities were concerned, but would she really be able to fill his niece's shoes. For the short amount of time she was here, she'd certainly do her best.

      The next thing she found interesting about the office, as well as the interior of the cabin itself was all the photographs on the wall. They weren't the kind of photos one would find sitting on a shelf at the nearest retail chain store. Someone had taken these unique images and framed them. If the portraits of the mountains, woods, and the scenic lake were any indication of what she would see when she ventured out in her free time, she would probably never want to leave. The images were fuel to Cassie's writer's soul. There was a book of still photos lying out on a side table in the main area, and Cassie flipped through them. Some of the pictures were signed with the name "Nessa". She immediately recalled Neil and Luke referring to the niece as Nessa, so the pictures must have been taken by her.

      Cassie found another photo book on a bookcase. Instead of photos of nature, this one had photos and illustrations of wolves resting, at play, running, and howling. They were beautiful wolves with furs in all shades of red, brown, and black. She silently wondered if Nessa's photographs were of natural wolves or of the shifters who were fabled to have roamed the valleys since before Cassie was born. If the latter were true, Nessa had captured each moment beautifully. Every photograph told a story. Every image delivered a message. Cassie got lost in trying to decode what each wolf's story was in every picture until she heard a motorcycle engine being revved up outside.

      She dropped the photo book and ran over to stare out through the kitchen window in the direction of the noise. The smaller cabin that she was staying in was next to Luke's log cabin. Only a few trees and shrubs separated the two lots. From the kitchen window, she could see right in Luke's front yard. For a moment, she thought he'd revved up his own motorcycle and was heading out, but she was relieved to find Luke standing out in the front yard as his guest rode the motorcycle off the property. The man's helmet was already on, so Cassie didn't get to see his face.

      Both Neil and Luke had said that there were permanent residents living out here, not just tourists. It was nice to know that she wouldn't be totally alone in the wilderness. She loved her alone time just as much as the next person, but she wasn't used to the complete silence she'd been faced with since they'd left her to unpack.

      She lived on the first level of her apartment building, so she had gotten used to the sounds of people walking and stomping on the level above her, cars pulling in and out of the parking lot right in front of her unit, and the hum of the lawn mowers and leaf blowers whenever the landscapers came out. She had learned how to completely ignore all those nuisances. It was different out here. As evening approached, all she could hear was the sound of nature and the nightlife.

      Luke hadn't gone back inside the house after the guy on the motorcycle left. He seemed to be fumbling around with something on his porch. He was shirtless, wearing nothing but the pair of jeans that fit him perfectly. She didn't know what had come over her, but her body temperature rose despite the great distance between them. Something about him sparked her curiosity. But of course, everything sparked her curiosity these days. She was observant because she had to be. Her job depended on it…and she loved her job. But this urge to close the distance between herself and Luke went beyond that.

      Before she could change her mind, she pulled a light hoody over her tank top and pushed herself out into the calm evening breeze. A light chill folded across her bare legs reminding her that the temperatures out here weren't as mild as Aspen Valley. She probably should've packed more pants and dresses than shorts knowing how volatile the weather could be in the mountains.

      Cassie hadn't even made it halfway across the backside of the yard yet when Luke stopped what he was doing to stare in her direction as if he'd sensed her coming before even seeing her. Knowing that his full, undivided attention was now on her as she approached his cabin, her legs felt like they were turning into putty.

      Luke picked up a towel that was hanging on a banister and mopped it across his face. From where Cassie was, she couldn't make out the sweat on his skin. Only the perfection. And he seemed perfect in every way. She'd never told anyone this before, but after the very first time she'd seen Luke, she began imagining that her future husband would be just like him.

      As Luke waited on the steps for her, he picked up a bottle of beer and lifted the bottle to his mouth. Although her heart was beating like hell, she couldn't drag her eyes off the rugged sight of him. The waistband of his pants fit loosely at his hips, where his hardened lower abs were accentuated well. A tattoo or some kind of distinct birthmark was partially hidden by his belt. Her nipples pebbled against the fabric of her blouse at the thought of what lie beneath his fly. If the noticeable bulge was any indication of his real size, then Mr. Luke Lombardi was surely packin'. Dear God, she couldn't remember the last time she had this type of reaction to a man.

      When he licked his lips after taking a long swig and then fixed his amber colored gaze on her, she knew she was done for.
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      "Hey.”

      That simple greeting and the sound of her voice had Luke tied in knots. He was so fucking mesmerized by everything about her. Dammit. He shouldn't feel this way. Not for Cassie. Not for his friend's sister. But he couldn't resist. He couldn't pretend he wasn't into her.

      Ever since Neil had left his little sister on the premises, he'd fought the urge to have any kind of conversation with her because he knew there was no way around him losing his shit or his dick getting hard in the process.

      Shit! This had been a bad idea. How was he going to keep his mind out of the gutter when she came to him looking like this?

      He gulped down the last of his beer and tried to focus on something other than her tantalizing scent. She smelled like a thicket of honeysuckle flowers. He would give up everything he owned to lick the sweet nectar right off her body. Even the complexion of her skin reminded him of a jar of the purest honey.

      "Hey yourself," he replied. She was so close he could almost taste her.

      Cassie's smile was like a bright ray of sunlight. Her rose petal colored lips were full and plump. The little dainty shorts she had on wasn't even appropriate for this weather. Had she worn them to taunt him?

      "Um…so I wanted to ask you something but I've completely forgotten what it was," she said, her dark lashes brushing the tops her cheeks.

      She wasn't the only one who had completely forgotten the meaning of words. All he could do was look at her.

      She assessed him with eyes that could have seduced any man to do her bidding. Suddenly, he felt unclean standing next to her perfection. Grease and dirt were spread across his chests, arms, and hands.

      Cassie came up onto the porch with him, her painted nails gliding along the wood banister that he had just sanded yesterday in preparation of re-finishing the surface.

      "Looks like you've been working really hard," she said, sitting down on the bench swing.

      Her gaze moved away from the broken down generator lying on the porch up to his hands.

      "Uh…yeah. You could say that." He grabbed the towel he'd used to wipe his sweat earlier and attempted to scrub the grease and oil from his hands. "I like to have a few of these on hand just in case we have a storm. I get guests that aren't too keen on spending their time here in the dark."

      "Makes sense."

      Her eyes dropped to his belt, or at least to what he thought was his belt. He hoped to God that she didn't notice the hard-on she caused.

      "I noticed that you have a tattoo," she commented.

      "Oh, that…" Luke breathed a sigh of relief. "It's actually not a tattoo. It's like a birthmark." He hooked his thumbs into his waistband and tugged his pants upward a bit to conceal the mating mark. Too bad he couldn't hide the fact that he was hard as fuck for her.

      She swallowed hard and blushed noticeably. "Well, anyway…so is this what you do for a living now? Running this lodging business?"

      Luke had never really thought of taking care of the family lodging business something he did for a living.

      "I'm sorry. I don't mean to pry," she said.

      "No, it's fine. I took over the business when my brother passed away. He was always the businessman and I was the one who liked to build things, so yes, I run the business in addition to freelancing as an architect."

      "Right. You and Neil graduated with the same degree. That's why you have all those building sketches all over your home."

      He laughed. "I try not to let that part take over my whole life."

      "I completely understand. I get teased a lot when I invite friends over and they ask when I'm going to open up my own library. I work on articles more than I read these days, though."

      "Do your articles always involve stories of the dangerous sort?" he asked.

      She pressed her lips together and narrowed her gaze. "Hmmm…well…kinda sorta. When I was little I always wanted to be a police detective like my dad, but then things happened and I had a change of heart, but I still love to solve a good puzzle."

      "Let me guess? You love novels in the crime and mystery genre?"

      She nodded. "Legal thrillers. Suspense. And a little fantasy."

      "I didn't think you'd grow up to be the bookworm type," he commented.

      "Well, why not?"

      "Weren't you involved in your cheer and dance team plus modeling and all that stuff?"

      "How'd you know that?"

      "Your brother talked a lot about his family. He talks a lot period."

      Cassie laughed. He hadn't noticed up until now, but she had small dimples on both cheeks.

      "At least we can agree on that, but like I said, I grew up. I'm not a little innocent girl anymore. The death of my parents really changed my whole outlook on life," she said.

      Luke frowned. "I can understand that."

      "So what was it like raising your niece and nephew in your twenties? I mean, I can't imagine raising teenagers right now at this age. I'm a complete wreck as it is now and on a daily basis I wonder if I'm coming or going."

      He shrugged. "It was hard at first, but they're my blood and it was my responsibility. If no one had taken them in, they would've been orphans. I became a parent quicker than I wanted to."

      "I bet," she said. "Teenagers are rebellious."

      "In the beginning, I tried to be more of a friend to them than a legal guardian. I had to set rules and boundaries that I had never followed myself. I thought I could never be the parent that my brother Avery was. I wasn't the responsible brother, and I got into all kinds of trouble while we were growing up. I guess it makes sense that our old man left the lodging business to Avery instead of me. I learned to respect my old man's decision, but only after the tragedy of my brother's death and realizing just how much work and dedication it required."

      "Well, I think you're doing really well. Your business has been in numerous magazines and newspapers across the country for being a top spot for lodging," she told him. "And not to mention, you just sent two teenagers off to college. Two…at the same time."

      He chuckled nervously. "I think they were more hesitant about leaving the nest than I was about letting them go."

      Cassie smiled. "Then they must really look up to you."

      "Who me?" he asked, jokingly.

      "Before Neil graduated he told my parents that both of you had been contacted by the same firm with an employment offer. He was so excited about accepting and that he'd be moving on and working with his best friend. He's not too fond of change and he gets really anxious. He was a little discouraged when you turned down the offer."

      "I did. The travel the company required would've been bad for the twins."

      "You chose family over your career."

      He nodded. "I knew there would be other opportunities. I don't regret turning down the job offer. I'm a free agent and I only accept the jobs that I'm most interested in."

      "Sounds like the best of both worlds. Something smells really good," Cassie said, lifting her nose to the breeze.

      "There's fresh trout grilling out back. Which reminds me…it's time to call it a day. I have a full schedule ahead of me tomorrow."

      "If you're not too busy, I'm ready to start work. I looked through some of the instructions Nessa left behind."

      "What about a tour of the property?" he asked. "I think that's what happens on the first day of any normal corporate job, right?"

      "Sounds better than the online research I was going to do for an article. Just in case you haven't noticed yet, I don't have a car. I totaled mine about a month ago and was saving up a down payment for something else. I've been taking the bus in the meantime." She laughed. "And of course, the bus service doesn't exactly run through here."

      "That's no problem. We get around just fine around here without buses. The trails are clearly marked.On any given day, there's always someone going into town for one thing or another.

      "Alright…so uh…do you have any dinner plans, by any chance? I caught more than enough for both of us. I know you just got settled in and all and I…"

      "I thought you'd never ask. Grilled trout sounds better than canned chicken noodle soup and I worked up quite an appetite putting all my stuff away."

      "Well then…" He smiled. "Let me get cleaned up so we can eat."
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      "So how did you even get assigned that case in the first place?"

      Cassie had just cleaned her plate. Dinner was delicious and not one edible morsel was left on her dish. They were seated at a patio table out on the back porch under the smoky orange evening sky. The warmth from the heated charcoals radiated from the grill toward her, keeping her comfortable and cozy even though the temperature had dropped. But she was least concerned with the weather and mostly intrigued by the man sitting across from her.

      Her beer bottle was half empty and she took a couple sips before answering Luke.

      "Well, I wanted to prove that I could handle a big story so I kind of asked for it. No one else wanted it because of all the work involved and I guess because they didn't care one way or another about what was happening to the shifters. Our State has a number of scandals going on at the moment and those are the stories my colleagues were trying to get their hands on. I knew the risk involved but I didn't think things would end up this way."

      "The murders are becoming more frequent now. It's a serious issue," he said.

      "Have you been following this case too?"

      "Well…something like that. I hear a lot through word of mouth. Like you said, our community is closely knit."

      She traced the sweat on the neck of the bottle. "I'm not really supposed to say much about it, but not one hour goes by that I don't think about what happened to me, you know? Yet still, I want nothing more than to finish what I started. My brother doesn't want to hear about it. He doesn't want me to have anything to do with it."

      "He's just trying to keep you safe," Luke said. "That's what brothers do."

      "Of course. You're the first person I've talked to about this since it happened. I was so close to finishing the story. Now that I'm off the case someone else at the station will likely get credit for it, which is okay really. All I wanted to do was to shed some light on the issue. It's like nobody, except for the shifters, was really paying any attention."

      "That's probably because they didn't believe the murders affected them much. This is a local crime…or probably regional at this point."

      "I just wish they would find this guy, that's all," Cassie said.

      "You've done your part when you didn't have to," Luke said. "It's not your job to put your life on the line. Everything is being taken care of. I promise. Don't worry."

      Cassie smiled. "I really enjoyed the dinner. Hopefully, before it's time for me leave, I can return the favor. I used to be the worst cook in the world until I stumbled across several YouTube channels on how to prepare meals. Now I can make a mean grilled cheese sandwich without screwing it up."

      "Sound like a plan."

      A chorus of wolf howls broke out somewhere off into the distance. The impact of it and the resulting echoes throughout the forest made it seem as if the wolves were only meters away from Luke's backyard. A cold chill crept up Cassie's spine and goosebumps rose on her bare arms and legs.

      She looked across the table, meeting Luke's gaze with uncertainty. His hands gripped the edge of the table and his back was stiffened. A look of turmoil crossed his face. It all just seemed so odd.

      A flicker of a brighter amber color flashed within his irises. She leaned forward, her attention focused on his sudden change in demeanor, trying to decipher if he was afraid or just anxious. He tore his gaze away,  looking out into the direction of the dense trees in his yard.

      She looked out into the forest too but saw nothing. All she heard were the wolves howling. This time she realized that the frequency and pattern of the howls were becoming more distinct.

      "Do you have a lot of wolves living out here in the mountains?" she asked, breaking the morbid silence.

      "Yes, but they're harmless."

      The wolves howled again but this time the sound came from different directions. Cassie was now certain that they were communicating with each other.

      "It sounds like there are a lot of them. A group of them. Calling out to each other."

      "It's a warning," Luke said.

      "A warning about what? To whom? To each other?"

      Luke nodded.

      "How do you know that?"

      "I just know," he said, quietly.

      "Are they natural wolves or…?"

      Luke didn't answer her question, but now that his full attention was on her, she saw that his lips were pressed firmly together and creases formed on his forehead, solidifying her earlier conclusion that he was dead worried about something.

      "There are shifters living out here, aren't they?" she asked under her breath as if what she'd just discovered was some deep, dark secret that no one could uncover.

      Luke rose from his chair. "Let's get you inside. It's getting cold out here."

      She rose with him. "Shouldn't we clean up the food? Won't the wolves smell the food?"

      "I'll take care of all that. Don't worry. And for the record, no one will be encroaching on this territory. Trust me," he said.

      Without hesitation she trusted him. Coming from an upbringing that taught her never to trust strangers, this feeling seemed odd to her. But physically and emotionally, she felt this instant connection to him. The fact that he still had a worried look etched on his face as they filed into the cabin brought out those same fears in her. Plus, she was a little irritated that their dinner talk had ended. It felt like he was just beginning to open up to her. But there was always tomorrow and she had plans to make the best use of her time out here living in seclusion on this beautiful landscape next to the mountains. The presence of wolves didn't bother her, but Luke's reactions to the howling did.
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      “I’m sorry we had to cut this short, but I hope you at least enjoyed the food."

      Luke stood under the door frame and Cassie had her back leaned against the door.

      "I enjoyed every last bit. Thank you. I didn't mean to take up too much of your time, though."

      "No worries. I could use some company every now and then."

      "You mean you don't have anyone else out here…to talk to?"

      "Of course I do. My neighbors. My guests."

      She folded her arms across her chest and an innocent smile flashed across her face. "I meant like a girlfriend."

      "Nope. Not a one. I've had zero time to mingle around the city."

      "Earlier you said, that you barely get out to visit the bars and nightclubs much, but who says you have to visit the city to find some company?" she asked.

      He laughed. "You're onto something there, but why are you worried about me?"

      "I was just wondering. A man who has his shit together, works hard, is extremely good-looking, and knows how to cook…I would say that's a plus in any woman's book."

      "Too bad I'm not just looking for any woman."

      Cassie narrowed her gaze. "So you're just being picky?"

      He couldn't help but assess her from head to toe for a long minute. At this point, he wasn't even sure that he wanted to hide his blatant arousal anymore. She'd grown up a great deal since the last time he'd seen her. She carried a conversation at the dinner table like a person two times her age. She was well-educated, well-versed, and…well…she was perfect.

      "I guess I am picky as hell when it comes to who I want in my bed."

      She cleared her throat and shuffled around on the doormat a bit. "Well maybe if you step out of your comfort zone a little bit, you'll run into your future girlfriend or wife."

      "And maybe I'll never have to step foot off of my property. Maybe she'll come to me."

      "Picky, patient, and sure of himself," she said. "Before long, I'll have you figured out."

      "Are you sure about that?"

      "That's what I do. I didn't graduate from any fancy college or anything like that, but I like to think that I know how to dig deep to find out exactly what I need to about any person, place, or thing."

      She was ambitious. Probably even fearless in her pursuits. And she wasn't afraid to gain knowledge no matter what the outcome was estimated to be, that was for damn sure. Her determination had already backfired once, but he was certain there were many other instances in which she succeeded.

      "For the career you're in that drive will come in handy."

      "Sometimes my drive gets me in trouble too," she added.

      "But you're working on staying safe, right? Stay inside tonight, will ya? We can start the tour early in the morning. Most of my guests checked in midweek and since tomorrow is Friday, it should be a slow day. "

      Luke backed away from the door, putting some distance between them. But the scent of freshly bloomed honeysuckle flowers came with him. The innocent aura was driving him crazy.

      "Goodnight," she said, and then she warned playfully, "Don't let the wolves bite."

      He chuckled under his breath. "I'll try not to. Enjoy the rest of your evening."

      She closed the door and secured both the lock, the bolt, and the chain making certain that she was safe inside. Although, he had meant what he said. No other wolf would dare encroach on his territory bringing threats. The safest place for Cassie to be at the moment was in that cabin. Neil was right to bring her. The trouble she'd gotten herself into wasn't her fault. The issue had become widespread.

      A fellow wolf howled again in the distance, reminding Luke that it was his duty to appear when he was called. As a scout serving Dane, the Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack, he had a duty to protect his Pack. The wolf calls that he and Cassie had heard earlier had been a forewarning and a call to strengthen protection around the Pack's borders.

      Luke moved out, shielding himself behind the massive trunk and thick, bushy branches of an Oak tree, took off his clothes and hid the garments behind a rock. He shifted into his wolf form seamlessly and quickly. When he had all four paws on the ground, he tilted his face up toward the moon and replied with his own unique howl. He started off, racing through the woods toward his fellow scouts, hoping that the meeting hadn't started without him.
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      "It’s about time you got here, Luke," Grim commented as soon as a stark-naked Luke entered the barn.

      Grim Nathaniel was the current leader the of the Aspen Valley wolf scouts. He took orders from the Pack Alpha Dane Magnus and was put in charge of rounding up more than a dozen wolf scouts at any given time. With Nathaniel looking to retire in a couple years, Dane had already approached Luke a few times about stepping up in the role. Only that would add a third major responsibility to his current list with the twins and his business being a top priority.

      "Thanks for waiting. I have a personal guest who was visiting me when I heard the call," Luke said.

      On instinct, he moved toward a chest that held some extra clothes. He'd done some work here for Grim before, so he always kept clothes stashed here just in case he ever ruined his clothes during a shift. The barn was also the one place that the scouts could hold uninterrupted meetings as a group.

      Luke fished out a t-shirt and pants and pulled them on. Looking around him, he realized that only eight scouts were present tonight. Their next regularly scheduled meeting wasn't until the following week so the call to meet had been a little unexpected.

      "Well don't you always have guests?" Patrick, a fellow scout, inquired. He pushed off a wall, dropping his cigarette to the ground and squashing it with the toe of his boot.

      "I'm still in business, but she's different. I'm looking after her for a friend."

      "She?" Patrick grinned. "I get it now. I can tell when a man has got fresh pussy waiting on him. No wonder you were late."

      "It's not like that," Luke grumbled. "Her brother is a good friend of mine."

      "Uh-huh," Patrick replied, skeptically. "We all know where you'd rather be."

      "Enough about me. That call was pretty sudden. What's going on?" Luke asked.

      "More murders. We have reports of almost two or three shootings in almost every county east of Aspen Valley. At the rate this is going, and if it doesn't stop, these killers could wipe out a whole Pack if they wanted to," Grim said.

      "What have the cops been saying about this?" Luke asked. "I presume nothing since the killer is still at large."

      "They're saying the evidence doesn't add up and that none of the crimes can be linked. They claim these are random incidents. Even though the killer has been cornering stray, rogue wolves, we know better."

      "Of course we do," a shifter named Frederic offered from across the barn. "This is another ploy to chase us out of the area…maybe even annihilate us all."

      Grim pounded his fist down onto a makeshift table. "We won't stand for it. As a Pack, we're now taking matters into our own hands. A dozen other surrounding Packs are doing the same too. The Alpha and I had a long talk this afternoon and he's given us scouts the responsibility of bringing down anyone and anything threatening our livelihood. We can't wait for the police on this one or we'll all be shot dead when we least expect it. Our murders have been swept under the rug. Our coroner has two dead shifters at his station now. He found the cause of death to be gunshot wounds. However, the murderer tried to cover it up by throwing the carcass out onto busy highways where the bodies were rolled over a whole bunch of times. They were labeled roadkill until Coroner Jack picked them up."

      As Grim continued to hash out the details and discuss strategies, Luke's mind kept drifting to Cassie and not just because she'd been the center of his attention since she arrived but because of the incident that drove her to seek the safety of the mountains. He had no doubt that the two crimes were linked even though the cops were saying these were random occurrences not necessarily carried out by one person or group.

      What if Cassie really was onto something? What if she had gotten so close to finding out who was causing such fear among the wolf community that she'd rattled fear in the perpetrator himself?

      It was possible that Cassie had encountered clues that no one else could…or perhaps, no one else dared to pursue. Before bringing the story to his fellow scouts, he had to be certain that the facts added up. But would Cassie be willing to revisit her research and share her findings? By doing so, would it trigger the bad memories that caused her to hide in the valley to begin with?
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      "Did you have a good breakfast?" Luke asked as Cassie pulled the door to the cabin close and locked it.

      "Lots of oatmeal and fruit," she replied. "Plus the chocolate candy bar I forgot to eat yesterday on the car ride here."

      Luke grinned. "Sounds good, but we'll wrap up a bit early right before lunch. I'll show you where the market is. They have a small restaurant there and Pat owns the grocery store. She can pretty much order just about anything so if you need something over the next couple weeks, let her know."

      "I'm pretty stocked up for now. As far as food, I kind of put myself on a diet."

      "Why?" he asked, narrowing his gaze.

      "Well look at me."

      "I am looking at you," he said.

      It seemed like his eyes undressed her as he made his point by staring long and hard.

      She blushed and gestured toward her hips.

      "I gained like ten pounds these past few months, just in case you haven't noticed.

      They walked down the path to his work truck.

      "I haven't noticed," he told her. "A little advice: Don't diet. You're perfect. And by the way, once we make our rounds this morning, you'll have worked off that chocolate bar…and the breakfast. I guarantee it."

      "Then let's get started."

      They reached his truck where he opened the door for her. He took the mini cooler that stored some drinks and snacks and pushed it toward the center of the seat and then gestured for her to get inside. When she swung her bare legs into the truck, she didn't miss his lingering look on her thighs. The tiny shorts and fitted tee she wore weren't exactly secretary or office help type of attire.

      "There were reports of the weather being in the mid-eighties today," she noted.

      He tore his gaze away and cleared his throat. "That's okay. I want you to be comfortable."

      Luke pushed the door close and walked around the front of the truck to get to the driver's side. Cassie admired his manly, sexy gait. His trimmed beard made him look older than his years and a little rugged. She loved it. Even though he was ten years older than her he carried himself better than the guys she was used to dating back in Aspen Valley. Luke was nothing like the young men fresh out of grad school that would say anything to get her in bed with them. He didn't have to say anything at all.

      Something had been missing from Cassie's love life for a long time. She hadn't quite pinpointed it before, but now she was almost certain what it was. More responsible men like Luke who had a bit of mystery surrounding them. Men had become too predictable these days and that was boring. Why would she settle for the rich playboy who had already bedded every woman in town when she had access to a rugged mountain man who was both seasoned in age and experience?

      Even if she could experience what it was like to be with an older man for just one night, she'd be satisfied enough to come to her own conclusion. Was she just not interested in men or was she just being choosy? Funny…just last night she'd teased Luke about being picky when it came to his dating life, but she'd been doing the same.

      Luke slid into the driver's seat and started up the engine. He looked at her and grinned. "Ready? We've got a lot of ground to cover."

      "I'm excited. I brought my journals and everything," she said, pointing to the small satchel next to her feet.

      Luke laughed. "I wouldn't expect anything less from a journalist."
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      "Does all this land belong to you?" Cassie asked as she sat on the back of Luke's truck. As she'd requested, they'd stopped next to a lake so she could snap a few pictures of the scenery.

      "Just about. There are three main landowners out here. The Nathaniels, the Landers, and the Lombardis. My eldest brother and I split my dad's estate fifty-fifty shortly before he passed away. And then when my brother died in the house fire, the twins got his share."

      "So the family lodging business was being run by your brother before he died?

      Luke nodded. "For the most part, my brother was the brains behind why we became so profitable."

      "But I thought you were the one in charge of building and renovating the new model cabins. And keeping things running."

      "I was. I guess you can say we equally transformed it into what it is today."

      It seemed like he wanted to say more, but he remained quiet after that. Instead, he leaned against the side of the truck, looking out at the lake.

      "Do you miss him?" Cassie asked.

      "Yeah, I do…after all these years. I looked to him for guidance but he used to claim I never listened to him. But I was listening. More than he'll ever know. I should have gotten over his death by now."

      "I understand. Trust me. I know what it's like. Like with my parents being going, I want to move on but the void still exists. Not just a physical void but the emotional ones they used to fill when they were here."

      "Yes, my sentiments exactly."

      Cassie drew in a deep breath, pulled her legs up toward her, and then rested her chin on one knee. "It's so beautiful out here. I could stay all day and do nothing but daydream and write."

      "It's certainly peaceful, that's for sure, especially if you park yourself right under that big oak tree in the shade. You might see a wolf or two out here jumping in and out of the lake trying to catch lunch but you won't find any aggressive wolves out here. This stretch of land was deemed a non-hunting zone by the State decades ago. Which is why it's so peaceful."

      "So I've been told. And according to my research, this is why the camping grounds come highly recommended in several regional magazines. Not all areas with wolves living about can get a recommendation like that," she said.

      Luke nodded. "That's mostly what keeps Lombardi Lodging in business. Along with the help of my neighbors, we plan to keep this a danger-free zone."

      "About last night…" she started.

      He turned to her, his eyebrows drawn together in concentration. "What about it?"

      "You never answered me. Are the wolves harmless because they're natural wolves or shifters?"

      "Most wolves are harmless. The same can be said about most humans."

      "Aspen Valley is full of shifters. What about here? Do shifters live out here? You would know if they did, right?" she questioned him.

      When he didn't answer right away, she continued, "You've been living out here your whole life. While you were giving me the tour, I saw several homes that looked like permanent residences with kids playing in the front yard."

      "It's not my place to tell which families are shifter-kind or not. That's forbidden actually."

      "Forbidden by who?"

      "The Pack."

      "Do you know a lot about the Packs that live around here?"

      "Pack," he corrected. "As in one wolf pack."

      "So that means this one wolf pack that lives out here either consists of natural wolves or shifters," she concluded. "Right?"

      Luke chuckled under his breath. "Neil used to tell me that you had your dad's personality and his talent for digging for the right answers. He was absolutely right."

      "He said I had talent? That's a first." Cassie smiled. "Once I started doing research about these murders, I realized that I wanted to do more research on the shifters themselves. Their history. How they thrived before they were ever discovered. I think it's so fascinating."

      At that moment, Luke's cell phone rang. He fished it out of his back pocket and appeared to contemplate about answering the phone.

      "Excuse me for a moment. I've gotta take this one."

      Cassie nodded, fully understanding that he'd spent a good chunk of the morning with her when he could have easily left her in the office cabin by herself thumbing through the instruction log his niece left.

      Luke's voice drifted off as he moved away from the truck, inch by inch. She had a couple weeks to get to know Luke, but his retreating back told her that he had more important things to do than taking her on tours of the property or listen to her ramblings about shifters. What she did know about him was that he liked drawing structures and repairing things. Maybe if she switched the conversation up a bit and away from shifters in general, she'd learn a whole lot more about him.

      When he turned around and came back toward the truck, Cassie anticipated what he would say by the worried look on his face. The look was almost the same as the one he sported yesterday when the wolves howled out into the night in warning.

      "I hate to do this…but something happened at one of my cabins and I need to get out there stat."

      Cassie frowned. "Well, what happened? Is there anything I can do?"

      She slid off the truck and landed on her feet, dusting off the back of her shorts with her palms.

      He shook his head. "A garbage disposal unit malfunctioned. My guests say it's been like that for two days. I should fix the problem now before they try and shove any more food down inside. It shouldn't take but a few hours. And maybe we can do an early dinner instead of lunch."

      "Okay." She grinned. "I'll make the grilled cheese and you grill the fish."

      He smiled, nodding as he held the door open for her.

      Once Luke was seated and backing the truck out onto the dirt road, Cassie glanced down at her watch. It wasn't even noon yet, but it felt like she'd spent an eternity with Luke.

      "I have a few more hours on the clock. I'll work on some office stuff in the meantime," she mentioned on the way to the cabin.

      "Don't work too hard. We got a lot accomplished today with you learning about how I operate things," he said.

      When they reached the cabin, Luke made sure that she was inside. He almost looked hesitant about leaving her, casting an unresolved and longing look in her direction when he set down the small cooler near the foyer. Nonetheless, he left her and drove off to take care of his business, leaving her to ponder why she had a burning need to remain at his side.
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      Cassie had dedicated a few more hours to the Lombardi lodging business after Luke dropped her off. With a little music playing in the background and her mind drifting off to memories of a shirtless and toned Luke, the time had passed quickly.

      By the time she got done with the project she was working on, Luke still hadn't called or indicated that their dinner plans were still on. She hoped it was true what they said: no news meant good news. He could've been so caught up in his work that he hadn't even realized that dusk was settling in. Or maybe he'd forgotten about what they had planned. Her belly wouldn't and couldn't wait on any man, so Cassie had managed to get in a quick, light lunch right after a half hour of yoga. But after yoga, there was still no word from Luke, so she had treated herself to a much needed hot shower.

      Even now, she nibbled on her bottom lip as she dried her hair wondering if she should be worried about him not showing. Looking out through the back window at his front yard, she could confirm that he wasn't home yet. Or at least it looked that way.

      Get a grip! Stop feigning for this man.

      You're clearly too young to get his attention like that. He only thinks of you as his friend's innocent kid sister.

      He doesn't have time for you…he has a business to run.

      The little voices in Cassie's head persisted, creating more doubt than promise.

      Sighing, Cassie grabbed a wide-tooth comb, plopped down on the sofa and began untangling her damp, curly hair. Out of the corner of her eyes, she noticed that her cell phone's message indicator was flashing. Sure enough, when she checking the voicemail, there was a message waiting for her from Luke.

      "Hey, it's Luke. I'm out on the porch. With the food. I know it's kind of late. I don't blame you for not answering. Um…I'll come by tomorrow before I head out to do my morning property checks."

      "Ugh," Cassie grumbled. When had he come by? She didn't hear anyone knock or anything. She replayed the message and this time she checked the time.  Coincidentally, she'd been in the shower the same time he'd been standing on her porch with the food.

      She didn't want him to think that she hadn't answered the door on purpose, so she ignored the time and called him back. Surprisingly, she didn't have to leave a message. He answered on the first ring.

      "Cassie," he greeted.

      "Hi. I missed your call and the knock at the door."

      "That's okay. It was later than I realized."

      "I did some yoga earlier so I must have been in the shower. You could've just come right in. You have a key, right?" she asked.

      There was a pause. "I didn't want to invade your privacy or your space. After all, that is your temporary residence. I would never just use a key to barge in without your permission."

      Cassie smiled into the phone, admiring his thoughtfulness. "Well, you have my permission. My brother trusts you. I trust you. It goes both ways. You and I…we're cool, right?"

      "Yeah."

      "Plus if you ever have extra food, I wouldn't want to miss out," she added. "By all means, do barge in with food."

      Luke chuckled. "Don't worry. Won't happen again."

      "Um…I was expecting to finish our chat and stuff. Can you still come by?" Cassie blushed. Heat raced up and down her arms. Her request that he come back by surprised the heck out of her. When had she ever been this straightforward with a man?

      "With the food, you mean?" he asked.

      "Doesn't have to be with food." She bit her bottom lip and then added, "Just yourself is fine."

      Next came a long pause and shallow breathing on the other end.

      Cassie thought he'd decline until she heard the sound of keys jangling on the other end of the line.

      "I'm walking over now."
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      "I didn’t see your truck out back earlier," Cassie said.

      They were both seated on the couch, each with a beer in hand, and winding down for the night.

      "Sometimes I run home," Luke said, appearing to be in a daze and focused on her hair.

      She had French-braided her hair quickly after Luke had accepted her offer to come over, so it must have looked a mess.

      "I know my hair is one curly mess," she said. "But my stylist is miles away from this place, so bear with me."

      He grinned. "I wasn't thinking that your hair was a curly mess. I was thinking that you have the most beautiful hair I've ever seen. And it's been like that since I first saw you."

      "I didn't always love my hair. It used to take my mom over an hour to wash, detangle, and blow dry it back then. Thank God I was paying attention when she did it. I've been wanting to cut this thick mane into a short bob for years now."

      "Don't," he said almost too quickly. "I mean, I like your hair this way."

      "Thank you. I didn't know you were a runner," she said.

      "Well, I'm not officially a runner. I prefer getting around on my own feet rather than the truck. Sometimes it faster. But when I need my tools, I take my truck."

      "Did you get the garbage disposal fixed?"

      "Sure did. It took less than thirty minutes. Luckily, I was able to free the bottle caps stuck inside and get it running again."

      "Bottle caps? Wow, that's certainly not a food item."

      "Tell me about it." Luke shrugged. "It happens though. I don't think they did it intentionally. They're a bunch of college seniors just having a good time is all."

      "Ohhh." Cassie rolled her eyes. "I hope you fished out their brains too because clearly, they left those behind at the college campus if they were throwing bottle caps down the drain."

      Luke laughed. "I think they left their brains on the campus intentionally."

      "Must be nice. I'm glad those days are behind me now. You must be exhausted," she said. "You know, if there's anything else you need me to do around here besides filing paperwork let me know. I'm handy with tools too. I have my dad to thank for that. And plus my brother and I couldn't always afford a repairman when things broke down in the house so I binged on YouTube a lot."

      Luke grinned. "The best way to learn is by doing. I do this all the time. It's just the routine…not exhausting. I ran into my neighbor Mrs. Lee on the way back which is why I was late. She had a list of stuff for me to fix. I didn't want to leave her out in the dark with a broken porch lamp, so I went ahead and took care of it for her along with the other things she insisted was urgent. I was praying that you wouldn't get mad or anything."

      "Of course I wouldn't get mad. Not at all. That's so sweet of you to make sure she's not in the dark."

      "She's a widow who's been living out here for the past decade or so. She used to help me take care of Nessa and Henry when I had to leave out of town on business. Plus I get most of my vegetables straight from her garden. It's a win-win."

      "You have a really closely knit community here. I'm beginning to see why it's so safe out here."

      Luke nodded. "I keep telling myself that once my niece and nephew are old enough to make a decision about what to do with this business, I'd hand everything over to them and head out west. But I don't think I could do it. I'd be leaving too much behind."

      "I'm sure everyone you know would miss you."

      "Maybe." Luke sighed and leaned back, resting his arm on the back of the sofa. "I've been meaning to ask you more about the research you did on the murders."

      She curled her feet up under her and gave Luke her full attention.

      "I don't want to press the issue too much so if you'd prefer not to talk, I would understand," he said.

      "No, it's fine. I want to talk. It's just that no one seems to want me involved in any of it, is all. I was kind of used to keeping it all to myself."

      "And I agree with that one hundred percent. You need to stay uninvolved with this. Your safety is important. Remember when you questioned me about shifters and about if they lived here?"

      "I do."

      "You were right. There aren't any natural wolves here. Only shifters. I…uh…" He cleared his throat. "I've known the Alpha of the Aspen Valley Pack for years. As you'd guess, he wants to nail the killer just as much as anyone else."

      "Killers," Cassie corrected.

      Luke looked at her questioningly.

      "Killers…," she repeated. "As in more than one of them. The threatening note that was left in my apartment stated quote if you don't like how we protest, get out of town unquote.

      "That only confirms the Pack's suspicions about a group being lead by one or two powerful individuals," Luke replied.

      "What did you want to ask me about my research?"

      "Didn't you mention that you were close to connecting the murders to someone or something?"

      She nodded. "At first I didn't think the connection was legit, but after the threat, I'm almost certain there's some validity in what I found."

      "That's interesting. We've been trying to connect the dots for months." His arm came down off the back of the sofa and he scooted to the edge of his seat. "What did you find?"

      Cassie looked toward the door as if one of the investigators who told her to lay off the case would barge through at any moment to witness her reneging on the deal. She wasn't supposed to be speaking to anyone about this.

      It could jeopardize the investigation…

      You don't know who's in on it…

      This isn't your job. We're trained professionals. Let us do our jobs…

      She could hear them now as she tried to get it through their thick skulls that her research was legit. That she just wasn't some stupid girl trying to fill her dead father's boots.

      But she trusted Luke like her own brother. And it meant the world to her that  Neil and Luke were on very good terms with each other.

      She exhaled, pushing aside all her reservations and then asked, "Have you ever heard of Midway Industries?"

      "I have…"

      "Several months ago, this company and a few others were behind the eminent domain agenda that was the talk of this town. Some were opposed to this idea because they didn't want big corporations setting up shop in Aspen Valley and putting all the little guys out of business. And others supported the agenda because they saw this as a chance to decrease the unemployment rate," she said. "I read into it a little further and realized that most of the lots that were marked for the eminent domain process were areas known to be populated by shifter families. Some of the areas were even deemed as deserted or uninhabited by humans, but the reports failed to mention the presence of shifters on the land."

      "Yes, that's correct."

      Luke seemed in awe of just how much information she possessed on the subject. She had to admit that she'd taken the research far but if she hadn't done so, she never would have made the break in the case.

      "I was curious about why a public company like Midway Industries would choose a town like Aspen Valley to further expand their operations. Gaining a hundred or so acres of land here and there throughout the county and surrounding areas didn't seem like it was going to boost the company's bottom line any higher than it already was. I was stuck and dumbfounded. My colleagues were turning in their news articles left and right, but I was just stuck on this one story…spending so much time on it. To keep my job, I pushed it to the backburner for the longest until a guy in my department asked me to read something he had written for the newspaper. It was about how Teddy Ammo & Sons, one of the oldest privately owned companies in Aspen Valley, prematurely shut down all manufacturing activities. Mind you, this shutdown happened just under a month after Teddy Ammo miraculously pulled themselves out of bankruptcy. Why climb out of bankruptcy if you're going to shut down anyway? Something wasn't adding up." She shook her head. "According to my colleague's article, Teddy Ammo was literally on the brink of total destruction until a private investor swooped in and saved them. Then, after getting out of the bankruptcy and restructuring the company was able to temporarily save face by ensuring that no one would lose their jobs. Well, what he failed to mention in his article was that Teddy Ammo cried poor once again around the time the eminent domain proceedings were halted—and that's when they shut down."

      "Teddy Ammo & Sons…," Luke exclaimed, quietly. "I vaguely remember them being a major player in every state and county election."

      "With their industry being regulated so heavily, I'm willing to bet they would put money behind any candidate they wanted to win. But I believe these murders have more to do with gaining power and money than with politics," she offered. "I found out who the last investigator was on the case involving the shifter murders. His sixty-year-old dad used to work for Teddy Ammo. It turned out that the investigator was working to get the case closed claiming that there was insufficient evidence to prove that any of the shifter deaths were connected. Luckily, he was fired for inappropriate conduct on government property before his last push to get the case closed. I can't really confirm since my research was cut short, but I'm willing to bet that someone—a lot of someones have been taking their anger out on shifters and retaliating against them."

      "And the timing is right. The first set of murders started happening right around the time the County started pushing for eminent domain after land owners wouldn't sell."

      "Right," Cassie agreed. "The way I see it, the killers had anticipated that they'd most likely have to eliminate some threats to reduce opposition…which goes back to the documents I found that proved that every lot held up in the eminent domain proceedings were deemed shifter territory. I think this is a case of premeditated systematic execution of the shifter population in Aspen Valley and surrounding areas simply because they were on the land and would not move."

      "You're brilliant, you know that."

      "Why thank you. No one has told me that since…well…my dad died."

      "That's unfortunate. You should be reminded of this every day."

      "I'm just glad that my research might help the new investigator. If it took some lunatic scaring the shit out of me for people to pay attention and to get more eyes on the case, I can truly say that I did my job. When I took the case, I expected validation from my boss once I cracked it, but as I got further into my research, I knew that this couldn't just be about validation. This was a serious matter. Innocent lives were being lost and shifters were gunned down for no reason."

      "And someone is covering something up. You've stated all the facts clearly. If you were able to access this level of information as a journalist, why couldn't these investigators do the same?"

      A strange ominous feeling hung over Cassie and she experienced a sharp pang of anxiety deep in the pit of her stomach.

      "I think the shifters should know about this. Maybe this was what I was meant to do all along. If someone higher up is covering something up about these murders, that's not good at all." She leaned in and grasped him by the forearm eagerly. "You know the Alpha of this pack, right? Can you convince him to speak with me?"

      Luke looked downward at something on the couch, avoiding her gaze. He almost looked remorseful and unsure.

      "If you can't do that because of this code or whatever then maybe you can get the message to him for me."

      "It's not that, Cassie," he said, finally looking up to meet her gaze. "The Alpha isn't the one concealing his true nature."

      His enchanting eyes nearly hypnotized her as peered into them. Now that she was so close to him with not even an inch to spare, his irises appeared more golden than brown. The shape of his eyes changed, widening and then narrowing as he stared at her with discord swirling in them. Something was different about him now. She sensed it, yet she was too distracted by the rising heat between them to further speculate.

      "Then what is it?" she asked.

      He wanted to tell her something. She had conducted far too many interviews to know when someone was holding back something.

      "It's nothing," he said. "I haven't talked to the Alpha in months, but I'll take you to him. I agree. He needs to hear this from the source itself."
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      "So what did he say?" Cassie asked, flipping the grilled cheese over in the pan.

      "His voicemail said that he was currently out of town on business," Luke said.

      He bent his head under the door frame to enter the galley kitchen. He practically filled the small space with his thick shoulders and broad build.

      "He generally calls back within the hour. If push comes to shove, I can always give one of his brothers a ring. They usually know where he's at."

      "He sounds like a busy man," she said, scooping up the sandwiches with a spatula and putting them on plates.

      "Just like you said. Being the Alpha of the Pack is sort of like being the Mayor of the Town of Aspen Valley."

      When she tossed the spatula and pan inside the soapy dish water, he gently grabbed her forearm. "I want to thank you for wanting to do this. It means a lot to me and I'm sure it'll mean a lot to our Alpha as well."

      She swallowed, focusing on his eyes and on the statement he just made.

      "I want to do it because I feel this is the right thing to do. If the cops of Aspen Valley can't or won't, perhaps the shifters of Aspen Valley will…with the right information."

      Luke closed the distance between them. Virtually nothing was stopping them from coming together. Attraction sizzled in the air around them and the blinding heat between them seemed to draw them closer.

      "I always thought you had the most perfect set of lips," he whispered. "Even now, they're the most beautiful I've ever seen."

      She blushed. "I always wondered what happened to you after the graduation. I imagined that you were living the perfect life with the perfect wife. I was so sure of it. All I could do was hope that I could replicate a real life based on what I imagined for you. Too bad my happily ever after hasn't come true."

      "It will," he reassured her.

      "The chances seem slim. Most of the women I went to high school with are already engaged or married with kids. Maybe I'll be waiting forever. Maybe I'm only deserving of temporary happiness, " she said.

      "And maybe your perfect guy hasn't yet revealed himself," he added.

      Cassie didn't know what came over her. She only gave herself up to the moment. She pulled herself up on her toes, grabbed hold of both of his forearms with her hands, and kissed him. A hot surge of electricity shot up through her spine and fanned out across her body. Their lips parted slightly and she reveled in the gentle, but needy way that he kissed her back. She was swooning, for sure, until he wrapped his big arms around her and held her to him.

      It wasn't long before he took control, sliding his tongue against the seam of her lips and then further still until their tongue were entwined as they embraced. He was a great kisser. Very attentive and very thorough.

      She pressed her breasts to his chest and slipped a thigh between his strong legs. She heard a deep rumble--a mix between a growl and a moan--erupt from him. The sound of it caused her nipples to pebble instantly.

      When she parted a moment to catch her breath, he caught her by surprise by backing her up swiftly and pushing her back against the wall. When his moist lips connected with the delicate skin on her throat, she moaned wantonly. She pulled on the collar of his shirt and gripped the back of his neck, pulling him securely to her body.

      He sucked and licked at her neck until she was trembling and writhing against him, practically begging for more. His beard felt surprising soft as it rubbed against her skin. Almost like downy smooth fur. His lips here agile and cool against her as he worked to caress and please her. Something tingled along her collarbone--in the exact same spot where he focused most of his attention.

      "Oh God…Luke."

      He growled into her throat, lapping at the throbbing vein on her neck.

      "I was right," he moaned. "You taste like honeysuckles."

      "Mmmm," she moaned, closing her eyes and relishing in the way he made love to her lips, face, neck, and throat by showering kisses all over her and using his gentle tongue to stroke and taste.

      His cock was big and hard against her. She wanted to do nothing more than rip those pants down his hips and see all of him in the flesh. Her fingers slid under the seam of his belt and along his lower abdomen before swooping lower. His muscles were taut and hard as a rock against her roving hands.

      Suddenly, he broke the kiss and took a couple steps back. A chill swept in between them to fill the void, but her body still craved him like a raging hunger.

      "I can't. We can't. You're Neil's little si--"

      "Don't say it." She held up her hand. "Don't use that as an excuse. I want this. I kissed you because I want this."

      He swallowed visibly and parted his lips. That's when she saw a flash of something long and sharp that couldn't have been regular teeth. Fangs? Canines? They looked oddly out of place.

      Cassie stepped forward, taking a closer look.

      She placed her hand on the side of his face and he pressed his cheek against her palm and then turn his face inside, breathing in and out deeply.

      "You want this too, don't you?"

      His only reply was a low, deep growl of confirmation. The feral reaction sent warm chills up her spine. She wanted to embrace him again. She wanted him to hold her tightly and kiss her all night long.

      He opened his eyes and caught her gaze. "Yes, I do. I think about you…I know I shouldn't."

      At that moment, she saw an image of them on his bed in the throes of passion. She wanted him badly. The sight of his canines slightly piercing the skin on his bottom lip made her think of his thick, hard cock plunging into her pussy.

      "Your teeth…Luke. Your teeth are different."

      His aroused expression faded, turning into one of shock and revelation. He covered his mouth with his palm and looked away.

      "I shouldn't have," he commented. "I'm going to leave now, Cassie. You're not here for me to ruin. I'm certain of that."

      "But--"

      "Please Cassie. Don't make me break my promise to your brother."

      Her shoulders slumped and frowned as she watched him rush off toward the door. He opened the door and before passing through it, he gave her one last lingering long look before shutting himself out and leaving her behind. Wanting. Needing.

      She had suspected something was different about him before. Now she knew the truth. She was her father daughter's, who had been one of the best detectives in the state of Tennessee before he and the love of his life perished in a plane crash. He'd taught her to pick up on subtle, hidden clues well. And the truth didn't bother her. Didn't scare her. She already knew the man inside was more honorable than any other man she'd ever met. That's what mattered.

      Luke Lombardi was a shifter.

      She wanted him with the passion of a thousand burning suns.

      Cassie's fingers went to her bruised lips and then trailed down to the spot right over her collarbone where he had paid the most attention. She concluded that he had kissed her so firmly there that he'd left a lasting mark on her skin. There was no pain. Just a sweet sensation which would remind her that Luke had once touched her the way she'd wanted him to.
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      Luke chugged down a glass of water, splashed ice cold water on his face, walked back and forth in his home, and started working on some sketches.

      He did almost any and everything to keep from following his instincts and running back to the cabin to claim…what was his.

      Cassie Neil was his. There was no doubt in his mind. Even his wolf rose up against his skin fighting against him to break free. The mating mark on his lower waist burned hot. That had never happened to him. He knew the legends. He'd talked to dozens of mated shifters, even his doctors. The mark that every shifter was born with flamed brightly every time one was in the presence of a true mate. There was no denying that this was the case. He'd suspected it before when the birthmark started bothering him the day Cassie and her brother showed up.

      The mark wasn't the only thing bothering him. He was so hard up for Cassie that he couldn't even contain himself or think rationally. If he went back over there now, he was afraid he'd hurt her, fuck her so hard that she'd probably run off and never return.

      So he did the only thing that could eliminate his raging hard-on if only for the night. He disrobed, jumped in the shower, turned the faucet on ice cold, and let the water cascade down over him as he stroked his cock over and over again. He gripped his shaft hard, pumping long and twisting upward until his nutsack tightened and filled with his seed. He would rather be pumping between Cassie's cream thighs with his cock driving balls deep into her.

      Luke couldn't get Cassie out of his mind. Her face. Her kissable lips. Her soft fingers as they slipped under his belt. He imagined that her pussy tasted just like the fresh honeysuckle flowers she smelled like. He'd give anything to bend her over the table and eat her pussy for breakfast, snack, lunch, dinner, and supper. She needed punishing for the way she'd teased him. He wanted to squeeze and slap her plump little ass and watch it shake and jiggle as he fucked her long and hard from behind.

      "Shit!"

      Luke's orgasm surged violently through him. The force of his release sent loads of cum shooting out in the shower. There was so much semen, he could have painted the walls with it. He pumped himself dry, fully expecting the images of sexy ass Cassie to disappear from him. He was a fool. He could never get Cassie out of his mind. Not now. Not after he knew what she meant to him. Not after she'd admitted to wanting him just as much as he wanted her.

      He leaned back against the shower walls and panted, trying to think of some type of solution to honor Neil's promise to keep his sister safe and untouched but at the same time making Cassie happy to. Could he do both? Would he have to choose? He couldn't fuckin' think. All he saw was pretty brown eyes staring at him and Cassie begging him to fuck her.
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      Cassie closed her eyes and breathed inward, curled back into a child's pose stretch, and then exhaled long and deep. The tranquil music filled the small interior of the cabin as she pushed through the last fifteen minutes of a yoga workout. Her muscles were relaxed, and the negative tension was non-existent. The windows were propped open and crisp mountain breeze blew inward and against her bare skin.

      The yoga workout was only meant to aid as a distraction to what was really going on with her body. Last night had been rough for her. She couldn't believe how tempting it was to offer herself to Luke. Hell, she still craved his touch. She had tossed and turned all night in bed with nothing but arousal pulsing between her legs and the "love mark" heating up on her skin.

      She continued the workout routine until someone knocked on the door of the cabin. It didn't take long for Cassie to guess who was at the door. She hadn't been expecting Luke's presence this early. He had called earlier that morning, claiming he needed to run an errand up the road. She had wondered all afternoon if that had only been an excuse because he wanted to avoid another episode of what had happened last night. She didn't know if she should be mortified of him seeing her sweaty and overworked or if she should be thankful that she wouldn't miss his visit this time.

      "Luke, is that you?" she yelled out over the music and toward an open window.

      "Yeah, it's me."

      "Come on in," she instructed, and then raised her hands upward to give her forearms a good stretched.

      "It's locked," he yelled back.

      Cassie chuckled. "Don't act like you don't have a key."

      She heard him turning a key in the lock at the same time she grabbed a towel. After lifting herself up on her feet, she met him in the foyer. She dabbed at her damp skin and pushed some stray curls back from her forehead.

      His mouth was slightly opened as he assessed her from head to toe. "Wh-what have you been doing?"

      "What does it look like? I was exercising. Why else would I be sweating?"

      He closed the door and dropped his keys on a console table. "When I talked to you earlier you said were going to be working on an article today. By the way, people do sweat from doing other things besides exercising."

      "Well the place is virtually spotless thanks to the excellent cleaning company you have, so I wasn't cleaning. And I don't have a boyfriend and a certain someone ran off last night, so I wasn't exactly having sex—which is unfortunate. What else is there?"

      She threw him a teasing grin.

      The beginnings of a smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. "You have a whole lot of sass for being such an innocent, petite lady."

      "I'm not always innocent. Only when I want to be."

      "And how's that working out for you?" he asked.

      She shrugged. "I tend to get what I want most days…except for last night." She threw him another accusing look before saying, "Oh! I wanted to ask you something." She dashed over to the office desk where she was looking over some files earlier that morning. As she shuffled through a small box labeled lost and found items, she asked, "Any word on if your Alpha will meet with me?"

      "That's partyly why I stopped by. He wants to meet you," Luke said with a nervous expression settling over his face as he watched her shuffle through the box.

      "Good. I hope I won't be too much of an inconvenience."

      "No. Not at all." Luke shook his head. "Believe it or not, you could be the key to saving a whole lot of shifters."

      "I hope so." She scooped some items out of the box to move her search along faster. "What else did you stop by for?"

      "Oh yeah…I tried calling your brother but he must be stuck in meetings or something. I met the roofing construction guy at the cabin. I have the estimate, I just need Neil to look it over and approve."

      "I'm sure he'll call back soon. My brother and cell phones don't mix. He drops and loses them all the time. Oh, here it is!" She held up a credit card and pushed it across the desk. "Sorting through the lost and found box was one of the projects Nessa was working on before she left. It's strange. The credit card has the name Nessa Lombardi on it. There's an emblem in the right corner that clearly means she identified herself as a shifter. I've seen these before." She peered up at Luke who's expression had gone completely blank. "Was your niece a shifter?"

      Luke didn't speak and he kept his gaze on the credit card for the longest before stuffing it down into his front pocket.

      "She was looking for this. I think she lost it last year," Luke said.

      "Luke…" she said, interrupting the uncomfortable silence between them. "You didn't answer me. Was that intentional?"

      Luke sighed deeply and pulled an empty chair. He didn't move the chair behind the desk, he positioned it so that nothing was between them. Their knees were almost touching. His attention was hers. His gaze held a high level of sincerity.

      "Cassie, some things are better left uncovered. You won't always like what you find."

      "Don't you think I know this by now?" she asked quietly. "I wouldn't risk my life to uncover things that don't matter to me. This case mattered to me. It still does. And I'm asking you this for a reason."

      "Of course…" He settled back in his chair.

      "You know who I am. You knew from day one that if I had any doubt or any questions that I wouldn't stop until I knew what every little clue meant. If you wanted this to be a secret from the world—"

      "Not from the world." He shook his head.

      "From me?" she asked.

      "Not intentionally."

      "Does my brother know?"

      "Know what?"

      Cassie swallowed. "That you're a shifter?"

      "He doesn't," Luke confirmed. "My bloodline hadn't been outed as shifters when Neil and I went to school together. I mostly lived as a human until the fire took my brother. I finished my last year without having to change my status at the Dean's office. After that, Nessa, Henry, and I made the decisions to come out as such. We anticipated it would affect the business in some way, but we were surprised to find that it didn't affect our profit margins by much. We're pretty established in the lounging business though."

      "Well, that's also because your kind has been accepted into our society by everyone with the exception of a few bad apples," Cassie offered. "I'd be wrong if I said I understood why you kept it a secret from everyone for so long. I haven't experienced what you have so I don't know what being a shifter in a predominantly human world is like. I just know that it doesn't change the way I look at you. I'm just mildly curious about your way of life."

      "Just mildly?"

      "That was an understatement," she replied. "You know, I was wondering why most of your storage sheds had a change of men's clothes in them."

      He grinned. "A little nuisance of being a shifter who prefers to travel on foot. We can shift with our clothes on but it's not very comfortable."

      Cassie's mind went back to last night and the way he'd kissed her so thoroughly…and then left her. Why did she feel like such a whore for wanting something so badly and not being able to have it?

      "About last night," she started. "I'm sorry for causing you to almost break your promise to my brother."

      "You don't have to apologize," he said. "I overreacted. In fact, I should have stayed."

      "I guess you think I'm some loose woman addicted to sex or something." She sighed.

      He shook his head. "No, that's not what I think. I just think you're perfect and have your whole life ahead of you and I don't want to ruin any chances that you might have a normal life."

      She blew outward, shaking her head. "But that's my decision to make, but I see you've already made yours."

      "Cassie…"

      She rose from her seat. "I need to take a shower. You said the Alpha will meet with me, right?"

      Luke nodded. "He'll arrive in a couple hours."

      Before Cassie could slip past him, he rose too and caught her by the arm. He touched the mark on his neck.

      "What's this?"

      "You kissed me there, remember?"

      His eyes narrowed and his brows furrowed.

      "Oh, now you have amnesia," she exclaimed, trying to pull away.

      "It's not that, Cassie." He swiped his thumb across the mark again. "I didn't put this there. It was there before I kissed you."

      She looked at him perplexed, and then she felt her eyes widen when she realized what he might be inferring.

      "No. Just no." She shook her head. "I haven't slept with anyone in almost a year." She pulled her arm away. "I'm glad you stopped by to give me a heads up about your Alpha. Now, I'm really going to go take a shower. Should I call you before I come over?"

      Luke took her cue and rose from the chair. "No need. Just come right over. I'll be on the back patio, so if I don't answer the doorbell just come right on it."

      "Will do."

      Cassie turned around and took her hair down from the high ponytail on her head, letting her tresses cascade down over her shoulders. She didn't have to look behind her to know that he stared at her retreating backside, but she did anyway. Even from across the room, she could sense the hunger emanating from him. Too bad he wouldn't act on it the way she wanted him to, but she was having fun teasing him anyway. She grinned at him and slipped inside the bathroom, leaving him standing aloof in the center of the cabin.
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      "Did he change his mind?" Cassie asked, folding her legs under her as she sat on Luke's couch.

      "He's probably just caught up in other things at the moment, but when Dane says he'll be somewhere, he'll be there." Luke picked up the remote from the center console and turned off the TV. "While we're waiting on him, I picked up something for you while I was at the market."

      Cassie smiled. "I like presents."

      He got up, walked over to the fireplace, and removed something from the mantle. He returned to the seat beside her and handed her something wrapped in a brown wrapper and tied with a thick white ribbon.

      "Thank you." She opened the package and pulled out two leather handmade journals with linen threads and a white button seal. "Very nice. I love to collect these. I put the prettiest ones on display on my bookcase which is where these will go." She traced the outline of the journal. "You didn't have to get me these, after all, I owe you so much with you allowing me to stay in your cabin."

      "You don't owe me anything at all. I'm glad you came. I was getting lonely in these mountains. While you've been here you've reminded me that life isn't always about working endlessly but pursuing what matters the most."

      "Then we're helping each other," she replied.

      "Cassie, I don't want any more secrets between us. I know I wasn't open about what I was in the beginning. I'm not the kind of guy that just walks right up to folks and reveals that I'm a shifter. If a person knows, they just know. Plus, I really didn't know how you'd react. You came here for safety and I didn't want to run you off."

      "I'm in the safest place right now. With you. I'd never run away from you."

      "I didn't mean to hurt you last night. We both know that I'm very attracted to you. But eight years ago you were…" He chuckled under his breath and ran his hands through his hair.

      "You don't even have to say anything. I know what you're thinking. I'm too young. I was just a tween when you first saw me." She shrugged. "Well, guess what? I'm now a grown ass woman. A woman who does what she pleases and knows what she wants."

      "I've learned that about you."

      "I'm not bothered by any age difference. Actually, I'm quite pleased that you're not the average run of the mill playboy. I don't like playing games."

      "I'm flattered that you're pleased with me," he commented.

      "Tell me about what happens if we had ended up in bed with each other last night," she requested.

      "I would have fucked you thoroughly."

      She blushed and her sex clenched just thinking about it. "I bet. What I meant was…if we do have sex, where would that leave us?"

      "I can't predict the future, but I know I want you. And not just for one night. You're wearing my mark for a reason."

      "Your mark?"

      He reached out and caressed the "love mark" near her collarbone. "Do you remember seeing my birthmark?"

      She nodded. "Yeah, the one I thought was a tattoo at first. I couldn't make out what it was."

      "All shifters have birthmarks somewhere on their body. Mine happens to be shaped like a pineapple with stems and all. I have no idea what it means, that's just what it looks like to everyone who's seen it." His gaze dropped again to her neck. "My birthmark looks just like that."

      "But that's impossible."

      "Shifters have certain abilities. We know when we've found our true mate when she wears our mark. Sometimes the mark isn't visible on a human mate unless she comes into close contact with her mate."

      "So when we kissed…?"

      "When we kissed, your birthmark revealed itself."

      "That's fascinating but very surreal," she said. "Has this happened before with other couples?"

      "Oh yeah. Hundreds and thousands of times before."

      "So what are you saying…?"

      "You and I are what they call true mates. If we come together and have sex, the process will complete itself and there's nothing that you or I can do about it. We'll be mated naturally."

      "Wow, really? No dating? No marriage?"

      Luke chuckled. "If you'd like to do all that stuff before we have sex and the mating occurs naturally, I'm more than willing to do that for you. We have all the time in the world."

      "You're so honorable. And I like it, but I could barely contain myself when we kissed last night. I'm not exactly a saint and you knew I wanted you and you left anyway. Did you know this before last night?"

      "Not entirely. I had a feeling but it was confirmed when I saw the mark on your body for the first time today. I guess I was in denial that someone so pure and beautiful could be mine."

      "So, what if you're wrong? What if I'm not your mate and we ended up having sex?"

      "I know I'm right, but let's just say you and I weren't mates," he said. "When a shifter has sex with someone, doesn't matter if he or she is a shifter or human, they imprint on that person. It's when a wolf's essence is transferred to his or her lower. Kind of like a chemical imbalance in the body. An adult shifter will have developed enough willpower to counteract the effects, but, in a human, it'll cause the person to have increased sexual drives that only his or her shifter lover can satisfy. If they continue to have sex, the chemical imbalance will remain. If they never have sex again, the imprint will eventually fade. There is an exception to that."

      "What's that?"

      "If the lovers are true mates, the imprinting will never fade. In that case, you'll find that the couple wears each other's marks. We don't even have to have sex. If you keep kissing me, eventually we will be mated naturally."

      "Do you mean like this?" She leaned in closer and kissed him deeply.

      Luke never got the chance to answer her because she covered his reply with her mouth. His mouth tasted just the way she remembered it and she slipped her tongue between his lips where they came together in heated bliss.

      Cassie propped herself up on her knees and swung a leg over his thigh and positioned herself so that she was straddling him on the couch. Her sundress inched all the way up her thighs and she pressed her hot sex right against his thick erection. She moaned into his mouth when he grabbed her waist and pulled her closer.

      Their lips parted.

      "You're so beautiful," he said.

      He kissed along her face and across her skin. She lifted her chin, giving him easy access to her most sensitive parts.

      "You will be mine, Cassie," he whispered against her throat.

      A hard knock at the door jolted them violently from their make out session. They'd gotten so heated in the moment that they had forgotten about the guest scheduled to arrive.

      "Ah damn," Luke mumbled. He stood with her legs still wrapped around him and held her steady until her feet hit the floor.

      "Well…" she exclaimed, using her fingers to comb her hair and her palms to straighten her dress.

      Luke glanced at her to make sure she was decent and then said, "Ready to me meet my Alpha."

      "Been ready. I just hope I make a good first impression."

      "You have nothing to worry about," he reassured her.

      When Luke opened the door, a dark, tall figure filled the frame. The Alpha's back was turned as it looked like he was buttoning up his shirt. When he turned around, Cassie was met with smoky gray eyes and a welcoming grin. He looked so young considering that he was the Alpha.

      "Good evening," the Alpha said. "I'm Dane Magnus, Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack. It's nice to meet you, Cassie Grey."

      He already knew her name?

      He held out his hand to her. Cassie looked to Luke, who gave a nod of approval. She shook the Alpha's hand.

      "Lovely," the Alpha said. His nose flared when his gaze landed on the mark on Cassie's neck.

      Her hand went up automatically to cover it.

      "I hope I wasn't interrupting anything," the Alpha said, giving Luke a sly wink.

      Luke cleared his throat. "Come on in."

      The Alpha was bare feet when he stepped into the home. Cassie then realized that he must have been putting on some clothes before he knocked on the door.

      "Dane, can I grab you a beer or anything like that?" Luke asked.

      "No thanks, I'm good. I just left Roger's Inn to sort out an issue and I had a few there," the Alpha said.

      They sat on the chair. Luke and Cassie on one end and the Alpha on the other.

      "You're a journalist with the Aspen Valley Times, right?" the Alpha asked.

      "Yes…Alpha."

      "Call me Dane. I anticipate I'll be seeing a lot of you in the future," Dane said, his gaze sweeping between her and Luke. "So, I think it's best that you and I are on a first-name basis."

      "I finished my intern not too long ago and I'm only about half a year into my new job."

      "Must be exciting working on the some of the juiciest stories of the town," he replied.

      "I love it. Most of all, I just love writing."

      Dane fished his wallet out of his pocket, flipped it open, and passed it to her. "That's my wife in the picture. We've been married for less than a year."

      "She's beautiful. Her skin is so flawless."

      Dane grinned. "Yes. She's human like you."

      "Oh…" Cassie exclaimed. "This is all so new to me."

      "I figured this much. I just want you to know that you're in good hands with Luke…and with our Pack. What's happening between you and Luke is pretty normal in a sense."

      "That's good to know. Luke has been great about not rushing things. Me, on the other hand…" She blushed.

      Dane laughed. "That's normal too. The only way to get through it is to let it happen. You did tell her why she's wearing your mark, right?"

      "I just did."

      "Good." Dane rubbed his hands together. "Now that we've established that you're essentially part of our Pack through Luke, let's move on to the reason why I'm here. I regret that the conversation has to go this route."

      "So do I, but the murders have to stop," she stated.

      "Then you've anticipated what will happen when you reveal to me what you know?"

      "I don't know what kind of man you are," she said.

      "I'm the type of man that serves justice to those that would threaten his Pack. There are certain clues that have been held back from us all this time and now I know there is a reason for that. Luke tells me that you've connected the murders to a company here in Aspen Valley."

      "Yes. They're out of business now, but yes, I did."

      "When you tell me what you know, I can't promise that I'll uphold the law. The human laws, that is."

      "Trust me when I say this…I'm concerned about the safety of the citizens of Aspen Valley. I don't care if they're humans or shifters. Whatever your Pack has to do to get these killers off the streets and to stop the man who threatened my life, do it."

      Dane settled back in his chair. "Well then…let's begin."
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      When the Alpha left with the information Cassie had given him, the heaviest brunt of the burden rose from her shoulders. She no longer had to live with the fact that the truth wasn't getting into the hands of those who really wanted to make a difference. She had faith in her small town, but now she was seeing things from a different angle. It was disheartening. She had never gotten involved in politics for this very reason. And if she had gone to college and pursued a career in criminal justice, her world would've been exposed to cases like this on a daily basis. This case had taught her that she was content with furthering her career as a journalist, instead of hunting down criminals and bringing down corrupted corporations.

      "What are you thinking about?"

      Luke came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist as she looked out into his backyard. They had been resting outside on the patio around the grill waiting for the steak and potatoes to finish. He had just returned from taking the food inside, but she had remained behind.

      She turned around and pressed her body to his, embracing his warmth.

      "About how glad I am that I decided to come here," she replied. "I met you again, I'm not constantly looking over my shoulder, and I can finally say that the key to capturing these killers is within reach."

      "I'm glad you're here too. I want to say I wish we had met sooner, but I think we discovered our mate bond at just the right time."

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and a streak of light flashed across the skyline.

      "The storm is getting closer. Doesn't look good either. I say we have another hour or so before it hits. Luckily I got all the backup generators working last week so I shouldn't get too many calls about power outages."

      "I keep forgetting that you have a business to run. Here I was thinking that I could have all your attention." She slid her palm against the back of his neck and slipped her fingers up through his hair.

      "You have more than my attention. You do understand that I'm not letting you leave no that I have you, right?"

      She smiled. "I was hoping you'd say that."

      Their lips met and they shared a lengthy kiss under the stormy skies.

      Luke's cell phone buzzed at his hips demonstrating just how busy he was. He groaned and pulled her against him securely, pressing his lips to her temple.

      His phone buzzed again.

      "You should get that," she told him. "We've got all night. We've got all the time in the world."

      He smiled, fished his phone out of his pocket, but didn't let go of her waist.

      "This is Luke….yeah. That was fast…he was just here. I already know. Tomorrow, it is. I'll keep my phone on me, but with this thunderstorm rolling in tonight, I'll likely be making rounds first thing in the morning. Yeah…good…got it."

      After disconnecting the call, he powered down the phone and then kissed her again. "That was our scout lead letting me know that Dane has reached out to the mayor about the case. According to the outcome of that meeting, we won't know what our next steps are until tomorrow. No more calls tonight, though. Just you, me, and this thunderstorm."

      "I like the sound of that."

      He swooped her up off her feet with minimal effort and took her insist the cozy cabin. A cold front had drifted ahead of the storm causing the temperature to drop.

      She traced along the hard ridges of his arm and chest muscles as he walked her over to the kitchen.

      "If you keep teasing me like that, I don't think I'll make it through dinner," he commented.

      "Who says we have to eat dinner first?"

      Luke sat her on the table top and planted a deep kiss on her mouth. She gasped which caused her lips to part. His tongue pushed her lips open further and he began to explore her mouth, licking softly and meeting her tongue with every caress. Her breathing came hard and fast. She was hungry for him and she felt no shame at all. They'd teased each other long enough.  He sucked on her lips and flames of desire shot through her core. His hand was clamped gently at the back of her head, positioning her and letting his lips mesh with hers at just the right angle over and over again.

      Cassie wrapped her legs around his waist and drove him closer. He responded by grabbing her ass checks and fitting her heated pussy against his cock. They moaned on contact. His touch felt like heaven, but she wanted nothing between them. To prove this point, she reached down and loosened his belt and then unzipped his pants. She shoved the pants downward. While she worked to completely disrobe him, his mouth left heated wet trails along her throat and shoulders.

      He stood back for a second and then helped her lift her dress up over her head. Except for her barely-there red lace bra and matching panties, she sat on his table, on display, and ready to be taken.

      "Beautiful," he said, licking his lips.

      He closed the distance between them again, slipped a hand behind her and undid her bra. He shoved the garment aside and took her heavy, plump breasts into his palms. Not wasting any time at all, he bent his head low to suck an already sensitive nipple into his mouth. His tongue licked quickly across the bud, flicking around each areola until they were hardened to perfection. He held her at the small of her back, taking her nipples into his mouth again and again as if he were enjoying ripe berries. He sucked greedily and I cradled his head in my hands, unable to contain the noises slipping past my lips.

      "Luke," she moaned.

      He growled into her skin. "Say my name again."

      "Luke."

      She was already soaking wet between the legs. If he continued in this manner, she'd probably reach orgasm before he ever entered her. She reached for his cock and felt her pussy clench at the feel of how incredibly big he was. She wrapped her fingers around the erect base of him and slid her hands upward until they reached his moist tip. He was long and thick and the way he hardened even more against her palm had her clit pulsing in anticipation.

      "I'm ready to do really bad things to you, Cassie. Good things. Bad things. I want to fuck you so badly it hurts. I'm trying to be gentle," he whispered in her ear.

      "I don't want you to be anything but yourself. Give me all of you tonight. I don't want gentle. I want you to take what you need," she told him.

      Luke took her mouth again at the same time his fingers found their way across one of her thighs, tracing the edge of her panties. He gripped the flimsy fabric and pushed it aside until her pussy was exposed. One finger slipped upward through her slit until it reached her clit. She leaned back on the table, resting on her forearms, giving him ample access to throbbing pussy.

      "You're so fucking wet for me. Is your honey as sweet as I imagined? I wonder…" He brought his finger up to his lips and tasted the juices coating them.

      The sight of him enjoying the taste of her and licking her lips in the process aroused her. He pushed two fingers back inside of her, stroking gently and meticulously stroking her clit with the pad of his thumb.

      Cassie trembled on the dining room table. "Now Luke…you're driving me crazy. Please fuck me now."

      He grinned and then drew her panties down her legs. "I'd like to drive my cock in your pussy, but after getting a taste of your sweet honey, I want more.

      Before she could protest, he was on his knees, pushing the back of her thighs so that she was fully exposed to him. His beard rubbed soothingly against her legs as he kissed the insides of her thighs.

      "You're so fucking juicy for me, Cassie." He started licking her slowly and softly, brushing his tongue against her sensitive sex like he was enjoying the cream filling from his favorite cookie. He flicked his tongue against her clit until it became erect and then he licked some more, only stopping to dip his tongue deep into her center to collect the spilled juices. He pleased and licked and ate, not allowing one drop of honey to go to waste.

      Containing her outbursts were no use. She screamed and squealed and moaned, calling out his name each time his devilish tongue tapped her clit at just the right angle.

      "Oh my God…I'm gonna come," she screamed, knotting her fingers through his hair. "Luke. Oh God."

      His face was buried in her sex. He used his mouth expertly on her, tongue-fucking her and licking her clit until her orgasm pushed through her.

      She was literally purring on the table in the aftermath of her climax.

      "That was good," he panted. "Turn around."

      "Huh?" Her breathing was out of control.

      "Turn around. Bend over with your knees on the table," he instructed.

      Her entire body grew hot when she realized how he wanted her positioned. She obliged his request, kneeling on the table on all fours with her ass in the air.

      "Goddammit, you're so fucking gorgeous." He coaxed her legs further apart on the table and slipped two fingers into her pussy from behind and then removed them. "Look at this nice plump ass of yours. I'm ready to fuck you so hard, my damn nuts are tight as fuck."

      She looked around to protest but then saw that he had his fingers into his mouth again. He'd removed his boxers. When she saw the size of him, she felt her eyes widened. Her sex even clenched and creamed for him.

      "That's right. Get that pussy juicy and dripping wet for me again."

      Taking her by surprise, he brought his hand down across her ass.

      She cried out as a series of mini orgasms took her.

      He kneaded her where he'd punished her. She whimpered and shuddered, trying to hold herself up on the table as he requested.  She was ready for him to fuck her, so she arched her back downward to give him free access to her needy pussy.

      "Do you give yourself to me?" he asked.

      "Yes, take me…please."

      Instead of putting his cock in her, she felt his lips on her ass. He peppered kissed on her skin, kneading her like he was preparing her for something bigger. He took her pussy with his mouth again, this time focusing on the lips of her pussy and her labia. He must have known that her clit was already sensitive as well. He seemed to intentionally avoid that area, driving her insane once again. He licked upward until he reached her anal, dipping his tongue inside her tender opening.

      "Oh!" she cried.

      He licked and sucking, paying attention to her ass in the same manner that he did her pussy.

      "Even your ass tastes like honeysuckle," he moaned, licking up and down her slit.

      She couldn't believe that she was nearing yet another climax again. So surreal. It felt so fucking good. With his tongue still licking slowly and deliberately at her tight forbidden hole, he pushed two fingers into her wet pussy and worked his fingers in and out, around…up and down. Her sex clenched tightly around his fingers. Her clit cried for attention, yet he was working her over so good that she felt something building deep inside her. He probed her ass, tunneling deep. His fingers struck her G-spot over and over.

      "Oh shit," she yelled out. "Luke." She bit down on her own tongue, trying not to draw blood. It was useless. He knew what he was doing, and he pulled the climax right out of her.

      The way he prolonged her orgasm beyond its peak made her scream.

      "Ohhhh, God," she wailed.

      Luke Lombardi was a ruthless lover and she loved it.

      "Was this what you wanted?" he teased.

      "Yes. I wanted that. I want some more," she replied, turning over on the table. At this point, the mating imprint on her neck blazed hotly. She took one look at his lower abdomen to confirm that his birthmark was also darker than she'd ever seen. True to his word, the imprint matched hers to the "T". It was a distinct pineapple shape, just like he'd described.

      Luke led me out of the kitchen and into the living room. We didn't make it to the big couch, but instead, she fell back against the arm of a side chair. He bent low to kiss her, allowing her to taste her own juices—their essence together.

      He didn't move her into the missionary sex positions that she was used to. Instead, he lifted one of her thighs while she was still seated on the chair arm, pulled her forward and slowly pushed his thick cock into her opening. She hadn't had sex in a long time and it took her pussy a while to adjust to the size of him. He felt like heaven inside of her. No part of her felt unattended to.

      Once he was deep-seated within her, he began stroking, forcing the walls of her pussy to accommodate him. His strokes were calculating and meticulous at first and then he started building up until the tempo and rhythm agreed with her. She lifted her hips upward to meet him thrust for thrust. The pleasure was so exquisite that Cassie cried out each time he drove his cock past her G-spot and every time he made contact with her clit.

      "God, you sound so sweet." He kissed her throat as he pummeled her. "I'll give you something else to scream about."

      As he promised, he grabbed her other thigh, hoisted it over her shoulders and then fucked her hard and vigorously. Her throat became so dry she was hoarse from crying in pleasure. He pressed the side of his face against her legs. He kissed her there, licked her there…his moans vibrated against her skin as he held his lips firmly closed against her leg. She even felt the delicate scrape of his canines against her.

      "Ohhh! Fuck." Luke held his face up to the ceiling and groaned out in pleasure. He slowed his pace as if to delay his climax. In and out. Deep, long, slow, calculated thrusts…in and out. His breathing slowed. He pulled all the way out to the tip and then plunge back in, burying himself balls deep within her.

      The surface of Cassie's skin was peppered in sweat. He was drenched in sweat. His sweat and hers mixed together, literally creating the imbalance he talked about. She could almost feel it as his essence worked it's way through her bloodstream, controlling every sense, making her crave every last thrust in her pussy, every last lick against her skin.

      She was coming again. Her body pulsated with carnal rapture. She cried his name as she came. Her sex clenched and creamed, coating his rod and his balls with her slick juices.

      He came undone too. His manly groans and growls were the sexiest thing she'd ever heard during sex. When his semen coated her canal she felt a hot surge of energy spiraling through her giving her one last jolt of sexual pleasure.

      When he removed his cock, she was still high from their session of blazing hot sex. He lifted her up with her legs still wrapped around him and took her to the biggest couch where he laid out beside her.

      "That was out of this world," she breathed.

      Luke grinned. "Ditto. It was actually the best sex I've ever had."

      "It was the best for me too. Compared to what you just did to me, I can't even say that I've done anything like this before." Cassie smiled. "Man, if I knew you were going to fuck me like that I would have jumped you on day one."

      He laughed. "I like to keep a few secrets up my sleeve."

      "Oh, don't I know it…wolf."

      "Now that we understand each other…human, I'm just about ready for another round."

      Sure enough, his cock was beginning rock hard against her belly.

      "You're beginning to spoil me rotten," she said before lifting herself up over him. She straddled him and positioned her pussy on his cock.

      "That's why I'm here for you, mate. To give you everything you need and desire," he replied.

      He gripped her hips and assisted her with taking every last inch of him.

      Once she was seated on him to the hilt, she knew she was in for another wild ride with her mountain wolf.
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      "Scrambled or over-easy?” Cassie asked as she tossed a piece of butter in the cast iron skillet.

      Luke looked up from his paperwork on the kitchen table. "Either way. I'll have it however you're having it. Four of them. I've gotta run up the road to meet the guy about your brother's contract when I'm done with breakfast. Wanna come?"

      "Yes."

      At that moment, the phone rang. Luke jumped up and checked the caller ID. "Speaking of the devil…"

      "It's Neil?" she asked.

      "Yup," Luke replied, and then answered the phone. "What's up, man? I've been trying to call you since yesterday. Ah…I see…did you at least get your cell phone replaced?…A storm rolled through last night so that probably wouldn't have been a good idea…so, uh…you think you're going to wait another day or two? Right….right…"

      Cassie zoned out from the conversation and continued with breakfast. After barely eating supper last night due to their extracurricular activities, they had both worked up an appetite.

      She cracked four eggs into a bowl and then two for herself. The sausages were already sizzling on the grill and she gave them another toss in the pan over the fire.

      Luke slipped beside her still chatting with Neil on the phone.

      "Yeah, she's right here. You want to talk to her?"

      Cassie swallowed. She was glad to hear from her brother after not seeing him for a few days, but she wasn't ready to tell him how much had changed since he dropped her off on Luke's property.

      "Hey Neil," she said into the phone.

      "Hey yourself, kid. You okay up there?"

      "Yeah, I'm doing just fine. We're just about to eat breakfast."

      "You and Luke, you mean?" he asked.

      "Who else?" Cassie asked.

      "I'm glad you two are getting along. I suspect that's what kept you out of trouble. Luke says you haven't been giving him any trouble, which is unheard of with your sassy-ass self."

      "Maybe it's you I have an issue with," she joked. "How's the meeting going?"

      "Oh, it went well. We've got another contract, so I'll be busy for the next six  months."

      Cassie passed Luke the bowl of stirred eggs and he poured it in the pan.

      "Are you still in Maine?"

      "I got back yesterday actually. I couldn't get out that way because of the storms rolling through here. I wish I could meet the roofing guy but Luke says you both have it under control."

      "Yeah, Luke has everything under control," she said, glancing up to smile at Luke who was attending to their eggs at the stove.

      "So…um…I may not get out there tomorrow either. My schedule is all fucked up now. Are you sure you're doing okay?"

      "Yeah, don't rush back. I'm perfectly fine."

      "Hmm, last time we talked, you weren't too happy about staying in the mountains and now I can almost see you smiling through the phone. I know you, kid sis. You're happier than usual. Have you got good news or something?"

      "I just love how peaceful it is out here, that's all. They haven't caught the bad guys yet so I guess you don't have to come pick me up anytime soon," she told him.

      "And Luke? Don't you think he deserves a break? That guy has down so much for us. I'd hate to—"

      "Everything's fine. Quit worrying," she said.

      There was silence on the other end and then…

      "I was just thinking about something Luke said a while a back." His voice was lowered as if he wanted to make sure Cassie was the only one who heard him. "Not sure what triggered the memory but I just wanted to make sure that nothing strange is going on or anything with him."

      "You're just paranoid, brother. Everything is fine. I'm going to eat breakfast now. Do you want to talk back with Luke?"

      "Uh…no…I'll call him back later."

      "Alright then. Suit yourself. Bye."

      "I'll drop by there as soon as I can. See you later, kid sis."

      Luke took the phone from her and returned it to the cradle. "Your brother suspects something."

      "Did you hear all that?" she asked, fishing out some plates for their food.

      "I can't help it."

      Cassie grinned. "Right. Wolves have excellence hearing."

      "I'm going to tell him. About everything," Luke said. "It wasn't something I wanted to get into him with on the phone.

      "I'll be with you when you do," Cassie said. "He gets a little agitated when I tell him I'm moving away, but we're not too far from Aspen Valley so he won't be able to use the long distance excuse anymore."

      "Yeah, but that's not what I'm really worried about."

      Cassie closed the distance between him, wrapping her arms around his waist. "What is it then? He has no problem with shifters. He knows better than that. We weren't raised that way."

      "I know. It's just that I kept this a secret for so long. There's also the issue about how I've mated you when I was supposed to be looking after you."

      "I'm an adult. We both consented. If he doesn't understand right away, he will eventually," she told him. "I don't want to leave her."

      "I know." He kissed her forehead. "I don't want you to leave me either."

      "So, what are we worrying about? Let's have breakfast and then get to work."

      Luke grinned, picked up their plates, and then gestured toward the kitchen table. "I'll take your lead."
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      The following evening, Luke and Cassie had just finished dinner and was flipping through some local channels when a live broadcast began to air.

      "Stop," Cassie instructed. "That's the station I work for. They're getting ready to report live."

      She read the caption on the screen:

      Reporting Live. Significant Breakthroughs in a String of Tennessee and North Carolina Shifter Murders.

      Luke pressed a button to increase the volume and they both slid to the edge of their seat in anticipation of what was being aired.

      "This is Maxwell Graham reporting live here on the steps of the Tellevue County Courthouse. We're here today to bring you breaking news in the Tellevue police department's never-ending fight to find the criminals responsible for a string of shifter killings in Tennessee and North Carolina state. Some of the connected murders were even reported to have been committed as far south as Florida and as far North as West Virginia." Maxwell turned and gestured behind him at the Courthouse. "Not too long ago, the Mayor, Aspen Valley wolf pack's alpha and three other alphas from surrounding shifter packs met today to discuss the validity of dozens of anonymous tips received over the past several days. It turns out that many of our citizens want to see a stop to these senseless murders. One suspect, an Oliver Pentwood, was arrested earlier today for his involvement in the murder of Leonard Camp, a shifter of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack. A resident of Aspen Valley reported that he had seen Oliver Pentwood loitering around the Westgate Apartments the night that a journalist received a note with a death threat. Pentwood's arrest has already led to two other suspects being taken in--a Daniel Fisher, who was previously fired from the Aspen Valley police department late last year, and an unnamed male who has tied to the now-defunct company Teddy Ammos and Sons. The sheriff reports that these individuals are connected to a crime ring and a notorious gang. He also states that more suspects are being questioned and more arrests will follow...Lindsay Moore, back to you…"

      "They got him," Cassie whispered. "They're going to catch the killers."

      Luke breathed a sigh of relief. "That was fast. I'm so relieved that we can put a stop to this. No one else has to die."

      "That was remarkably fast, which proves what can happen when every citizen comes together to make their neighborhoods safe."

      "I haven't heard anything from the Alpha yet," Luke said. "It's likely that our work isn't done. He's not going to stop until he finds every last damn gang member involved."

      "And he shouldn't. All the Packs shouldn't stop fighting to take down every last one of them," she agreed.
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      The moment Cassie heard the keys turning in the lock of the office cabin, she closed up her journal and met Luke in the foyer.

      "Hey." She threw her arms around him.

      "Hey yourself." He hugged her and then held out his arm, revealing some bags. "You've been in here working all day so I thought you could use something to eat. I brought you some lunch."

      "Thank you." She took the bags from him and placed them on top of a file cabinet to the right of him. "We'll get to that soon. I'm not as hungry for food as I am hungry for you." She hooked her fingers into his belt loop and pulled him toward the sofa.

      When she got there, she undid his belt, opened his fly, and then allowed his pants to hit the floor in a heap around his ankles.

      "What have I done to you?" he said, grinning and shaking his head.

      "Who said this was all your doing?" she teased, maybe this was me all along.

      She got on her knees on the floor and ran a hand over his heavy cock. The moment she wrapped her fingers around him, he hardened and lengthened within her grasp.

      "Oh Cassie," he groaned, looking down at her as she stroked his now massive erection. She couldn't wait to make him growl and call out her name when he came to climax.

      She slid her mouth over the bulbous cockhead, taking him inside her mouth greedily until he hit the back of her throat. There was still more of him to please, but she planned to take care of that. She ran her tongue along the full length of him, leaving no part of him un-licked. She made sure the entire shaft was wet and slippery, and then she used both hands to stroke him, making him lengthen and grow firmer. She squeezed his taut flesh on the downstroke and sucked him hard between her lips on the upstroke over and over again until his legs looked like they were going to give out from under him.

      He was making all kinds of noise. His fingers were threaded so tightly through her hair that she thought he was going to pull her hair off as he directed her mouth up and down his turgid shaft. He held her head steady and throat fucked her until she couldn't hold her breath anymore, and only then did he allow her to let it pop out before plunging it to the back of her throat once again.

      She slurped at his cockhead sloppily, letting her wet hands glide effortlessly along his rod--just the way he liked it.

      "Oh Cassie. Fuck…that's it."

      His cockhead seemed to swell at the back of her throat, causing her to gag on him. Before she could suck him to completion, he tore her mouth off him, turned her around, bent her over the desk, and ripped her frilly lace panties off of her. Some of the lace threads hung on for dear life, and the garment only got as far as mid-thigh.

      After slapping her firmly on the ass one good time, he speared through her like a rocket. As he pounded her from behind, his balls slapped against the back of her thighs. He fucked her with so much vigor that her feet came up off the floor until eventually, she was propping herself on her toes. He plundered her so roughly that it took her breath away. She was too ravished to speak any words of endearment. All she could do was scream as he fucked her senseless.

      He loved to wrap her long hair around his wrist, and he did just that, pulling her head upward to make her arch her back so that her ass was suspended mid-air and her pussy was exposed enough for him to drive thoroughly into.

      Her orgasm came without warning and the feel of his hot semen pouring into her pussy caused the most mind-blowing sensation Cassie had ever experience. They climaxed together and came down from the climax together.

      They were so caught up in the aftermath of it all, that they didn't hear the doorknob turning…and they definitely didn't hear Neil Gray coming through the door.

      "WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK IS GOING ON?"

      All hell broke loose and there was nothing little petite Cassie could do as Neil came charging from Luke. Everything thing happened so quickly…

      It was chaos. Luke tried to dodge Neil's punches without first punching the light right out of her brother. And it took her several tries to convince Neil to stop coming for Luke.

      "I didn't want you to find out like this," Luke exclaimed panting.

      "Dude? Seriously. I left her here with you…Oh my God."

      Neil paced the small space of the little foyer with Cassie still preventing them from coming at each other again.

      "Neil, it's not what you think. I wanted this. We both wanted this. I know you're angry right now but let's calm down so we can explain to you how this happened."

      "Explain right now. Because the way I see it, there is no reason why I shouldn't just beat his ass." Neil pointed to the desk. "He was fucking you! I can't get it out of my head!"

      "Neil…"

      Neil rushed out of the door and onto the porch. "I'm gonna go. I'm going right now because if I don't I'm gonna kill him."

      Luke came out on the porch and watched Neil leave. "Let him go. He needs to calm done."

      "Somebody needs to talk to him."

      "We will. Just let him calm done."

      Neil jumped in his truck, backed out of the driveway, and drove off, leaving Cassie and Luke in the dust glancing out after him wondering where he was going and if he'd return.
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      Cassie folded her hands together and placed them on the patio table as Luke and Neil talked about the mating bond and what it meant. Neil didn't look convinced, but she was glad that he'd finally come back and that he and Luke could sit down like two grown men to discuss what had happened while Neil was gone. They were outside on Luke's back porch talking over beers.

      "I can understand about you not wanting me to know that you were a shifter and all that shit, but you're a good friend. I consider you brother. Why couldn't you have just told me that you were into my sister?"

      "It happened so fast," Cassie replied. "I've respected Neil all this time. I developed an innocent crush on him after meeting him for the first time that evening at your graduation. Little did I know, that innocent crush wasn't just a crush. I know you think it's silly, but Luke and I are mated. You see the evidence right here on my neck."

      "That looks like a hickey to me," Neil said. "You could be feeding me some bullshit so I won't kick his ass."

      Cassie sighed. "If it helps, I pursued Luke. He tried to convince me to wait, but I wanted to have sex with him right away."

      Neil scratched his head and pushed away from the chair. "Man, you two could have warned me. You were fucking and that's what I had to come back to see. I didn't want to see that. All you had to do was call and say…well hey, we're getting ready to smash."

      Cassie giggled. "It wasn't going to be that easy, and you know it.

      Neil held up his hands. "Well, is it any easier now?"

      "You accepting us is going to take some time to get used to, I know, but I'm here to tell you that I'm not leaving Luke. I feel so at peace here, like I have a home finally. Every time he walks into a room all I want to do is see him smile and to please him. I remember when mom and dad were like that and I want that.  I want that so badly."

      Neil sighed. "I love you, sis, and you're right. But you're only partly right. If you feel this way about Luke, I accept it. What I have a hard time with is that you'll probably no longer need me. I'll no longer be the guy you call when you have a flat tire or when you manage to clog the drain with all that hair of yours."

      Cassie rolled her eyes and laughed. "TMI, brother. And you'll always be that guy in my life. I'll just have two guys now. My big brother and my honorable mate. And you know what's even better? You two are best friends. That didn't happen by mistake. We're supposed to be here together."

      Luke rose from the chair, pulled off his shirt, and hung it on the chair next to him. "I'll be right back, you two. I need to show you something."

      When Luke left them alone at the patio table, Neil grabbed her hand.

      "Sis, are you serious? Are you happy?"

      She nodded. "I am. Now I see what you saw in him as a friend. You can't say that he's not honorable."

      "I won't deny that. I admire his ways and I sought his advice all the time. I'm sorry we grew apart," Neil said.

      "And now you have time to get to know each other again," she added.

      "And I should say that I'd rather you be with him than any of those other young hooligans in Aspen Valley."

      Cassie was grinning from ear to ear. Out of the corner of her eyes, she noticed something huge and brown in the backyard. It was a wolf. It prowled leisurely toward them as if it knew them. When the wolf reached the steps leading to the back porch with eyes the color of golden honey, Cassie knew. She knew the being was Luke Lombardi in his shifter form.

      She rose from her chair, leaving her brother behind with a stupefied expression on his face.

      Just before she reached the wolf, he shifted. It happened quickly and fluidly--as if by magic. Luke was stark-naked and so temptingly handsome in his human form that she couldn't help but to close the distance between them and fall into his embrace. He lifted her chin upward and took her mouth in the sweetest way imaginable. She gave herself up to him, letting her weight fall against him.

      In that moment, Cassie knew that nothing could ever separate them. No one could ever convince her that Luke was not meant for her and vice versa. She would forever crave this man. Her honorable, loveable, mountain man.

      "Well, I think that's my cue to exit stage left. I'm gonna leave you two lovebirds out here and go watch some ball," Neil said from behind them.

      When Neil was gone, Cassie said, "Wow, that was something else."

      "Easier than I thought too. That was actually the first time I've ever revealed myself like that to any humans," he said. "Two humans at once."

      She chuckled. "Well, there's a first time for everything, huh?" She pressed her body against his hardened core. "Shall I take advantage of the fact that I have a hot, naked man right in front of me right now?"

      He laughed. "Be patient, mate. We have all the time in the world."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Message from Amber Ella Monroe

        

      

    
    
      
        MESSAGE FROM AMBER ELLA MONROE/AMBRIELLE KIRK

      

      Thank you for reading MOUNTAIN WOLF. If you enjoyed the story, don't forget to leave a review and tell others what you loved about it. Even a couple sentences can say a lot.

      Visit Amber Ella Monroe on the web at amberellabooks.com.

      [image: ]
* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Shifter Untamed

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: Outlaw Unleashed]
        

      

      
        DOWNLOAD NOW ON AMAZON & AMAZON KINDLE UNLIMITED

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Dane Magnus fought for and won the position of Pack Alpha, but to legally inherit the land left by his late human mother, the shifter needs to marry a human. His plan is easier said than done, especially when not just any woman will do.

        

        Trina Daniels needs six figures to pay for her dad's surgery. Money she doesn't have. She's willing to do whatever it takes. Even if it means pursuing drastic measures, such as entertaining a scandalous, but lucrative offer by the womanizing Dane Magnus.

        

        One steamy night leads to another. With the mate bond intact, there’s nothing either of them can do to tame their luscious desires.

        

        But when outsiders begin to threaten their lives and their chance at happiness, they only have each other to rely on.
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

      

      "Ms. Daniels, I’m calling to tell you that we won't be able to ship your last order to you."

      "What?" Trina's eyes widened and her mouth fell open. "Hold on a second." She dropped a set of keys and handbag on the counter and took shallow breaths in an attempt to calm her escalating pulse. She pressed the cell phone to her ear to make sure she was hearing correctly. "Did you just say that you're not shipping my order?"

      "That's correct. We weren't able to ship your order."

      "There's a large convention in town all next week. I need those supplies on time to run my business."

      The sound of the representative typing rapidly on the keyboard came through loud and clear. "We tried to process your credit card for payment three times between yesterday and this afternoon. Your bank declined all three transactions. Do you have another form of payment?"

      Trina's heart dropped to her stomach. "You're kidding, right?"

      There was money in her checking account. She'd just deposited the business earnings last week. How could the bank decline her purchase?

      "I'm sorry, Ms. Daniels. Maybe there's a misunderstanding. You should call your bank. We can hold your order for an additional three business days so you can get this straightened out. I've notated on your account that you need the supplies as soon as possible. Just call us back when you have a valid form of payment and we'll expedite the shipping for you free of charge."

      "Thanks," she grumbled.

      Trina sighed in resignation and disconnected the call. Her laptop was in the back of the store and she rushed through the swinging panel doors to get to it. Her dad's old operating system couldn't power up quick enough and she drummed her fingers on the desk in the little back office as the CPU hummed to life.

      This was ridiculous.

      Last month she'd sat down with her accountant and they'd forecasted every single expense for the upcoming month. She'd gone completely broke before due to lack of budgeting and she promised herself that it would never happen again. But here she was…again.

      Yet, once Trina was logged onto her bank account she realized her mistake. Her bank balance was lower than it was supposed to be. How could she have forgotten that she'd purchased emergency medication for her dad two days ago?

      Money was tight these days and Trina and her father had been living from paycheck to paycheck for the last few months. As soon as earnings from the dry cleaning business rolled in, they rolled right out. Up until now, she'd succeeded in staying out of the red. It hadn't always been this way.

      Her dad's untimely car accident had changed everything for them last year. The terrible crash had resulted in both of his legs being amputated. Without adequate health insurance or savings, the medical bills skyrocketed as a result of his recovery and the surgery. Trina's refusal to place her parent in long-term care led her to make the life-altering decision to quit a six-figure job to return home and help him through recovery.

      The physical therapy, medications, and top-of-the-line prosthetics were expensive. The family dry cleaning business kept a roof over their head and food on the table, but month after month she pinched from her own retirement savings after all their credit cards were maxed out to pay for his care.

      Trina picked up the purchase order for the overhead supplies for next week and compared it to her bank balance. She was a little over one hundred dollars short, which was enough reason for the bank to decline the charge.

      She sat back in her chair and released an exasperated sigh. Something had to be done—fast. There was another ten days left until the end of this month and judging from the amount of money in her account, it was barely enough to get by and run a business.

      The bell chimed over the entry door to the store. The first customer of the day. She should have been delighted to start the week off with the boost in earnings local businesses expected to bring in during the big convention coming to their small town of Cross City, but this morning's news had already put a damper on her spirit.

      "Hello," the customer called out.

      Trina rose from her chair and went to greet the customer, a middle-aged women with a pile of dresses in her arms. "Good morning. How may I help you?"

      "I need these dresses cleaned and I'd like to pick them up in two days."

      "No problem." Trina zoned out as she wrote up the order.

      The woman looked around the shop nervously as Trina keyed the information into the system.

      "How will you be paying today?"

      There was a spark of gold around the woman's irises and her pupils narrowed as she observed Trina. It wasn't a natural reaction, but Trina had witnessed this type of response before. The woman must have picked up on how aggravated she was. Aggravated was an understatement, to say the least. But the reaction wasn't completely out of the norm. Her non-human customers were always very wary of their surroundings—just like the woman standing here.

      Before Trina could stare anymore, the woman averted her gaze, looked down at the counter, and held out her credit card. "Credit, please."

      On the card was an emblem in the corner unique to the non-human population in America, which confirmed Trina's suspicions. The woman was a shifter. Thirty years had passed since it had been discovered that shifters lived among them. To this day, no one could determine if the discovery of two wolf pups and a human-like baby left inside a bassinet outside of a church was by accident or intentional. Many concluded that some poor mother couldn't care for her child, so left the responsibility with the church. At the time, no explanation as to why the wolf pups were in the bassinet with the baby—except to keep it warm—was given.

      The wolf pups were released to a wild life conservation center, but the baby was taken into the custody of Child Protective Services. When doctors investigated her DNA in an effort to find the parents, the results revealed some not-so-human qualities. The information was leaked by a scientist and the government had no choice but to reveal that non-humans lived among us. Just like the woman standing in Trina's dry cleaning store.

      The woman cleared her throat and thrust the card toward Trina again. "Don't you still accept our payments?"

      "Sorry, yes I do."

      Trina completed the transaction at the cash register.

      When the woman left the store, she grabbed her cell phone and thumbed through the phone log in search of the number to her retirement fund servicer. The last time, she'd told herself she wouldn't take another distribution, but if she didn't do something she and her father could end up living on the streets.
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      "Ms. Daniels, I’m calling to tell you that we won't be able to ship your last order to you."

      "What?" Trina's eyes widened and her mouth fell open. "Hold on a second." She dropped a set of keys and handbag on the counter and took shallow breaths in an attempt to calm her escalating pulse. She pressed the cell phone to her ear to make sure she was hearing correctly. "Did you just say that you're not shipping my order?"

      "That's correct. We weren't able to ship your order."

      "There's a large convention in town all next week. I need those supplies on time to run my business."

      The sound of the representative typing rapidly on the keyboard came through loud and clear. "We tried to process your credit card for payment three times between yesterday and this afternoon. Your bank declined all three transactions. Do you have another form of payment?"

      Trina's heart dropped to her stomach. "You're kidding, right?"

      There was money in her checking account. She'd just deposited the business earnings last week. How could the bank decline her purchase?

      "I'm sorry, Ms. Daniels. Maybe there's a misunderstanding. You should call your bank. We can hold your order for an additional three business days so you can get this straightened out. I've notated on your account that you need the supplies as soon as possible. Just call us back when you have a valid form of payment and we'll expedite the shipping for you free of charge."

      "Thanks," she grumbled.

      Trina sighed in resignation and disconnected the call. Her laptop was in the back of the store and she rushed through the swinging panel doors to get to it. Her dad's old operating system couldn't power up quick enough and she drummed her fingers on the desk in the little back office as the CPU hummed to life.

      This was ridiculous.

      Last month she'd sat down with her accountant and they'd forecasted every single expense for the upcoming month. She'd gone completely broke before due to lack of budgeting and she promised herself that it would never happen again. But here she was…again.

      Yet, once Trina was logged onto her bank account she realized her mistake. Her bank balance was lower than it was supposed to be. How could she have forgotten that she'd purchased emergency medication for her dad two days ago?

      Money was tight these days and Trina and her father had been living from paycheck to paycheck for the last few months. As soon as earnings from the dry cleaning business rolled in, they rolled right out. Up until now, she'd succeeded in staying out of the red. It hadn't always been this way.

      Her dad's untimely car accident had changed everything for them last year. The terrible crash had resulted in both of his legs being amputated. Without adequate health insurance or savings, the medical bills skyrocketed as a result of his recovery and the surgery. Trina's refusal to place her parent in long-term care led her to make the life-altering decision to quit a six-figure job to return home and help him through recovery.

      The physical therapy, medications, and top-of-the-line prosthetics were expensive. The family dry cleaning business kept a roof over their head and food on the table, but month after month she pinched from her own retirement savings after all their credit cards were maxed out to pay for his care.

      Trina picked up the purchase order for the overhead supplies for next week and compared it to her bank balance. She was a little over one hundred dollars short, which was enough reason for the bank to decline the charge.

      She sat back in her chair and released an exasperated sigh. Something had to be done—fast. There was another ten days left until the end of this month and judging from the amount of money in her account, it was barely enough to get by and run a business.

      The bell chimed over the entry door to the store. The first customer of the day. She should have been delighted to start the week off with the boost in earnings local businesses expected to bring in during the big convention coming to their small town of Cross City, but this morning's news had already put a damper on her spirit.

      "Hello," the customer called out.

      Trina rose from her chair and went to greet the customer, a middle-aged women with a pile of dresses in her arms. "Good morning. How may I help you?"

      "I need these dresses cleaned and I'd like to pick them up in two days."

      "No problem." Trina zoned out as she wrote up the order.

      The woman looked around the shop nervously as Trina keyed the information into the system.

      "How will you be paying today?"

      There was a spark of gold around the woman's irises and her pupils narrowed as she observed Trina. It wasn't a natural reaction, but Trina had witnessed this type of response before. The woman must have picked up on how aggravated she was. Aggravated was an understatement, to say the least. But the reaction wasn't completely out of the norm. Her non-human customers were always very wary of their surroundings—just like the woman standing here.

      Before Trina could stare anymore, the woman averted her gaze, looked down at the counter, and held out her credit card. "Credit, please."

      On the card was an emblem in the corner unique to the non-human population in America, which confirmed Trina's suspicions. The woman was a shifter. Thirty years had passed since it had been discovered that shifters lived among them. To this day, no one could determine if the discovery of two wolf pups and a human-like baby left inside a bassinet outside of a church was by accident or intentional. Many concluded that some poor mother couldn't care for her child, so left the responsibility with the church. At the time, no explanation as to why the wolf pups were in the bassinet with the baby—except to keep it warm—was given.

      The wolf pups were released to a wild life conservation center, but the baby was taken into the custody of Child Protective Services. When doctors investigated her DNA in an effort to find the parents, the results revealed some not-so-human qualities. The information was leaked by a scientist and the government had no choice but to reveal that non-humans lived among us. Just like the woman standing in Trina's dry cleaning store.

      The woman cleared her throat and thrust the card toward Trina again. "Don't you still accept our payments?"

      "Sorry, yes I do."

      Trina completed the transaction at the cash register.

      When the woman left the store, she grabbed her cell phone and thumbed through the phone log in search of the number to her retirement fund servicer. The last time, she'd told herself she wouldn't take another distribution, but if she didn't do something she and her father could end up living on the streets.
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      Dane Magnus slid into a booth at The Hot Spot Diner the moment it became empty and picked up the menu from the table. He was so hungry that he could probably eat three full entrees. Breakfast and lunch had been missed courtesy of the lengthy business he'd had to tend to at the bank. His stomach had growled the whole time he was there scanning through pages and pages of documents. Although he was tired as hell, sleeping on an empty stomach never did him any good.

      He scanned the various dishes listed on the menu and tried to drown out the sounds of the quaint little diner situated on the outer edge of Aspen Valley. Not only were the kitchen staff working furiously in the background trying to keep up with all the orders being shouted at them by the waiters, the place was jam-packed and the noise level was high. On any other day the crowd would have been an unusual occurrence, but at nearly midnight, the town had received plenty of guests courtesy of the big business convention held here every year.

      The Hot Spot Diner catered to all, both human and shifter alike, so there was a mix of bodies in the place tonight. His belly rumbled on, reminding him that he wasn't here to check out the scenery.

      "Magnus." Sharon, the waitress, appeared by his side and set a glass of ice cold water down on a coaster. "I haven't seen you in a while."

      Sharon Stetson was born and raised a small-town girl—a small-town shifter for that matter. Her uncle had owned the diner before he'd handed it over to the eldest son. From what he'd learned, Sharon had been working here since her fifteenth birthday, bussing tables and dishing out friendly smiles even to the most hostile customers.

      Dane regarded her with a nod. "That's probably because I've been cross country for the past two months on business. I only just came back two weeks ago."

      "Hmm, that's why your boys haven't been behaving themselves." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Brock, Raoulf, and Garrett have had several run-ins with the law. They've been in the news more times than I can count on one hand and the human police have been in here several times asking questions about their dealings and whereabouts."

      He sat back and ran the pad of his thumb along his jawline. "You know how folks these days bend rumors. Don't worry about my brothers. If they've gotten themselves into any mess, I'm sure they can get themselves out of it."

      She nudged him on the shoulder. "It's you I'm worried about. I don't want your brothers giving you a bad reputation with the humans. It's time they settled down with their Pack with you being the Alpha and all. Speaking of settling down…that Meredith chick was boasting about your skills in bed at Haney's party last night."

      Dane flexed his jaw muscles in irritation. Evidently, bending rumors wasn't the only thing folks loved to do. People liked to spin tales out of rumors these days. "Not true. I can't remember the last time I've been with Meredith. It's been at least six months now."

      Sharon and him and were cool like that, and being a woman, she always seemed to have all the latest gossip in their small community.

      "There's talk in the village that you're looking for a mate," Sharon said in a teasing voice, quirking her eyebrows at him.

      "Like I thought, rumors get bent."

      "It would be so much easier on you if you had a woman to go home to tonight, don't you think?" She winked. "After a hard day's work…you wouldn't have to come to this noisy place anymore. I'd be sad about that, though…but I know just the woman for you."

      He gave her a knowing look. "Who?"

      "Cindy Porter. The judge's daughter. She came in here trying to sell us some fancy computerized order-taking system and had nearly every man in here drooling at the mouth. I have to admit, she's a cutie. Little innocent thang too."

      He knew exactly who Sharon was referring to. He didn't want to bust her bubble by telling her that Cindy wasn't that innocent after all. He knew three shifters by name who had already bedded the chick, including his oldest brother, Garrett.

      "Too young." Dane shook his head. "Stop trying to set me up."

      Sharon had been trying to hook him up for months. Everyone in the pack knew he was mate-less. Of course, this fact didn't agree with many of his followers given the fact that he was the Alpha and leader of the pack.

      An Alpha with no mate. He smiled inwardly. Heck, he'd take the title. After all, he'd been known to stir things up in and out of the shifter community.

      "Well, the next time you stop by I'll have another candidate for you. Are you into cougars these days by any chance?"

      He glared at her pointedly. "I'm a wolf. What would I need with a cougar?"

      She put a hand on her hip. "I meant an older woman, Magnus."

      "I know what you meant, but I don't like getting set up."

      "Fine." She shrugged and dug a pad and pen out of her apron. "I've got eight tables to serve so I'll have to chat with you later. The usual?"

      "Yeah. The usual." Dane's stomach rumbled once again just thinking about the T-bone steak with a healthy side of potatoes and cheddar-smothered broccoli florets.

      As he waited, he pulled a small envelope from the inside of his jacket pocket. He swallowed in apprehension as he peeled back the broken seal and slipped the letter out. The words were already engrained in his short-term memory, but he read the note again.

      
        
        Mr. Dane Magnus,

        You are hereby called to appear before Judge Henry Wright at Tellevue County Court on October fifteenth at noon to settle the matter involving the property deeded to Debra Smyth Magnus located off 1806 Cedar Loop Trail. Failure to appear will result in all properties deemed abandoned and expropriated by the County. In addition, failure to present proof of rights to claim the property by this date will result in it being expropriated by the County…

        

      

      Dane's blood pressure began to escalate yet again, and he crumbled the document in his palm. In fifteen days, the county court planned to take back the property his mother had worked so hard to keep. It wasn't fair that the humans could take something like his childhood home where memories lingered long after his parents had perished. It wasn't fair, but it was the law.

      Debra Smyth was the only daughter of a farmer who owned the land in question before she became mated to Dane's father. When she became pregnant with Dane, they married with blessings from Debra's father even though a marriage between a shifter and a human was looked on as taboo. Since the land was part of human-marked territories as measured by each U.S. state's county appraiser's office, a shifter could not officially own human property unless they were married or mated to one.

      When Dane was thirteen, he lost both parents. And because he was a shifter and his parents' will had never been endorsed, he was faced with losing their marital home. It took the humans seventeen years to dig up the deed and find out that the property wasn't legally his.

      Word in town was that the county wanted to convert the whole lot into an industrial zone. They were trying to strip the property right out from under him. They didn't want to offer a fair price for his land…no…they wanted to take it.

      And that wasn't going to happen.

      Dane chewed at the inside corner of his mouth as his eyes drifted about the quaint diner and over to the door where customers walked in and out.

      He wouldn't get his pack mates involved and he wouldn't cause an uprising. This was his personal matter. One that he should've taken care of over a decade ago, but now the situation had come back to haunt him.

      He had a better plan. A plan that would involve what he'd been avoiding since he was awarded the Alpha position of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack. Taking a mate.

      In all of his thirty years, he'd never met his match. Maybe finding a true mate wasn't in his future. That was fine with him. He'd just play the cards dealt to him.

      One thing was certain, he wanted to keep what rightfully belonged to him. To achieve this, he'd have to marry a human.

      In this age, marriage between a human and shifter was considered legit after six weeks, at which time all possessions—including land—were said to be commingled and fair game to claim by either spouse upon divorce.

      With marriage he could take a bride, have her sign the documents relinquishing all rights to claim his land, keep her for six weeks, divorce her, and then send her on her merry way. In the end, he'd have his property for good and no humans could claim it.
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      Trina had a really bad feeling about this, but something told her this opportunity was her only chance. As she moved further into LIVE nightclub, the beat of the music pulsed through her veins, but she didn't care to dance. The place was extremely packed, which she'd expected given that it was the most popular nightclub in Aspen Valley. The large crowd helped her blend in with the bodies, but this also served to flare up her anxiety. She'd purposely chosen the nightclub because it wasn't in her town and that meant there was minimal chance that she'd bump into anyone who she did business with at the dry cleaners.

      She couldn't miss this chance. However uncomfortable this felt to her, she saw no other way to quickly resolve her issue.

      "We're hiring night waitresses and we expect to bring six or more on board starting next week. You must be extra easy on the eyes, have experience as a waitress, and wear the uniform we supply. We're not a normal nightclub as I'm sure you're aware…" the hiring manager had said on the phone when she'd called about the job.

      Trina spotted a waitress balancing a tray of cocktails in one hand and using the other hand to take cash and hand out drinks. The beautiful, buxom blonde did this all while maneuvering through the bustling crowd in an outfit so dainty it looked like something an exotic dancer would wear. The suggestive outfit or risqué atmosphere didn't surprise Trina. When she'd seen the ad in the newspaper, she made the drive to the city to scope out the place. Before she had even called the hiring manager, she knew what she was getting herself into.

      "…the starting pay is thirty dollars an hour and you keep all your tips. You push drinks and our merchandise all night long. We have three, six, and eight hour shifts here. You set your schedule but you must come to work at least three nights a week."

      Where else could she earn thirty dollars an hour working part time just a few nights a week? The money would be quick and easy, just like an old friend who used to pole dance to pay her college tuition told her. If Trina got the job and kept up the work for five months, she could make enough to pay for the majority of her father's next surgery. To make up the difference, she was certain profits from the business would kick in.

      It seemed to take Trina forever to get through the swarm of bodies to the back office where the security guard told her to wait in line to meet Leo, the hiring manager. As soon as she made it, she realized that she wasn't the only one waiting to be interviewed. There were four women lined up, two of them leaning against the wall, and the other two standing with arms crossed, looking impatiently. They were young women, around her age group, with one of them looking at least a decade younger than Trina. As the fifth woman, Trina took her place.

      The leggy redhead in front of her turned and sneered. After looking Trina up and down, she wrinkled her nose and then snapped her attention forward again in a dismissive manner. The redhead was thin and couldn't have weighed more than one hundred pounds, but Trina had to admit the girl had good genes going for her with her dainty model looks.

      Trina knew she was taller than the average women and preferred to carry a little cushion versus walking around covered in just skin and bones. She wondered exactly what Leo would measure them on.

      She nibbled her lips as she suddenly realized that she'd have competition. There were only six positions available, as Leo had said, and she was sure this wasn't the first set of interviews. Aside from the short time she'd worked as a waitress at a small restaurant when she was in college, she didn't have that much concrete experience. What would she do now? Boast about her high SAT scores, stellar GPA, and marketing degree to win the job?

      Trina sighed. Maybe this wasn't such a good idea.

      A blue postcard tacked to a bulletin board above her head caught her attention. Her eyes zoned in on the HELP WANTED title. "Bachelor Looking For Temporary Wife," it read. "Marriage union will last six weeks and three days. Temporary wife will be compensated fairly. Money is negotiable and payable in installments. Marriage for convenience only. No other duties required."

      A telephone number was written at the bottom, but there was no name.

      What type of man would place an ad like that? Better yet, how desperate could one get to propose something like this?

      She swallowed as her cognizance told her that seeking employment at an adult entertainment club was no better and maybe slightly worse than putting up an ad in search of a temporary wife. After all, her own desperation for money had led her here.

      The door to the office opened and a slim, attractive woman stepped out. Trina plucked the card from the board and stuck it down into her jeans pocket.

      "Ladies," the woman said, walking down the hallway assessing each one of them. "Thank you for being on time. I'm Brenda, Leo's assistant, and will be interviewing you first. There are two interviews. One with me, and if you pass that we will consider you for round two."

      Trina's instinct told her that Brenda was a shifter. No ordinary human had eyes the color of brass. Sometimes you could recognize the shifters by sight, mannerisms, but sometimes you couldn't recognize them at all since they were so well adapted to human ways.

      "I've worked at one of Leo's sister clubs," the redhead stated, smacking and blowing on her gum. "Do I still need to go through all this?"

      Brenda pursed her lips and her eyes twitched as though she seemed disturbed about being interrupted. "If you want to get hired again, you go through the same steps." She returned the front of the line. "To the right, there is a dressing room with dozens of clean uniforms. Take your pick. Once you're dressed, meet me back here. Your first interview begins now…on the job."

      Trina's mouth widened before she could stop herself. Was Brenda suggesting that they start the job as part of the interview process…like now?

      No one—except for the redhead—moved in the direction of the dressing room.

      "Um…now." Brenda placed her hands on her hips and stared at them. "What are we waiting for? Here's the first test: you have fifteen minutes to get ready. Now go."

      Trina stared at the woman in disbelief. She had to bite her tongue to keep from protesting. After all, this wasn't all about her. She needed the money for her father's surgery.
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      “I’m just saying,” Dane said, turning in his chair slightly to give his brother a warning look, "lay off the raids for a bit. When you attack blindly with no lead-ins—"

      Brock met his stare, baring his canines. "What do you mean, blindly? We have humans in high positions of authority whose aim is to destroy us. They've hidden behind all these little guys too long."

      "And it's the little guys that you've been attacking."

      "Small steps will lead me to the big guys," Brock replied, dismissively.

      "Both shifters and humans are talking to the cops about possible pack retaliation. I've warned our people and have been in contact with other Alphas from at least nine surrounding packs about watching their backs…especially those of our women and children. Just take caution, brother. Let's not get caught up in a mess before we can nail this creep."

      Brock growled. "Or creeps."

      A string of murders involving shifters from Dane's pack and other surrounding packs was what sparked their outrage. After evidence was either destroyed or swept under the rug by investigators, Alphas and commanders from all the surrounding packs began to take matters into their own hands.

      It was disheartening to learn that someone wanted them out of the picture for good and would resort to killing them by cornering them like dogs and then shooting at point-blank range.

      Dane's fingers gripped the arms of the chair as his blood grew hot just thinking about the travesty. He took several shallow breaths to try to calm his composure and looked out at the swarm of gyrating body's on the dance floor of LIVE nightclub.

      The shifter woman standing behind him kneaded his shoulders firmly. The massage was relaxing, but every time he and his brother disagreed on an issue or brought up a rather touchy subject, the tension would return. It was no mystery why Brock had picked this place to meet up. The blaring rock music matched his brother's irritation and the call girls he'd ordered to keep them company while they talked served as a mild diversion to the situation.

      Just as Dane opened his mouth again to speak, a waitress entered their section with a selection of cocktails on her tray. She wasn't the same waitress who'd been serving them all along. This was a different one. She was very human. Very innocent looking. Very…very attractive. When he caught her fresh floral scent, his mouth began to water for more than just the beverages.

      Dane sat straight up in his chair as she came to pause in front of her table. There was a tightening in the center of his chest and pulsing in his groin that he couldn't stop. He'd had his share, so it wasn't likely to have such a reaction to one of the call girls walking around under the guise of a waitress. Something was different about this one…

      The woman kept her eyes on the ground and he caught a whiff of anxiety from the tempting scent she was giving off. Right off the bat, he could tell that she was new. Leo liked to hire them fresh, with no experience. It kept the males coming back for more since the pickings were varied night after night.

      Goddammit! He hadn't come here tonight to satisfy his lust. He came to talk business.

      She had relatively long hair, deep brown, either pulled back or braided. He couldn't quite see from her angle. Tendrils hung against her face and some of it even stuck to her temples where she'd perspired a bit. The black mini dress she wore clung to her like a stocking and the wide belt cinched in her small waist. Her legs appeared incredibly long as she balanced her weight on what looked like four-inch heels. He couldn't see her eyes because thick black lashes hid them completely, and she had yet to look up at any of them.

      "Miss, we don't do fruity drinks over here," Brock burst out.

      To Dane's surprise, the woman looked up with striking hazel eyes and gave his brother a death stare. Fuck, she was beautiful…even when she seemed to take offense to Brock's outburst.

      "Cut it out," Dane said under his breath, hoping his bold, can't-hold-his-tongue brother didn't cause a scene he'd regret later on.

      "I take orders too." She smiled sweetly. "Would you like another round of what you have?"

      "Scotch," Brock said. "Straight."

      The woman licked her lips and her gaze flickered on Dane for only a second. "And you?"

      "Your name?"

      "Excuse me?" She looked up with a blank stare.

      "Give me your name," he said, slowly this time.

      Her nose wrinkled as though she'd misunderstood his request. There was something quite not right about her. Sure, she looked the part, but she damn sure didn't act the part of a call girl…and her next statement proved this.

      "No," she said, flatly. "But can I get you a drink?"

      Dane's head reeled back in shock and he ignored Brock's chuckle beside him. He swallowed. Although he hated accepting no for an answer, he decided that it was most appropriate in this case. "I'll take the cocktail on the right."

      He watched carefully as she slid the drink across the table to him. Her nails were cut short and painted a barely-there pink color. Her hands and wrists were small and dainty. Her full, lush breasts pushed against her top as she leaned in.

      He slipped a Benjamin between her fingers. "Thank you." The pads of his digits glided along the inside of her wrist as he pulled back. Her skin was soft and he longed to hold her hand for a moment longer.

      A heated blush reddened her face and neck. She averted her gaze once again. "I'll be back with the scotch."

      "Leo seems to be hiring more and more human women these days," Brock said, as the waitress walked away. "I wonder why that is."

      "Variety brings in more business," Dane said looking after her delicious body. Her hips swayed naturally as she walked away. "We shifters like to stick together. We see the same faces day in and day out. While keeping to ourselves works in the Aspen Valley community to a certain degree, the same reasoning doesn't work for Leo's business."

      "I know…it's all about the money." Brock leaned back in his chair, letting the call girl perform her magic on his shoulders. "It all spends the same whether it comes from us shifters or those humans."

      "You got that right." Something other than human money piqued Dane's interest at this moment and he shrugged his shoulders to stop the relaxing massage and stood. "Excuse me for a moment."

      It didn't take Dane Magnus long to catch the scent of the waitress who held his immediate attention. Surprisingly she was not at the bar collecting the drink order she'd taken from Brock, but she'd retreated down a narrow hallway toward the back rooms. Her back was facing both the crowd and Dane, but she looked just as beautiful from behind as she was from up front.

      The left side her body was pressed up against the wall and she had dropped her face in her palms. Her neck was slender and long and dark brown curls escaped the french braid at the back of her head. Some of the tendrils stuck to the damp skin on her nape. He had a nice view of her plump ass filling out the short skirt she wore. She was taller than the average chick, with sexy ass legs that went on for nights. Her thighs were just the right size, thick enough for his large hands to grip.

      Dane bit his bottom lip and willed his hungry wolf to settle down. This woman wasn't your ordinary chick. He could easily tell that the moment she entered his personal space in the VIP section. And from the way she flat out refused to give her name told him that she was stubborn and possibly played hard to get.

      Well…a challenge he didn't mind. Not at all. He grinned and advanced further down the hall toward her.
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      Trina detected a presence lurking behind her. She could tell it was a male as his scent was strong and husky. The amount of perverted creeps flooding this place was astounding and she'd had to run a few of them off already. Apparently, some of the men were getting her mixed up with the prostitutes working in this place. She was desperate for cash, but not so desperate that she would sell her body. There was no way she could fake it long enough to make the amount of money she needed in such a short time. She'd already made here in tips what she would have made working one full ten-hour day at the dry cleaners. How tempting and lucrative this could become, but it certainly wasn't her style. However, she'd always said the same thing to her father about running the dry cleaning business. Acting the part of a loose harlot was convenient while the cash rolled in, but when the men became extra friendly, what would she do then?

      As the body behind her drew nearer, Trina took no chances. She swung around, determined to strike the male stranger.

      To her surprise, the male caught her by the upper arm and pushed her into the concrete wall. Trina's first thought was that she'd finally encountered a creep who would force himself on her. The male was so tall that all she could see was the front of his shirt. She twisted and struggled against him anyway, finally deciding that she'd made the worst decision. After this, she wouldn't be extending her training period any longer. It was time to find some other part-time job.

      "Calm your nerves, kitten." His familiar voice sent a slow creep of warmth up her spine. "I want to chat."

      Her body tensed and her back stiffened against the wall. "Then let me go."

      The man loosened his grip on her arm. She finally exhaled and then inhaled taking in long drags of his intoxicating scent.

      "What are you doing here, kitten? In a club full of wolves," he whispered against her ear.

      His voice. His scent. His touch worked to drug her. He had to have been a shifter. A wolf. He smelled like man, but the underlying animalistic musky aura seemed too carnal to her.

      Trina trembled involuntarily and to her embarrassment, warm juices coated her panties. She pushed against his chest, fighting between the urge to get a view of his face and to run off never to step foot in this nightclub again.

      "Working," she snapped. "Now get off me so I can get back to it."

      "Working?" He chuckled deeply. "You don't look like a whore to me."

      Her neck flamed in anger and degradation. "Look, creep..." She shoved hard at his chest. "If you don't le—"

      She swallowed her words as her gaze locked with him. They now stood two feet apart from each other and Trina's lips parted in surprise when she identified the stranger as the attractive man who'd asked for her name instead of a drink.

      "You?" she mumbled.

      He grinned and dragged his gaze up and down her body. "If I leave you alone, kitten, I won't be able to finish what I started."

      Her mouth went dry as she took him in. He had a rugged nature about him. Black hair fell over into his face and eyes and his solid gray eyes riveted her.

      "What you started?" she asked.

      What the heck was wrong with her? Men didn't have this reaction to her. Not anymore. Not since she'd become a recluse working day in and day out at the dry cleaners. The mix of smells and the claustrophobic feel in the nightclub must be getting to her. Being without a man for so long had taught Trina that her vibrator did a much better job of satisfying her anyway.

      The stranger stepped forward again, but this time she let him close the gap. "I'm a shifter. I think you know that. And I smell your arousal."

      Her breath hitched in her throat. "Liar."

      "Are you aroused by my presence?"

      "No."

      His big hands slid against her hips and he grabbed her waist, pulling her against his chest. "Liar."

      "I'm not giving you my name and I'm not a whore," she said firmly. "I understand it if you were mistaken, but I'll give you your money back."

      "I don't want my money back." He traced the outline of her ear with the soft tip of his nose and inhaled. "Your fucking scent is driving me crazy."

      Her pussy clenched and her erect nipples scraped against the silken fabric of her bra. This couldn't be happening. There was no way she was getting aroused by a stranger in a nightclub who thought she was a whore.

      "I was just leaving," she said. "So you won't have that problem anymore."

      "What's your name?" he demanded again.

      "Kitten."

      He laughed softly and her body reacting by warming to the calming tone. "You're not a very good liar, but you are a very good tease."

      "I've got to get back to work." She said it, yet her body became lax against his and she made no moves to go.

      "Work would be so much easier if you only had one to serve, don't you think?"

      "You're mistaken…"

      His hand slipped under her top, gripping the bare skin on her waist possessively. He held one hand on the wall next to her head and leaned in against her so that they were eye to eye. "I have a question for you." His tongue parted through the seam of his lips. "I want the truth and then I'll let you be."

      "I'm not giving you my name."

      "I haven't asked the question yet."

      "Go on then. Ask it. And then just let me be."

      "How wet is that sweet pussy right now, kitten?"

      Trina reacted on instinct, shoved him, and brought her open palm down across the side of his face. "Bastard!"

      His reaction to being slapped stunned her. One corner of his lip turned upward into a smirk as he brought his hand to his face. "Nice to meet you too, kitten."

      In a state of arousal that was perfectly obvious to this attractive stranger, Trina turned and made a beeline for the exit.

      But she never made it out…

      Rough arms gripped her and a cold hard object was shoved into her back. When she turned to see who caught her this time, a measly looking man snarled at her.

      "Do something stupid, bitch, and lose your life."

      He aimed his gun at the crowd and fired three shots. The crowd went berserk. Bodies began flying toward all the exits. Glass broke as people attempted escape. Tables and chairs toppled over, crashing to the floor.

      This man's threat was serious and there was no playful edge in his tone.

      Trina's heart raced with a driving cadence. As the gunman gripped her tighter, her veins twisted, pulling themselves into knots. Although she wanted to scream, her throat was dry. One minute she was headed to the bar to fill up her tray and the next minute she was praying silently for her life. She should have never come out all this way.

      The gunman fired two more shots at the fleeing crowd. Her heart jumped each time a shot was fired.

      On the last shot, a man dropped to the ground and his body stopped moving.

      Her breath tripped up in her throat and on instinct she jerked, trying to loosen his hold, but the gunman jerked back, preventing her from going anywhere.

      The gun had been so close to her ear when he expelled the bullets that she could barely hear the panicked screams as the crowd trampled over each other to get to the exit. Instead she heard a consistent ringing that sounded like the whistle of a water kettle. It rang for longer than she could stand until it felt like her eardrums would burst.

      The gunman nudged the barrel of the gun in the center of her back, and her body became rigid.

      "Walk backward now," he ordered. His breath was putrid. Foul. It smelled as though he'd douched himself in liquor.

      "Please…" Her voice quaked as she spoke. "Don't shoot me. I have a parent waiting at home…I take care of him."

      "Shut up!" His answer was solid and uncaring. "Say another word or attempt to escape and I'll kill you."

      Trina bit her bottom lip, holding her next protest. It was either be a sassy-mouthed woman and potentially lead this fool to shoot her or keep her cool and avoid being his next victim.

      The gunman shuffled backward toward what appeared to be the only exit in sight. In the process, about a dozen people got stuck inside at the mercy of this crazed individual. Those who did remain shuffled back behind the bar as the gunman waved his gun to taunt them.

      "Leo…let me speak to Leo," the gunman ordered.

      Leo was the guy she'd spoken to about the position.

      A guy rose from behind the bar slowly. "Leo's gone. He ran an errand. What the hell do you want with him?"

      The shooter lifted the gun and fired the weapon. The guy ducked back, crashing into a display of top shelf liquor. There were more screams as the bottles shattered and and the liquor poured out on people's heads.

      "Don't tell me he's gone! Get him now. I want my money."

      "Hold on a minute." This voice came from darkened corner of the room. A man emerged from the shadows behind a curtain, holding up his palms.

      Trina instantly recognized the stranger with the smoky gray eyes. A tiny spring of hope rushed through her, but her body was still cold with panic.

      The gunman swung them around to face the man. Although Trina was relieved that the gun was no longer on her back, she felt concern for the man who now stood in the line of a bullet.

      "Get me Leo and tell him to bring my money."

      "Alright." The stranger nodded. "I'm a friend of Leo's. What's the problem?"

      The gunman's finger shook on the trigger. "Fifty thousand he promised me for work I did here. I ain't seen a damn dime of it."

      The stranger edged closer. "Okay. Alright. Fifty thousand."

      "Stay back, wolf!" The gunman's gripped tightened on her forearm. "You are all a bunch of lying dogs. Stay back!"

      The stranger's eyes darkened and thinned into slits. "Let the woman go. She has nothing to do with this."

      "Show me my money and I'll let her go."

      "We can fix this, but only if you release her and put down your weapon. The woman for the money."

      "Are you fucking kidding me?" the gunman raged. "I want my money for the work I did." He thrust the gun into her spine. "Make another move toward me, animal, and I shoot."

      The gunman's breath was hot and horrid on her ear as he breathed heavily. The assaulting fumes made her eyes water.

      "This woman did nothing to you," the stranger continued. "Do you think Leo would care if you shot a bystander with no connections to him whatsoever?"

      Trina felt the gunman's hands go slack on her arm.

      "What are you saying, wolf?"

      "Let's make a trade-off. You take Leo's nephew—myself—as hostage, then you get Leo's attention. Isn't that what you want? Leo's attention?"

      "Prove it? Get him in here! Get him on the phone!"

      "Alright…" The stranger slowly reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. He punched several buttons and held the phone to his ear. "Leo…we've got a situation here…a hostage situation." There was a long pause. "Club is being held up and Mr. Gunman here is asking for his money." He lifted his eyes and carefully held the phone out toward the gunman.

      "Who are you?" Apparently, the phone was switched to speaker mode.

      "You know who I am. We had a deal. I brought you all this new furniture for this run-down club and my money never came."

      "I don't owe debts. I owe no one."

      The gunman tightened his grip and she flinched and jerked her arm to no avail.

      "I got your club held up. I will burn this bitch down if you don't deliver my cash now."

      "How much are you talking?" Leo asked.

      "Sixty grand."

      A moment ago, the gunman had said fifty thousand, now he'd just raised the amount. It was further evidence that the dude was either lying or a crazy drunken crook.

      "Bullshit!"

      The gunman aimed the gun at the ceiling and shot at one of the disco balls. It shattered to pieces, causing another outbreak of screams from behind the bar. The dark stranger ducked out of the way just in time to dodge a piece of thick glass hitting him over the head.

      "What the hell was that?" Leo's voice sounded scratchy on the other end as the stranger regained his composure.

      "He's fucking your club up. Do you owe this idiot any money?" the stranger barked into the phone.

      "Hell no! Fuck, I don't know! That fucking no-name creep is lying."

      "No name?" The gunman drove her forward to get closer to the phone. "Call me Renovation Man. You better have my money here in fifteen minutes or I will burn this whole place down. And when you collect the insurance money, you will pay me for my work."

      "I've told you before and I'll tell you again," Leo stated, gruffly over the phone. "I owe nothing. We settled this a month ago."

      "Look, man…"

      Spittle flew from the gunman's mouth and some of it landed on the side of Trina's face. She cringed and gritted her teeth. Bile rose in her throat as the remnants of lunch began to creep upward.

      The gunman raised the barrel of the gun, extending it outward until it was pointed at the dark stranger. "I will shoot your nephew if you don't comply."

      "Listen, you idiot. I will track you down. I will hunt—"

      Like a flash of lightning before her eyes, a thick rope whipped out in front of her face. The gun slipped from the gunman's hand as the rope tightened instantly around his wrist like a lasso. It misfired and a bullet ricocheted off the wall and splintered through a table.

      The gunman fell backward but not before he grabbed her by the arm, pulling her down with him. She landed in a thud against his burly chest. Before she could catch her breath, he wrapped his arm around her throat and squeezed tightly. She elbowed him in the gut, but he grunted and only pushed tighter against her larynx. Her blood rushed hot to her face as all oxygen escaped her.

      The dark stranger tumbled toward her. Where his lips had been stretched taut only moments early, his canines were extended. His face and entire body distorted and shifted as he advanced toward them.

      Clothes and skin disappeared in a haze. Gray eyes turned into coal. She could no longer see the stranger, only the white underbelly of a wolf as it leapt into the air.

      The gunman screamed, but Trina could not…

      The sound of teeth ripping into the meaty flesh of the arm that held her immobilized was the last thing she heard before she passed out.
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      When Trina woke up to the smell of antiseptic, bleach, and metal, and to an annoying chill racing up and down her arm, she lifted her heavy eyelids and took in her surroundings.

      She groaned when she realized that she was on a hospital bed. When she looked to the right of her at the large window, the curtains had been pulled open but all she saw was swirls of clouds against a dusky backdrop.

      She sat up in bed and recalled what had happened to her. Relieved to find that she wasn't hooked up to any offending IVs or needles, she pushed the blankets off of her and began to inspect her body for any traces of wounds. The only part of her body that burned with the remnants of the attack was the skin at her throat.

      She was still wearing her watch and she gawked when she realized that it was three in the morning.

      "Oh, my God."

      The moment she swung her legs over the bed was the moment a nurse pushed through the doors holding a clipboard and a bag of medication.

      "Oh, hello. Glad to see that you're finally awake. How are you feeling?"

      "I'm…Where am I?"

      "Aspen Valley Medical Center."

      Trina scanned the nurse's name badge. "Cecilia, I'm not sure why I'm here, but I really can't afford this."

      "Don't worry. It's all been taken care of. And you're doing just fine. You just seem to be under a lot of stress. We saw no harm in running some tests just to make sure everything was okay."

      "How did I get here?"

      "By ambulance. Don't you remember?"

      Trina shook her head. "No, I don't. When can I be released? The last thing I need is another large medical bill right now."

      "Like I said, Ms. Daniels, you're all clear. Your last test results should be ready in another hour, so you should be good to go by six a.m. I'll just need you to call someone to drive you home."

      Trina sighed. "You don't understand. My dad…he's…home alone."

      Nurse Cecilia frowned and narrowed her gaze at her, giving Trina the impression that maybe the nurse thought she was crazy. That wasn't good. She didn't want to give them any cause to perform anymore tests.

      "Okay, yes…I can call a neighbor to come pick me up."

      Nurse Cecilia smiled and wrote something on a clipboard. "Very well then. Once you have it confirmed, please give me their names so I can relay this information to the front desk."

      "I will." Trina racked her brains trying to figure out who she could call that wouldn't inquire about why she was at LIVE nightclub anyway.

      "Also the cops might be in touch to ask you questions about the gunman later today. He's already in custody and has been charged…Thank God. They were in here earlier trying to ask questions, but I told them they had to go. I take care of my patients first and they can ask questions when you're all better."

      "Thank you," Trina said.

      "No problem, that's my job." She smiled. "Oh, I almost forgot, your boyfriend left this gift card here for when you woke up. It's good for anything you'd like from the restaurant on the first floor." She lowered her voice and said, "It's much better than our cafeteria, but you didn't hear that from me." She placed the gift card on the end table. "Either way, I need to see you eat something. Your iron levels are a bit low. Please include meat or fish. They have vegetarian options too if you'd prefer it."

      "I'm sorry. You said my boyfriend?"

      "Yeah…he had to go. We had a handful of folks come over from the nightclub…out-of-towners and such, but Dr. Nally stuck to his guns. He doesn't allow anyone in here who isn't a relative or next of kin of any of his patients or without prior written consent." Nurse Cecelia handed Trina a thermometer to place under her tongue. "Either way, your boyfriend wasn't listed on any of the forms in the medical database, and we checked both here and Cross City. You might want to get those updated if you need to add others. Plus, we figured he wasn't your next of kin either…he's a shifter. He seemed very out of place and paranoid. I could tell he was worried about you, but he didn't like this hospital for some reason. They have their own doctors and nurses, you know."

      Something clicked in Trina's mind, freezing her brain from all else except a clear picture of the sexy, dark stranger who'd saved her from the drunken creep who'd held her hostage.

      Nurse Cecelia took the thermometer and stuffed it back into the machine and then wrapped a blood pressure cuff around Trina's right upper arm. "But if you ask me, shifter or not, he was a complete gentleman about the situation the whole time he was here. Any man that leaves money to make sure his girl can eat when she wakes up and reroutes all of her medical charges to his credit card is a good man indeed."

      "Did you get his name?"

      Nurse Cecelia laughed dismissively. "You don't know your boyfriend's name? Honey, are you sure you're okay? Might need to check that medication dose again." She lifted up a sheet of paper on the clipboard and bit a her bottom lip as she stared at it.

      "I mean, sure I know his name. I just…" Trina swallowed. "I don't understand why he would…"

      A buzz sounded from the pager on Nurse Cecelia's hip. She answered the page, which turned out to be another nurse informing her that she was needed in another room.

      "Alright. I'll be back in a few minutes." She thrust a menu at Trina. "Here's that menu from the restaurant. I want you to have your order ready when I get back. While you're waiting on your food, please think about who you can call to check you out of here."

      With that, Nurse Cecelia was gone, leaving her in more shock than she'd been when she'd woken up.

      The stranger had come with her to the hospital and paid her bills…?

      Trina didn't even know his name. She didn't know him at all. How was she going to thank him?
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        Four days later…

      

      Trina was surprised and rendered speechless when a woman answered the phone, but she looked back down at the slip of paper again to confirm.

      "Bachelor Looking for Temporary Wife," it said. "Call to inquire…" She scanned the number displayed on her phone again. It was a little early in the morning. Maybe she should have called after nine a.m.

      "Hello," the woman said once again on the other end. "Anyone there?"

      "Yes." Trina cleared her throat. "I'm responding to an ad I saw."

      "Can you be more specific?"

      "There's a guy looking for a temporary wife. I need more information."

      "That's about all the information I can lend. If you're not serious, I suggest you hang up now," the woman spoke in a chastising manner.

      Or at least Trina found it off-putting.

      "When I called, I expected to get the man who placed the ad. I'd like to speak with him directly to get more information."

      "I'm his corporate secretary and I'm the one doing the screening," the woman replied, curtly.

      "Screening?"

      "Yes…if you are serious, I just have a few questions for you."

      "I'm serious."

      "Good. Like I said, I'll just need to ask you a few questions. I'll be taking some notes that I'll share with him. If he picks you for a second interview, I'll call you back and we'll go from there."

      "Okay."

      "Are you a shifter?"

      Trina wondered why that would matter. The ad didn't say anything about her needing to have shifter blood. "No."

      "Bachelor is a shifter. Do you have any problems with that?"

      Trina swallowed. The ad hadn't said anything about the man being a shifter either. She had friends and did business dealings with shifters and she'd even had a few shifters on her team when she worked as the lead marketing executive at the New York firm. But…she'd never dated one. Her only problem was whether she could relate. For six weeks…

      Yet, anything was better than walking around uncomfortably in a nightclub. After what happened to her, she doubted that she'd ever visit another nightclub again. Although, she had thought of returning to search for the anonymous stranger who had saved her life and saved her ass from being one step closer to dead broke with the medical bills. The investigator who'd questioned her about the shooting had warned her to stay away from LIVE nightclub and she had assured him that she would.

      “He’s a shifter. Any problems with that?" the woman repeated.

      "I don't have any problems with that at all," she replied.

      "Do you have children?"

      "No."

      "Pets?"

      "No."

      "How old are you?"

      Everyone she'd never met personally took her seriously until they found out what her real age was. For some crazy reason, she'd met a few hiring managers back in New York who measured abilities, smarts, and business-savvy expertise based on age. She supposed they were right half of the time, but her accomplishments to date had always proved them wrong. She thought maybe she should fib about her age, but then decided against it.

      "Twenty-eight."

      "Ever been married?"

      This was a tricky question. She'd almost been married. It took a tragedy to reveal her fiancé's true side.

      "No."

      "Would you mind giving us your name? This will be kept confidential, but your chances of nailing this opportunity are greatly increased if he knew a tad bit about your background."

      Trina swallowed. "Sure, as long as it's not broadcasted around town. I lead a very private lifestyle."

      "That's even better," she said. "Don't worry. We won't be broadcasting anything. After all, my boss is a shifter and he'll be requesting confidentiality as well—if you're chosen. Now what's your name?"

      Trina gave the secretary what she needed. Even after that, she seemed to have dozens of other questions, not just a few, but Trina needed cash fast—if at all possible, and the other opportunity had almost put her in a wooden box six feet under.

      "Well, that's all for now," the secretary said when she was done with her prying questions. "I have your contact information and if he wishes to move forward with the next steps, I'll give you a call. If you don't hear from us in two days, you can assume that you weren't chosen. Thank you for your time, Trina Daniels."

      After Trina hung up the phone, she laid back on the sofa and closed her eyes.

      The memories from that dreadful night just five days ago still haunted her. Maybe it was too early to be looking for extra work again. She'd need more than a few days to get over the attack. Never in a hundred years would she have anticipated a gun being held to her back and her life threatened. On the other hand, she'd never thought her desperation to help a parent would lead her out of her comfort zone.

      But if she hadn't been lead out of her comfort zone, she never would have realized that it was possible to experience attraction so hot that she could hardly control herself. How could she have wanted to offer her body and slap the sexy stranger across the face at the same time? Had she made the right choice by slapping him and running?

      She sighed.

      In the days after being released from the hospital, she had tried to find her shifting savior, but it seemed that he was a mystery. Something told Trina that she'd have to return to the shifter community if she ever wanted to reunite with him again.

      But first she had serious matters to resolve. If she ever wanted to be happy with anyone again, she wanted to have a clean, emotional slate.
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      "You’ve got to do something about this, Dane. You can't just idly stand by. Time is ticking away. What have you got now, huh? Seven…eight more days until they strip your shit from you. Get engaged, get married, stop this right now."

      His brother Garrett Justice paced back and forth on the other side of the office.

      Dane frowned. Yes, he was in quite the dilemma, but his mind was elsewhere. He couldn't get the image of the sexy beautiful woman from his mind. Her slender perfect neck. Pretty brown curls. Her eyes were so fucking enchanting that whenever he slept at night, he saw them in his dreams. Heck, for the past few days all of his dreams had involved lusting over her.

      He had tried to find her. Tried to use all of his resources to find her, but the hospital nor the police would identify her. Something about her giving information freely about the gunman and protecting her from further threats. He understood that fully well. The reason why he wasn't as adamant about hunting her down was that he wanted no harm to come to her. He wanted her protected. At the same time, he wanted…and needed her.

      "Dane…?" Garrett was getting impatient.

      "Here's the thing…I met someone and I was trying to locate her. I failed," he said, averting his brother's gaze. "When I met her, I lost interest in marrying anyone else, even to save my property."

      "Oh, damn." Garrett dropped his forehead in his palms. "You're going to lose your land over a woman you can't find."

      "I think she's mine." Dane leaned back in his desk chair and ran his fingers through his hair. "I actually think she's mine to claim."

      "How are you certain? Where is her birthmark located?"

      Dane shrugged. "That's just it. I've barely even touched her. I don't even know her name. All I know is that when the gunman had her and threatened to shoot her, I knew I had to save her. And not just save her, I wanted to keep her."

      "Man, I know this mating thing is bound to happen, but this is some fucked up shit you're dealing with about this land. How about this? You've got under seven weeks to marry and divorce a human woman and then after that you can go search high and low for your runaway mate. Shit, I'll even help you, but please, under no circumstances should you delay this any longer. Both Brock and Raoulf agree that you've been walking around in a trance ever since you mauled that gunman's face up really badly at LIVE. I have to leave out soon on a job, but when I come back, I don't want to hear that the land was taken away from you."

      Dane crumbled the piece of paper that he was holding his hand. "I should have killed him for touching her."

      "In due time, brother. Do what you have to do so you can do what you want to do."

      "Yeah…" Dane grumbled. "You're right."

      "I'm gonna go grab us a beer," Garrett said. "I'll be right back."

      When Garrett was out of earshot, Dane picked up his cell phone and called his assistant. She answered promptly.

      "How may I assist you today, Alpha?"

      "I reviewed your notes from this morning about the woman who called in response to my ad. Trina Daniels. She's more interesting than the previous twenty or so who've been phone interviewed. I'd like you to call her back and set up a face to face meeting to be held at my home."

      "Yes Alpha."

      "I need this done as soon as possible with minimal delay. I would like to speak to her this evening, if at all possible."

      "I understand how time sensitive this is. I'll call her back right away, Alpha."
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      At any point, Trina could have backed out of this meeting and asked the private driver to turn around to take her back home. Instead she sat in the back seat of the fancy Rolls Royce as the driver took her farther into the other side of the town. They had already passed over the set of train tracks that marked the end of the city and the beginning of the countryside. Farther beyond the countryside sat the mountains and dark valleys. Only the most adventurous of residents in the surrounding area ventured out into the mountains. Other than that, the rugged landscape and intricate paths of the valley was like a maze to tourists and, from what she heard, the sunset at mountain's peak was a view that even expert climbers had died to see. Except for the occasional visit to the market with her parents as a child, she'd pretty much kept to the city.

      She glanced out of the tinted window at the fields of sunflowers. When Trina was just a young girl, her parent's would plan picnics—family time was what Mom had called it. Those times had been all about devoting time to each other, telling stories, enjoying food, and capturing moments. Tiffany Daniels had been a pro at capturing those memories through her love of photography. Her late mother had been talented in many other ways, but the photos she took in the years prior to the car accident displayed only one of her many skills. Venturing to the countryside again brought back vivid memories from Trina's carefree youth.

      The car veered right down a paved, wooded path. Much like the rest of this town the neighborhood was secluded between thickets of leafy cedar trees with murky gray moss overhanging the branches. Brick mailboxes lined the narrow road, spaced hundreds of yards apart. Back in her little homely subdivision, she was used to homes being only dozens of feet apart, and instead of sitting on acres and acres of land, they sat on mere lots. Where she grew up, everyone was literally in each other's backyards. Her time in Manhattan following graduation had been no different, except she lived in a high-rise condo instead. So Trina was used to her city roots, not the rich seclusion afforded by the town of Aspen Valley.

      The driver turned on a cobblestone path and stopped right in front of wrought iron gates and a stone wall. The gates swung open only moments after the car came to a complete stop.

      A massive two-story brick home came into view as the driver maneuvered through the gates. The landscaping and lavish center garden caught her attention first. Red rose vines trailed along the brick encasing and up the trellis in the center.

      The car came to a halt beside a silver motorcycle with a helmet lying atop the leather seat. There was a three-car garage attached to the home, but no other cars outside. From what she understood, the bachelor lived almost entirely by himself.

      Apparently she'd answered the questions to the bachelor's liking, because that same afternoon Trina received the return phone call asking her to come out to his home that evening. Now it was her turn to do some evaluating—in person.

      The back door of the Royce opened before she could collect any more thoughts and she was led up the brick path. The driver gave a curt nod and rang the doorbell. "It was my pleasure. Enjoy your evening." Without further words, he started back off toward the car.

      The lock turned on the other side of the door. The hinges creaked slightly as it was pulled open slowly.

      When a darkened figured filled the doorframe, something awakened within Trina and a strong surge of passion coiled within her body. Her breath caught in her chest and her subconscious clouded her with instant recognition. She clutched her purse to her side and trailed her gaze up to meet smoky gray eyes—eyes that belonged to the same dark stranger who'd rescued her from being held at gunpoint.

      Although they were standing a good two feet apart from each other with only the threshold separating them, she could smell his spicy cologne. Like the other night, he didn't wear a smile but he had the most perfect set of lips and a hardened jaw line.

      "Trina Angelique Daniels." His eyes seemed to shift back and forth across her, assessing her. "Finally, I've got your name."

      "You?" The word barely escaped her lips, and it was all she could manage in her state of shock. Was she in her right mind? Had she been dropped off at the right place?

      "Third time's a charm, huh?"

      He grinned, showing two rows of pearly whites.

      Most of her apprehension left her as the corners of his eyes turned up and gold danced around his irises.

      She shook her head. "Third?"

      "Let's see." He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "You brought me a drink then slapped me when I tried to come talk to you. You attracted a crazed gunman to take you hostage. You responded to my ad and…now you're here."

      From the looks of things, this man had some clout in this community. The size and workmanship of the home, his bachelor status, how he'd arranged the impromptu meeting after having his secretary grill her like a criminal prosecutor, and the circumstances under which she was here confirmed that he had more money than what he knew what to do with. And not to mention, how freely he'd paid off her medical bills from the night of the attack. But all she could think about was his candid attitude, but if it hadn't been for him she might have been dead. How could she honestly call this man some kind of sexual pervert when she really had been aroused that night?

      "Your secretary wouldn't give your name," she said. "Even after I gave her mine."

      "Dane Magnus." He held out his hand palm up. "Come inside."

      "Dane…?" Trina contemplated about why his name rang a bell. The medics and authorities hadn't given her any leads about the man who saved her life even when she made them aware that it was only to thank him for his bravery and generosity.

      "Speaking of…thank you." She still hadn't accepted his hand and invite into his home. "For everything you did, at the nightclub…and at the hospital. I really needed that and I appreciate it."

      "I'm glad you're alright. Why don't you come inside?"

      So there…she'd surprisingly found her shifting savior and thanked him. She smoothed her palms down the sides of her skirt. "I'm still thinking about this."

      "Shouldn't you have thought about this hours earlier…before coming out?" He tossed his chin outward. "The driver's gone. And he won't be returning anytime soon."

      "There's always a cab."

      "You've come out this far and you're nearly thirty miles away from your hometown of Cross City. Why turn back now? Are you having second thoughts?"

      "Not really." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Did you know I was the woman from the nightclub before you asked that I come out here?"

      "No, let's just say that this is quite the coincidence. I mean, I put the flyers up at LIVE, but I had no idea that a woman like you would even be interested in such a thing. Now I understand why I couldn't find you on my own. You're not from Aspen Valley."

      She shook her head. "No, I'm not. Like you mentioned earlier, my hometown is Cross City."

      "After that night and when I couldn't find you, I wondered what a nice girl like yourself would be doing working as a call girl at LIVE nightclub."

      Trina bit the insides of her bottom lip. He thought she was a call girl. He certainly did look like the type to have a few—a lot—of women up his sleeve to choose from. Why would he even need to place an ad? With his good looks he could have scored a woman right off the street? After all, she had found the ad stuck on a billboard inside a nightclub filled with call girls, and she hadn't been the first one to take a card either. Her focus roamed uneasily over him. His seductive gaze nearly ate her up. He really thought she was a call girl.

      "You called me a whore the other night, not a call girl," she reminded him.

      He narrowed his gaze. "I never called you a whore. I said you didn't look like a whore to me."

      "Responding to this ad is a risk onto itself, is it not? Plus, call girls can also be nice girls," she said.

      He lifted a brow. "Oh really? Was it nice to have slapped me? I could have pressed assault charges you know?"

      Her mouth dropped in shock. "Are you serious? You approached me."

      He scratched his head. "I'm attracted to you. I am what I am, and I smelled every bit of your delicious arousal. Maybe I'm confused, but that appears to be mutual grounds to approach you. I wanted to help you with your needs."

      "I might have been aroused, but I never said I was in need."

      "You didn't have to say anything." He grinned and assessed her up and down slowly. "Your beautiful body shows and tells."

      She swallowed and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, and tried to think of something other than the lure of this man. She raked her gaze over his body. One thing was certain, the last thing she wanted to do was leave.

      "I'm here to talk business," she said.

      "We can talk inside." He stepped aside, allowing her ample space to come inside. "I will lay out the risks involved and the measures that I have in place to ensure protection during the arrangement should you move forward. As far as the compensation you will receive for your time, that will include what we decide here in addition what you paid yourself in salary at the dry cleaners down in Cross City."

      He was right. She'd gone through too much trouble to ensure the business was operated while she was here and also to make sure her father was well taken care of in her short absence while she met with him.

      "Wait…how do you know I work at a dry cleaners in Cross City?"

      Dane's smile widened. "I needed to know a bit more about the woman who wants to take me up on my offer, so I took your background check into my own hands. Didn't you agree to this."

      Trina rolled her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. "Hmm. I didn't know shifters were so nosy and enjoyed spying. Your phone secretary asked enough questions. What more would you want to know?"

      His gaze dropped to her breasts. She face heated and she dropped her arms to her sides.

      He lifted an eyebrow. "Beautiful. Hellfire attitude. Smart with a Ph.D. Takes risks. What else have you got up your skirt?"

      Trina's mouth dropped open, shocked at his candor. "Are you always this candid?"

      "My attitude changes depending on the situation." His voice was laced with a wicked suggestion. "I can be as candid or as suave as you need me to be."

      She took in Dane Magnus's disheveled appearance once again. He was testosterone, muscle, animalistic energy, and sexual magnetism all rolled up into one. He stood in the doorway with a cool, calm, and collected demeanor that rolled off him in waves. He was dressed down in a button-down collared shirt, fitted jeans, and worn work boots. The muscles corded on his forearm as he kept them folded over his chest. Her gaze roamed over his stature, landing on the fly of his jeans. The bulge pushing from behind the front of his jeans was either the evidence of an extremely erect shaft or some overly large equipment.

      She swallowed hard, feeling the lump of embarrassment rising in her throat. Heat warmed her core and between her legs. She tore her gaze away from his package.

      "Likes to explore…" he teased, meeting her gaze. "You and I will get along just fine with the right kind of taming."

      Shit! Wolf shifters had a good sense of smell and could detect most emotions through it and this one advantage for him could prove to be a disadvantage for her.

      "Whose taming are you referring to?" she asked.

      "Yours." He lifted her hand and pressed her palm against his cheek right where she had slapped him. "We have unfinished business, kitten. I'd like to settle that before we get distracted with something new."

      Trina's blood ran hot with desire the instant she locked gazes with him. Her pussy pulsed and her panties were damp with the evidence of her need. To make matters much better, Dane pressed his steely length against her. He was rock hard and thick against her belly.

      Fuck, she wanted…

      She needed sex with a real man. It had seemed like ages since a cock had filled her up. What she liked about Dane Magnus was that the arrangement was to be no-strings-attached from the beginning. She didn't have to worry about some man telling her how to live her entire life.

      But Dane Magnus was no human. He was shifter. Different from any man. All she knew was that he wanted a six-week marriage on paper in exchange for the cash she desperately needed. But he also had an hard cock that she desperately wanted.

      At this moment, she wanted to quell this blatant hunger. Risks be damned.

      "Is settling our unfinished business part of the interview process? If so…I'm wet right now, Dane."

      The growl that escaped his throat next was that of an animal. Her nipples perked in sexual delight. He crushed his lips to hers without hesitation. His mouth was soft and his tongue hot and roving against hers. They kissed hot and heavy like two lovers who'd been away for a long time.

      "You're sweeter than I thought." He panted against her mouth. "I tend to stay far away from nice girls. I'm a very bad influence on them. I don't know how gentle I can be."

      "Then don't be." She kissed him back, tasting pure, raw male.

      Dane slammed the door shut, hoisted her up in his big arms, and sailed across the room with her. He set her down on the floor and the back of her thighs hit a chaise lounge. He took her mouth again full force, but his tongue was gentle as it roamed across the seam of her lips to gain entry. She opened to him without a beat.

      "Don't you have a bedroom or three up there that we can do this in?" she panted.

      "They are for sleeping." He kissed her cheek and jawline. "Having second thoughts? Say the word and I'll stop now."

      "We might as well get this out of our systems." She grabbed him tightly on the forearms and lifted her chin higher to allow him to further explore.

      "Out of our systems?" His tongue roved hot across her neck. "Once I'm in your system, kitten, you'll have a hard time with wanting to keep me out of it."

      His kisses were firm against her heated skin. All she could do was relinquish her body and succumb to the surreal feelings running up and down her spine.

      "Is it because…you're a shifter?"

      "Partly so." Dane slid his hand up her back and ran his fingers through her hair. He pressed his lips against her sensitive earlobes. "When I fuck a woman, I imprint on her. The coupling and exchange almost always leads to her feigning for more. Once my impression and scent leaves the woman, she's no longer affected. Until then, her body is mine."

      "How long does the imprint last?"

      "About a week. Longer, deepening on how frequent the sex occurs."

      "Okay." Trina swallowed. One week of her sanity was all she had to give up for sex one time with a very attractive shifter male. She'd cash the check, sign the dotted line, be his wife on paper for the duration of the agreement, and when it was all over she would go back to her ordinary life.

      "The imprinting occurs naturally during sex and there's no way around it. Imprinting also wards other shifter males away."

      "Well, you've done adequate background check on me to know that I have no boyfriend…let alone a shifter male friend."

      Dane chuckled. "It wards more than just boyfriends away."

      "Sounds like magic which I never knew existed," she teased.

      "Let's test it out, shall we?"

      His fingers expertly squeezed the clamp on her bra and dragged it downward under her shirt. He lifted her top over her head, threw it aside, and led her backward onto the chaise.

      "Perfect."

      His breath was cool against her bare breasts. She felt them harden like thimbles as he palmed her right breast and proceeded to please her.

      "Dane…" She gasped at the feel of his tongue against her nipple.

      He shifted the pleasure between both breasts. Licking, sucking, and nipping until she was tender and arching into him. They had barely gotten started yet and she was already feigning for more. Her thighs were spread wide to accommodate him. She couldn't help herself and she ground her center against his hardened rod. Something stirred deep inside her as he licked and tugged on her nipples. Deep moans escaped his throat sending vibrations across her chest.

      His lips began to move south. She pressed her palm against his chest. "Wait. We need a condom."

      He parted from her slightly and the heat between them subsided little by little. "If you insist, but we don't carry disease."

      Apparently, Trina didn't know a lot about shifters. They revealed only what they had to for the most part.

      "And what about pregnancy?" she asked.

      Dane grinned slightly. "I can smell the chemical imbalance of birth control pills in your system."

      "You smell everything, don't you?"

      "Even a lie," he said. "By the way, your condoms probably won't suit me. I'm a shifter, not a human."

      Trina met his gaze. Was he for real or just being a macho man? "Show me."

      "As you wish, kitten."

      He left her on the chaise and began to undress. The first thing that left him was his shirt. He took his time undoing the buttons while his gaze remained fixed on her. His chest had not an inch of fat. Tattoos were strewn across his pectoral muscles and shoulders. There was a fine sheen of dark hair on his chest and a trail of it led down into his jeans. As he unzipped them, she licked her lips, her eyes honing in on every little detail about him.

      When his boxers and jeans dropped to the floor, she got confirmation of the truth of his statement. Even in a semi-erect state, he was thick and solid in girth and ample in length. Her pussy clenched in impatience and the need to have his big cock pounding into her gripped her. His cock looked perfectly human to her. Perfect. Thick. Pulsing…and exceptionally large.

      How long had it been since she'd been with a man? Over a month? Many asked her out on dates now and then. She'd never been one to deny herself something she wanted, yet she didn't consider herself loose. Her recent sex life had never led to anything concrete and that was mostly her doing. She had a father to care for and she didn't need any man telling her otherwise or leading her astray.

      Dane diverted her attention, reached for her hand, and wrapped her fingers around him. "Can nice girls like yourself take in something like this?"

      He hardened in her grip, the veins pulsing against her nervous fingers. The cockhead was bulbous and slippery against her fingertips

      Trina licked her lips, imaging how he would taste. She glanced up at him, noting the feral stare he gave her in return. "You would be surprised what this nice girl could do."

      "Put my cock in your mouth."

      Trina slid her palm down to the base of his erection and took the head between her lips. He moaned aloud and cupped the back of her head with his tongue. Her mouth barely accommodated his width but she took in what she could, alternating with licks up and down his shaft.

      She rolled her tongue around his pulsing tip, teasing and taunting him. His pre-come tasted sweet and salty at the same time.

      An expletive escaped his lips and he grabbed fistfuls of her hair at the back of her head. "Ah, kitten, you do this so well."

      Trina blamed her non-existent sex life on her wanton actions. It seemed that he was already getting to her. Imprinting, or whatever it was. She wanted more. Now.

      Dane led her to stand and drew them closer together. He slipped his tongue into her mouth and explored once more. Her knee-length skirt was bunched around her waist before she knew it.

      Grabbing her by the hips, he set her down in the center of the chaise. He slipped her pumps off just before sliding her legs over his shoulders.

      A cry escaped her lips as he traced her wet entrance with his fingers, dipping inside her.

      "You're pretty down here. Glistening wet just like I thought you would be." He teased her labia and stroked the hood of her clit.

      Her pussy gripped his fingers in tune to his steady pumps. His lips were close, so very close to her aching clit. He took one long swipe from the bottom to the top of her sex, causing her muscles to grow lax. She opened her legs wider and he buried his mouth in her pussy. Strong sensations quaked her body as he sucked on her wet folds and sampled her nectar. She thought she would explode just from the sight of his devilish tongue entering her pussy over and over again.

      The stubble on his jaw and chin scrubbed against her inner thighs and pussy. Cupping her ass, he brought her to the edge of the chaise and enjoyed what she offered. Her muscles tightened, thighs quaked, and her clit pulsed. In that moment, she knew there was no holding back.

      Her climax rushed through her feverishly as she called his name in heated passion.

      "Fuck, kitten, hearing you come was like music to my ears." He rose over her, letting one of her legs fall to the chair and pushing the other back against her chest.

      Their gazes locked and for the first time she saw his animal up close and personal. His irises contracted and changed in diameter. His lips parted and she caught a glimpse of his canines.

      "Dane…"

      He slammed into her, planting his cock to the hilt. She cried out in the aftershock of the pain. Pleasure built over the pain once he began to move, acquainting her pussy with his massive erection. She bit into her lip and gripped at his taut muscles.

      He plundered her with drive and determination. Heat rose between them, scorching her soul, burning her with intense passion. She let her head fall back and expressed her satisfaction. Her body rejoiced as he orchestrated the sensations roaring through her, taking them from an erotic high to a full-blown climax.

      He growled. "Trina."

      He pounded her down into the chair with a ferocity leading to his orgasm. His seed was hot and it burned her insides like an inferno. The feelings were feral and crippled her to the point where all she could fathom was being pleased by this man.

      They rode out the storm until finally falling into each other's arms on the chaise.

      "That was great," she said breathlessly. Of course that was far from the truth. Sex with Dane was mind-blowing.
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      Trina wrapped Dane’s big leather jacket tighter around her. If she had known the man lived in a cooler, she would have brought warmer clothes despite the spring-like temperatures outside.

      "I apologize for the chilly temperatures, but my blood runs hotter than humans," he said, looking at her from across the small table. "I've adjusted the temperature so that you're comfortable."

      "Thanks."

      After what they'd done, she could barely look him in the eye. He had some type of pull on her and the only explanation she could muster was that he had imprinted on her from that one round of amazing sex. After her shower, no matter how far away from Dane in the house she was, she still smelled of him.

      "I had a phone call come up while you were in the bath," he said. "Now that I've got that out of the way…do you still want to do this?"

      "Yes," she replied without hesitation. "Our business together is still business. The sex was…" she cleared her throat "…part of the unfinished business. Let's move on like business partners. About the money…?"

      Dane Magnus gave a devilish grin and slid a check across the granite table and under her palm. "First installment delivered today. I've signed it already. Your endorsement means you agree to the terms of our arrangement. Second installment will be delivered on day one of week three. Third installment delivered upon confirmation of the marriage dissolution."

      The money was enough to pay the deposit on her dad's surgery. The last two installments would pay the balance and leave some to catch up on bills with. It was just enough to get her and her dad back on their feet.

      "We haven't even talked specifics yet."

      "What exactly would you like to talk about?"

      Dane sat back in his chair, lifting a glass of ice-cold water to his lips. He gulped the water down in just a few short seconds. She watched as his Adam's apple moved against his throat with each swallow.

      Something else weighed heavily in Trina's mind. Dane Magnus was no human. He was a shifter, inside and out, in the guise of a man. Why would a shifter do something like this?

      "What's in this for you?"

      He shrugged. "Why does that matter? I'm offering you a lump sum of money to be my wife for six weeks and three days."

      "How do we end the marriage at the end of the term?"

      He smiled. "I have three separate lawyers lined up ready to earn their retainers."

      At least he wasn't trying to trap her into a long-term marriage that she obviously wasn't ready for. The short-term arrangement made the deal more favorable for her. She didn't need all the trouble of a needy man down her back when she had a parent to care for and a business to run.

      "Why did you have to put up an ad? Why not reach out to a nice shifter lady?"

      "I was looking for a specific type of woman."

      She raised her brows. "And I'm that type of woman?"

      "You're not a shifter. And you've just made it clear that you won't renege prematurely."

      "It wouldn't make strategic sense. You just said the last installment is paid out when the marriage is considered dissolved. If I go through with this, I expect to be paid what we agreed on."

      "A woman who talks strategy." Dane grinned. "No wonder you graduated in the top ten percent of your class in business school."

      "So then, tell me. Obviously I'm getting the money, but what's in this for you, Dane?"

      He looked at her sheepishly. "A beautiful human wife for six weeks."

      "Do I look like a dummy to you?" She stared out at him from under her lashes. "You think I would believe you have so much trouble finding a temporary wife with your good looks and the amount of money you're offering?"

      "I'm picky."

      "Won't you answer my question?"

      Dane shifted in his seat and the corners of his lips twitched downward in a frown. "I'm a shifter. And as you know, we're not entitled to certain things."

      "I'm fully aware of the inequalities in the law for the shifter species," she said.

      When shifters were first discovered just decades ago, half of the world revolted in chaos and the other half sided with them. Animal activists group came out of the woodworks fighting for the rights of the wolves even when they could clearly fight for themselves. These weren't just wolves; they had the ability to take the form of human and animal at will. This ability to shift didn't sit right with everyone and struck fear in some humans. But apparently the shifter species had been living in secrecy for centuries without causing trouble.

      Back then, the government only hoped that the public outing wouldn't create mass problems. For the most part, they found this to be true when the shifters were given their space and privacy. Inside the packs they were governed by shifter laws, but on human territory they were held to abide by human laws. All the laws were said to be applied the same, but somehow the rights were never laid out equally. So Trina could understand Dane's statement.

      "What certain things are you referring to?" she asked.

      "I'm a half-blood, but I'm a wolf shifter nonetheless. My mother was a human. My father, a full-blood shifter. When they passed on, the will they began was never fully endorsed or recognized by the human courts so now I'm being challenged for the land and home that once belonged to my mother."

      "This home?" Trina looked around at her surroundings. They'd met in what looked like his study or a home office. It was spacious, just like the rest of the house, with the bare minimum—desk, chairs, bookcases. Almost no clutter at all.

      "No, this land I refer to is farther west. Near the mountains," he said. "The estate here is where I stay when I conduct business not related to the pack."

      Pack. So he belonged to a wolf pack. From what she'd heard, most shifters were loners that never identified with a pack. Some humans were threatened by the wolves' ability to run together and form their own unions and alliances. They feared that one day the wolf packs would rise up against them. After all, one of the goals of a wolf pack was to multiply in numbers and expand territories.

      "And where do you conduct business related to your pack?"

      "At my pack home," he answered bluntly.

      "So let me see if I got this right. You need to marry a human to get your mother's land back?"

      Dane cocked his head to one side. "Right. The property won't be deemed shifter territory until I do so."

      "So what happens after six weeks? You take our marriage papers to the courts?"

      "Exactly. When we are legally married, that will freeze any ongoing proceedings threatening my claim. Once the papers are finalized, my mother's land will be safe from government seizure. You and I own the land on paper for six weeks. After six weeks is up, we will dissolve the marriage and you will release all rights to me. The land will then become territory of the Aspen Valley Pack as it should be."

      "You've got this all planned out perfectly. What's your Plan B if things don't happen that way?"

      He bit into his bottom lip. "This is the only way to get my mother's land back. I will make it work. A Plan B would mean I've failed to gain my territory."

      "This is a very underhanded deal? What if the authorities find out?"

      "They will only find out if you tell them," he said. "That's why it has to look like a real marriage for the next six weeks."

      "There's danger involved with this. I can go to jail for aiding and abetting this type of thing."

      He grinned. "Well something tells me there's a story behind why you'd reply to an ad like this."

      She swallowed. "I need the money. And I need it quickly."

      "For?"

      "My dad's surgery. We have no health insurance and medical bills never disappear fast enough. I get us in the green and something comes up unexpected related to his care and we're deep in the red zone again—like now." She shook her head. "I shouldn't be telling you all of this."

      Dane sat up in his chair. "But your background shows that you have a Ph.D. What happened?"

      "I left a six-figure job as a marketing executive in Manhattan to come back home to take care of my dad. I lost my mother to the same car accident that crippled my father. Although he made it out alive, he'll wear prosthetics for the rest of his life. Both legs have already been fully amputated. Once there's enough money, we'll go ahead with his surgery for customized prosthetics. It's not a one-time deal at all. After the initial surgery, there will be many follow-ups for maintenance and replacements."

      His brows had furrowed. "I'm sorry about your loss. I'm no stranger to death of parents…"

      "So you understand that I just want this six weeks over with quickly so that I can collect the money and pay for my dad's surgery. It will give him some comfort in his everyday activities and quality of life and will give me piece of mind. I understand the risks, but like you, I want to keep this marriage as low key as possible from the public eye."

      He nodded. "We're on the same page it seems."

      "I'll need this to cover the deposit." She grabbed the check off the table. "When can we get this over with? The marriage, I mean?"

      "Tomorrow night."

      "Huh?" Trina hadn't expected it to be so soon, so his answer surprised her to the point where she was no on the edge of her seat. "As in tomorrow tomorrow…?"

      Dane lifted his wrist and glanced at his watch. "In twenty-two hours from now."

      "I guess, but I'll have to get things in order at my dry cleaning business."

      "Already taken care off. I have two young interns in their early twenties who would love to learn the ins and outs of running a local business. If you lend them your trust, they will operate your business for the duration of this arrangement. I will pay them double what you would normally offer for part-time work."

      Trina's mouth fell open. "You were serious about doing research on me, weren't you?"

      "Very serious. I made some arrangements while you were in the shower."

      She narrowed her eyes. "My father…"

      "I knew you were still living with what looked like an older gentleman. I figured he was your father, but you confirmed that today."

      "And he needs my help. And that's what we need to discuss now. I can't leave him home alone for too long."

      "No discussion needed. While you are my wife, you will remain under my protection and act as such. I'll make a quick call and we can set up round-the-clock care for your father right here. However, you will remain with me at another location during the duration of our marriage."

      "Are you crazy?" This part of deal had never been discussed.

      "I'm not crazy. As you witnessed, there is some danger involved in being the wife of a shifter. I can't have you exposed and at risk. I have a Plan A. That is all and I don't plan to deviate. Do you understand?"

      What would she tell her father? She hadn't told him a word about signing up to be a temporary wife of a shifter just so she could earn all the money to take care of his surgery and medical bills.

      "I…"

      "Six weeks. Three days. Is all I'm asking."

      Dane Magnus had backed her into a corner. She wondered what he did for a living because he'd just literally turned the tables on her. She would have to give up more of her freedom than she thought.

      Six weeks. Three days.

      "So…" He leaned forward.

      "How do I know you're not some serial killer on the loose?"

      "You had no problems accepting my cock in that sweet pussy of yours with these suspicions." He smirked. "And if that was the case, I would have been arrested that night when I bit the arm of the man who held up that nightclub."

      "Has anyone ever told you that you're a very candid bastard?" Trina wanted to punch Dane and kiss him at the same time. What was wrong with her?

      "Why yes, as a matter of fact, I've been called both of those names." His voice sounded like a deep bass, and as he spoke he assessed her with a dark teasing stare. "I should warn you that I am not popular with your human government. I'm…how can I say this…active for the rights of shifters."

      Trina couldn't blame him for fighting for what he believed him and for a group in which he obviously belonged.

      "Since there is risk…" A warm sensation crept up her spine and she shifted in her seat. "…pay me all the money up front and you've got yourself a deal."

      "Whoa…"

      "You want me locked away in a secreted location with a ball and chain around my ankle. I need some reassurance that I get paid in the case that your Plan A doesn't work because you said it yourself…you don't have a Plan B."

      Trina smiled sweetly.

      Dane rested in his chair and remained silent for several moments before he opened a drawer. He pulled out a blank check and began writing the details on it with the full amount of payment. After signing it, he slid it over to the table at her. "Deal."

      "Then you've got yourself a human wife."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Dane rose from the sofa in the living room the moment he sensed Trina coming down the staircase. He didn't know if it was a blessing or a curse, but her distinct sweet honey smell lingered everywhere causing him to crave her constantly. Her scent wouldn't have been an issue if his wolf didn't go crazy each and every time she was around. He didn't know how long he could keep his wolf in check, but the reality was that both sides of him wanted her. The arrangement to marry was completely separate from this lethal need to truly and indefinitely have her.

      This time Trina was dressed in a pair of jeans and a shirt. Everything about the outfit was normal, but she couldn't hide the fact that she was exquisite. And she certainly couldn't drown out the natural scent that was her own with the subtle perfume she wore.

      He wiped his slippery hands on the front of his pants and tried to act calm, yet he was anything but. This woman awakened his deepest urges, urges he never had any problems subduing before if he wanted to. With Trina, he didn't want to subdue them. Trina was no shifter. She wouldn't understand the lustful appetite running through his body.

      "Everything okay?" He met her halfway in the room.

      She nodded. "I think so."

      He could tell by her demeanor that she was having second thoughts. The nice girl he'd researched was very much a stranger to his way of life. Something told her that she'd never planned to do something so drastic for money.

      "Change of heart?"

      "No, I want to do this." She lifted a small bag. "I packed two nights' worth of clothes like you said. The rest of my luggage is still upstairs in the closet."

      Dane took her bag. "And your father? Is he comfortable?"

      Trina visibly swallowed. "For now. I had to tell him that you hired me to build a marketing plan for one of your companies and that I had to go away for a little while. I didn't want him to know…I don't want him to know about this."

      He didn't like seeing her sad. "You know what I said about you always being under my arm…that's not possible all the time. You don't need permission from me to come see your father."

      Trina smiled. She had a beautiful set of pearly white teeth that complemented the rosy hue of her lips and almond-toned skin.

      "He'll be okay for now, I think," she said. "I think he really likes the lady you hired to help him."

      "Marcia just recently retired," he replied. "She was the assistant to a very prominent doctor in the city. She knows what she's doing and will take care of him while we're away. That includes getting him to appointments and such."

      "She's a very sweet lady." Trina smiled. "Thank you for doing all this extra stuff."

      "Consider it part of the deal. There's no use being unhappy during this whole thing. I know you care about the well-being of your father and I didn't want to interfere with any of that."

      "You said the lawyer was meeting us at the home you're trying to win back at noon. We have less than an hour to get there so I hope you've got your car ready."

      "I don't drive a car, sweetheart."

      "So how are we going to get there?" Her eyes were innocent, but held him in a demanding stare as she pressed for an answer.

      He dug a set of keys out of his pocket and slung her bag over his shoulder. "My bike." He started off toward the door.

      "Those things are too dangerous and I've never ridden one."

      He chuckled. "There's a first time for everything. You'll get your first riding lesson from a shifter." He turned to take quick glance at her over his shoulder. "That way you'll remember this day either one of two ways."

      She stopped in the foyer as he held the door for her. "Do you mind elaborating on the second way?"

      He gave her a once over for the hundredth time. She had curves in all the right places. Her waist was cinched in where the jeans were buttoned and the fabric clung to her hips and thighs. Her breasts pushed against the thin fabric of her shirt and even though she wore a bra, the material must have been really flimsy because he could detect where her nipples were ready, erect, and suckable.

      Dane's mouth watered and his cock pushed against the front of his zipper. "The other way involved me being as quick and as thorough as you requested it to be."

      He was still thinking about the way her tight wet pussy milked him.

      "Hmmm." She gave him a teasing shove. "Well if your bike rides better than you do, that would certainly be a shame."

      "Oh, that mouth of yours…"

      Trina led the way out of the door and Dane followed her with no hesitations.
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      Johnston, the lawyer, was a shifter. Trina could tell right off the bat.

      Brock Justice, the guy from the bar who claimed he didn't like fruity drinks, served as the witness to them, signing and agreeing to the marriage on paper.

      Johnston had gotten down to business, explaining every term for her when she'd asked. Brock never cracked a smile. In fact, it seemed that he was against the arrangement.

      Something she learned was that shifters who identified with a pack did nothing to hide their true nature. Many of her loyal customers at the dry cleaners were shifters since the business was located so close to a pack home. By now she knew how to pick them out of the bunch. They didn't look so different on the outside, but sometimes their instincts and mannerisms gave them away. She had an advantage, though. Before her dad lost both legs in the car accident, he volunteered regularly at a wildlife rescue facility. He'd tell her stories of his adventures in saving animals from near-death experiences. In the past, she'd gone with him a numerous times to care for the animals.

      "This document represents the pre-nuptial agreement. It basically says that should the marriage end, and it will, nothing will be gained. All parties are left the same as when they entered the marriage with the exception of the prior agreement that you've made with Magnus. He keeps the land and you keep your cash. Understood?"

      Trina looked from Johnston to the document. It was a one-page document stating in expanded form what he'd just told her. She suspected that had this been a marriage to a human under normal circumstances the document would have been ten times as long and required much more attention on her part. The simplistic manner in which the terms were presented on the document told her that the shifters were more direct and forward in their approach. They left out the fluff.

      Brock cleared his throat and nudged Dane's side. They got up and retreated into the other room.

      She was no dummy and knew they were discussing her and the agreement Dane was about to sign. One would think they would have talked about this before Dane decided to do this. Even if they had, it seemed Brock still had reservations.

      "Those boys have always been indecisive. Even as young pups," the lawyer commented after a moment of silence.

      "Then you've known Dane a while?"

      "Since the day he was born." Johnston stroked at his chin. "He was a good kid back then. Never got into any trouble. Things change when you're faced with whether you want to just get by in life or live your life. I don't blame him for what he did and joining his brothers on their rampages from state to state. The majority of us don't. He's still a good man. And he does what's necessary to protect his pack."

      Trina's lips parted on a question. There were many questions running through her brain. Dane and Brock returned so she never got to ask the lawyer about anything.

      Dane picked up his pen and motioned for Johnston to continue. Johnston slid the first prenuptial agreement back across the table.

      Dane signed the document and she so did she. The next agreement detailed how and when the marriage would end and there was even one that bound her to confidentiality, prohibiting her from discussing the arrangement during or after the marriage. The final piece was the marriage agreement.

      Her attention lingered on the clause that said the marriage was considered valid after six weeks under human laws and only valid when the male marked the woman under shifter laws. And they needed to validate the marriage both ways because of how they weren't really officially mated. He needed his mother's land, but had to legally marry a human to do so and he needed his pack's recognition. His pack would not recognize the marriage without seeing the mark. The lawyer had made all of this clear.

      Trina felt as though she were signing her life away, but in reality all the agreements were set to end in less than two months from now. She'd give away two months of her life if it meant that her dad could enjoy the rest of his life and be happy.

      After Johnston and Brock left, they both sat behind the solid oak writing desk side by side.

      "My mother was a journalist," he finally said out of the blue, running his fingers through the cracks and ridges of the desk. "She'd write all her articles here by hand. I remember going with her to the city to deliver them to the newspaper and magazine companies."

      "What was her name?"

      "Debra Smyth. Her father grew corn, wheat, and barley on the land before he passed on. It was his business. There were plans to revamp harvesting when my father took my mother as a mate, but they passed on before any of it could be done. All the paperwork, even the one with my mother's will, was left in shambles."

      "Was there anything you could have done to carry on the business?"

      "I was thirteen. Even under human laws, I couldn't legally sign a thing. Plus, I was a shifter. Had I been a human, the rights would have reverted to me when I turned eighteen."

      "You were really young when you lost your parents. It was so hard for me losing one, but I can't imagine how it felt losing both at such a young age."

      "I coped. I have half-brothers who are all full-blood shifters. Brock is one of them. In fact, he's the oldest out of all of us. They took me under their wings and taught me how to be a man. I became a wolf without a pack as my brothers had split from Aspen Valley Pack years before my parent's death. I joined their outlaw group and I had a family again."

      "Outlaw group?" She gasped. "You mean the wolf groups who roam from state to state and protest against the government."

      On a weekly basis the news anchors were always talking about wolf groups protesting for more rights. There were those groups that were organized and presented their protests to the U.S. President in a business manner, and then there were those groups who demonstrated their discontentment by force and other actions.

      He nodded. "Besides my wolf pack, they are the only family I have."

      "Then you're still a member?"

      "I am. I fund and advocate their activities."

      "I understand." His involvement in an outlaw group must have been the risk he referred to yesterday.

      "If you ever have question about who is loyal to me, ask to see their emblem or mark."

      Dane lifted his shirt, revealing a dark tattoo on his upper chest above his heart. The same one's she'd glimpsed while they'd had sex. She'd paid no mind to them then, but now they were the topic of discussion. The pattern was intricate, almost like a crest. A wolf pack crest. She'd never seen this one before, but she understood that physical marks among the shifters remained hidden from human eye.

      Trina placed her finger on his tattoo. His flesh was raised slightly in the same pattern, which indicated to her that this was more than some tattoo. She heard Dane's sharp intake of breath as she traced the lines on his chest. Her fingers glided smoothly along the ridges of hard muscle and flesh. There was a smooth and almost invisible coating of hair, or maybe fur, on his chest. As her fingers and gaze dropped lower, the hair grew dense and darker and led a trail from his belly button into the waistband on his jeans.

      "You're no different than a human man," she whispered her thoughts loudly.

      His eyes glossed over when she traced her fingers back upward. The fine mist of hair covering him had to have been fur.

      Dane took her hand and pressed her palm against his heart. "I'm a real man, Trina. My make-up is different, but I feel and crave and think the same way any real man would. My heartbeat is a bit quicker and my blood runs a little faster…and that is all for the sake of maintaining the wolf within me. My body works harder to sustain both."

      "The man and the wolf."

      His pulse beat rapidly against her palm and his hand over hers was hot, yet soft to the touch.

      "You really want this land, don't you? No matter what it costs you?"

      "No matter what it costs. I'm not partial to things being taken away from me, especially when there is something I can do to prevent it."

      "Then we definitely understand each other in that regard."

      He offered his hand. "I've been told I'm a good cook. Why don't we have a nice dinner, talk, and then take it from there."

      There was more to this man than met the eye. She just had this feeling and she wasn't quite sure if it was all good or all bad.
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      “I’d hand you a fully endorsed blank check to hear your thoughts."

      The statement came from Dane, who sat across the dinner table with his arms folded over his chest. Trina brought her attention back to the present, the recent chain of events that had just saved her from making a drastic decision, and the resulting fate.

      "Nothing really." She shook her head and picked at the cheesecake with her fork. "I was just thinking about my father and all."

      "Want to call him? Make sure he's okay." Dane smiled. "Although, Marcia is a much better host and cook than I am."

      "I'm sure. My dad isn't really that picky. As long as he's got enough crime novels to keep him interested, he's not too demanding."

      "Has he always been in the dry cleaning business?"

      "Sort of. When he and my mother split, that's when he emptied his savings and retirement account and started the venture."

      "For some reason, I thought your parents were together before your mom d—." He diverted his gaze. "I apologize. I'm prying again, aren't I?"

      "That's all right. When I went off to college, my parents grew apart. They were both very old in age, but young at heart. My mother had already started seeing this older guy, so at that point, I knew my parents would never get back together again. She always insisted that they were still the best of friends, but I know they still argued. They never argued in front of me though."

      "I bet your father misses your mother."

      Trina nodded. "He does. He blames the accident on himself, but no one could have prevented it."

      Dane's brows furrowed. "What happened?"

      "They were coming to visit me up at college for spring break. They were always frugal spenders, so to save money they traveled together. My mom didn't like flying so she insisted on driving. They were just one hundred miles away when they were involved in the accident with one other SUV and an eighteen-wheeler. No one survived the crash except for my dad. But he lost both legs and his vitality and passion for life."

      "I'm sorry about your tragedy."

      She swallowed. "It was a tough time. I had to give my dad my support, as the whole thing damaged him both physically and mentally. But it's crazy how during tough times you learn what people's real ambitions are."

      "What do you mean?"

      Trina glanced up. "Didn't you dig deep enough? I was engaged to be married at the time."

      He nodded. "I did. I saw the local papers dated about a year ago with the engagement announcement. It seems you had already planned the wedding too."

      She cleared her throat. "Most of it. Jacob wanted to get it over with quickly. We bumped heads every step of the way. He stepped out on me when I moved from Manhattan temporarily to help with my dad's outpatient surgery. It hurt me so bad that he would accept from another woman what I had never refused him. I needed him to understand that my parents were everything to me, but I also loved him. I'm not sure Jacob ever did. I forgave him for the infidelity, but by that point we had all kinds of issues. Our relationship was beyond repairable. Our wedding was set for three months away and all the plans were virtually screwed. When he suggested that I put my dad in a home and come back to New York that was the last straw for me. I broke off our engagement for good."

      A lump rose up and down on Dane's throat and his eyes were narrowed as he listened.

      Trina sighed. "I'm barely thirty and my goal was to be married by then." She chuckled nervously. "Guess I'll get my wish after all, minus the glamour, glitz, and fairy-tale ending…for six weeks at least."

      Dane frowned, pushed his chair back, and traveled around to her end of the table. He leaned against the edge, reached for her hand and pulled her up to stand. "You are an amazing woman, Trina. I would have never instigated this if I wasn't truly interested in you, which is why I made all this inquiries before inviting you to meet me. If you feel you need to back out…I'll understand."

      "The papers are signed already."

      "I have lawyers lined up waiting to earn their retainer. Nothing is ever set in stone."

      "No. I actually want to do this. I need the money, yes, but…" She blushed.

      Dane pulled her closer toward his heated body and between his thighs. "Yes, but what?"

      She'd been with other men before, but they didn't compare to him. How he'd made her feel the first time they met and what he'd done to her on the chaise lounge had surpassed any and all expectations she had of Dane Magnus. Thinking about her legs spread while he thrust inside of her with urgency sent a rush of desire through her spine.

      "You're unique," was the only reply she could muster.

      His nostrils flared. "Your arousal turns me on."

      Dane's groin was hard against her belly. Heat spread across her belly and she took her bottom lip between her teeth.

      "I can't stop thinking about what you did to me?"

      He grinned. "Neither can I."

      The moment their lips met a kaleidoscope of light flickered behind her eyelids. She was hungry for his touch and taste. Her pussy clenched, needy and wet. Their lips met and tongues tangled over and over again. Before long they were standing amid the dining room, kissing hot and heavy against the table in the center of a heap of clothes.

      "Turn around. I want to see your pretty ass."

      Trina obliged his request, gripping the edges of the table as the sound of his voice turned her legs to putty.

      A deep growl erupted from behind her and big hands kneaded at the plumpness of her backside. Her body shook in anticipation the moment he began to rain kisses across her shoulders and back. His palms gripped her ass firmly as he kissed her body. Gentle fingers slipped between her legs to caress her moist sex.

      Lips, nose, tongue, and teeth. He used them all to caress her skin. Moving unbearably slow across her back and up and down her spine.

      Dane knelt lower and she cried out when he nipped her ass. Big palms pressed against the bottom of her spine, pushing her downward until her breasts were smashed against the top of the table. Her ass was now held high in the air for his exploration.

      "Dane—" She choked on his name as two fingers speared her pussy.

      He pumped into her with the same agonizing slowness of his earlier kisses, then removed them. The moment he left her entrance unfilled, she ached. Her nipples tightened to the sound of moans of satisfaction escaping his lips. She peeked over her shoulder to see him licking her nectar from his fingers.

      "You taste like warm milk and honey," he said. He took a long swipe at the back of her thigh with his tongue. He teased her until her legs trembled, moving closer and closer to her needy center.

      "What are you doing?" she panted.

      "Eating you for desert."

      Dane buried his lips between the folds of her pussy, burying his tongue deep into her wet core. He dipped his tongue in and out of her heat and back and forth across her clit. He was relentless in his rhythm and drove her near the edge numerous times. He ate hungrily, driving his tongue against her pussy. Her feet barely touched the ground, her tiptoes the only thing keeping her balanced. She clutched at the edge of the table as he devoured her. When she came, she screamed and it echoed through his house.

      He never gave her a chance to come down from the orgasm. He rose and entered her from behind without warning. There was nothing nice about the way he fucked her. Hard male flesh beat into her pussy with vigor. She loved it. Every last second.

      He tugged a fistful of her hair and her spine arched downward as he pulled. Nothing could be heard except for the consistent slap of his balls against her wet folds and his pelvis against her ass.

      He growled. "Trina. Kitten."

      Her body plummeted into another climax. The intense sensations rained down on her like a comet shower. His release was right behind hers. His seed burst into her like a shooting star, coating and burning her insides.

      When it was all over, he leaned against her, breathing hoarsely against her back.

      Dane picked her up and gathered her in his arms after their heart rates had returned to normal. He walked them out of the dining room.

      "Where are you going with me?"

      "You ask too many questions," he teased.

      "I need many answers."

      "I'd like a second helping."

      She lifted her eyebrows. "Of what?"

      "Your pussy."

      A sharp pang of ecstasy ran up her spine, causing her nipples to harden even more. "You should have told me I was marrying a sex fiend."

      He reached the stairs and climbed them without a stumble. "I wanted that part to be a surprise."

      There was a relatively large shower in what appeared to be a master bedroom. He set her down near the shower and leaned inside to turn on the water.

      "I hope you're not afraid to get your hair wet."

      "You've already messed it up and I fully expect you to remedy that." She stepped backward into the shower.

      He grinned. "I thought you were a nice girl."

      "Nice girls get naughty too, especially when there's a really big present involved." Her gaze fell to his massive erection. He had to have at least been at least ten inches long. The swift way in which he brought her to orgasm also told her that he was thick enough to hit the right spots.

      Dane entered the shower, closing in on her like a hungry wolf. Her back hit the wall and he hefted her up by the thighs, wrapping her legs around his waist.

      He slid inside her sex with ease, but there was nothing easy about the way he fucked her. Before long, Trina forgot the number of times the hungry wolf took her that night.
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      Trina was jarred awake by a set of large hands. Before she opened her eyes, she registered Dane's scent. Her muscles were sore from the numerous rounds of sex the previous night. Had this man woken her up to have sex again? Was this man that insatiable?

      "What is going on?" she asked, groggily, lifted herself from the bed.

      "Sssh," Dane said. "I need you to throw this on." He handed her one of her dresses. "We have to get out of here now. I sense danger. It's time to leave."

      "What?" She looked around at the window. The sun had barely risen. "You said we were leaving later today."

      "Please. We don't have time to talk right now. I'll explain everything when we're on safer grounds. Stay close to me."

      Her heart began to beat nervously as she caught the hint of urgency in his voice. She said nothing else as she pulled the long sundress over her naked body. Dane grabbed a duffle bag from the closet, threw some items inside, including her purse, and reached for her.

      "This way," he urged.

      As soon as they opened the door, smoke billowed into their faces. Her own senses kicked in as she heard the telltale signs of a house on fire.

      "Shit, Dane. What is going on? Tell me."

      "The left end of the ranch is on fire. Stay low." He pushed her out into the hallway and down the stairs. Once they were on the first level, he grabbed her hands and his rushed steps turned into a jog.

      Trina held her breath against the putrid smoke until they reached the sliding glass doors of the papers. They moment they hit the deck she breathed exhaled deeply.

      Crackled flames caught her attention and she snapped her head to the right to confirm Dane's confirmation. The left side of the home was engulfed in flames and lit up the morning sky.

      "Oh my God. We need to call the fire department," she said, following Dane done the patio steps.

      "No human authorities involved. They'd done enough damage already. There's nothing of value in the home. The land is what I'm after."

      Trina noticed his strained voice and turned to see his canines dropped in anger. "Are you in some kind of trouble?"

      "Yes and no. I want to get you out of here safely. I promise we'll talk later."

      His irises sparked brightly with specks of gold. It seemed as though his wolf half was taking over. He lifted his hand and brushed some hair away from her neck. He narrowed his gaze, stroking at the crevice near her throat. His lips fell open.

      "Trina, where did you get this?"

      "This what?"

      "This mark."

      "What mark?"

      Dane's eyes widened. "I had a feeling…Impossible."

      "What are you talking about?" She coughed when the wind pushed more of the smoke toward them.

      He took her hand again and rushed them further away from the burning home. Pausing near a tree, he took her chin gently and lifted her neck again.

      "Why the heck do you keep looking at my neck? Do I have a pimple?"

      "You're wearing my mark, Trina. And I haven't even bitten you."

      "Bitten me?" This time she looked at him strangely. "Of course you haven't bitten me. I would know. If you bite me, I will slap the hell out of you."

      She slid her palm against the area he'd examined. "I don't feel anything."

      "It's not that type of mark. Your's is natural." Dane turned and pointed to the nape of his neck. "Look at the back of my neck. What do you see?"

      She stepped closer to him, squinting against the first rays of sunshine. There was some type of birthmark near his hairline, similar to a tattoo, but the coloring was all wrong. It was imbedded, not inked, into the skin.

      "Two figure eight signs. Like an infinity symbol. They form an X."

      He turned around and rubbed the area near her throat again. "This explains why I can't get enough of you."

      "I can see what you're seeing, Dane. Do you mind telling me what you're talking about? And why the hell is your house on fire? Did we leave a burner on after dinner or something?”

      “Yes, the house is on fire, and no, we didn’t leave the stove on. About the mark…mated pairs carry matching ones. It only appears as the result of a true union. You're my intended, Trina. There will be no need for me to temporarily mark you as confirmation to my people, because you are my true mate."

      "What…" She shook her head. The smoke must have gotten to him.

      "Hey!" The voice to the behind him them came from a male. "Hey, you two! What are you doing out here?"

      Dane spun around and quickly shielded her. The man had a gun, pointing it toward them from several yards away. As she held her hands against his back, he felt the vibrations that came along with his growls.

      "Hey! Answer me! Are you a wolf?"

      Dane turned slightly to issue his order. "Get behind the tree."

      He didn't have to tell her twice as he scrambled behind the massive oak tree. Two shots rang out sending her heart into frenzy. Her fingers trembled against the bark of the tree as she pressed her back hard against it.

      The next growl was so deep and animalistic that it had to have come from a wolf. Three more shots rang out and the man screamed. There was a scuffle on the ground and then complete silence.

      The atmosphere was so quiet that all she could register was her own panicked breathing and the sound of fire burning the house.

      A black wolf emerged from the corner of her eyes. Its eyes were gold and majestic. Its body was large and muscular and the fur was shiny and sleek. At the sight of such beauty, her muscles relaxed. It was a reaction she didn't understand, but yet she felt she knew this wolf.

      "Dane," she whispered, her hands still gripping the bark. Her breathing became erratic as she tried to withstand the polluted air around her.

      The wolf shook its massive head and torso and out of the haze of what Trina could only describe as magical and luminous, Dane Magnus appeared.

      He came to her and she walked right out into his arms.

      “It’ll become difficult for us to breath with all the smoke,” he said. “Let's get out of here now. I have a cell in the storage pack on my motorcycle. I’ll call the fire department.”
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      "What the hell was that about?" Trina croaked out the moment she got the motorcycle helmet off.

      Dane had come to a full stop in front of a one story brick house. As soon as they pulled up in the yard, the porch lamps flickered and the lights inside came on.

      "He was a trespasser. He was looking for something but he didn't say what,” Dane said, lifting her off of the bike and setting her down on her feet.

      Trina swore that her blood pressure had sky-rocketed five times over, and plus this mark that Dane insisted was on her throat felt like an annoying skin irritation. She rubbed her throat as she said, "Well what happened to the guy? Did you kill him?"

      "No, but the way he was firing to kill I probably should have. I caught his scent before he ran off. I really need to find out what's going on."

      "Is this your other home or something?"

      Before answering, he slid his fingers against her neck and back along her nape. He gave her a single kiss on the forehead and then said, "Don't worry. You'll find relief soon from the mark. It's the first time it's risen on your skin, so it's going to be noticeable. As time passes, it won't bother you as much."

      "About that…" Before she could finish her sentence, his brother Brock opened the door to the brick house and came to stand out on the porch.

      "I need to have a word with my brother before we head into town," he said, taking her hand.

      When they reached the front steps, the brothers greeted each other silently, and this time Brock gave her a respectable nod.

      "You're mated," Brock said, as they crossed the threshold into the house. "Forgive me for ever doubting you, brother," he added, and then closed the door.

      "That's what brothers are for…and yes, we most certainly are."

      "Have a seat." Brock motioned toward his couches. "Can I get the new Mrs. Magnus something to drink?”

      She nodded. "Water or juice, if you have it."

      "Be right back." Brock exited the room.

      “Explain this mating mark to me," Trina said, following Dane to a small closet near the other end of the living room.

      She watched as he grabbed one his brother's flannel shirts and shed his torn and tattered shirt. He'd sustained a few bruises and scrapes from the recent scuffle. She hadn't seen the fight with the trespasser, but it appeared that he'd been knocked across the face a few times too.

      "You're feeling okay, right?" she asked, reaching out and taking his forearm and then letting her fingers slide over the scratch on his jaw.

      "Yeah, I'll be fine." He took the hand that was on his face and then urged her into a small guest bathroom near a kitchen. “Look at your neck and tell me what you see." He adjusted the folding medicine cabinet so that she could see both sides of her face and neck.

      Her attention moved to her throat where she'd felt the changes on her skin and sure enough the mark was there, right above her collarbone. "Two infinity signs, forming an X. How did this happen?"

      "It's a birthmark. It's been there since you were born. Sometimes, they're not visible until something happens to activate it, like meeting your mate."

      "Just meeting?" She grinned.

      "Us not being able to keep our hands off each other sped up the process," he added.

      Dane must have heard Brock waiting in the living room because he walked back out. Brock handed her a glass of ice with a bottle of orange juice and a bottle of water.

      Once they were seated on the couches, Brock asked, "You got something?"

      "Yeah." Dane reached into his back jeans pocket and pulled out a ripped shred of clothing and handed it to his brother.

      Trina recognized instantly that it was the same type of fabric from the trespasser’s shirt.

      Brock held it up to his nose and took a whiff. "Smells of cigarettes and processed meat."

      "That's what I got from it. He either has connections to one of the butcher shops or the meat market."

      "Then, it'll be easy to find him," Brock replied.

      "I would have ran that bastard down and beat the answers out of him, but I wasn't going to leave Trina out there alone with the house burning down."

      "Understood. I know you were going to tear that old house down anyway, but he and the person who set him up to do this needs to be found. He either needs to be turned in or dealt with."

      "That too, brother," Dane agreed. "But I'm also interested in why he was snooping about on my land in the first place. I'll need you to help me to gather some scouts. I want the answers that he ran away with."
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      Trina peered out through the visor of the motorcycle helmet at the long row of retail shops as Dane brought his motorcycle to a halt in front of a local post office. They'd ridden almost thirty miles before crossing into the side of town known for its abundant shifter population.

      In a matter of days, her life had completely changed and she was still trying to process everything. She kept having to remind herself of the deal she made with Dane Magnus, and more importantly, of the reason she was in this place now. In less than six weeks, she wouldn't have to worry about where the money would come from to pay for her dad's surgery. And more importantly, she had a reason to be happy with Dane.

      Trina had concluded days ago that the pull she felt toward Dane would've still been there had it not been for the money. There were many questions to be answered. Not only was she intrigued by the man itself, but by his declaration that she was his intended true mate. She loved the ring of it more than she loved the notion of their 6 week marriage of convenience.

      Dane helped her off the bike and put their helmets away. All the while she was assessed the row of shops situated just on the outskirts of Aspen Valley. Besides the post office, there were several retail and restaurants along the main street. There was even a fresh produce stand adjacent to the lot where Dane had parked. From recollection, the town of Aspen Valley was larger in acreage than population. However, it was one of the biggest shifter towns in the U.S.

      "Welcome to my birth place," Dane said, taking her hand.

      "Looks cozy," she said.

      People started coming out of their shops with their immediate attention fixed on them. Suddenly, it was Trina who felt like the alien here. She was a human in the shifter's part of town. She even wondered if they were partial to her being here.

      Dane led her by the hand down the paved walkway, nodding and lifting his palm up to acknowledge the spectators. Then it dawned on her that she wasn't the one they were entranced with. It was Dane. They regarded him like any citizen would regard the President or any influential person, if he ever came into town. Several of them bowed as he passed by their doors. There was no mystery now—these people knew Dane very well.

      He stopped in front of some double doors and held it open for her. "I've got to pick up some paperwork and then we'll head over to my old cabin."

      "How many homes do you have?"

      He bit his lower lip and seemed to contemplate her question. "There's the mansion where I mostly do business from. I'm usually there five days a week from sunup to sundown. And then there's my old cabin which is where I used to crash before I got the mansion. My mom's house, which just got burnt to the ground, was mine. And I have about a half a dozen other properties on Justice Enterprises’s portfolio too."

      "Well, of course," she said. "I keep forgetting that you're wealthy. But you're so down to earth."

      "That's because even though I like making money, I never let the money make me. There's no changing who I am deep down inside no matter what title I have."

      "Good." She smiled. "My father. I need to make sure he's okay." She dug her cell phone out of her purse.

      "I sent Brock out already to speak with your father. He and Marcia will be moved to a safer home. One of my rentals out west in the city."

      "You think of everything, don't you?"

      "You are my priority now. I take care of you and that includes your father."

      They entered another door and approached a counter. A woman stood behind it, flipping through papers and applying a stamp. She stopped what she was doing as Trina and Dane reached the counter.

      "Good morning, Alpha. What can I do for you?"

      Trina gasped and executed a sharp ninety-degree turn. She glanced up at Dane, whose expression was unreadable. "Wait a minute! Alpha?" If she had registered correctly, the woman had just called him Alpha, which in shifter terms was reserved for the leader of a pack.

      "Yes, Trina. I'm Dane Magnus. Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack."

      Her blood rushed hot through her as an emotion kin to deception filled her heart.

      "You never told me," she said.

      "I didn't think it would matter before we signed the paperwork, but with everything happening I haven't had the chance to officially tell you."

      "Officially? What happened to just telling me? This isn't what I signed up for. You led me believe that you were just some wolf down and out on his luck with your parents' land being snatched from under you." She folded her arms across her chest. "You could have told me you led a wolf pack."

      The woman waiting behind the counter brought her hand up to her lip in shook and her eyes were wide with curiosity.

      "I need you to understand something." Dane ushered Trina aside, out of earshot but not out of eyesight. "None of that information would have mattered to our agreement had I not found out you were my intended."

      She shrugged out of his grasp. "What do you mean?"

      He took her forearm and pulled her against his chest again. "We agreed to split after six weeks? What does my being the Alpha of this pack have anything to do with the end of our agreement?"

      "You could have been truthful. You dug into my past like I was filling out a freaking job application. You know almost everything about my personal life."

      "Let's take this outside and somewhere in private. We have a lot to discuss. I told you that."

      "As far as I'm concerned…" She snatched her arm away from him, putting several feet of space between them "…there is nothing more to discuss. You had plenty of time to tell me about your position before and after you fucked me. What did you think?" She didn't pause long enough for him to answer. "That I would want more of your money when I found out?"

      Dane studied her. "I recall telling you the main reason why I couldn't make this arrangement with a woman in my own pack. Because of that reason…but once I met you, once I knew who you were…I knew you weren’t like that.

      She swallowed. "It's because you don't want commitment…"

      "That was the reason," he said. "Was."

      "Let's keep it that way." Trina frowned and backed away.

      "Where are you going?"

      "This marriage of convenience doesn't require me to live anywhere near you. The papers have been signed. At the end of six weeks, contact me again and I'll release the deed for your land."

      She tore off into the hallway.

      "Trina, wait!" Dane called out to her just as she exited the building.

      Trina didn't look back as she headed down the sidewalk toward the bus station she noted on the way in.

      What was wrong with Dane Magnus anyway? What gave him the right to demand that she stay with him all of six weeks, enjoy sex with her, mark her throat, and toss her aside after the deal was done?

      Something didn't feel right about this at all, but Trina picked up her pace anyway. As if on instinct, her hand went up to rub the area where Dane had insisted there was a mark. She rubbed hard at her skin, but that only made her flesh burn. When she lifted her fingers, the mark was still burning hot.

      Someone stumbled into her, reminding her that she wasn't paying attention to where she was going. They growled. Literally growled. "You might want to watch where you're going before you hurt yourself."

      "Sorry." She scoped up the case then ran like the wind to the bus station stop that she saw when Dane first brought her in this neighborhood.

      Her stubbornness urged her legs forward, but her cognizance wanted her to remain behind with Dane Magnus.
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      Trina made it to the Aspen Valley bus station, but she was still mulling over her decision to flee from Dane. To get to Cross City, she had to wait on one of the state buses that crossed county lines. According to the schedule, there were only two or three leaving out per day and she'd made it just in time to catch the last one. The station was nearly empty, but then she remembered it was Sunday. She sat on a bench near the parking lot and waited there hoping that Dane wouldn't track her down. There was no doubt that if he could track a stranger's scent that he could track hers.

      A large black van pulled up alongside the curb, coming to an abrupt stop in front of her. She almost pounced from the bench since it looked like the van wasn't going to stop.

      A guy in a black jumpsuit hopped out of the passenger's side. "Hey there. You're looking a little lonely."

      Trina frowned and without a word, she rose from the bench.

      "Where are you going? Don't leave so soon. We have a little proposition for you."

      Before she could call out for help or run, the man in the jumpsuit rushed forward and gagged her. The sharp blade pressed to her side warned her that this wasn't going to be a good proposition to benefit her at all.

      "If you scream, I'll shoot. Now get in the van or I'll throw you inside."

      Trina shook her head frantically, but the man shoved her inside anyway. Nausea consumed her, and she blacked out on a cold metal floor.
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      Trina woke up with her hands tied behind her and secured to the back of the chair. Her legs were also tied to the chair. Her mouth was still gagged with a filthy bandanna.  Her mind was foggy. Her brain swirled with images trying to comprehend so many things. When her vision cleared, she couldn't even tell where she was. It wasn't home, building, or anything. The sound of water dripping onto the rocky ground told her that they were in some kind of cave. It was damp and smelled of moss. The only light came from the opening that was partly obscured by tree branches.

      She bit into the bandanna.

      "You're awake," a male voice said.

      This time the man in the black jumpsuit remained in the back while a taller man in a business suit took the lead. He had a knife with a sharp blade, which he placed against Trina's shoulder.

      "We can talk about this proposition I have for you right now.“ He unsecured the knot and threw the bandanna down on the ground.

      "Who the fuck are you people?" she demanded. "Where am I?"

      "Hold your horses right there, ma'am," the man in the business suit said. "We weren't planning on doing any introductions."

      "Why did you kidnap me? Why am I in this cave?"

      The business man straightened out a newspaper and pointed to something on it. "There was a marriage certificate recently filed with the courts. It has your name right here."

      Trina glanced briefly to see hr name printed alongside Dane Magnus's.

      "How do you know that's me?" she asked.

      The guy in the black jumpsuit handed the man in the business suit her purse. He fished out her driver's license. "You're a long way from home, Ms. Trina Daniels. Or should I say Mrs. Magnus."

      "What do you want with me?"

      "My partner and I have been eyeing a specific lot over on Cedar Loop Trail. Does the name ring a bell?"

      She swallowed.

      The man pushed the blade against Trina's throat. "Does it?"

      "Yes."

      "According to courthouse records, you're now the owner.”

      Trina didn't say a word.

      "Do you value your life, Ms Daniels?"

      "Of course."

      "Then I assume you'd like to leave this cave alive."

      Her blood boiled through her. "What do you want?"

      He produced another set of papers. "Your signature. Right here on this dotted line."

      "Hell no!"

      He grabbed a fistful of her hair and forcefully pulled her head back. "I'm not playing fucking games with you, lady—"

      "This is no way to treat a lady," she protested, writhing in her chair.

      "You're right. Any lady who opens her legs for a half breed freak of nature is no lady at all."

      Trina almost threw up her lunch in disgust and anger.

      "You don't seem to understand, so let me break it down to you," he continued. "By blood, Dane and I are related…and no, before you get any ideas, I'm not a fucking animal. While tracing my lineage here in Aspen Valley, I discovered that his mother was my distant cousin, five times removed. I had claims to the land which obviously he abandoned, but then my claim was denied the moment the marriage was entered into records."

      "Liar."

      "Why would I lie about being related to a measly animal? Nonetheless, I need a simple favor from you, but maybe perhaps I will be doing you a favor. Once you sign your name on the bottom line, you won't ever want for anything again. You don't have to spread your legs for those animals like a whore for cash anymore. You can be free from this slutty lifestyle."

      "You arrogant bastard!"

      He held out his arms and chuckled. "Well, isn't it true?"

      What did he know of her? Why couldn't people just mind their own business and stop snooping in her life?

      "I don't trust or believe you," she said.

      "Do you trust or believe that animal Dane Magnus?"

      She paused. "Yes, I do."

      "Are you sure?" he taunted. "You were running…you were alone."

      "I don't have to answer to you."

      "Well, he didn't tell you why he decided to claim the land officially, did he?"

      "Because it's his. It was his mother's. He needs it for his Pack," she said, her irritation growing rapidly within her.

      The man in the suit laughed loudly. "You're a fool. Once he gets what he wants, he's going to throw you aside like trash. Those wolves do this all the time.  They take what they think they're entitled to by using whomever is most gullible. That animal is sitting on a goldmine and he knows it. But you can stop him from using you right this very minute. All you have to do is sign here and you'll be paid handsomely upfront plus future interest. I'm a businessman of my word."

      "You're the damn fool. I would never—"

      Trina felt the mouth of the gun pressing at the back of her skull.

      "I won't hesitate to blow your brains out. I'll have your signature on this paper either voluntary or involuntarily. You decide!"

      "You're a stupid motherfucker," she told him. "My signature won't help you! Do you think you can just strip a man of what's rightfully his? Even if I die here and you temporarily get what you want, you'll be dead before you can enjoy the fruits of your laziness."

      The man came around and wrapped his hand around her throat, cutting off her speech and her oxygen.

      "You sassy-mouthed bitch!"

      Gunfire erupted from outside and a man cried out in bloody murder. The man in black jumpsuit peeked outside and then scuffled back  while trying to reload his gun.

      "We've got company," the man in the jumpsuit cried out. "It's them damn wolves!"

      "Fuck!" the man in the business suit exclaimed. "They're like vultures."

      Before they could say another word, a mahogany wolf shot into the cave and dived at the gunman. Two shots were fired, but both missed the wolf. The man in the business suit scurried behind her chair. Another wolf shot through the cave. This time the fur was black and shiny like night. His fangs were barred and his snout glistening with fresh blood. Another large-sized wolf blocked the entrance to the cave.

      Trina took in a shaky breath and tried to wriggle free of the ropes binding her.

      "Stay back, you wolf, or I'll bury this knife in her throat," the man in the business suit warned.

      Dane growled and barked several times. On the other side of the cave, the man in the black jumpsuit was clutching his side and stumbling all over the cave. The blood gushed from his open wound with every step he took. The mahogany wolf shifted instantly as if by magic. It was Brock. He bend down and picked up the lone gun from off the ground.

      "Alpha, he's done for. It's your call. Kill him or not?" Brock asked, aiming the gun at the man in the jumpsuit's head.

      "No…no…no, please. Don't kill me."

      Dane shifted, his wolf fur disappearing in waves of energy around him until the man appeared. "Leave him. Let him suffer. If he dies, he dies."

      The man in the jumpsuit huddled in the back corner of the cave whimpering.

      Dane's eyes shifted to her, his gaze looking haunted like a man who had lost it all and was seeing a glimmer of hope as if for the first time in years.

      "Hello cousin," the man in the business suit said.

      "Let my woman go!"

      "I'll need compensation before I do that. We all know you're rolling in it, so why don't you break me off a piece of it?” the businessman asked.

      "That's not the way it works. You can't just run up in our town and lay claim to what you like," Dane told him.

      "Ah, but I just did. And as soon as I made it known about who I was and how valid my claim was, you and your little wolf posse want to intervene."

      "You have the order of events mixed up. That home and that land has always been mine."

      "It's been sitting there for years…rotting. You didn't want it and now you do!"

      "Rotting or not, the home and the land was and is still mine. Do you know what you burned to the ground?"

      "I do. By having Anderson burn that shack to the ground, I confirmed what most elders in this community already knew. That rotting home was all a front because you know what's sitting under it."

      There was silence as Dane and Brock exchanged glances.

      "Yeah, that's right. Oil. You knew the oil was in the ground and you've been sitting on the land all this time."

      "You've been snooping a lot more than I have, haven't you?" Dane replied. "It's too bad you won't be raping my lands or my Pack home to drill any oil.

      The sound of police sirens blared, growing louder as they neared. The cruisers came to a screeching halt outside the cave.

      "You dirty dog, you," the man in the business suit exclaimed. "You got the cops involved in this."

      "That was a curveball you didn't see coming, huh? Did you think that I was going to be the lesser man and play these mind game tactics with you? You better be glad I called in the cops," Dane said, as several armed police officers filled the little cave. "I don't have time for games, cousin. You didn't stop at trespassing on my land. You touched my woman. I was going to kill you, but that wouldn't give the courts the evidence that I need."

      "Blair Fendman, you're under arrest for wire fraud, falsifying documents, arson, and kidnapping," one the cops said. "Release the woman, put down your knife, and place your hands behind your head."

      "Insane," Blair Fendman said, but he did as he was told.

      Dane ran over to assist her in untying the ropes as the cops exited the cave with both of her kidnappers in handcuffs.

      Trina rose and immediately wrapped her arms around him.

      "I thought I'd lost you," he whispered in her hair.

      "I'm sorry I ran off like that. I should have trusted that you'd tell me about everything."

      "That's okay, kitten," he said. "It'll take more than you slapping me and running off to get rid of me."

      "Hey! I didn't slap you," she reminded him.

      "You did once." He winked.

      "Oh…you still remember that."

      "I'll never forget it." He smiled and kissed her forehead, holding her securely against his chest. "Now you're coming with me and I won't be letting you out of my sight ever again."

      "You know what?" she teased. "This wasn't in the agreement and I think it calls for some amendments."

      "Ha!" He chuckled. "We can discuss some extra compensation considering what you've been through."

      On a serious note, she wrapped her arms around his neck and placed her palms at the back of his neck. He looked down at her, his smoky grey eyes swirling with adoration.

      "Dane, I was scared. I don't want anything like that to happen again.”

      "Trina, I promise to be completely truthful and loyal this day forward. I'll protect you with my own life. I'm Alpha of my Pack and I've been given a great many responsibilities and sometimes there is opposition. There has never been quite an opposition like this coming from an outside threat. I can promise to keep you safe as long as you understand that when I caution you against straying that you have to listen."

      She nodded. "I understand now. Even if you'd told me before, I probably wouldn't have believed that someone could be that greedy to want to take something like your home from you."

      "It's my responsibility now to help you understand, Trina. You are part of my Pack now," he said. "You're part of my Pack family."

      Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Brock nod in agreement. That was all the acceptance she needed, knowing that Dane and his brothers would have her back. And she would have their’s. In her heart, she knew she would have died here in this cave if it meant protecting her Dane and all he held dear—including his possessions.

      She lifted up on her tip toes and kissed him, longingly and passionately. This time, when the mate mark on her throat pulsed hotly against her skin, it only served as a reminder that Dane Magnus was meant for her and she was glad that she had stepped out her comfort zone to find him.
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        Ten Days Later…

      

      Her father's laughter rang out from the other end of the mansion into the small office where Trina was looking over the monthly bookkeeping for the dry cleaning business. The tone of her dad’s happiness carried throughout the large high foyer, filling her heart with warmth. She hadn't heard her dad laugh like that in years. Marcia's gentle voice followed his laughter. It sounded like they were in the kitchen, probably preparing dinner or discussing the latest mystery thriller. It was so cute the way Marcia wheeled him about throughout the mansion while she cleaned and they talked for hours on end about just about everything under the sun. It pleased her even more that her father had accepted that Marcia was a shifter before he'd been aware that Dane was. Marcia revealing herself first made things easier when it came time to tell her father about Dane and his Alpha status.

      Trina put down her pen and leaned back in her chair. Several moments had passed before she realized the house had suddenly gone quiet. She frowned and then got up to peek out of the window over into the back courtyard. To her relief, she spotted Marcia and her father moving away from the house and along the path outside. Her father had a picnic basket sitting on his lap and two fishing rods laid horizontal across his thighs. Fishing was another thing the couple enjoyed together.

      She sighed. Her dad was going to be just fine. And so was she…

      "Trina…"

      Dane's voice entered the room and so did he. Trina turned around to revert her attention to the man she'd come to cherish.

      "You're home early," she said. "I thought you were taking care of business in town."

      "I was and I did." He slipped his hands around her waist and pulled her up against his body. "I couldn't wait to get back to you…to this." He kissed her sweetly.

      “Your father and Marcia went out to the lake again,” he said.

      “Yeah, I saw that. We shouldn’t be expecting those love birds back anytime soon. Did you get everything sorted out?" she asked, lifting her chin to allow him better access to press delicate kisses into her throat, right against their mate mark.

      "Yes. I also had some time to meet with the Pack officiant. Our mating confirmation is set for Friday. Soon we'll be official. My Pack mates are excited."

      She smiled. "I am too. I'm excited about our future together, but you know what else I'm excited about?"

      Trina grabbed his shirt by the collar, pulled him closer into her body, and then deepened the kiss. Her core instantly heated in avid need of him. His cock was already erect, the hard length pushing against her belly.

      "Mmmm…" he groaned.

      "And do you know what I'd like now that you're home?" she whispered, dragging her lips across the veins on his neck.

      "I can take a wild guess…or would you like to show me?"

      He slid his fingers into the waistband of her jeans, gripping at the tops of her ass cheeks. She dipped her hand down the front of his pants, moaning when her fingers met thick, solid muscle.

      "Why don't we start with your cock…" she demanded.

      "You were supposed to be a nice girl." He groaned as she undid his fly.

      His cock fell out into her hand and she knelt down on the floor in front of him. "Nice girls can be naughty too, especially when there's a big treat involved."

      She licked him from shaft to tip, noting how the veins along his shaft flooded with excitement. He pulsed against her tongue as she tasted and pleased him. Before long, he was pumping into her eager mouth with long drives. His balls grew taut against her fingers and he pounded into the back her throat, pushing her head against the desk to hold her steady.

      Trina's clit pulsed and her soaking pussy ached. Her fingers slid down her belly where she caressed herself, fully intent on joining him in his pending release.

      Dane had other ideas. He pulled his cock out of her mouth and backed her up until her front was pressed against the wall. Without warning or small talk, he dragged her jeans and underwear down her leg, pushed her hands up against the wall and entered her pussy from behind.

      She bit into her lip to keep from screaming as he fucked her with vigorous intensity. The pads of her fingers gripped the wall and she pumped her ass back, meeting him thrust for thrust. There was no mistaking that they had a common agenda. They both needed release almost constantly now.

      "I will make this quick now, Trina," he rasped into her ear as he drove into her, deep and hard. "But when I get you in bed tonight, I will play with, eat, and fuck this sweet pussy for hours. You are mine, kitten. And I will forever be yours."

      They came together in a frenzy. Bursts of light blazed against her eyelids. Hot seed coated her and ran down between her legs. Jolts of ecstasy seized her body, causing every nerve ending in her body to tighten and her legs to feel like putty.

      "Dane," she panted against his lips when he turned her around to kiss her. "I'm glad you came into my life when you did."

      "I share the same sentiments. From the moment I met you, my desire for you…my need to protect you and keep you safe has always been untamed. I will do whatever you want to make you feel comfortable. And I'll remain in your life forever, Trina."

      He kissed her softly, sealing his promise.
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      They stood in the middle of the courtyard, facing each other while dozens of pack mates looked on. Trina's heart was pounding…her veins were throbbing, and she was more nervous than she'd ever been in her life. Probably because she was about to start a life with the man she'd come to love. And finally, she'd get her wedding. A real wedding.

      Dane took her hands in his and peered into her eyes. He was grinning from ear to ear, even his cheeks were a little flushed. It was cute. She couldn't stop looking at him. They were both dressed in white. Her white gown was simple. A mermaid style decorated with lace embellishments and designed so that it was see-through at the waist and below the upper thigh. Dane looked handsome in his white pants and shirt. He was clean-shaven, making him look more younger and innocent.

      "Let us continue,” the officiant announced.

      She squeezed Dane's hand for comfort.

      "Do you, Dane Magnus, Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack, take Trina Daniels to be your wife and mate?"

      "I do," Dane said, without missing a beat.

      "And do you, Trina Daniels, true and intended mate of Alpha Dane Magnus, take Dane as your husband and mate?”

      "Yes, I do."

      "Have the mate marks been viewed and confirmed?" the officiant asked.

      Dane's brother, Brock, stepped forward and said, "They have. I have viewed and confirmed the mate marks on both our Alpha Dane and his true and intended mate, Trina Daniels. And I acknowledge this union."

      The officiant nodded. "Very good."

      "By taking this vow, you are forever marked as an Alpha family. The presence of the mate marks already binds you for life. Do you solemnly swear to hold your union sacred and remain faithful until your last day?"

      "I do."

      "I do."

      "Aspen Valley Wolf Pack, do you acknowledge the union of our Alpha Dane Magnus to Trina Daniels?”

      There was a chorus of yes's until every pack member who had attended the ceremony had confirmed.

      "Mr. Taylor Daniels, birth father of Trina Daniels, do you give your only daughter to this man?”

      "I most certainly do."

      Trina grinned.

      "Then let it be known on this and all days going forward that you are true mates and the wife of the Alpha. Mr. and Mrs. Dane Magnus. And for the record…the Alpha couple. You may kiss your lovely wife."

      Dane pulled her face toward his with gentle fingers and kissed her softly. When their lips met she forgot about everything around her. Her only focus was Dane. He didn't seem to mind the crowd either. He kissed her with burning need and hunger.

      When they parted, he pressed his forehead against hers.

      "I love you, Trina…my kitten."

      "I love you too, Dane Magnus."
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* * *

      
        Autumn North would never marry a man for money or mate a shifter she despises. Although, she doesn’t have a lot of options and she's been backed into a corner one too many times. To save herself and protect her family, she just might have to give up what she can’t bear to let go of.

        

        Garrett Justice will do anything to protect Autumn—even from the dangerous shifter who has already laid claim to her. But if he can’t contain the mating urges of his inner beast when he’s with her, how can he keep her safe indefinitely?

        

        Garrett and Autumn don’t exactly meet on peachy terms, but once they discover just how much they need each other, nothing will tear them apart—not even an arranged mating for which she’s become obligated to fulfill.
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

        

      

      Garrett Justice pulled his motorcycle to a halt in front of Cross City Country Tavern and shut off the engine. About a dozen other cars and bikes were scattered about the parking area. Blaring music and lively chatter could be heard from all the way across the lot as the patrons pushed their way in and out of the building. Cigarette smoke, engine oil, and strong wolf pheromones wafted through the air when a light breeze passed over him.

      After taking off his helmet and securing his bike, Garrett walked a short distance to the entrance and pushed through the door. The sound of the band music, shouting, and laughter hit him full force. Pool tables sat off to the right in a separate section of the tavern where most of the noise was coming from. In the main area, excessively seasoned beef burgers grilling over an open flame and the aroma of savory bacon grease had his belly rolling in hunger all over again. A big screen television was hung high in almost every corner of the room, airing everything from a live sports broadcast to the evening news. But Garrett wasn’t really expecting quiet anyway. Just somewhere to eat a meal, drink a beer, unwind, and—if he was lucky—gain more intel where his mission was concerned. But first…the food.

      When no one came over to greet him at the little hostess stand near the door—which was inconveniently unmanned—he took it upon himself and slid into the first empty booth he came to.

      The clerk who worked the front desk of the motel had recommended the place. As the only eatery on this side of the city that remained open late into the night, he hoped the food and service lived up to its reputation. Eating packages of cheese and peanut butter crackers and bags of beef jerky from the motel vending machines once again tonight wasn’t going to cut it. And hunting for food on the territory of another Pack without their knowledge was just asking for trouble.

      Nonetheless, Garrett hadn’t visited Cross City for pleasure. Not in the least bit. He was here on business—business that entailed tracking down the leaders of the Cross City Wolf Pack. So far, everywhere he’d ended up resulted in false leads. Either the leaders were out of town, on vacation, or just plain AWOL. Hardly anyone was willing to speak on Pack matters either as if they’d been forbidden.

      Something told Garrett that the leaders of the Cross City Wolf Pack didn’t want to be found. Their Alpha had been discovered dead on the side of the highway not too long ago, so one would think they’d be more apt to being present in their community rather than so apprehensive when a visitor came to help them. Something just didn’t add up, and Garrett’s stay was long overdue. The deadline to report back to his own Alpha and brother—Dane Magnus—had come and gone.

      Time was more of an issue for his brother than it was for Garrett. Just the month before, Dane had received an offer from the Alpha of Cross City Wolf Pack. An offer that, if accepted, would unite the resources of both Packs. Garrett’s understanding was that Dane had been seriously considering the offer. But not too long after that, the Cross City Alpha had been found dead.

      Dane had sent Garrett to send condolences and to offer support until they could agree on the new direction of the Pack. Extending support was the right thing for allying Packs to do, and Dane Magnus’s faculty for keeping his word and helping other Packs was what gave him a most trusted reputation among the wolf shifter population.

      Somehow Garrett had found himself in the middle of it all…all because he couldn’t and wouldn’t say no to the Alpha who he currently served. Not only was Dane Magnus his brother, he was the youngest of four siblings—all male wolf shifters. The four of them had stuck together through thick and thin, and nothing—not even the death of their father and decision over who would lead the Aspen Valley Pack—had torn them apart.

      As he turned his focus to the menu on the table, a waitress sauntered up to his table. He noticed that she was a fellow shifter right off the bat. Her smell and the Cross City Wolf Pack insignia tattooed on her arm was what gave her away.

      “Hi handsome.” She sported a preppy grin and had her hair braided to the back, which gave her a younger, studious look. “What can I get you?”

      Garrett fumbled with the menu for a bit but settled for what he usually ordered when dining out.

      “I’ll have a half pound burger, medium rare, and a mug of beer?”

      “Bottled or draft?”

      “From the tap is fine,” he replied.

      She held a small pad and pen in her hand but didn’t write anything down. “Are you enjoying Cross City?” she asked.

      He looked up, a bit perplexed by her question, which was out of context and out of the blue. She pointed to the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack insignia, which was engrained on the inside of his left wrist.

      “I’m not really here to enjoy the views, but I’ve been getting around the city just fine,” he replied.

      “You’re here with others, aren’t you? The blond haired fella with the silver Harley came through this afternoon. Are you guys staying a while?”

      “No, I doubt we’ll be here very long after today.”

      He hoped he was right. He was anxious to get back to Aspen Valley and hang out with his brothers. It wasn’t often that they were all back home at the same time. Dane was always tied up in Pack business. Raoulf was known for causing trouble in the state—the kind of trouble that had him under investigation by the police and almost always on the run. Raoulf, just like himself, conducted a lot of business while on the road. They all had a lot of catching up to do.

      “Pack business?” She gave him a knowing look. “I take it that since you’re on Cross City territory you mean business concerning our broken Pack…?” She looked around carefully and then lowered her voice. “Is it true that our Pack will soon be forced to disband? I mean…what’s left of us?”

      The roundabout way she asked the question could only mean she knew a lot more than was standard.

      “I’m in no position to discuss the health of your Pack.” Garrett sat back in his chair and unfolded his cloth napkin. “Add a side of fries to that order. And that’ll be all.”

      She must have taken the hint because she told him she’d be back with his food and left. After she was gone, Garrett took in his surroundings. The tavern was pretty busy for a late weeknight, but the establishment was nowhere near as crowded as it would be on any given night at LIVE nightclub, a shifter bar in Aspen Valley—his hometown. Not ten feet away from where he sat, the lounge area of the tavern was bustling with life. A band played live music in a distant corner of the bar. A couple of pool tables were also visible from where he sat. About a half dozen shifters crowded the small area with cue sticks in hand. He was already getting strange looks from most of them, and as a shifter of another Pack, he didn’t blame them. Even though both Packs were on friendly terms, they were still wary of his presence in their city. Usually, Garrett and the crew who was sent to assist him would roll together, but they had a lot of ground to cover in a limited amount of time.

      The waitress walked back over and plopped a chilled mug of beer down on the table. “Here’s your beer, sir. This first round is courtesy of the guy on the far left side of the bar.” She pointed.

      Garrett looked up in that direction. No one was sitting near the left side of the bar. However, two women were seated on the right far side, laughing up a storm. “Which guy? All I see are women.”

      The waitress turned around to confirm. “Well, he was just there.” She shrugged. “He paid for his meal and his drinks, including yours. He must have left. I’ll be back with your food in a minute. We’re short-staffed tonight and I’m also serving the lounge area tonight, so I gotta split. Can I get you anything else in the meantime?”

      “No, just the food and that’s it,” he said.

      Garrett’s gaze shifted from the nearly empty bar and searched around the room. He wasn’t even aware that he was being watched. He had been so busy analyzing the people around him that he hadn’t given thought to someone sizing him up from across the room.

      Seven new customers, all wolves, walked into the tavern and almost everyone inside stopped what they were doing to acknowledge the group. An exorbitant level of fear rose in the room, but why were the wolves in this place wary of their presence?

      Tension thickened as the men made a beeline for the lounge area of the bar. The shifter who seemed to head the group was a redheaded, big buff guy who looked like he was on steroids or spent an insane amount of time in a gym. The guy was huge. He wore a heavy gold chain around his neck and there was an oversized gold ring on his left hand. The way the rest of the shifters surrounding the pool table greeted him with a slight nod of their head and a handshake told Garrett that the guy led more than just the six men who’d followed him into the bar. Interestingly enough, the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack was also a redhead—a fact that had been confirmed by multiple sources. Without a doubt, Garrett knew that he was one of the leaders. Had to be with the way he walked in like he owned the place.

      But something wasn’t quite right. He could sense that now, and that wasn’t because nearly half of the customers had left the restaurant after the guy had come inside.

      Garrett picked up his mug, took a healthy swig, and then sat back in his chair to observe them. The waitresses that worked the area brought several bottles of beer out to the redhead and his followers without hesitation and left the area. The suspicious men held what looked like a serious conversation over the pool table. Over the rock music, and even with his heightened sense of hearing, Garrett only picked up on bits and pieces of the mumbling that made no sense.

      The waitress came back with Garrett’s burger and fries on a platter and slid it on the table in front of him. “One half pound burger and fries with all the condiments on the side.”

      “Thank you,” he said. Before she could leave again, Garrett caught her hand and asked, “The seven men that just came in and entered the lounge…I think I know one of them. Are they regulars?”

      She took a quick look and nodded. “You’re damn right, they are. Simon, the redheaded fella, is the Beta of our Pack. He bought and owns the tavern now. Well…maybe I shouldn’t say bought, as the locals say. More like took, if you ask me.”

      Garrett frowned. “Took? From who?”

      “From the old owners—The North family. They owed a debt to Simon's family and he came collecting shortly after the Alpha died. Nothing changed. Everyone working here at the time got to keep their jobs, but tips sure have gone down. Folks say Simon's a jerk. I think he’s just lonely.”

      “Hmm. You couldn’t really tell that he was lonely with all of those men standing around him.”

      “Oh, those are just his bodyguards. They’ve been working for him ever since he became Pack Beta. Is any of this pertaining to your Pack business,” the waitress asked.

      Remembering how careful he had to be about what he said, Garrett replied, “Doesn’t sound like it. He just looks like someone else I know.” He pulled the platter of food closer to him.

      “Well, let me know if I can get you anything else,” she said. “One of the waitresses ditched her shift early, so it looks like I’ll be servicing her tables tonight too.”

      Garrett nodded, took the top bun off his burger and dressed it up with condiments. Before he could take the first bite to subdue his hunger pangs, a disturbance broke out near the back of the lounge area. Someone was arguing with someone else. Sounded almost like a protest or maybe a fight over a game of pool. With Garrett’s view, he couldn’t tell what was going on. He only witnessed a lot of commotion as Beta’s bodyguards moved to flank him.

      “Don’t you dare leave. We have business to discuss,” the Beta growled, his voice directed at someone that Garrett couldn’t see.

      “Try and stop me,” a woman said.

      A tall slender woman with deep mahogany brown hair stormed past the Beta with her purse held tightly to her side. The first thing Garrett noticed was the tension in her walk and, of course, that beautiful thick curly mane of hers. She wore black leggings and a fitted white blouse, just like all the other waitresses here tonight. Her name badge was still clipped to her shirt. From his distance, he couldn’t hone in on all her features or her name, but there was no mistaking her womanly physique or what he could see of her face. She was extremely attractive. As she squeezed her way between the crowds and neared the front of the lounge, several heads turned in her direction and eyes lingered on her.

      The mahogany-haired beauty never made it outside of the lounge. The Beta slipped in front of her path and then forcefully backed her up into a small corner of the room. No one intervened.

      Garrett dropped his burger and sat straight up in his booth. As his sympathy for the woman rose, his appetite fell. As he watched the mess unfold, his displeasure grew.

      The Beta’s position in front of the woman, looking down on her, was condescending in the utmost. This wasn’t an ordinary couple having an ordinary argument. There was anything but a mutual understanding between the two. She grimaced as he grabbed her wrist and held her arm against the wall. He was talking to her, but she had her face turned away from him and her lips were pressed closed in defiance.

      Garrett focused on her lips, trying to read them as she spoke.

      I won’t.

      Those two words were the only complete sentence that Garrett could make out from the woman.

      Garrett’s wolf reared up as he sensed that something was very wrong and truly off about the interaction between the Beta and this woman.

      At the flick of his fingers, two of the Beta’s bodyguards grabbed the woman. She protested as they took her arms and led her to a more concealed corner of the tavern, toward the back where she had come from initially.

      From the beginning of the altercation, no one had intervened to help the couple or console the woman.

      Fuck being discreet and sitting around watching this train wreck waiting to happen. Garrett rose from his seat.

      Before he made it out of the booth, an unfamiliar shifter slid in the empty seat right in front of him. The man wore a blue baseball cap, which covered nearly half his face.

      “I wouldn’t go there if I were you,” the unfamiliar shifter warned. He lifted his left sleeve to reveal his Pack’s insignia. He was a Cross City Wolf. “She and Simon are connected by this here restaurant. He’s claimed her, just like everything else in it. That’s out of our hands now.”

      Garrett sat down. “Who are you?”

      The shifter extended his hand. “A verbal “thank you” for the beer is more appropriate under the circumstances.”

      Garrett exchanged handshakes and settled back down in his seat. “You bought the beer for me?”

      “Yes, that was me. I’m Alejandro.”

      “Thank you. I’m Garrett. But why do I feel like I’m going to owe you big time for this one mug of beer?”

      Alejandro grinned. “Maybe…”

      “Well, get to it…what do I owe?”

      “I’m part of the Cross City Pack’s advisory circle. I’m one of the Enforcers. I mainly work for Benjamin now. The Senior, not the Junior. We’re the ones who reached out to your Pack about an acquisition,” he said. “But there’s been a change in direction and we need to speak with you pronto. We saw you and your men roaming through our city the other day, but we had to make sure you were here on positive terms before approaching you.”

      “We just wanted to come express our condolences on your Alpha’s passing. Dane feels bad about not having enough time to speak with him about his plans before he died.” Garrett directed his gaze to the direction where he last spotted the woman and the Beta. “I’ve been looking all over for a Pack leader and it looks like I found one here tonight.”

      Alejandro shook his head and lowered his cap. “That’s the thing. Our change in direction doesn’t include him…anymore.”

      Garrett leaned in, resting his forearms on the table. “Well, that’s…strange. I’m here in place of my Alpha Dane. None of this was discussed. Why the divisiveness in your Pack?”

      “A lot has changed quickly since then and since Benjamin sent out that letter. Unfortunately, your Pack Alpha seems to be in high demand and isn’t the easiest to get a hold of,” he said.

      Garrett nodded in agreement. “He’s dealing with issues of our own back at home. We deal with the most pressing matters first and then move on down the list. I’m sorry to have disappointed you if you were expecting my brother instead.”

      “Actually, we’ve been doing some research on you since we spotted you in our city.”

      Garrett frowned. “Have you?”

      Alejandro cleared his throat. “As I said, we had to make sure you hadn’t sided with anyone yet.” His gaze flittered over to the lounge area—to the Beta. “We know that you and your brothers are in a specific line of business that might involve getting rid of trouble makers.”

      He rubbed at his jaw. “So you did research on me and found out who I was?”

      “Not entirely, but what we did find was enough to realize that you are the Alpha’s brother. You and your brothers have a reputation, but it’s odd that no one really knows that much about you. You outlaws don’t actually come up in a Google search, neither do you publicly post “available for hire” ads,” Alejandro replied.

      “There’s a reason for this.”

      “Of course. I respect that, but we’re glad we know who you are now. Benjamin Sr. would like to talk to you about a job.”

      By the way, this was going and the way Alejandro kept tilting his cap down and slumping down in his chair to avoid detection, Garrett knew they were working independently of and against the Beta.

      When Garrett didn’t entertain the offer, Alejandro said, “We haven’t got much time left. Simon's gains are advancing quickly. The news of his planned takeover of our Pack has spread far and wide.”

      “Takeover?” Garrett glanced warily at Alejandro. “If he’s causing so much trouble for you, why don’t you go over there and shoot him dead on the spot?”

      Alejandro’s expression dulled and he leaned back in his chair. “It’s not my life to take and I’ve been given clear orders. I didn’t know he’d show up here tonight. I was actually tracking you.”

      Garrett frowned and mentally decided to make it a point to watch his back more carefully in this town. While he was busy doing some tracking of his own, others had been tracking him too.

      Garrett tapped his fingers on the table, thinking his next steps through. “Truth be told, I don’t know how far Dane or I are willing to get involved, but I came here at his request and I’m willing to listen to what you and Benjamin have to say.”

      “Good. I’ll let Benjamin know that I’ve reached out to you. We can shoot for a meeting around noon-ish tomorrow…”

      Alejandro’s words faded as Garrett’s thoughts drifted back to the mahogany-haired beauty, who was long gone from his sight. A sickening feeling rose in his gut as he envisioned what she was going through. He’d wanted to track her down and find her, but all wolf shifters knew the rules. Claimed meant off limits. To encroach on another wolf’s territory that way was looked down on and often not even considered.

      “Garrett? You listening?”

      Garrett swung his gaze back to the pressing matter. “Yes. Noon, right?”

      Alejandro chuckled. “You were looking for her, weren’t you? She’s a lost cause like I’ve said. She’s been promised to him since before Simon was named Beta. The only reason they’re not mated yet is because she’s human. The mating is different between a human and a shifter, you know? We can’t go around biting humans like we can our own kind. I’ll let you in on a little something. Her refusal to mate him right now is our gain and his downfall. However, I doubt she’ll be able to hold him off any longer.”

      “Well, if there’s no consent, why was she being pursued and forced like that?”

      “Her family owes a debt to the Montagues, so they’ve benefited from Simon's money already.”

      “And let me guess? She doesn’t want to go through with it.”

      “You’ve got it. Us wolves mate humans every day and, unfortunately, sometimes those reasons are business-driven. But that’s neither here nor there. Simon's choice of a mate isn’t what concerns us right now. Truthfully, I hope she fights it until we get a hold of Simon. If she doesn’t and moves ahead with the mating, she’ll be a widow. There are more than a handful of us that wants Simon dead and gone for good. So, will you help us make that happen?”
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      Garrett Justice pulled his motorcycle to a halt in front of Cross City Country Tavern and shut off the engine. About a dozen other cars and bikes were scattered about the parking area. Blaring music and lively chatter could be heard from all the way across the lot as the patrons pushed their way in and out of the building. Cigarette smoke, engine oil, and strong wolf pheromones wafted through the air when a light breeze passed over him.

      After taking off his helmet and securing his bike, Garrett walked a short distance to the entrance and pushed through the door. The sound of the band music, shouting, and laughter hit him full force. Pool tables sat off to the right in a separate section of the tavern where most of the noise was coming from. In the main area, excessively seasoned beef burgers grilling over an open flame and the aroma of savory bacon grease had his belly rolling in hunger all over again. A big screen television was hung high in almost every corner of the room, airing everything from a live sports broadcast to the evening news. But Garrett wasn’t really expecting quiet anyway. Just somewhere to eat a meal, drink a beer, unwind, and—if he was lucky—gain more intel where his mission was concerned. But first…the food.

      When no one came over to greet him at the little hostess stand near the door—which was inconveniently unmanned—he took it upon himself and slid into the first empty booth he came to.

      The clerk who worked the front desk of the motel had recommended the place. As the only eatery on this side of the city that remained open late into the night, he hoped the food and service lived up to its reputation. Eating packages of cheese and peanut butter crackers and bags of beef jerky from the motel vending machines once again tonight wasn’t going to cut it. And hunting for food on the territory of another Pack without their knowledge was just asking for trouble.

      Nonetheless, Garrett hadn’t visited Cross City for pleasure. Not in the least bit. He was here on business—business that entailed tracking down the leaders of the Cross City Wolf Pack. So far, everywhere he’d ended up resulted in false leads. Either the leaders were out of town, on vacation, or just plain AWOL. Hardly anyone was willing to speak on Pack matters either as if they’d been forbidden.

      Something told Garrett that the leaders of the Cross City Wolf Pack didn’t want to be found. Their Alpha had been discovered dead on the side of the highway not too long ago, so one would think they’d be more apt to being present in their community rather than so apprehensive when a visitor came to help them. Something just didn’t add up, and Garrett’s stay was long overdue. The deadline to report back to his own Alpha and brother—Dane Magnus—had come and gone.

      Time was more of an issue for his brother than it was for Garrett. Just the month before, Dane had received an offer from the Alpha of Cross City Wolf Pack. An offer that, if accepted, would unite the resources of both Packs. Garrett’s understanding was that Dane had been seriously considering the offer. But not too long after that, the Cross City Alpha had been found dead.

      Dane had sent Garrett to send condolences and to offer support until they could agree on the new direction of the Pack. Extending support was the right thing for allying Packs to do, and Dane Magnus’s faculty for keeping his word and helping other Packs was what gave him a most trusted reputation among the wolf shifter population.

      Somehow Garrett had found himself in the middle of it all…all because he couldn’t and wouldn’t say no to the Alpha who he currently served. Not only was Dane Magnus his brother, he was the youngest of four siblings—all male wolf shifters. The four of them had stuck together through thick and thin, and nothing—not even the death of their father and decision over who would lead the Aspen Valley Pack—had torn them apart.

      As he turned his focus to the menu on the table, a waitress sauntered up to his table. He noticed that she was a fellow shifter right off the bat. Her smell and the Cross City Wolf Pack insignia tattooed on her arm was what gave her away.

      “Hi handsome.” She sported a preppy grin and had her hair braided to the back, which gave her a younger, studious look. “What can I get you?”

      Garrett fumbled with the menu for a bit but settled for what he usually ordered when dining out.

      “I’ll have a half pound burger, medium rare, and a mug of beer?”

      “Bottled or draft?”

      “From the tap is fine,” he replied.

      She held a small pad and pen in her hand but didn’t write anything down. “Are you enjoying Cross City?” she asked.

      He looked up, a bit perplexed by her question, which was out of context and out of the blue. She pointed to the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack insignia, which was engrained on the inside of his left wrist.

      “I’m not really here to enjoy the views, but I’ve been getting around the city just fine,” he replied.

      “You’re here with others, aren’t you? The blond haired fella with the silver Harley came through this afternoon. Are you guys staying a while?”

      “No, I doubt we’ll be here very long after today.”

      He hoped he was right. He was anxious to get back to Aspen Valley and hang out with his brothers. It wasn’t often that they were all back home at the same time. Dane was always tied up in Pack business. Raoulf was known for causing trouble in the state—the kind of trouble that had him under investigation by the police and almost always on the run. Raoulf, just like himself, conducted a lot of business while on the road. They all had a lot of catching up to do.

      “Pack business?” She gave him a knowing look. “I take it that since you’re on Cross City territory you mean business concerning our broken Pack…?” She looked around carefully and then lowered her voice. “Is it true that our Pack will soon be forced to disband? I mean…what’s left of us?”

      The roundabout way she asked the question could only mean she knew a lot more than was standard.

      “I’m in no position to discuss the health of your Pack.” Garrett sat back in his chair and unfolded his cloth napkin. “Add a side of fries to that order. And that’ll be all.”

      She must have taken the hint because she told him she’d be back with his food and left. After she was gone, Garrett took in his surroundings. The tavern was pretty busy for a late weeknight, but the establishment was nowhere near as crowded as it would be on any given night at LIVE nightclub, a shifter bar in Aspen Valley—his hometown. Not ten feet away from where he sat, the lounge area of the tavern was bustling with life. A band played live music in a distant corner of the bar. A couple of pool tables were also visible from where he sat. About a half dozen shifters crowded the small area with cue sticks in hand. He was already getting strange looks from most of them, and as a shifter of another Pack, he didn’t blame them. Even though both Packs were on friendly terms, they were still wary of his presence in their city. Usually, Garrett and the crew who was sent to assist him would roll together, but they had a lot of ground to cover in a limited amount of time.

      The waitress walked back over and plopped a chilled mug of beer down on the table. “Here’s your beer, sir. This first round is courtesy of the guy on the far left side of the bar.” She pointed.

      Garrett looked up in that direction. No one was sitting near the left side of the bar. However, two women were seated on the right far side, laughing up a storm. “Which guy? All I see are women.”

      The waitress turned around to confirm. “Well, he was just there.” She shrugged. “He paid for his meal and his drinks, including yours. He must have left. I’ll be back with your food in a minute. We’re short-staffed tonight and I’m also serving the lounge area tonight, so I gotta split. Can I get you anything else in the meantime?”

      “No, just the food and that’s it,” he said.

      Garrett’s gaze shifted from the nearly empty bar and searched around the room. He wasn’t even aware that he was being watched. He had been so busy analyzing the people around him that he hadn’t given thought to someone sizing him up from across the room.

      Seven new customers, all wolves, walked into the tavern and almost everyone inside stopped what they were doing to acknowledge the group. An exorbitant level of fear rose in the room, but why were the wolves in this place wary of their presence?

      Tension thickened as the men made a beeline for the lounge area of the bar. The shifter who seemed to head the group was a redheaded, big buff guy who looked like he was on steroids or spent an insane amount of time in a gym. The guy was huge. He wore a heavy gold chain around his neck and there was an oversized gold ring on his left hand. The way the rest of the shifters surrounding the pool table greeted him with a slight nod of their head and a handshake told Garrett that the guy led more than just the six men who’d followed him into the bar. Interestingly enough, the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack was also a redhead—a fact that had been confirmed by multiple sources. Without a doubt, Garrett knew that he was one of the leaders. Had to be with the way he walked in like he owned the place.

      But something wasn’t quite right. He could sense that now, and that wasn’t because nearly half of the customers had left the restaurant after the guy had come inside.

      Garrett picked up his mug, took a healthy swig, and then sat back in his chair to observe them. The waitresses that worked the area brought several bottles of beer out to the redhead and his followers without hesitation and left the area. The suspicious men held what looked like a serious conversation over the pool table. Over the rock music, and even with his heightened sense of hearing, Garrett only picked up on bits and pieces of the mumbling that made no sense.

      The waitress came back with Garrett’s burger and fries on a platter and slid it on the table in front of him. “One half pound burger and fries with all the condiments on the side.”

      “Thank you,” he said. Before she could leave again, Garrett caught her hand and asked, “The seven men that just came in and entered the lounge…I think I know one of them. Are they regulars?”

      She took a quick look and nodded. “You’re damn right, they are. Simon, the redheaded fella, is the Beta of our Pack. He bought and owns the tavern now. Well…maybe I shouldn’t say bought, as the locals say. More like took, if you ask me.”

      Garrett frowned. “Took? From who?”

      “From the old owners—The North family. They owed a debt to Simon's family and he came collecting shortly after the Alpha died. Nothing changed. Everyone working here at the time got to keep their jobs, but tips sure have gone down. Folks say Simon's a jerk. I think he’s just lonely.”

      “Hmm. You couldn’t really tell that he was lonely with all of those men standing around him.”

      “Oh, those are just his bodyguards. They’ve been working for him ever since he became Pack Beta. Is any of this pertaining to your Pack business,” the waitress asked.

      Remembering how careful he had to be about what he said, Garrett replied, “Doesn’t sound like it. He just looks like someone else I know.” He pulled the platter of food closer to him.

      “Well, let me know if I can get you anything else,” she said. “One of the waitresses ditched her shift early, so it looks like I’ll be servicing her tables tonight too.”

      Garrett nodded, took the top bun off his burger and dressed it up with condiments. Before he could take the first bite to subdue his hunger pangs, a disturbance broke out near the back of the lounge area. Someone was arguing with someone else. Sounded almost like a protest or maybe a fight over a game of pool. With Garrett’s view, he couldn’t tell what was going on. He only witnessed a lot of commotion as Beta’s bodyguards moved to flank him.

      “Don’t you dare leave. We have business to discuss,” the Beta growled, his voice directed at someone that Garrett couldn’t see.

      “Try and stop me,” a woman said.

      A tall slender woman with deep mahogany brown hair stormed past the Beta with her purse held tightly to her side. The first thing Garrett noticed was the tension in her walk and, of course, that beautiful thick curly mane of hers. She wore black leggings and a fitted white blouse, just like all the other waitresses here tonight. Her name badge was still clipped to her shirt. From his distance, he couldn’t hone in on all her features or her name, but there was no mistaking her womanly physique or what he could see of her face. She was extremely attractive. As she squeezed her way between the crowds and neared the front of the lounge, several heads turned in her direction and eyes lingered on her.

      The mahogany-haired beauty never made it outside of the lounge. The Beta slipped in front of her path and then forcefully backed her up into a small corner of the room. No one intervened.

      Garrett dropped his burger and sat straight up in his booth. As his sympathy for the woman rose, his appetite fell. As he watched the mess unfold, his displeasure grew.

      The Beta’s position in front of the woman, looking down on her, was condescending in the utmost. This wasn’t an ordinary couple having an ordinary argument. There was anything but a mutual understanding between the two. She grimaced as he grabbed her wrist and held her arm against the wall. He was talking to her, but she had her face turned away from him and her lips were pressed closed in defiance.

      Garrett focused on her lips, trying to read them as she spoke.

      I won’t.

      Those two words were the only complete sentence that Garrett could make out from the woman.

      Garrett’s wolf reared up as he sensed that something was very wrong and truly off about the interaction between the Beta and this woman.

      At the flick of his fingers, two of the Beta’s bodyguards grabbed the woman. She protested as they took her arms and led her to a more concealed corner of the tavern, toward the back where she had come from initially.

      From the beginning of the altercation, no one had intervened to help the couple or console the woman.

      Fuck being discreet and sitting around watching this train wreck waiting to happen. Garrett rose from his seat.

      Before he made it out of the booth, an unfamiliar shifter slid in the empty seat right in front of him. The man wore a blue baseball cap, which covered nearly half his face.

      “I wouldn’t go there if I were you,” the unfamiliar shifter warned. He lifted his left sleeve to reveal his Pack’s insignia. He was a Cross City Wolf. “She and Simon are connected by this here restaurant. He’s claimed her, just like everything else in it. That’s out of our hands now.”

      Garrett sat down. “Who are you?”

      The shifter extended his hand. “A verbal “thank you” for the beer is more appropriate under the circumstances.”

      Garrett exchanged handshakes and settled back down in his seat. “You bought the beer for me?”

      “Yes, that was me. I’m Alejandro.”

      “Thank you. I’m Garrett. But why do I feel like I’m going to owe you big time for this one mug of beer?”

      Alejandro grinned. “Maybe…”

      “Well, get to it…what do I owe?”

      “I’m part of the Cross City Pack’s advisory circle. I’m one of the Enforcers. I mainly work for Benjamin now. The Senior, not the Junior. We’re the ones who reached out to your Pack about an acquisition,” he said. “But there’s been a change in direction and we need to speak with you pronto. We saw you and your men roaming through our city the other day, but we had to make sure you were here on positive terms before approaching you.”

      “We just wanted to come express our condolences on your Alpha’s passing. Dane feels bad about not having enough time to speak with him about his plans before he died.” Garrett directed his gaze to the direction where he last spotted the woman and the Beta. “I’ve been looking all over for a Pack leader and it looks like I found one here tonight.”

      Alejandro shook his head and lowered his cap. “That’s the thing. Our change in direction doesn’t include him…anymore.”

      Garrett leaned in, resting his forearms on the table. “Well, that’s…strange. I’m here in place of my Alpha Dane. None of this was discussed. Why the divisiveness in your Pack?”

      “A lot has changed quickly since then and since Benjamin sent out that letter. Unfortunately, your Pack Alpha seems to be in high demand and isn’t the easiest to get a hold of,” he said.

      Garrett nodded in agreement. “He’s dealing with issues of our own back at home. We deal with the most pressing matters first and then move on down the list. I’m sorry to have disappointed you if you were expecting my brother instead.”

      “Actually, we’ve been doing some research on you since we spotted you in our city.”

      Garrett frowned. “Have you?”

      Alejandro cleared his throat. “As I said, we had to make sure you hadn’t sided with anyone yet.” His gaze flittered over to the lounge area—to the Beta. “We know that you and your brothers are in a specific line of business that might involve getting rid of trouble makers.”

      He rubbed at his jaw. “So you did research on me and found out who I was?”

      “Not entirely, but what we did find was enough to realize that you are the Alpha’s brother. You and your brothers have a reputation, but it’s odd that no one really knows that much about you. You outlaws don’t actually come up in a Google search, neither do you publicly post “available for hire” ads,” Alejandro replied.

      “There’s a reason for this.”

      “Of course. I respect that, but we’re glad we know who you are now. Benjamin Sr. would like to talk to you about a job.”

      By the way, this was going and the way Alejandro kept tilting his cap down and slumping down in his chair to avoid detection, Garrett knew they were working independently of and against the Beta.

      When Garrett didn’t entertain the offer, Alejandro said, “We haven’t got much time left. Simon's gains are advancing quickly. The news of his planned takeover of our Pack has spread far and wide.”

      “Takeover?” Garrett glanced warily at Alejandro. “If he’s causing so much trouble for you, why don’t you go over there and shoot him dead on the spot?”

      Alejandro’s expression dulled and he leaned back in his chair. “It’s not my life to take and I’ve been given clear orders. I didn’t know he’d show up here tonight. I was actually tracking you.”

      Garrett frowned and mentally decided to make it a point to watch his back more carefully in this town. While he was busy doing some tracking of his own, others had been tracking him too.

      Garrett tapped his fingers on the table, thinking his next steps through. “Truth be told, I don’t know how far Dane or I are willing to get involved, but I came here at his request and I’m willing to listen to what you and Benjamin have to say.”

      “Good. I’ll let Benjamin know that I’ve reached out to you. We can shoot for a meeting around noon-ish tomorrow…”

      Alejandro’s words faded as Garrett’s thoughts drifted back to the mahogany-haired beauty, who was long gone from his sight. A sickening feeling rose in his gut as he envisioned what she was going through. He’d wanted to track her down and find her, but all wolf shifters knew the rules. Claimed meant off limits. To encroach on another wolf’s territory that way was looked down on and often not even considered.

      “Garrett? You listening?”

      Garrett swung his gaze back to the pressing matter. “Yes. Noon, right?”

      Alejandro chuckled. “You were looking for her, weren’t you? She’s a lost cause like I’ve said. She’s been promised to him since before Simon was named Beta. The only reason they’re not mated yet is because she’s human. The mating is different between a human and a shifter, you know? We can’t go around biting humans like we can our own kind. I’ll let you in on a little something. Her refusal to mate him right now is our gain and his downfall. However, I doubt she’ll be able to hold him off any longer.”

      “Well, if there’s no consent, why was she being pursued and forced like that?”

      “Her family owes a debt to the Montagues, so they’ve benefited from Simon's money already.”

      “And let me guess? She doesn’t want to go through with it.”

      “You’ve got it. Us wolves mate humans every day and, unfortunately, sometimes those reasons are business-driven. But that’s neither here nor there. Simon's choice of a mate isn’t what concerns us right now. Truthfully, I hope she fights it until we get a hold of Simon. If she doesn’t and moves ahead with the mating, she’ll be a widow. There are more than a handful of us that wants Simon dead and gone for good. So, will you help us make that happen?”
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      It was settled.

      According to the agreement her father had entered into over a decade ago to save the tavern, Autumn North would be mated to Simon Montague, Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack. She had successfully prevented having to go through with the arrangement by avoiding Simon altogether and hoping that he’d come to grips that there was nothing she could or would do for him to make him happy or better off.

      Quite frankly, she wanted nothing to do with the man. After running around the country, bedding every woman in sight, and testing the waters, Simon had suddenly decided to expedite the mating. She wasn’t having any of it, and would do any and everything in her power to have the agreement annulled, but Simon was more powerful than she realized—in both the human and shifter communities. His decision to rush things before she could afford a good lawyer had come right after her dad’s death. And coincidentally, full ownership of the tavern had transferred to Simon.

      Autumn pushed the phony-looking documents with suspicious-looking contract terms back across the table to Simon and his cock-eyed lawyer.

      “I’m not agreeing to this,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s been changed. The terms have been altered.”

      “What you don’t understand, Ms. North, is that it can’t be canceled,” the lawyer replied. “We can negotiate the terms, which is what we’re doing here, but nothing involving the mating or marriage will be nullified.”

      “This is bull! All these years, this…” she threw her hands up “…whatever you want to call it could have been done and over with and I could’ve made arrangements to purchase my tavern back and gotten on with my life.”

      Like dating and finally committing to a man of my choosing. Of course, she didn’t add the last statement. Her love life or lack thereof was none of Simon's business.

      “Simon's a very busy man, Ms. North. I’m sure you understand that and our rules. You’ve been living with a member of our Pack for years now.”

      Autumn rolled her eyes.

      Simon smiled widely. He reminded Autumn of a Cheshire cat.

      “And let’s not mention my duty to my Pack,” he added. “Things have been chaos for us over the past few years and I had a duty to focus on that more than my own mating. Truthfully, I wasn’t certain how this mating could be beneficial, but now that I understand my grandfather’s vision—who was once Alpha of the Cross City Wolf Pack—my focus has been renewed.”

      Bullshit.

      “Does your other duties include frequent visits to the local strip joint and whorehouse up the street from the tavern? Isn’t that where your focus resided not too recently?”

      Simon gave her a sheepish look. “I—”

      Autumn held up her hand. “I don’t even want to know because, quite frankly, I don’t care. Couldn’t you have found someone else to mate and marry while your dick was doing the talking for you for the past several years? Why insist on this now?”

      “My client owns that strip joint, Ms. North,” the lawyer interjected.

      Her annoyance flared. She took a deep breath, then released an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t give a shit. He owns that strip joint and he fucks there. I’m not a dummy.”

      Simon's lawyer cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      Simon straightened his posture, dragged his hand up through his red and auburn hair, and bit at his lip. “You and I both know that this agreement is unique and uncommon. I have to marry a human to purchase property from the County. You know how that goes already.”

      Of course, she did. Her dad had married a shifter two years after her mom died in a car crash. She was well aware of the restrictions placed on their community. She had nothing against them and truly believed they were just as entitled as humans to equal rights in this Country. Other than the fact that they shifted into wolves on impulse, she didn’t believe they were inferior to humans. In fact, her family was one of the first families to welcome shifters into their businesses and homes when their existence had first been discovered. Her dad’s tavern had been one of the few places in this town where both shifters and humans could congregate without hassle. It’s how he’d met their stepmother, Melisandra, who had worked at the tavern for years.

      “I get it. It’s plain as day now. You want to marry a human so you can buy the old estate that your grandfather lost before he died. The one he lived in when he was Alpha. The one that was seized by the County. Don’t you?” Autumn asked, and then paused for Simon's confirmation, but he kept a straight face. “I may be a human, but I know a thing or two about this Pack. That estate has been vacant for years.  And every time someone comes around to buy it, something happens mysteriously to stop them from closing on it.”

      As she processed the circumstances, the missing pieces started coming together. The former Cross City Wolf Pack Alpha had been found dead, and now the Pack was in trouble. With Simon as the current Beta, he had fair claim to compete for the position. Rumors were also going around that Simon had been involved in the extortion of money from other business owners by using his gang of followers to deliver threats if they didn’t comply. Coincidently, he’d probably scrounged up just enough money to buy the estate.

      “You have money to buy it back, don’t you?” she demanded.

      Simon clapped his hands. “Bingo. And I’ll buy it once we are mated and married. Any more questions?”

      Autumn huffed.

      “So…” Simon pushed the contract back across the table to her. “Shall we carry on with this?”

      “No, we shall not carry on with anything.”

      “Your father signed the contract,” the lawyer reminded her.

      “According to the laws, a shifter must be married to a human for six weeks before the marriage is considered valid.”

      “Exactly,” Simon said. “It’s done all the time. We take a human bride as we see fit to get what we need, stay in the marriage for the duration, and then split up. Assets are then divvied up according to the agreement set in place.”

      “But yet the documents here have been adjusted from the original terms of six weeks to one year. The difference in six weeks and one year is outrageous, just in case you haven’t noticed. The contract is re-amendable last time I checked.”

      “Revision isn’t an option at this point,” the lawyer said.

      “Things have changed since the agreement was worked up. The year-long term was placed there by my lawyer for a reason,” Simon interjected. “I’ll be acquiring more than just the old estate back. I have plans for County and possibly statewide acquisitions. These things take time. Possibly years. But with my team of professionals, I can do it within the year. Finding a human woman every six weeks to marry for money could get costly. I’m at an advantage. I already have a human woman according to this contract.” He smiled slowly.

      “You are full of yourself,” she grumbled.

      “Why so much hostility? It was my father, after all, who saved that rundown tavern of yours. At the time and despite the questionable return on investment, this agreement between our families was done with good intentions. It was intended that neither party would leave the table empty-handed after the execution of the agreement. I pick the property, you sign, we acquire. Once the year is up, you’ll have your tavern free and clear if that’s what you want. Can we make a deal on that?”

      Autumn frowned. “No. We can’t.”

      Simon sighed and his shoulders slumped slightly. “Let’s make the most of this,” he said. “Let’s be good friends. Our families were never enemies and we worked together. Didn’t your daddy tell you before he kicked the bucket?”

      “I wished that he had realized how much of a jackass you were before he got me into this mess. He never would’ve signed it otherwise,” she stated.

      “That’s what you think,” Simon said. “You don’t have many options anyway. You could refuse and renege, but what I know is that your little sister just celebrated her eighteenth birthday. Maybe…”

      “You sick, miserable sly bastard.”

      He chuckled. “One year isn’t a lot to ask, especially with what’s at stake.” Simon linked his fingers together and placed them on top of the table.

      “You’re asking me to be married to you for a year and I can hardly stand being in the same room with you for three minutes.”

      “It’s unfortunate that you’re disobeying your dead father’s orders. Although he wasn’t a member of our Pack, he was fully supportive of our ways, including the mating rituals. Now you can either cooperate or I’ll be forced to shut down that little tavern for good, and you’ll never get it back. You won’t be able to send money to your sister for her college bills anymore and that hag Melisandra will be without a job.” He grinned. “And so will you. Stick with me and you’ll be set for life, whether we continue our marriage past the year mark or not.”

      Autumn ground her fingertips into her palms. That tavern had been the family’s main source of income for years. If she followed through with her plan B of going AWOL before the mating, her decision would affect more than herself. But here she was between a rock and a hard place and Simon, his lawyer, and the contract was staring her right in the face.

      “So, it’s possible that this whole thing could be completed before the year mark.”

      “It’s quite possible if you cooperate. Remember, I pick, you sign, we acquire. In the end, what you’ll have is your tavern, debt free. You’re in a whole ass load of debt, by the way.”

      She rolled her eyes and pulled the contract toward her. Her gaze ran across the terms once more. She had read the thing over and over again already. She should have known it by heart by now. Everything in her power was telling her to stop, turn around, and flee just as she had planned.

      But she picked up the pen anyway.

      “I’ll need another day.”

      Simon groaned. “Seriously?”

      “You changed the terms, and then you forced me here without giving me a chance to call my lawyer. If you’re getting something extra out of the deal, I want something too.”

      Simon pointed to his wristwatch. “Time is money. And you do know that I don’t need your written consent, don’t you?”

      She glared at him. “Are you threatening me?”

      “No threat is required, but a deal is a deal.”

      She pulled away from the table and snatched up the contract. “I won’t sign anything as one-sided as this contract here. Give me twenty-four hours to discuss the terms with my lawyer. Stay away from me during that time or I’ll call the County Sheriff and place a restraining order against you.”

      “Twenty-four hours…starting now,” he said. “And don’t think about running…”

      “I’m not running from my tavern,” she stated, defiantly. I’m running from you.

      She half meant it, and she knew it was in her best interest to hold onto what was hers. No matter what it took. If she had to leave this town for her safety, she would. But she’d be back for what was hers.
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      “So, you need help from us to capture your Beta?” Garrett asked as he glanced out at Benjamin Sr., Alejandro, and a third Cross City wolf they’d brought with them.

      The old former Alpha, who was nearly eighty years old, nodded slowly. “He’s hard to catch, and he’s turned some of the non-ranking Pack members against their leaders. We’re leaning toward Pack disbandment.”

      “He has people working for him,” Garrett said. “I saw a handful of his bodyguards last night.”

      “They’ve kept his whereabouts a secret and whenever he’s spotted, the attempts to apprehend him always leads to altercations that increase our death count. We don’t want any more bodies. Finding dead bodies of wolf shifters all over the County doesn’t look good to the human authorities and to the shifter population as a whole.”

      Garrett gnawed at the inside of his bottom lip, still a little perplexed at how dysfunctional a Pack could become in a short period and with the absence of an Alpha. He sat on top of haystacks inside of a large barn alongside Joshua, Edward, and Rick—the three wolves who’d traveled with him. Evidently, the old man owned so much land that he barely had use for this one other than to hold secret meetings with his most trusted. It looked like the road leading to the barn hadn’t been used in months. There weren’t any animals or anything else kept inside the place. Just barrels of hay, some old beaten down farm equipment, and a few old picnic tables and benches.

      “Is there a plan b for taking him down,” Garrett asked.

      “We understand that you have a history of completing missions involving the live capture of dangerous persons,” Benjamin replied.

      “Dangerous persons? I guess you thought this through and looked at all of the evidence,” Garrett articulated, but he’d seen the hard truth. There was something morally wrong about the man.

      “We have good reasons for wanting to get rid of him. With my limited resources, I haven’t been able to capture him. We’ll take over from the point of capture.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He murdered my son, the Alpha. Calling the human authorities would only complicate things more. They won’t prosecute anyone for murdering a wolf.”

      “Wait…” Garrett said. “You think your son was murdered, instead of succumbing to his injuries in the accident.”

      “I’m certain of it. I’m even more certain that Simon is the prime suspect.”

      There were no reasons for Garrett not to believe the man. The old guy had nothing left to lose, except his life. From the looks of it, he was barely hanging on. Alejandro and the third shifter had to roll him in here in a wheelchair.

      “The cause of death was registered as blunt force trauma from being hit by a car—a rather large one—maybe even a truck. My son never even had a chance to fight for his life. He was struck while he was traveling across town in wolf form. He must’ve died instantly because he never shifted back. If one of our Pack members hadn’t driven by the accident site when he did, the County Road Commission would have had him scraped off the highway and disposed of like road kill.”

      “And what about what’s left of your council and the rest of your leaders? Have they tried to take Simon down with whatever resources you have remaining?” Garrett asked.

      “The ones who care have tried. Alejandro and Theo are the only ones I trust completely now,” Benjamin Sr. exclaimed, gesturing to the two men to the left and right of him. “Not that I don’t hold respect for the others, but it’s best to keep my plans unknown until I know for sure who has sided with Simon.”

      “Your plans?”

      “Our Pack has been declining in numbers for the past few years. If something isn’t done, not only will we have to disband, but we’ll also lose what little resources we have, and that includes real estate. I don’t have any sons left and I’m the only male left of my bloodline. At this age, I’m not interested in another mating and I can’t produce more pups.”

      “Who’s the next in line for the Alpha position outside of your bloodline…and not including Simon?”

      A hush fell over the group, and Garrett’s inquiry lingered in the air.

      “No one?” Garrett asked.

      “There are a couple others who haven’t expressed any remote interest,” Benjamin Sr. replied. “Alejandro has been our Enforcer for ten years now and doesn’t fancy breaking family tradition. His younger son is next in line. We weren’t planning on there being two suspicious deaths of the only two males groomed to take the Alpha position over the next two decades. My nephew Roger died in a construction accident last year. And now my only son is dead. Our Pack is small. We’re just shy of two hundred wolves.”

      “Then you’d rather risk your Pack disbanding than placing an interim Alpha in the position?”

      “That’s why we’re asking your Pack for help. We want to enact a union. Just like my son and I planned before he died. That hasn’t changed, but we can’t do this if we can’t keep Simon from bidding for the position.”

      Garrett and his men looked back and forth between each other.

      “As you know, this isn’t the first time a union between our Packs have been entertained,” Benjamin Sr. said. “Your late father offered us the chance to join forces about five years ago when things started going south for us. I didn’t take him up on the offer because I thought my son could turn the Pack around. I never said anything, but I forced the position on him because I believed in him. When my son failed, we started losing members. Now my son is dead and Simon—who has become a spearhead in leading the Pack down this backward path while under my son’s leadership—has made it clear that he wants us under his complete control. This isn’t about keeping the Alpha title close to home; this is about protecting our kind. The union would have ensured that. I see that now. And I didn’t take his offer when I had the chance.”

      “I remember when my dad told us about his plans,” Garrett said. “He was really counting on a union like that to build wealth for both Packs and to form a stronger alliance for putting up with any foe, human or otherwise. We’re neighboring Packs, so it would’ve worked in our best interests. That’s the extent of my knowledge. But then, I wasn’t being paid to play nice with other Packs or anyone else. I’m an outlaw and my loyalty has always been with Aspen Valley. As Alpha, playing nice and offering unions was my dad’s prerogative and now it’s my brother Dane’s responsibility. I’m not sure Dane will be so forgiving of you turning down the offer the first time or picking up where you last Alpha failed.”

      Garrett hated being so blunt to the old man, but it was the truth.

      Benjamin Sr. shook his head in disappointment. “That would be unfortunate for us. If Simon steps up, he’ll never agree to a union like that. More than likely, he’ll cause issues for your Pack down the road just like he tried to convince my son to raid another neighboring Pack for their land.”

      “I seriously doubt he’ll be causing any issues for us. We protect our borders with deadly force,” Garrett warned. “Turning Simon over to you is no problem. I’ve handled situations more difficult than this. What makes it especially easy is that it doesn’t appear that Simon will run away. He wants this Pack, which means he won’t go very far,” Garrett said. “Your issue is convincing Dane to accept that offer you’re talking about once again.”

      “I’m prepared to offer more than I did last time,” Benjamin Sr. replied. “I understand that real estate is something you have less of down in Tellevue County. I know how important land is when it comes to us wolves who like to roam free and in our natural habitats.”

      “I can’t speak for my brother,” he said.

      Yet, Garrett knew the old man spoke the absolute truth. Aspen Valley Pack had the numbers, but they were weak in the area of working capital and land. It wasn’t in Garrett’s place to reveal that information either.

      “Then you can get word to him? About our intentions once we get rid of Simon?” the old man asked eagerly.

      “I will, but how long will it take you to have a Pack that is free and clear of a leader who’d be opposed to this type of union?” Garrett asked.

      “That’s where I knew you might come in handy.”

      “Right. The research.” Garrett cast a knowing look at Alejandro and then folded his arms across his chest. “Seems like you’ve been planning a lot lately.”

      “I’ve also been saving a lot.” Benjamin Sr. pulled out a suitcase and revealed wads of cash inside. “I need Simon captured, immobilized, and brought to me. Preferably alive, not dead.”

      “I’m not a wolf slayer if I don’t have to be,” Garrett said. “I don’t end lives unless my life or the lives of any of my Pack members are in jeopardy. Just so you understand that up front. Sometimes potential clients misunderstand my intentions.”

      “I’m not in search of a slayer. I want Simon to suffer before he perishes, and that’ll be up to me. I have a connection out west that tells me what your normal rates are, and I’ve doubled it. It’s all in the suitcase. All up front. What say you? Or do I need to find another outlaw willing to do the job? I heard your brothers are in the same profession.”

      “You can consider it a done deal.”

      In under a minute, the old man sent Alejandro across the room with the suitcase.

      “I never fail an assignment, so it looks like you’ll be killing two birds with one stone,” Garrett said. “I’ll get rid of Simon and you’ll have a Pack free and clear of any Alpha to bargain with my brother.”

      “Let’s hope that your brother accepts.”

      “I’ll tell you one thing, you’ll have to bring more than money to the table.”

      Benjamin Sr. nodded. “I’ve heard the rumors that your family is well off, but hides it well.”

      “Then you know we mean business. Give me at least a week at the most,” Garrett said, turning with the suitcase in his hand. “I’ll give Dane a heads up in the meantime.”
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      “You’re leaving out on the next bus out of that town, right? You better be…” Hope’s voice sounded frantic on the other side of the line as she tried to convince Autumn to leave right away.

      “Not now…soon,” Autumn replied, stuffing handfuls of toiletries into a pink duffle bag and then rushed over to her closet. “He thinks I’m going to cooperate with him. If I can get over to the tavern and out before he realizes that Melisandra left town he won’t notice anything. I told him to stay out of my hair for twenty-four hours, but I’m not waiting around that long.”

      “I can’t believe you’re going back to the tavern!”

      Autumn sighed. “Honestly, you don’t know how relieved I am to find out that you and Melisandra are out of Cross City, but I have to go back. All of dad’s legal documents are in the safe. Even the check we just got from that life insurance policy he had is still there.”

      “So leave them…what more can we do? Dad is dead,” Hope exclaimed.

      “The old deed to the property is in there too. The one from before he made that deal with the Montagues. Maybe there’s something in there that can help us get the tavern back or, better yet, get me out of this mess. I can’t marry Simon. I can’t look at that bum ass bastard for a year. Not even six weeks.”

      “Well don’t! Just get on the bus and come stay with Melisandra and me in Montana. We’ll live off of what Melisandra managed to take from the cash vaults and then save up enough to build another restaurant like we planned. We did it once before with dad and we’ll do it again.”

      “In three hours, I’ll be on the bus. I promise. It’ll only take me fifteen minutes to pretend I’m clocking in to work. I’ll empty the safe and then head out of there.”

      “I couldn’t forgive myself if I knew you were stuck in a marriage with that scumbag while I lived it up at college.”

      “About your education…?”

      “Don’t. I’ll find another college to go to. There are plenty of community colleges out in Montana.”

      “But your scholarship—”

      “Never mind the scholarship. What about your freedom? Your freedom and safety are worth more than a five thousand dollar scholarship. The Alpha is dead and Simon is the most unfit Beta to date and he’s only pulling the Pack down with him into a sinkhole. I can’t see how all those wolves deal with him. Melisandra says the worst is yet to come. It’s best we get out while we can. Melisandra is willing to be a lone wolf without a Pack for a little bit if need be.”

      Although Melisandra was their stepmother through a mating with their dad, Autumn still respected her. The woman had taken care of their dad when he was going through some really rough times with losing a wife to an accident and with his health. They had all grown close over the years, especially after Autumn realized how much Melisandra loved her dad.

      Autumn frowned. “I wish things had been different for us. I don’t think dad had any idea what he signed up for when he made that business deal with the Montagues. I think the only thing he was really concerned about was keeping the tavern operating on a day to day basis.”

      “Yeah, well, he didn’t count on Simon growing up to be an asshole either. What’s done is done. Do what you have to do and call me as soon as you leave the tavern, okay? I want to know as soon as you get on that bus.”

      “I will. Love you, sis.”

      “Love you, Autumn. See you in Montana.”
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      Garrett should’ve known better than to visit the small tavern again where he had first seen the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack, but neither he nor Benjamin Sr. had any time to waste. He’d have to confront Simon Montague sooner, rather than later. There was still a chance that Simon could suspect something or catch wind that Garrett was after him and flee. It was too bad that Garrett didn’t catch the Beta’s scent the first night he saw the guy at the tavern. An advantage to having so many bodyguards around him was masking his scent. All he had to do was lure Simon away from his gang. And then if that failed, he’d have to confront him and his gang.

      More than half of Simon's Pack wanted him gone for good, so Garrett wondered why the guy wanted to claim the Alpha position in the first place. Then again, more than half of the Cross City Wolf Pack had left already following the news of their Alpha’s death and the threat of disbandment. There was hardly anything left of them, besides their capital…and the land.

      This time, Garrett took a seat at the bar and ordered a beer. Joshua, a guy from his crew, was right behind him. He sat off in the far right corner of the tavern. He served as backup just in case Garrett got himself into too much trouble. Actually—and eventually—Garrett would find himself in trouble. That’s what he was being paid for.

      The tavern door opened again bringing in a gust of fresh air with it. It had rained just over an hour ago, so the wind carried a humid, but strong acidic smell to it. Just enough to mask hardly anyone’s scent. Whoever entered the tavern didn’t make much noise or garner any attention. He wanted to look up, but to prevent blowing his cover, he remained seated at the bar and diverted his attention down to his smartphone. Joshua had a better view of the door anyway.

      Garrett sent him a text message: You see anything?

      Just moments after the door slapped closed, he got an alert on his phone: The city bus just dropped off two people. Women. The other went around the back. Still no sign of the Beta or his gang.

      Garrett huffed and then took another swig of his beer. He’d give it another half hour or so, but if the Beta didn’t show he’d have to go wolf hunting on private property.

      As he placed his beer bottle back down on the coaster, he caught a strong wisp of a woman’s scent. Not of acidic rain, food, or wolves, but of a very delectable human woman. She smelled of nutmeg and cinnamon. All the things that reminded him of the love of family and togetherness.

      Her scent had him rooted to the booth seat. Before he could turn around to get a full view of her, she whipped right past the bar and rushed down a narrow hallway leading to the back rooms. But there was one feature that he didn’t miss. The women had a full head of dark mahogany-colored hair. She was the same woman from the day before. Even her flawless skin reminded him of cinnamon.

      She looked behind her one time with the same fear in her demeanor she had had when he’d last seen her. As if someone was after her…

      Garrett’s wolf reared up as her scent engulfed him. His ears perked up, his mouth watered, and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. All those sensations came at him full force, causing his libido to go into overdrive and taunting his wolf. Her scent wasn’t one he’d come across before, but for some reason, his wolf side seemed almost too aggressive about going after her. He reined back his yearning for her, but if he were in true form, there would’ve been no stopping his wolf. Even now, while he was in human form, he had a hard time fully suppressing the urges of the wolf.

      “Dammit,” Garrett muttered.

      He pulled out his wallet, took out some money, and thrust a few bills on the countertop. After texting a message to Joshua that he was following a lead to the back, he got up and slipped through the crowds in the direction of the hallway.

      He found her easily. All he had to do was follow her signature aura all the way to a door clearly marked “Management”. The sign was nailed on the door and engraved in big, bold, black letters.

      She could have very well been a manager at the tavern, but why did she appear to look around so cautiously when she walked right past him to get here. No one had stopped her on the way down here, so maybe she wasn’t really in violation of entering the management offices without permission. Then again, no one had stopped him either. The security in this place was lax, probably even non-existence. But what did he expect? This wasn’t the nightclub that he was used to back home. As far as Garrett could tell, the patrons weren’t as rowdy as he’d often witnessed at LIVE.

      The door was closed, but when Garrett pressed his ear to the wood, he sensed someone moving around inside, talking on a phone. He couldn’t make out the words. Her voice was low and muffled.

      After a quick glance in both directions down the hall to make sure he wasn’t being watched, he grasped the doorknob and turned it slowly. He thought the suppressed sound of the door separating from the frame would’ve blown his cover sooner than he wanted, but the woman was knelt on the floor in front of a safe jamming documents into an oversized handbag.

      Garrett cleared his throat and the woman immediately rose up to her feet.  She spun around slowly and eyed him with a deer caught in the headlights stare.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I thought I’d come ask you the same question,” he said.

      Her gaze narrowed as she sized him up. “You’re a shifter,” she said.

      He nodded once.

      She snatched up her handbag and took a step back. “If you’ve come to take me to Simon, I’m not going. I told him to give me until tonight. I still have several hours left.”

      “I don’t work for Simon,” Garrett said, his gaze falling on the empty safe on the floor beside her. “You’ve just about emptied the whole damn safe out, haven’t you?”

      “The safe is mine. I can do whatever the hell I want with it.” She swept her gaze swept over him and then her focus dropped to his bare arms. “You’re not a Cross City wolf. You wear the mark of a different wolf pack. Who are you?”

      Not many humans understood wolf pack dynamics, so for her to look for and identify his pack’s insignia both surprised and alarmed him.

      “Garrett.”

      “Garrett who?”

      “Garrett, the wolf who caught you red-handed,” he replied.

      She swallowed visibly. “You don’t work here either. I can just as well have you arrested for breaking and entering.”

      Garrett turned slightly and pointed to the door. “Sign says management. I came to see the manager.”

      “Well, you won’t find him here.”

      “Him?”

      “Look, I don’t know what you want but I really don’t have time to make small talk with you,” she said, slipping the straps of the handbag onto her shoulder.

      “Not even ten minutes?” he asked.

      “I don’t even have ten minutes,” she said, maneuvering around a desk in an attempt to circumvent him.

      “Who are you running from?” he asked.

      The question got her attention and she stopped mid-stride. She didn’t answer.

      “I saw you with the Cross City Beta the other night,” he continued.

      She flinched. “You did…?”

      Garrett thought back to that night when she had been cornered by the jerk. He had a feeling that when he caught up to Simon again, he’d have a hard time convincing himself not to lay hands on him. And not in a good way. But his job was to hand the man over to be dealt with by someone else—not kill him.

      “When did you see me with him?” she asked.

      “Just the other night. You were about to leave, and then he had you cornered.”

      He hated that he was making her uncomfortable, but for some reason, he didn’t want to let her out of his sight. His instincts—both human and wolf—told him that she needed help and that she was scared. He wanted to help her. Not because she obviously had connections to the man he was hunting down, but because he felt propelled to do so.

      She walked briskly toward him, but the room was so small she had no choice but to come near him.

      “Answer me. Are you running from him?”

      “I don’t know you, so I can’t trust you,” she said. “My cab is on the way. I have to go.”

      “I can help you,” he offered.

      “Why would a guy like you want to help me?” she asked. Her tone came across as bitter, but she had every right to question him. He was a stranger, after all.

      “Because no woman should feel afraid…the way you feel.”

      “How do you know I’m afraid?”

      “I’m a wolf. I don’t see anyone else in the room giving off such a strong emotion.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t help me. You don’t even know me. And…Simon's dangerous.”

      “So am I.”

      “I don’t have anything to offer you.”

      “You might be surprised what you can offer me in return,” he replied.

      “I don’t have money,” she mumbled.

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Information…”

      “Information?”

      “About Simon—the Cross City Beta.”

      “You’re insane.”

      She rushed passed him.

      He caught her gently by the arm.

      “Wait—”

      “Didn’t you hear what I just said? Simon is a very dangerous man. Here’s some free information: Stay far away from him and far away from Cross City. Go back to your Pack or wherever you came from.”

      She yanked the door open and fled out of it.

      Garrett frowned, biting at the inside of his lip as he processed the information. Her warning was clear and he already had concrete evidence that the woman had every right to run. Before he risked being caught in a place where he wasn’t allowed, he exited the small office and headed back down the hallway. By the time he got back to the bar, the woman had already exited the building.

      Joshua was still seated at the same table with a bowl of French fries and a beer in front of him.

      Garrett’s phone alerted him that he had a text message from Joshua: Got anything?

      He dialed Joshua’s phone instead of texting. “The woman that just left…did you see her?” He tried to keep his voice down.

      “What woman?”

      “The pretty brunette.”

      “The one that walked in here about fifteen minutes ago? No. I’ve been watching the door since you walked to the back. No women have come and gone since then.”

      Garrett glanced around. “Well, she’s not here, but said she was leaving.”

      “Does she have information?”

      “Maybe…”

      “Hold on…I think something’s happening outside…”

      Garrett directed his gaze in Joshua’s direction just as the man parted the window blinds and peered outside. He then rose from the table with a wide-eyed stare in Garrett’s direction.

      “What’s the issue?” Garrett spoke anxiously into the phone.

      “I think we’ve got a strong lead to Simon outside. A few of his men from the other night just showed up.”

      Both men got up and headed toward the door.

      Sure enough, a yellow cab was surrounded by two pickup trucks in the parking lot. Three men that had already been identified as having an affiliation to Simon yanked the driver’s side door to the cab opened and jerked the driver out of it. He landed on the hard, dusty pavement and held up his hands in instant surrender. The woman inside—the same one who’d emptied the safe—put up more of a fight. It took Garrett only a split second to realize that the men were trying to kidnap her.

      “Let’s get ready,” Joshua said. “You said the woman had connections to Simon? They’ll lead us to him.”

      “No,” Garrett said. “We’re not using her as bait. They’re not taking her anywhere.”

      “Fuck…” Joshua mumbled under his breath. “You don’t mean to save her…? Ah Fuck.”

      Before Joshua could utter another word, Garrett propelled himself toward the men struggling to apprehend the woman. She kicked and screamed and caused so much commotion that other customers started flowing out of the bar. No one intervened. They just looked on at the altercation like they were viewing the aftermaths of a train wreck, just like the night before. What was wrong with these people? Didn’t they help their fellow neighbors?

      “Move. Step aside,” one of the men said once Garrett blocked their path. He uttered something else in his thick, Russian accent and spat on the ground.

      “Let her go,” Garrett said.

      “Are you dense in the head?” he continued. “I said step aside…wolf.”

      “And I said let the woman go. Or there will be problems.”

      The Russian wolf laughed. “Don’t you see you’re outnumbered?”

      The woman screamed again as the two men nudged her closer to their trucks.

      “Depends on how you look at it,” Garrett replied. “Only weak wolves prey on human women.”

      The Russian produced a short blade and stood his ground. “I’m only doing my job and the only thing standing in the way of me collecting my check is you.”

      “Then you and I have something in common. You can hand her over willingly or we can demonstration for the people here just how weak you are.”

      A second knife dropped from the Russian’s sleeve into his palm. “We’ll see.”

      “Garrett…” Joshua warned.

      “Leave,” Garrett said between clenched teeth. “I’ve got this. Inform the others. Meet me back at the hotel.”

      “Garr—”

      Garrett growled. “Now! Go! That’s an order.”

      Right after Joshua took off on his bike, the Russian charged him with the knife. All hell broke loose from there as Garrett and the Russian squared off. Some of the guests in the tavern came outside to view the fight, forming a small circle around them on the lot. It wasn’t uncommon for two wolf shifters to square off. People were less likely to intervene or call for help when it came to wolves. They fought all the time. It was part of their rituals. It was unlikely that anybody would be calling the human authorities to an establishment like this.

      As he wrestled with the Russian on the ground, dirt and debris flew up his nose and got into his mouth. The knife had slashed him a few times already, but the Russian never had a chance to go deep enough to cut through to the flesh. Garrett kicked the Russian across the face while he was doubled over, spitting blood on the ground. The force sent him about three feet across the lot.

      The woman never stopped screaming. She called for help even louder, now that she was being forced away from the fight, away from the crowd, and toward the trucks. At this point, the onlookers found the fight more of a priority than helping the woman.

      All it took was a one-second hesitation on Garrett’s part. The Russian slashed the blade of the knife across Garrett’s gut. This time, the blade went through the flesh. He stumbled forward holding the fresh wound as blood seeped through his shirt.

      The Russian laughed. “I let no one get in the way of me when it comes to my money.”

      “Neither do I, jerk!”

      Garrett picked up a large broken off piece of concrete from the ground and hurled it toward the Russian. The concrete block connected with the left side of his face, sending him flying back into the crowd. No one caught his fall. He lifted the half-conscious man up by the collar and knocked him out cold with his bare hands. Garrett picked up the knives that dropped to the ground and burst through the crowd.

      He threw one of the knives, embedding it into the back of one the woman’s kidnappers. The second kidnapper was already behind the wheel, but before he could get the engine started, Garrett thrust the other knife into his shoulder blade.

      By the time Garrett got the truck open, the woman was screaming something into a phone. He yanked the door open and offered her a hand.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      For a second, she looked bewildered and confused, but then she put her hand in his and got out of the truck.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, clutching the phone and her handbag to her heaving chest.

      The second kidnapper hurled himself from the truck and jerked the knife from his shoulder. After spewing a series of curse words at Garrett, the man shifted in front of the crowd and took off running. He disappeared in the woods behind the tavern.

      Garrett never let go of her hand and led her over to his bike.

      He handed her a helmet. “Your cab is gone. Get on.”

      “I…I…,” she said, trying desperately to catch her breath.

      “Your choice,” he said. “Stay here…or get on.”

      The fear had never left her eyes and Garrett wondered how long she had been living like this. On the run. And on the verge of being kidnapped and taken by someone as dangerous and morally corrupt as their Beta. He already knew what her intentions were. She wanted to escape with whatever was in that bag and from whoever those men were working for.

      Reluctantly, she put on the helmet and joined him on the motorcycle. He wasted no time as he rode off with intentions of getting her as far away from the tavern as he could.
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      “What’s your name?” the stranger asked her, once they were settled in the motel room and he’d bolted the locks.

      “Autumn,” she said. Maybe she shouldn’t have given her name so freely, but the man had saved her ass. But why?

      “Autumn. Like the season?”

      “Yes, I was born in September on the first day of Autumn.”

      He stole a glance at her and she thought she saw a hint of a smile. His dark brown hair was tousled and wet from the rain, which they’d ridden in for about five minutes before reaching the bed and breakfast on the outer edge of the city. He had to be in his early to mid-thirties. She couldn’t really tell. Except for the bruising, scarring, and tattoos that she could see, he had the most beautiful skin she’d ever seen on a man. To achieve his sun-kissed complexion, it looked as if he road in the sun for hours on end on his motorcycle. He had wide shoulders, a strong neck and jaw. His arms and hands were big. He was exceptionally tall, almost overbearing to the point of intimidation. Maybe about six feet, four inches. His eyes were hooded by a set of dark, thick lashes and his lips were full. He wore old worn jeans, heavy-duty working boots, and a leather jacket that was pulled tautly across his chest.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, who do you work for?” she asked.

      “I don’t mind,” he replied. “My brother is Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack. You could say I work for him.”

      “Aspen Valley? That’s not that far away from here. I might have been there once or twice when I was little.”

      “It’s a small town and not as big as Cross City, but we have a big Pack. No hustle and bustle. Quiet. Everyone knows everyone else’s business.”

      She smiled. “That’s the way it is here too, but maybe I just like to stay inside of my little bubble.”

      “At the tavern?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How long have you worked there?”

      “Hmmm,” she said. “My dad put me on the payroll officially when I was fourteen, but I had different side jobs to earn allowance when I was just a little girl, like changing out the menus and wrapping the silverware.”

      “Family business?”

      “Yeah. Besides your brother, have you got any other family or close friends?” she asked.

      He didn’t seem like the type to stay put and judging from the lack of a wedding ring on his finger, she figured he wasn’t married. But that didn’t really mean anything for a shifter. Most of them mated and never married.

      “I have three brothers. There’s Dane, Raoulf, and Brock. Dane’s the youngest, and our dad was the Alpha before he stepped up into the position.”

      “So does that mean the Alpha position stays in the family like with the Cross City wolves,” she asked.

      “Sort of, but not necessarily. Most Packs I know keep it in the family, but almost any other wolf can challenge for the position…if they dare.”

      “What’s your position within it?”

      “That’s pretty complicated. My duties come without rank and I prefer it that way. Before my brother became the Alpha and even when my father held the position, my brothers and I were considered wolf outlaws and we still are really. That means we roam freely and work in conjunction with the Alpha.”

      “Kind of like a lone wolf?”

      “Sort of, but I still know where my loyalties lie.”

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning cracked just outside the door and she jumped to the side. Feeling a little foolish for acting so paranoid, she wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed her elbows. Her shirt was still wet from the rain, but she figured it could have been worse. Rain beat hard on the roof of the little bed and breakfast where they sought shelter.

      “Oh…” She glanced down at her wristwatch. “And my bus just left.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That’s not your fault. All I was thinking about was getting away really,” she said.

      “Where were you headed?”

      He handed her some towels that he retrieved from the bathroom and she used it to dab at her wet face and shirt.

      “Further out west,” she replied, intentionally leaving out the state.

      He pulled off his leather jacket and tossed it aside. Her eyes dropped to his blood stained shirt.

      “You’re bleeding,” she gasped.

      “It’s fine. The cut ain’t that deep. Are you gonna tell me your story?” he asked.

      “Depends. Are you gonna tell me yours?”

      He peeled off his wet shirt and tossed it in the wastebasket by the door. Her focus waned back and forth from the two-inch slash across his tight abs to the rest of the hardcore muscles and tattoos on his chest. These marks were more intricately designed than the Pack symbols on his arms and wrists. One mark stood out noticeably from the rest. Maybe because it looked natural. Not ink, but almost like a branding or birthmark, but she couldn’t be sure. The impression was shaped like a clover, with four leaves. He had so many tattoos, and she almost wondered if the marks themselves represented his own story. Among the markings were dozens of scars and old wounds. This wasn’t surprising to her. Wolves fought all the time and she’d been around enough of them to know that they fought hella dirty. Just like Garrett had fought off Simon's men to help her escape.

      “There’s not much to tell.” He shrugged. “I’m looking for a Beta. You have information about where I can find this Beta.”

      “Why didn’t you just let his men take me and follow along?”

      “When I caught you stealing from that safe, I was serious about what I said.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “Let’s get this straight. I wasn’t stealing anything. What’s in that bag is mine. And before you get any ideas, there wasn’t any money in the safe.”

      “Were you expecting money to be in the safe?” he asked.

      She bit her lip, trying to process once again who else could have gotten into the safe beside her and her sister. They were the only ones with the key. The ledger and some of her dad’s documents were still there, but the bundle of cash was gone.

      “You were, weren’t you?” he asked when she didn’t answer.

      “It’s none of your business,” she said. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me, but if you think that I’m going to lead you to Simon, you’re wrong. I don’t ever want to see that bastard again.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He tossed his head toward her handbag lying on the bed. An unmade bed. A bed that, apparently, he’d been sleeping in. She could tell. The whole room smelled of him—almond and a strong underlying manly scent. Two pairs of work boots and one duffle bag lay on the floor beside the bed. Was he living out of a motel? Why did he bring her here?

      “Are you aware of the things he’s being accused of doing?”

      “I can only imagine. He destroys everything he touches, including our tavern—my family’s business. He’s a monster and a selfish pig.”

      He grabbed his duffle bag and threw it on top of the bed and then grabbed a flask. He splashed what looked like whiskey onto the open wound, cleaned it with a towel, and then bandaged it up with a white t-shirt he tore in half.

      “You need to get that dressed properly. It’s going to get infected.”

      “The wound will heal once I shift.”

      Uneasiness rose up in her chest. She’d seen Cross City Pack members in wolf form before, but she’d never actually seen them shift. “And when will that be?”

      “Soon as night falls,” he said. “You look a little nervous. Don’t worry. I won’t do it here in front of you.”

      “You’re lucky that healing a wound is that easy for you. I’m glad,” she said. “When the rain stops, you can give me a ride to the bus stop.”

      “I can?”

      “You will. Won’t you?”

      “Depends…”

      “Look, I need to get out of here. Simon will be after me,” she told him.

      “Not if he can’t scent you. This storm will help with that.”

      “Um…so let me see if I understand this correctly. You saved me from being kidnapped so you can hold me here,” she asked, and then crossed her arms over her chest. “Wait a minute. You’re not going to really use me as bait, are you?”

      He laughed. Actually laughed out loud. A full, hearty laugh. Deep and smooth, just like his voice. But the joke was on her and she didn’t find it funny.

      “I should’ve known not to trust you or anyone,” she said.

      “Hold your horses, I’m not going to use you as bait, but I’m not going to release you either until I know you’re safe.”

      “I didn’t ask for your safety. I just needed to get away from the tavern.”

      “From what you’re telling me, you’ll need help getting out of here. You can’t do that if you don’t have any money.”

      He was right. She had less than forty dollars in her pocket and that would only get her so far. At this point, she couldn’t even afford another bus ticket. But she wasn’t going to just ask a stranger for money outright.

      “In a day or two, I’ll have the money to buy another bus ticket. It’s been tough for me for the past few weeks. Simon took over all the tavern’s accounts and I lost complete access to them a few days ago. I can’t even view the balance or pay our vendors. I was going to use my dad’s savings from the safe to get a lawyer, and now that’s gone too.”

      “And now she talks…” he said. “What gives Simon the right to deny you access to your money?”

      She looked away at any and everything besides him. “He and I…uh…we…”

      Garrett arched an eyebrow. “I’m all ears.”

      “He now owns the tavern and…I was promised to him.”

      “Promised to him by who?”

      “My dad.”

      “And so you’re running from an arranged mating made by your own flesh and blood—your father?”

      “Simon's dad and my dad were good friends. He did it to save our business and to keep us from losing our home. I never wanted my first marriage to be this way and I’ve been trying to save up the funds to buy my way out of the contract. Just enough to buy our business back and get Simon to cancel the deal. I just couldn’t save enough. The bills just rolled in way too fast. Sometimes I wonder how my dad even managed, but then I remember all of the risky deals he made, including this arranged mating.” She sighed. “What I did have was enough to send my sister to college. I wasn’t able to leave this stupid city, but she has a better chance.”

      “You gave your sister the money intended to free you from the contract?” he asked, confusion setting in on his face.

      She nodded. “I didn’t even think twice about it. She’s my baby sister. Now, it’s too late for me. Ever since the Alpha’s death, Simon has been adamant about us sealing the deal right away. All of a sudden, he’s taken control of everything, leaving us with nothing.”

      “Except for the Pack,” Garrett said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Simon seems to be running around in circles trying to secure a very lucrative position within the Cross City Wolf Pack.”

      “Oh, I know it. And he wants to get me involved in a hurry as part of some family ritual. I should have stopped this long before he got so powerful.”

      “Has he marked you?” Garrett asked, suspiciously.

      “Marked?”

      “Have you fucked him?”

      “Seriously?”

      He waited as if asking a stranger about their sex life was the most natural thing in the world for him.

      “No,” she said, shaking the vile image from her mind.

      “Has he bitten you? Marked you in any way?”

      She shrank back. “Of course not. Have you listened to a word I’ve said? I don’t want anything to do with him. I wouldn’t let him touch me that way.”

      “If you ever let him bite or fuck you, you will carry his essence. And while the essence is there, he’ll be able to track you down just about anywhere.”

      “That’s just ridiculous,” she said. “I’m not a shifter. I’m a human. I can’t carry a wolf’s essence, whatever that means.”

      “If he claims you by biting you, you will. Essence transfers quite easily actually. That’s how most wolves claim others in the absence of a true mating if the natural imprinting hasn’t happened or won’t happen. If he physically claims you, all in his Pack will know that you’re his. Lack of a signature on a piece of paper won’t matter to wolves. Not even the law or the police will be able to help you. He’ll always be able to find you as long as his essence remains with you.”

      She shook her head. “I won’t let him do that.”

      “If he hasn’t already bitten you, he probably won’t. And it probably means that he’s not anxious to mark you just yet. I hate to say this, but I think he knows that you’d rather not leave that tavern behind. He knows you’re not going anywhere anytime soon,” he said.

      Autumn knew it; it was the truth. She would do anything to protect her family name and keep the tavern, but things had gotten out of hand over the past couple weeks. She’d risk her life, but she couldn’t risk her sister’s life in the process.

      “I won’t be used and I don’t want anything taken from me either,” she said, firmly. “The ownership of the tavern should have never been transferred completely to him. Before I knew he’d started the process, it was too late. He had the original agreement and the lawyers and courts did what was allowed by law.”

      “Then my suggestion for you is to stay far away from him.”

      “I’m trying to do that, hence why I tried to get out of this town,” she said. “It’s not that easy, though. He’s taken something away from me. The tavern doesn’t belong to him. Do you know how many years it took us to build and grow that tavern?”

      “I understand that you don’t want to let something like that go, but if you choose to stay here and fight for the tavern, Simon must be out of the picture.”

      She swallowed and a shred of hope filled her heart. “Are you saying there’s a way to get Simon out of the picture?”

      “You asked me for my story,” he replied. “I’m looking for Simon, the Cross City Beta. And when I see him again face to face, it won’t be good news for him.”

      There was a knock at the door. The sound of it startled Autumn more than the treacherous thunderstorms outside.

      Garrett turned toward the door and then looked down at his phone.

      “Who’s that?”

      “My partner. I’m gonna step out and have a word with him.”

      “In the storm?” She glanced at the windows, which were covered with curtains. Rain pounded consistently at the glass panes.

      “Won’t be my first. I’ll be right back. You think you can hang?”

      Autumn looked around the room. “I’d rather stay here than risk getting struck by lightning. Question is, will you be okay out in that storm?”

      “The wounds aren’t healing quick enough.” He pointed to his midsection. “Would you rather me shift inside?”

      “Do what you’ve gotta do. I’ll be here. And when you get back, we can talk more about this plan of yours to take down Simon and how it can help me too,” she said.

      He grinned. “Are you always this demanding?”

      She smiled. “Only with strangers.”

      He paused for a moment to study her but didn’t say a word. In fact, he didn’t make any moves to leave until his partner knocked a second time. He then stuffed his cell phone down into his back pocket and slipped outside, leaving her alone to thank God that she was still alive and out of Simon's grasp.
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      “Who is she?” Joshua asked.

      Garrett had traveled in wolf form with Joshua to an abandoned bridge just under a mile from the motel. The rain had stopped, but the skies were still overcast which meant the storm was bigger than expected. The knife wound to his gut had partially healed, for the most part. What hadn’t gone away was his driving urge to hunt and kill.

      “Her name’s Autumn. She was promised to the Cross City Beta by her father,” he said.

      Joshua’s eyes widened. “Jeez man, do they still do that type of stuff around here?”

      “Arranged pairings are becoming less frequent these days, now that our existence is out,” he said. “It’s still pretty common with higher ranking wolves, though. It takes a lot more than just the title to run a Pack these days.”

      Joshua nodded. “Kind of like what your brother Dane did with Trina to get his land back.”

      “Yeah, kind of like that. The difference is my brother cared for Trina even before he found out that she was his true mate. This is a little different. I don’t suspect that any true mating will result from Simon and Autumn.”

      “Have they…?”

      “No. She bears no markings or imprints at all.”

      “So once the storm lets up, she’ll take us to Simon then?”

      Garrett shook his head. “She’s innocent, man. Truthfully, I don’t want her involved in this any more than she already is.”

      “You trust her?”

      Garrett nodded.

      “Seriously man? You just met her. What if this is all a front?”

      “I know she’s not lying,” he said. “I saw her before I knew who she was. Simon is trying to force her into it. She knows about him and the things he’s done, and she’s been trying to flee him. Her and her sister.”

      “Force her? But her father signed a contract. Didn’t she know about this?”

      Garrett rubbed at his chin. “Her circumstances are complicated. There was more than her life on the line. That tavern back there belonged to her family before Simon took control of it. By the way, have you seen Edward? He hasn't reported in since the meeting with Benjamin Sr."

      "Naw, but I can guess where he is right about now," Joshua replied. "He was getting pretty comfy with two of those chicks down by the strip joint. He goes there nightly to fuck one of them. Probably both of them."

      Garrett shook his head. "This isn't the time for him to put his dipstick into every broad he sees."

      "Right. But then again, the guy hasn't been on a road trip like this in over a month. He's probably gotten bored with the broads back home. I'll call him again and tell him to report in."

      "If we don't hear anything from him, he's not getting his entire cut. And that’s my final word.”

      “I hear ya. Did you talk to Dane?”

      “Yeah, he says he’ll think about the old man’s offer.”

      “The offer was certainly generous. Do you know how much we could grow with hundreds of miles of territory added to our Pack?”

      “Yes. My dad understood the value when he talked about this with Benjamin all those years ago. But I understand Dane’s hesitation. He’d be inheriting an unstable Pack as well as the threat that is Simon.”

      “Our Pack was just as unstable when Dane stepped in. He turned it all around. If it weren’t for a few select humans causing trouble in our town, we’d be living in peace,” Joshua said.

      “Ain’t that the truth?” Garrett agreed. “It’s my brother’s call and I’ll leave it at that. But I already know one thing is certain. I’ve been paid to hand Simon over and anyone who has ever hired me knows that I always get the job done.”

      “If you succeed, you’ll eliminate the real threat. Our Alpha will benefit, you’ll keep your perfect track record, and can go back to living your life on the road.”

      Garrett pushed off of the brick wall. “It’s not a matter of if, but just a matter of when. The Pack’s livelihood isn’t the only thing that Simon has threatened.”

      A flawless vision of Autumn came into view. It was a memory of her that first night when she walked out from the back of the tavern. Looking back on it now, he realized that her entrance had blinded him like a bright ray of sunshine. But then Simon's mere presence and existence had ruined that. He wanted to crush Simon for treating her like a secondhand ploy to escalate to the Alpha position and secure his wealth. She deserved better. Way better. A man with a better past—not a criminal one—and a brighter future.

      And although Garrett wanted Autumn for himself, his own past was anything but squeaky clean.
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      “Oh my God! So that bastard tried to kidnap you?” Hope screamed into the phone.

      Autumn paced the motel room floor clutching the cell phone in her palm. As soon as Garrett left the room, she quickly lost her shit again and panic set in again. The only person she could think to call was Hope, but she wasn’t helping with staying cool and calm in the least bit.

      “Calm down, Hope. I’m okay. Tell Melisandra that I’m fine too. I don’t want you or her doing anything drastic. Definitely don’t come back here under any circumstances. Simon is a slick, dirty dog.”

      “Did you find the old deed for the restaurant? The one that the Montagues altered?”

      Her gaze swept over to her handbag where she had stuffed the legal documents. “I’ve got it. It looks like a photocopy though and not the original. And get this?”

      “What?”

      “The check from dad’s life insurance policy was gone.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “I’m certain I left it in there last week when the mail guy brought it in,” Autumn said. “I was going to drive out to the bank to cash it before all this shit starting happening with the Alpha being found dead and all.”

      “Well, it’s not like Simon will be able to cash it. It’s made out to you.”

      Autumn groaned. “That’s the thing, Hope. The tavern’s checking account is in my name. What’s stopping Simon from depositing the check there into an account that he has full access to.”

      “We’ll get through this. The greedier Simon gets, the more mistakes he makes. He’ll get what’s coming to him,” she said. “Who is this other guy anyway? The one that saved you.”

      “His name is Garrett. He’s a shifter from Aspen Valley. His brother is the Alpha there.”

      “But how do you know this Garrett person isn’t conspiring together with Simon?”

      “I seriously doubt that. He’s a stranger, I know, but nothing is worse than being kidnapped by that self-righteous idiot. I told Simon to give me twenty-four hours before he came for me again and he reneged on that. I’m not sure who tipped him off that I was at the restaurant, but the men who grabbed me asked me where I thought I was going and said I wasn’t allowed to leave town.”

      “So you think he knows you were planning to leave?”

      “Maybe…”

      “That bastard…I’ll send you some cash by Western Union and you can buy another ticket. Can you get to the convenience store across the street from Jackie’s Laundromat?”

      “I’m going to stay put for now. Garrett offered his protection until I get out of town, so don’t worry about it. Simon is such a coward; it’s unlikely he’ll come when he knows what he’s up against. On top of that, the Cross City leaders are onto Simon. Garrett’s been hired to track him down. I might not have to run in the meantime.”

      “So you’re betting on this guy, this shifter, to find Simon and turn him over before he gets to you? I don’t know, Autumn. This all sounds so risky. If the Cross City leaders believed that Simon could be stopped, why don’t they just stop him themselves, like right now?”

      “Something tells me that they’ve tried that already,” she said. “Simon has turned more than half of the Pack against the Alpha family. Remember what Melisandra told us? If Simon steps into the position, there’ll be nothing stopping him from the unlimited resources of the Pack, including loads of money and a whole lot of property. He has a mass mob mentally. He just takes what he wants and damns everyone else.”

      “So the Alpha family has called for outside help? This Garrett person…what’s in it for him anyway? And what does he want from the Alpha family in exchange for his help?”

      “Money.”

      “Money? What about you? What does he want in exchange for helping you? We can’t possibly pay him too.”

      “He didn’t ask me for money,” Autumn said. “This job he’s on is ongoing and top secret. If this information gets out…”

      “Right. I know. My lips are sealed. Besides, I’m halfway across the country and I’m not coming back. There’s nothing for me there now. Dad’s gone.”

      “Dad may be gone physically, but what he lived for is still in Cross City. I don’t know about you, but I fear losing everything our family has built more than I fear an encounter with Simon again. Remember how we promised Dad that we’d keep up the restaurant no matter what? He did what he had to keep the business. I can’t hate him for it. And if I run, we won’t have a family business. Dad made a mistake and he died not knowing it. I have to fix this. I have to find a way out of this contract and a way to get our tavern back.”

      “All right. I just hope that guy knows what he’s doing as far as Simon is concerned,” Hope said. “Before I left there were rumors going around that he doesn’t care about getting his hands bloody.”

      Autumn shook her head, thinking about what happened earlier that evening. If Garrett hadn’t come, she’d have probably been the one with the knife wound. She owed him big.

      “Unfortunately, it’s true,” Autumn agreed.

      “Just stay safe and away from Simon,” she said.

      “I feel safe with Garrett, and luckily I won’t be stuck in this city in the meantime. Sometime tomorrow I should be in Aspen Valley. Remember we used to go there on business runs with dad.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Garrett knows a lawyer I can talk to. I’ll call you when I get there.”

      “Okay…I’ll be up all night probably. My insomnia is back. If you need me for anything, call me.”

      “I will.”
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      Autumn stopped pacing the room when she heard the floorboards leading to the door creak. She didn’t know what it was, maybe keen instincts or something else, but she predicted that the heavy footsteps belonged to Garrett. Or maybe, she just really wanted it to be him. Sure enough, the door handle rattled and Garrett opened the door, stepping across the threshold with two large paper bags.

      “Hey,” he greeted her. “I got some food.”

      She smiled. “How thoughtful. Thanks.”

      She released a contented sigh, happy to see him back after what seemed like hours. In actuality, he’d only been gone under an hour. The sun had set only a half an hour ago, but her eyes ached and her body was riddled with fatigue. Usually, she stayed up late or worked the third shift at the tavern, but today’s events had her feeling useless and tired.

      “Hope you like pizza. The deep dish kind,” he said, holding up one of the paper bags. “But if you don’t, I also got a few sub sandwiches.” He moved near the small desk to the right of the bed and began un-bagging the items. It looked like he had purchased enough food for a party of six.

      “I’m not picky. Not when I’m hungry anyway. I talked to my sister and told her what happened at the tavern. She was worried as usual,” Autumn said.

      “Is she safe?”

      “Yes, but she wants an end to this just like we all do.” She rubbed at her brow, trying to ward her headache away. “This all seems so surreal. I’m just honestly glad that this is happening to me and not her. My sister is having enough problems as it is dealing with her insomnia. Not to mention she’s had heart issues since she was a newborn.”

      “It’s stressful, I know. For both you and your sister.”

      “Thanks for everything,” she said, at the risk of sounding like a broken record.

      “You’ve been through enough today. Let’s refuel…eat. Rest. I’ll sleep outside tonight or get you another room if you’d feel more comfortable. First thing tomorrow morning, I’ll call the family lawyer. He’s a shifter like me, so he knows what we’re dealing with and would be willing to help you get your tavern back, free and clear, from Simon. I’ll get one of the guys to take you out to Aspen Valley to meet with him while I corner that bastard here before he takes off.”

      “I don’t mind taking the couch tonight. You’ve done enough for me.”

      “It’s not a problem. You take the bed. I’ll have room service bring over some fresh sheets.”

      They turned to the food in front of them. “This is a lot. Do you really eat this much?”

      He laughed. “I could eat all of this in about an hour. My food expenses are always sky high. It’s mostly why I do what I do to make a living. A man has gotta eat.”

      “What exactly do you do for a living?” she asked, slipping into a chair.

      He pulled up a chair and sat right alongside her. “Outlaw-ish stuff.”

      “Oh, come on. Do you think I know what an outlaw does?”

      “An outlaw does whatever it takes. We do more than cause trouble.”

      “Makes sense, considering what you have planned,” she commented.

      “Exactly. The only thing about this job is that I’m certain a positive change will come from it,” he said.

      “You didn’t look like a bad guy anyway.”

      “That’s the thing, sweetheart. I can convey myself in any way I choose to get a job done.”

      She rested back in her chair and tilted her head “Are you saying that I shouldn’t trust you?”

      “You can trust me to get a job done. Besides that, I’m just a lone wolf.”
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      Garrett still couldn’t believe how beautiful Autumn was and how much she'd affected him since he'd met her. Every hour that she was in his presence, he grew fonder of her. Last night had been hard for him with her sleeping in the bed just three feet away from him while he lay on the couch. He barely got any sleep thinking about her. All he wanted to do was protect her and suddenly getting rid of Simon became more of a priority for him. Not because of the money, but because it mattered to him that Autumn was safe and happy.

      And he wanted her all to himself.

      She slid her half empty fry basket to the side and pulled the glass of water from the middle of the table towards her.

      “About this mating thing…I’m curious,” she said.

      At the mention of the word “mating”, Garrett glanced up sharply across the table at Autumn. She was running her fingers up and down the sweat of the glass of chilled water, drawing patterns as she went. She seemed to have a lot on her mind, but he could tell she was holding many of her frustrations inside. With everything she’d gone through over the past years, she’d come out a strong woman. Most women Garrett knew would’ve caved under the circumstances. But not Autumn. She was content on fighting for that tavern with everything she had.

      She had no problems shifting the attention to him. All humans were slightly curious about shifters, but not all of them knew enough about them. However, their mating rituals usually weren’t something Garrett got asked about. Most of the time, women wanted to see him shift just for the hell of it, which was a no-go for him. To date, no human woman had ever seen him shift into his wolf.

      “Ask away,” he said.

      “What exactly is it? This mating, biting, and imprinting business.”

      “Well.” He rubbed his hands together, thinking of the best way to put shifter things into perspective for a human. “There are differences between the three. Among our kind, matings are often referred to as a permanent and irrevocable union between true mates. The only way to find out if one is a true mate is to first imprint on someone. If the union is a true mating, the imprint will become permanent and a birthmark will be transferred between the two. Biting someone, on the other hand, will mark him or her temporarily. It’s imprinting without the sex, but it doesn’t hold the same weight. Usually, it’s done when two wolves who seek to track each other, either voluntarily or involuntarily.”

      “I see. So marking by biting or imprinting aren’t really permanent unless the two are true mates?”

      “That’s right. Under the usual conditions, imprinting is only temporary.”

      “How does the imprinting happen?”

      “While having sex, a wolf’s essence will transfer to his or her lover. If at least one of them is a shifter, the union creates a sort of chemical imbalance in both the male and the female. The couple can continue to have sex, which means it will just take longer for the imbalance to correct itself, or they can wait it out.”

      “Chemical imbalance?”

      “Increased sex drive, carnal cravings. The urge to continuously have sex with this person. The outcome is more emotional and psychological than anything else. One of the main instincts of our kind is to find a mate and have offspring, so naturally, the imprinting occurs to ensure that we keep having sex with women until they’re pregnant with our pups. While the imprints remain intact, both will continue to crave the other. It leaves them in a constant state of arousal.”

      “Then what if a pair only has sex once and chooses to wait it out. Do they walk around horny all day until the imprints fade?”

      He laughed. “Basically. The imprint lasts about a week. Wolves learn how to abstain in the absence of the person they imprinted on, but humans are a different matter altogether.”

      “You know, I’ve heard the stories about how some of my friends seek out shifters to have sex with to take them on this sexual high like it’s a drug.”

      “The stories are true,” he said.

      “I’ve even seen a few hookups at the tavern.” She blushed. “I mean, I don’t see them having sex, but I’ve overheard women openly propositioning shifters for sex.”

      Her scent intensified, causing him to shift uncomfortably in his chair. Her interest in the sex life of shifters made him react in ways that he’d normally be able to suppress. But there was no suppressing the sudden smell of her arousal or the hard evidence of his—two things that simply wouldn’t go away.

      He breathed in and out steadily and then looked around the room to make sure no one was witnessing his meltdown.

      “Have you ever been propositioned like that…for sex?” she asked.

      Garrett caught a glimpse of the small smile that momentarily crossed her lips. Her eyes were filled with innocence, but asking him about his sex life was anything but innocent. He cleared his throat and prayed to God that his dick wouldn’t burst through the fly of his pants and reveal just how turned on he was.

      “Do you really want the answer to that question, sweetheart?”

      “I could see women asking a man like you.” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “You know what? I’m being rude. I talk to a lot of shifters like you at the tavern, but not like this.”

      “It’s not rude at all. In fact, it’s perfectly normal to be curious about what you don’t know and what you haven’t yet experienced.”

      “My dad was married to Melisandra and she’s a shifter and they never talked of imprinting and all that stuff,” she said. “When wolves find their true mates, wouldn’t that be like imprinting times ten? I couldn’t imagine walking around wanting to have sex all the time.”

      “Pretty much, but it’s not like that all the time. Over time, true mates have managed to control their urges when they’re not together. The difference is that true mates carry each other’s birthmarks. All shifters have them, but not all humans do.”

      “I don’t have a birthmark or at least I’ve never seen one on me anywhere.”

      His gaze swept over her flawless skin and he imagined for a moment what she would look like naked and writhing beneath him. Why did he suddenly feel the blinding need to fuck and imprint on a woman? He’d held those urges in for so long, only succumbing when he and the wolf inside of him had built up too much aggression, usually right after a job was completed. Autumn brought out the side of him that wanted to imprint because of a wolf’s need for companionship and natural mating urges. His wolf was sending out pheromones all over the place. Even the couple of shifters sitting and eating inside the small deli were beginning to take note.

      “Have you ever mated like that with anyone that could have been your true mate?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re single? No girlfriend or anything?” she asked, as a heated blush spread across her cheeks. “Sorry, that’s not of my business.”

      “No, it’s fine and yes, I’m single. I never really stay put long enough to get involved with any woman on a long-term basis.”

      “So you have sex with them once and then leave them…aroused for several days?”

      He chuckled. “You’re persistent, aren’t you? Actually, yes…I’m not the type to stick around because of my profession.”

      “Well, at least you’re honest,” she said.

      “I’m honest when it matters the most.” He winked. “I don’t go around telling all women that I’m a shifter and that if they have sex with me, they’ll have the urge to fuck me day and night for days afterward.”

      “Okay,” she said, and then pressed her lips together cautiously. “But that would probably be icing on the cake for some women.”

      “Yeah, it probably would be, but I doubt they’d want a wolf outlaw,”  he replied. “And quite frankly, I don’t know if I ever want to put any woman through the commitment and stress that my job requires. Being away from home most of the time. That sort of stuff. I don’t want to hurt anyone again.”

      “Again?”

      Garrett shifted in his seat, realizing how easy it was to talk to Autumn, even with the dozens of questions she’d asked him so far. He didn’t know whether he should see this as an advantage or disadvantage. He was more propelled to tell her the truth about himself than any other woman he’d met before. It was strange. Her signature scent of nutmeg and cinnamon continued to fuck with his reasoning and his judgment. And that scared the shit out of him. He had an important job to do with a deadline, but all he could think about was getting Autumn to safety.

      “I had a long term relationship before.”

      “What happened?”

      “I put my work before her. I admit it now, but I couldn’t before. She wanted to settle down. She wanted me to give up my lifestyle, along with my profession, because it was too stressful for her. I met her when I was twenty-one and we spent a year and a half together while I trained to become an Enforcer for my Pack. At the time, dozens of shifters were in competition for only a handful of Enforcer positions. Needless to say, I didn’t take the Enforcer job I was offered. Neither did my brothers. We made a pact with each other that we’d defend from the outside of our Pack versus the inside. I joined them with one universal mission of seeking justice for all shifters, whether it involved humans conspiring against us or our own kind threatening our existence and going against our customs. We were, and are still, known as wolf outlaws to those humans that know about us. We’re also mistaken for lone wolves most of the time.”

      “When you say that you’re protecting your own kind from threats to your existence and going against customs, do you mean like what Simon's doing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Melisandra used to say the same thing about Simon. She stopped going to the pack meetings a long time ago when Simon became the Beta.”

      “His actions ignore the rules that have been in place to protect us. He’s being accused of murdering his Alpha. That’s the same thing as a vice president conspiring to murder the president. It’s just not done. If we fail to govern ourselves, others will step in and try to take that privilege from us. Based on history, humans with power have been known to strip our rights from us under the assumption that we’re all wild animals and uncontrollable.”

      “You know what I think? I think you’re one of a kind and that you’re brave for doing something for your Pack that not everyone can or will do,” she said, her eyes lighting up with compassion. “To risk your happiness for something like this takes a whole lot of courage.”

      He smiled. “I’m happy doing it, so I’m not risking too much.”

      “Just your time and your life…your love life,” she replied.

      He nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Was she your true mate?”

      “Who? Donna?”

      “Donna?” she inquired. “Was that her name?”

      “She wasn’t. And if she were, there would’ve been nothing, not even my choice of job that could’ve prevented us from being together. It’s different for true mates. It’s like we’re preprogrammed for this special person that completes us. Dane says it feels like she’s your other half. You can’t live without her. Nothing will stop you from being with this person. The fucked up part about it is that true mates are also hard to find. There’s no guarantee that we’ll ever find one in our lifetime. Maybe one in fifty of us ever finds our true mates.”

      “Wow. So what happens if you don’t find your true mate?”

      “We go on with our lives. You can be with someone even if they aren’t your true mate and you can also love them just as fiercely.”

      “Like Melisandra and my dad.” Her gaze dropped to the table. “When I first met her I was skeptical about her intentions. She spent so much time with my dad while he was supposed to be grieving our mother, but she also helped him get through a tough time.”

      “We all need someone like that in our lives,” he said, meeting her gaze.

      “Yes, we do.”

      “We should get back on the road. A driver will meet us near the county line. He’ll take you to see Johnston, the family lawyer. I’ll stay here and follow the lead you gave me about Simon. You can stay at my lodge in Aspen Valley while you get things straightened out. I don’t think you should return to Cross City until everything is settled. I mean, really settled.”

      “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t want to be in the same city with Simon anymore. The sooner he’s gone, the sooner I can revamp the tavern.”
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      Autumn had been scared as heck the first time her dad had taken her riding on his motorcycle. At the time, she was barely a preteen. In his lifetime, he’d had a total of three riding accidents that put him in the hospital and gave everyone a good scare. Well, everyone except for him. Despite the incidents, he rode the motorcycle to work nearly every day. To this day, she was still cautious about bikes—and the bad boys who rode them. While riding with Garrett, her arms wrapped around his waist and her chest pressed against his back, she felt secure. But she hadn't let her guards down completely. She still worried about whether she'd truly be free and clear of Simon and that stupid arranged mating deal. Every day there was a setback, but as soon as she thought she was doomed to give a year of her life to Simon, something happened in her favor that gave her more time to fight the issue. She knew her luck was running out, but she was never the type of woman to give up easily.

      Simon had already demonstrated that he was far more dangerous than she had first realized. His threats and hurried attempts to mate on his terms, only proved that she'd have to take extra precautions. Especially if getting the tavern back meant living in the same town with him. Maybe luck was on her side yet again with Garrett’s new plan. Or maybe not.

      She sighed and condensation fogged the helmet visor.

      Garrett turned his head slightly. "You okay?" he asked, projecting his voice above the furious flow of the wind.

      She nodded.

      "We're almost there."

      She was ready to meet his lawyer, but she wasn't ready to leave Garrett. Not just yet. They had only just met and she wanted to learn more about him and about his life as a wolf shifter. If all that he said was true about his intentions to remain a bachelor because of his profession, she wasn't sure how receptive he'd be to the idea of ever seeing her again. He'd said it himself—he never stuck around long enough for any long-term relationship to develop.

      They rode another fifteen minutes before she began to recognize her surroundings. The lake they were approaching flowed between three neighboring counties. When she was younger, her family used to come out here almost monthly to go fishing or swimming. That was before times got rough before mom died in that car accident, and before things went south with the tavern.

      Garrett slowed down a bit and snatched off his helmet. He turned off of the main highway down a long winding road and looked off into the distance.

      “There,” he said, lifting a chin in the direction of a white sedan parked near the side of the road. “Our driver is here.”

      He rolled to a complete stop next to the car, cut the engine, and helped her off the bike. She pulled her own helmet off and gave it back to him.

      “Whew. Finally. You’re a good driver and all, but others on the road…not so much,” she joked.

      He grinned. “Yeah, you’ve gotta look out for the folks who should’ve never been granted a driver’s license.”

      He knocked on the tinted windows of the sedan and then glanced around nervously. The driver had yet to reveal himself.

      “So, where’s the driver?” she asked.

      Garrett frowned. “He’s supposed to be here.” He sniffed at the air and a look of dread swept over his face. He leaned down and retrieved a handgun from the inside his boot.

      “You were carrying a gun?” she shrieked. It was the first time she’d seen someone, up, close, and personal—clutching one the way he did.

      “Something’s not right,” he said. “Stay close to me.”

      They circled around the car. When they reached the front, she spotted red smears on the hood and the headlamps. Blood. There wasn’t a lot of it. But still…

      “Oh God.”

      “Dammit,” Garrett exclaimed.

      A dead man lay on the ground in the tall unkempt grass. It appeared that he’d succumbed to his wound—a shot to the chest. His hands looked ice cold, gray, and rigid as he clutched his chest near the point of entry.

      Autumn screamed. A blood-curdling scream that rung out across the field. She doubled over in panic and hurled dry air. She tasted the remnants of her breakfast, but nothing came up.

      Garrett knelt next to the man and took his pulse. “He’s been dead a while.”

      “Who would do this? Was that the lawyer?”

      “No. Jack was his driver.” He rose swiftly with the gun still gripped in his hands. “We’ve gotta get out of here. I think we’ve been compromised.”

      Not even a split second later, a distant sound caught in Autumn’s ears. The deep rumbling of an engine grew louder as it advanced in their direction. A black pickup truck burst out from the wooded area and across the tall fields of grass and came barreling right at them.

      Her mouth went dry. Her chest tightened and heart slammed repeatedly against her breastbone. She swung her attention to Garrett, hoping that he had an explanation for this. Any kind of explanation. She saw a different Garrett than the man that had saved her. His eyes had turned dark, almost black. His lips were pulled taut. The uneasiness on his face changed to a look of horror.

      “Garrett…what’s going on?” she asked.

      He grabbed her arm and began backing her up in the direction of the motorcycle. “We’ve got company. Bad company. Stay back behind the car and I’ll handle this.” He fished another small handgun from under his shirt and shoved it into her palm. “If anyone or anything comes at you, shoot ‘em.”

      “Oh God.” She trembled, nearly dropping the gun.

      She did as he said, rushing back to the edge of the highway. She slipped behind the white sedan, the gun shaking in her hand.

      Dust billowed up and carried on the wind toward her. Her mouth was already dry as heck and her lungs were burning from exertion. The dust stinging her eyes only made it worst.

      The black pickup truck came to an abrupt halt just five feet in front of Garrett. Two men jumped out. One of them was holding a gun. The second man reached into the backseat and pulled out a hostage who had been blindfolded and had his hands tied behind his back.

      Autumn shielded her eyes from the blazing hot sun with her hand and almost couldn’t believe her luck when she spotted Simon out in the field, shoving the hostage forward.

      Oh, my God. This was all her fault. The driver had died because of her. Someone else was in trouble because of her.

      “Well, well, well…” Simon drawled.

      “Let Edward go. He did nothing wrong.” Garrett growled.

      “Oh, really now?” Simon replied. “Because I know a couple of women back at Mina’s strip joint who beg to differ. He’s a rough one, bruising and manhandling the goods and all that. I take great pride in making sure my broads are presentable, so I can’t have him biting them.”

      “Dammit, Edward,” Garrett said, between clenched teeth.

      “Get out of here, Garrett. Don’t try to save me. Just go,” Edward told him.

      Simon's driver clipped Edward across the face with his gun. The impact of the hit sent spit and blood spewing across the ground.

      “We told you not to talk,” Simon said. “You’ve done enough of that.”

      “What did you tell them, Edward?” Garrett demanded.

      Edward spat blood on the ground. “I—”

      Simon retrieved a small knife from his front pocket and shoved the sharp blade in Edward’s shoulder. Edward hollered in pain and then snapped his mouth shut.

      “He didn’t have to tell us anything.” Simon threw a small object on the ground in front of Garrett. A cell phone. “It took us a couple hours to break the encryption and decode his messages.”

      “You’re Simon, aren’t you?” Garrett inquired. “I’m going to put a bullet in your head if anything happens to him.”

      Simon's driver lifted the gun, targeting Garrett’s chest.

      “I beg to differ,” Simon said. “You have something that I’ve already laid claim to.” His gaze lifted then traveled the short distance to where Autumn was hiding behind the sedan.

      Shit.

      “Bullshit. She doesn’t belong to you.” Garrett moved forward toward his intended target—Simon. “Leave her out of this.”

      “She’s been promised to me. I have the papers to prove it.”

      “Fuck your papers. She’s mine.”

      Simon took a step back. “Not so fast. You can’t claim her. There’s already an existing claim on her. I don’t know how it’s done down in the backcountry where you live, but around these parts, the first to claim a bitch gets the bitch.”

      “Do you think I give a fuck about your claim?” Garrett replied.

      “I’m here to give you a choice. You can take this low-life can’t keep his dick in his pants mutt back with you and get the hell out of this town or you can attempt to steal what I want and I’ll kill him.”

      “No deal.”

      “A member of your Pack is already lying dead on the ground. Don’t think I won’t have Charlie here put another bullet in both of you. Killing you would be my pleasure, and it’ll definitely serve as a message to your Alpha that you can’t just come running up in our territory uninvited. I’m not as generous as the last Alpha.”

      “I take it that you’re aware of the accusations about you concerning the last Alpha,” Garrett pondered.

      “Hmmm, yes, I’m aware that members of my own Pack are trying to implicate me, but each incident has been dealt with swiftly. Anyone who has a problem with me can get out or die. The doors are open for them to leave.”

      “For them to leave and for you to claim the Alpha position…is that your plan?”

      “Haven’t I made my intentions clear enough? I want what’s mine and what I deserve according to the laws of ascension. If you take this bitch over the border, you know very well what that entails, don’t know?” He didn’t give Garrett a chance to respond. “You don’t come onto my territory and cherry-pick what you want.”

      “Nothing’s stopping me from ending you right now,” Garrett snarled. “I’d be in my best interests to do so.” He raised the gun.

      Simon shoved Edward roughly into the ground. “Shoot him,” he ordered Charlie, the man with the gun.

      Not even a second passed, before Charlie put a bullet in Edward’s side.

      “No,” Autumn screamed.

      Edward writhed on the ground for a moment before rolling over onto his hands and knees. Then he began to shift. At least, that’s what it looked like he was doing from Autumn’s position.

      A full-grown wolf pounced out from the same spot where Edward once knelt. The wolf rushed the shooter and chaos ensued.

      Garrett turned and growled at her, “Get out of here.”

      She didn’t bother responding or resisting when she witnessed him dropping to his knees and tearing off his shirt.

      Bones cracked and shifted, limbs lengthened and reformed, fur appeared where there was once cloth and skin. The second half of the transformation happened swiftly and rapidly, as if by magic. The only human on the field was Autumn and the dead man on the ground. But was he really human or was he wolf like the rest of them? Either way, he was dead.

      Autumn held up her gun and shot a few rounds in the air in an attempt to stop the chaos. The wolves didn’t care. They were too busy trying to tear out each other’s throats out. While she was standing there, yelling for them to stop the fighting or she’d call the police, one of the wolves with auburn-colored fur came charging at her. At this point, she couldn’t tell who was who. She released a blood-curdling scream and raced in the other direction, but the wolf mowed her down.

      Its claws were on the ground and she was between its legs. Its fangs were bared and he snapped and growled at her. Spit and sweat flew into her face and she shielded herself, trying to shove the wolf off of her. The animal was heavy as hell and had to have weighed at least two hundred pounds, maybe more.

      She stretched her arms outward, trying to reach the gun that had fallen on the ground next to her. She was too far away to reach it and she scratched at the ground, only bringing up grass and dirt.

      Suddenly, a load of weight lifted off of her and she saw blue skies and clouds again. When she regained her focus, she spotted the wolf that had been on top of her being tackled by another. The wolf who’d saved her had deep brown fur with hints of white at the throat. The eyes somehow reminded her of Garrett, and in that instant, she knew he’d saved her. Again.

      As the wolves fought in the middle of the field, Autumn acted quickly. She raced back to the front of the car and yanked the door open. The keys were on the floor mat as if someone had dropped them while they were getting out. There was blood on the inside of the car. On the doorknob. On the steering wheel.

      Autumn managed to get the keys in the ignition and started the engine. She slammed her foot on the gas and the car lurched forward. When she glanced in the rearview mirror, she spotted a wolf chasing the car. It was the wolf with the auburn colored fur who’d jumped her.

      “Oh God, please.” Don’t let it catch up to me.

      But her plea wasn’t answered in that moment. These wolves were big, fast, and not like any other regular animal. She’d heard they could run up to speeds of sixty miles an hour. The loose gravel on the road made it difficult for the little sedan to catch any real traction or speed.

      The wolf had caught up to the driver’s side window. Suddenly, it lunged upward at the car. She jolted to the right in an effort to prevent contact with its gaping jaws but lost control of the wheel. The car jerked and flew off of the highway into a ditch. The impact was more painful than she anticipated. She bit down forcefully and tasted blood. Her blood. A ringing sound resonated in her head and her eardrums pulsed wildly. She was stuck in the car between the ditch and the doorframe. Her leg hurt like hell. Something was holding it down. Still, she wasn’t prepared for what was to come next. She felt the lick of a cold tongue on her forearm and then canines sinking deep into her flesh, causing the most excruciating pain ever.

      “Ahhh,” she screamed, immediately jerking her arm away, but it was too late. The wolf had already bitten her.

      A few gunshots rang out in the distance and then there was silence.

      The next face she saw brought back a shred of hope. It was Garrett.

      Her voice was too hoarse and dry to form words, her tongue felt too heavy to lift, and she was too weak to get up. She lifted her arm slowly and tried to reach out to him…

      The pain was too much for her and her head was spinning out of control.

      Autumn never remained conscious long enough to experience what happened next.
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      After one of the Pack doctor’s left the cabin, Garrett took in the sight of the resilient, beautiful woman on his bed. Autumn surprised him in more ways than one. Something he didn’t tell her the other day when she had been asking so many questions about his love life and sex life was that ever since that painful breakup ten years ago, he rarely dated human women—women who wouldn’t understand his nature. And in the case of Autumn, his mating and possessive urges.

      While bringing Autumn to his home, Garrett realized that he wanted to keep her safe more than he wanted to complete his assignment. After all, he’d let his prime target get away so that he could get her help for her injuries. She hadn’t opened her eyes since he pulled her from the vehicle. Even now, he missed her giving him the ninth degree on his wolf anatomy and the sound of her voice.

      Garrett took a lock of her hair between his fingers while she slept peacefully and lifted the strands to his nose. Her scent would not leave him. It was somehow ingrained in his memory and even if he wanted to he couldn’t possibly forget it.

      His phone vibrated on his hip. He reached down to view the caller ID. Dane Magnus. It was the call he’d been waiting for.

      He pulled the covers up over Autumn’s chest, exited the room quietly, and took the call.

      He was outside on the back porch before he spoke a word. “Hey, brother.”

      “Garrett? What’s going on? I tried to call you last night but the phone went straight to voicemail. We have a mission we kind of need your help on.”

      “Yeah. Understood. I’ll do what I can. Since the last time we talked I kind of got myself in a bind.”

      “Yeah, I heard. Edward’s sister has been calling me all afternoon about her brother being shot and bitten during the attack near County Line Road. I had to ensure her that our Packs weren’t at war. In fact, I’m still considering Benjamin’s offer. I have no gripes with the Cross City Wolf Pack, I just need time to weigh these things. What the hell kind of trouble did you guys cause in a matter of days?”

      Garrett dragged his fingers back through his hair. “There was a setback in my plans. I was escorting someone out of the city when Simon—the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack—followed and attacked us. He killed the driver that Johnston arranged to meet us by the time we got there. Words were exchanged between Simon and me, and we got into it. Edward and I made it out, but we had to flee the scene on foot. Simon had an Omega from his Pack with him who put a bullet in Edward. Needless to say, I ripped out his throat after he shot me in the shoulder while I was fighting Simon. If I hadn’t dived out of the way, the wound could have been fatal for me. ”

      “You fought with the Cross City Pack Beta? Montague’s the last name, right? Isn’t this the same guy you’re supposed to apprehend?”

      “Yes. The woman that I’m helping turns out to be their Beta’s arranged mate. He came after her. Quite frankly, I don’t even think he knows that I’m the one his Pack leaders hired to capture him. He thinks that I came onto his territory to ruin the chances of him going through with his claim on Autumn.”

      “Shit! And you let him get away. Seriously?”

      “When Simon realized that he couldn’t get to her, he bit Autumn and took off in a truck. I had to choose between running him down and helping the injured. Edward was healing, but I couldn’t leave her in the ditch. That wasn’t the first time they’ve tried to take her.”

      “Are you home now?”

      “Yes.”

      “With the woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s bitten her and you know what th—.”

      “I know. The bite will allow him to track her anywhere.”

      “Track him…and you now that you’ve got her,” Dane added.

      “If he steps a foot on my property or lays another hand on Autumn, I’ll kill him. There’ll be no live capture or reversion of the target to Benjamin. If he comes here, he’ll be a dead man on site.”

      Dane scoffed into the phone. “He killed one of our Pack members. I’m not forgiving that. I have some of my Enforcers and about a dozen others monitoring our borders. He won’t be able to slip pass anyway. If he comes near them, you’re damn right he’ll be a dead man on site. I’ve already given the orders.”

      “I hope you’re right because I don’t want to commit another murder if I don’t have to,” Garrett replied. “The only reason I haven’t gone back to maul that bastard to death is because I’m watching over Autumn. As soon as I know that she’s safe and well enough to be on her own, I’m heading out again.”

      “I can send some wolves out to your house if you need some extra security,” Dane offered.

      “Thank you, brother. I’d appreciate that.”

      “In the meantime, I need you to be thinking about taking on one of the Head Enforcer positions. I’ve been looking into it, and if I accept Benjamin’s deal, that means more property and an increase in our population. There aren’t many who are qualified to do what I need them to do, but you are.”

      Garrett paced the floor. Dane knew damn good and well that becoming an Enforcer meant giving up his famed outlaw belt and settling down in his Pack.

      “Now’s a fine time for you to bring this matter up,” he said.

      “I am the little brother, after all, and you swore to protect me,” Dane said.

      Garrett could see him grinning on the other end of the phone right now.

      Dane continued, “I need the help. I trust my family above all others with important matters. Besides, father always wanted us to run the Pack together. That’s why he tried to keep his sons together. Even though he couldn’t rule as long as he wanted, he succeeded. Even with our differences of opinions, we’ve always looked after each other.”

      “Indeed. We have.” Garrett nodded. “I’ve gotta job to complete and if the pay is right, I’ll entertain your offer when I get back.”

      Dane chuckled. “I’ll be prepared for negotiations.”

      Garrett grinned. “Ditto. Bring your A-game.”

      “Well, let me get back to work. You’re not the only one in a bind,” Dane said. “I’ve got a possible solution to stop the eminent domain takeover planned on one of our tracts of land. Soon as that’s done, I’ll give old Benjamin a call.

      “Talk to you later, brother.”
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      Sharp pain throbbed at Autumn’s temples and she pressed her hand to her forehead as her vision adjusted slowly to her surroundings. She sat up on the bed and leaned against the headboard. Her right arm was partially wrapped in some cloth bandages. The muscles were sore, but the main source of pain was her throbbing headache.

      She looked around at unfamiliar surroundings.

      “Where the hell…?”

      She was in a room she didn’t recognize. On a bed she didn’t recognize. What she did recognize was the telltale sign that Garrett had been in the room. His potent almond scent was everywhere. Her memories came crashing back to her like a movie on fast replay, but only in reverse. The last thing she could remember was seeing Garrett’s face and then passing out.

      As a wave of heat and nausea hit her, Autumn shoved the blankets off of her and swung her legs over the bed. Her toes connected with the cold hardwood floors. The room was small and cozy. The curtains had been pulled closed so she couldn’t tell if it was night or day but she had that sick-in-the-stomach feeling like she’d overslept. She was wearing an oversized shirt that came past her knees. Thank God that her bra and panties were still intact. Oh shit! They weren’t even matching. The bra was black and her panties were a peachy shade. At least these were the pair that didn’t have any rips or holes or anything. She really needed to buy some new matching underwear to be prepared for the next time she got into a car accident, had to go to the hospital, and people had to disrobe her or something. It seemed she was running out of what luck she had left around every corner she turned.

      Autumn groaned.

      She inspected her body, looking for any other wounds. Except for some slight bruising on her knee and her bandaged arm, everything appeared normal. Or not…

      The horrid image of a wolf biting her assaulted her memories like a slap in the face. She couldn’t believe a shifter had bitten her. She’d practically lived her whole life among them. Who in their right mind would run down and bite a human? She already knew the answer to that and the memory was clear. The wolf had red and auburn fur. Her biter was Simon. She lifted the edge of the bandage and peeked under it to see exactly how much damage he’d done. The skin there was puffy and a little red. She tried to peel it back some more…

      The floorboards creaked just outside the doorway. The doorknob spun slightly to the right. Feeling naked, she lifted her legs back onto the bed and covered her exposed thighs with the blanket.

      Garrett entered the room holding a small tray with some fresh fruit, a sandwich, and a bottle of water on it.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to see you.”

      “Hey, I’m glad you’re up. I meant to be here when you woke up, but I had to take a call. How are you feeling?” he asked, kicking the door closed behind him and then setting the tray on the nightstand near the bed.

      “This headache is killing me, but I’ll be okay. How long have I been sleeping?”

      “Since yesterday.”

      She gasped. “Since yesterday? What time is it?”

      “Almost eleven,” he said. “In addition to the accident and with everything that’s been going on, I think you were extra tired. Doc said it was okay to let you sleep.”

      “Yes, I was tired. I guess.”

      He lifted a small bottle off the table with some pills inside and showed her the label. “Aspirin. The family doctor just left. He checked your vitals, blood pressure, and everything. You’re tough. You’re going to be fine. He says you should limit your activity outside the home, though. He wrote you a doctor’s note for work before I told him what really happened and why you were with me.”

      Autumn chuckled. “You know, I probably will need an excuse for the days I’ve been out. I own an itty-bitty small stake in the restaurant, but I’m still on the payroll. Simon's payroll.”

      He frowned. “After what he did to you, that jackass needs to be staked in the heart. Don’t worry. You’ll have your restaurant back, and then you’ll be the boss.”

      “I hope so.” She lowered her stare, avoiding his eyes. She took an aspirin pill from him and swallowed it with some water. “Simon was the one that bit me.” It was more of a statement than a question, but she was still a little shocked about everything that had happened.

      He nodded and then took her arm gently. “It’s healing already.” He untied and began to unwrap the bandage. “Still a little swollen though. The thing about a bite from a wolf shifter is that the healing properties from the wolf are transferred with the bite.”

      When he revealed her arm, she noticed some faint marks from the wolf’s canines. Garrett was right. The bite wound had sealed miraculously as if an animal had bitten her months ago.

      “That’s so weird,” she mumbled.

      “Yes, but what also gets transferred in is the essence from the wolf.”

      Autumn grimaced. “What does that mean?”

      “Remember when you asked me about marking and imprinting?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, he’s marked you by bite.”

      Autumn balled her hands into fists. “That bastard. I knew he would do something like that. Anything to trap me with him.”

      “It’s likely that he still knows you’re with me. He can track us as long as his essence remains with you, but he’d be a damned fool if he did.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry I got you into this. Look, I’ll leave. I don’t want anybody else getting killed over me.”

      “No. Stay here,” he said, firmly. His features softened up a bit and then he said. “What I meant to stay was you’re safe here. I want you to stay.”

      “I’m feeling okay-ish, really,” she said. “It’s just this darn headache.” She glanced down at her arm again and ran her fingers across the swollen skin. “How long will the essence stay?”

      “A couple days to a week. He didn’t bite that deep,” he said. “That’s the other reason why I want you to stay here in Aspen Valley. As long as you’re here, in the territory of another Pack, he can’t get to you.”

      She sighed. The more she thought about it, the more irritated she got and she began rubbing aggressively at her skin in an attempt to get rid of the thing altogether. She became so overwhelmed by her feelings of defeat that some tears welled up in her eyes, but she held them back. She wouldn’t let Simon get the best of her, and she definitely didn’t want Garrett to see her lose her shit. She was more angry than scared. She wanted to lash out in ways that shocked her. She wanted to murder Simon.

      “Hey…” Garrett moved closer on the bed and pulled her against him. “Everything’s going to be fine. I’m here for you.”

      She swallowed. “But I’m taking you away from your responsibilities. I doubt doting on me at my bedside is part of what an outlaw does.”

      He laughed, and she couldn’t help but chuckle right along with him.

      “Remember what else I told you?” he asked, pulling back to look at her face. “I’m whoever and wherever I need to be to complete a mission. I do what I have to do. I let him get away back there, but I won’t stop until I do what I told Benjamin I’d do. But your life is more important to me.”

      “But why? You don’t even know me,” she said.

      “Just because I’m a shifter, doesn’t mean I don’t value human life. Besides, I…” He dropped his head momentarily to gather his thoughts.

      “You what?”

      “I really don’t want you to leave me anyway. I wished that we’d meet under different circumstances.”

      “What’re you saying? Would you have asked me out on a date?” she teased.

      He smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, I would have asked you out in a heartbeat. Work has been hectic, so I haven’t dated a woman in a very long time. I’ve almost forgotten how to date a human woman.”

      Autumn put both hands on her hips. “Does that mean you’re a one-night-stander?”

      His face flushed almost blood red. “Hardly. I’m not what you think. I’m not promiscuous.”

      She realized she was embarrassing the heck out of him. She’d never met a man who was so in tune with his own feelings, but yet took care of business despite the annoying setbacks. She was pretty sure that she was an annoying setback.

      Autumn did something that she’d wanted to do since she met him. She placed her palm against his face. The hair on his chin tickled her fingertips. His skin was surprisingly soft and his jawline was solid against her touch.

      “We’ll fix this dating situation soon,” she said. “After this is all over with, we’ll go out, so I can remind you that it’s okay to have a little fun outside of work. And the next time you find someone that you want to mate, human or otherwise, you’ll be ready to win her over.”

      He closed his eyes and turned his face into her palm so that his lips were touching her. She traced them, admiring how perfect he was. To be able to shift from man to wolf and then back again and be this perfect was truly a gift. Once she started touching him, she couldn’t stop. Her fingers found its way down across his jaw, his neck, before finally resting near his collarbone where his birthmark was and where most of his tattoos began. Something vibrated across his skin directly to hers. The soft growling noise that he made as her fingers slipped under his collar awakened something in her. Hunger. But not hunger for food. Something deeper within.

      The pads of her fingertips made contact with something on his shoulder. The thick piece of cloth felt familiar—almost like the one she wore. A bandage.

      She gasped and he opened his eyes.

      “Were you hurt?” she asked.

      He swallowed visibly and nodded.

      Without asking him, she pushed his collar back from his shoulder to reveal that he had a square bandage wrapped around his left shoulder. A round patch of blood had seeped through the white cloth. She applied a little pressure to the exposed part of his skin and he winched.

      “Did he bite you too?”

      He shook his head. “His Omega shot me. I’m all right. Doc got the bullet out, stopped the bleeding, and patched it up. All I have to do is take wolf form to complete the healing process.”

      “Oh,” she breathed. “Here I was worried about one little bite and you were shot.”

      “It’s nothing I haven’t experienced before. I’ve been shot more than I can count on two hands and I’ve been in dozens of wolf fights before.”

      “Do you need to go ahead and shift or something?” she asked, anxiously. “Because I can stay here until you do what you have to.” She hated seeing him hurt.

      He took her hand in his. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “I know you’re a macho wolf and all that, but I don’t like seeing people in pain.”

      “You know what, Autumn? You worry too much.” This time, he touched her face. “What would it take to erase all your fears, huh?”

      She tried to divert her gaze, but he tilted her chin upward again and stared at her intently. A dark roving stare that took her breath away.

      “That’s what I want to do for you, Autumn. I don’t want to let you go for some reason that’s really beyond me right now. But as I sit here with you right now, my number one priority is to please you. That’s crazy, isn’t it?”

      She shook her head. “Not really.”

      “You trust me, don’t you?” he asked, his eyes narrowing in confusion.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you’ll let me fix this thing, so you can live in peace.”

      “I’d be grateful.”

      Without warning, his mouth swooped down on hers, taking her lips in the most graceful way. A way she didn’t expect from a hardcore shifter like him. All of the tension rushed from her body. She fell into his arms and accepted what she so obviously wanted. His tongue slid across her lips and she parted them. He tasted like he smelled. Of almonds. An underlying taste also reminded her of vanilla. He branded her with his possessive lips, robbing her of her senses. His lips were soft against hers. The dusting of hair on his face and over his lips brushed against hers ever so softly.

      His hands were on her. On her neck and in her hair. She placed her palms against his chest, which felt like pure granite. The contrast between hard and gentle had her wanting him in ways that went beyond an innocent kiss.

      In the heat of the moment, she let out a low moan that mingled with the soft growls reverberating deep from within his throat.

      Garrett drew back and broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers. “I…”

      “Please don’t stop,” she begged.

      “I don’t want to hu—”

      She kissed him to shut him up, sliding her fingers up the nape of his neck and pulling his mouth down on hers.

      Autumn shifted on the bed, folding her legs under herself and lifting slightly so that she was almost eye-to-eye with him. His hot, calloused hand landed on her thigh. His fingertips grazed her skin just under the ends of his big oversized tee.

      When was the last time she touched a man like this? When was the last time a man caressed and kissed her so perfectly? Never. She’d never met anyone like Garrett. She’d also never been in a shifter’s bed before. Had never even kissed a shifter before. She was instantly hooked. She loved it. She wanted more. His groans of satisfaction were not only making her incredibly aroused, but the sound sent goosebumps shooting up her spine.

      Without breaking the kiss, he stood to his feet near the edge of the bed, gaining the upper hand on her. He couldn’t resist her any more than she could resist him and used his position to deepen the kiss.

      With his big hands, he grazed the undersides of her breasts through the tee. It was the one time that she wished she weren’t wearing a bra. Not only because she wanted to feel his touch everywhere, but because her hardened nipples rubbed uncomfortably at the uneven, lace fabric of her bra.

      He tilted her chin gently and started to work his mouth downward along her throat, reaching her jugular, and then the sensitive flesh behind her ears.

      “You’re sweet, Autumn. I want you.”

      I want you. Those three little words. That’s all she needed to hear and her body was on fire.

      His hands were under the t-shirt, gripping either side of her waist with his big, strong hands. She arched into his palms when he reached her lace-covered breasts. The pads of her fingers dug into his scalp harder. She made no move to stop him when he unhooked her bra from the back. The garment fell in her lap, but she was too busy kneading his rock hard chest to care.

      Her grasped her hips lifted her slightly, and then came on the bed over her. The way he stretched his thick, long arms out to trap her beneath him reminded her of a hunting wolf who’d caught its prey. Only this time, there was no fear. Unrestrained desire to give herself completely was the only thing running through her mind.

      Garrett dipped his head low and enclosed one of her nipples in his mouth through the cotton tee. The contact, despite not being skin to skin, sent waves of ecstasy through her. She arched up into him as he teased her in that manner, sucking, licking, and biting at her through the tee. The fabric became hot and damp against her sensitive nipples and he took a moment to lean back and observed his work.

      He looked arresting and fuckable, standing in front of her like that. God, she wanted him.

      “Please…” she begged, as her pussy clenched and pulsed.

      At her request, he lifted her shirt and latched onto her nipple and sucked hard. He moved from one and then the other, studying her reactions. With every pull of his lips, she cried out. By the time he was done with her, her buds were tight, wet, and swollen. He lingered over her, pressing kisses into her skin, tracing a downward path to her belly.

      “Fuck. You smell sweet.” He groaned into her stomach, licking at her navel as if it were filled with honey.

      “Garrett,” she moaned.

      “Your panties are soaking,” he exclaimed.

      Her face heated in a blush. Christ, she wanted him where it mattered most so badly.

      “I’ll take care of that, sweetheart.”

      He slid his fingers under the seams of her panties. She thought he would pull them off but he only pushed the fabric aside. He mumbled another curse before grabbing both of her thighs and pulling her firmly toward him so she was spread before him. He teased her softly, tracing his fingers against her pussy lips.

      He thrust two meaty fingers deep into her.

      She screamed.

      He set a firm, relentless pace, driving his fingers in and out of her with purpose. The expression on his face was a look of sheer satisfaction. He bit harshly at his bottom lip as he worked her over. His forehead creased and hardened in concentration. The man was giving her the ultimate pleasure. He seemed content with just teasing her, achieving gratification from watching her tremble for him. He stroked at her clit with his exposed thumb. Pent up energy took root within her and then gathered in her loins.

      He bent his head, pressing his soft lips to her knees, one and then the other. He took it further, sliding his perfect mouth along the inside of her thighs. She couldn’t hold on longer, even if she tried. Her drenching wet pussy clenched his fingers. The moment he looked up and they locked gazes, she let go. Sparks of energy came alive within her and ecstasy melted over her like warm honey.

      Autumn was trembling on the bed with her eyes closed and reveling in the moment before she realized that he was standing over her with the biggest impression of a hard-on that she’d ever seen pushing against his fly.

      She sat up on the bed and licked her lips. If she knew she was going to become a sex-crazed maniac the moment he kissed her, she probably would’ve stopped while they were both ahead. Or maybe not. She’d been attracted to him the moment she saw him.

      She hooked her thumbs around the waistband of her panties.

      “Autumn. Stop.” He shook his head. “I can’t do this to you.”

      Her heart dropped in disappointment. “I…don’t understand. You’re…” She glanced at his erection.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said. “I already told you what the consequences were. I’m not taking advantage of you. Not like this. ”

      She nodded and broke their gaze.

      He turned away and sighed deeply. “I’m going for a run and I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. You’re safe here.”

      “I know.”

      “And please eat something,” he said, just before slipping through the bedroom door and closing it behind him.

      “Oh, my God,” she exclaimed, once he was out of earshot.

      Her breath came in labored pants as she tried to make sense of what had come over her. She didn’t need the expertise of a rocket scientist to put it into perspective. She hadn’t had sex in over a year. She was horny, needy, and aroused by a man who was obviously beyond a doubt attractive and equipped to do the job. He was there for her. She wanted him, and she took advantage of the opportunity.

      She pressed her hands to her swollen lips, remembering how his kisses had driven her to the edge of insanity. Her clit pulsed in avid need. Her nipples were still beaded against his tee. And she was now fully wrapped in his scent.

      Autumn spotted a bathroom inside the room. This time, when she swung her legs over the bed, she didn’t feel as nauseous. Miraculously, all the soreness was gone from her limbs. And the headache had disappeared.

      Just as she entered the small bathroom on the other end of the room, she heard the long, deep timbre of a wolf howling.

      “Garrett,” she whispered.

      The sound sent an energetic mix of optimism and security up her spine.
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      When Garrett returned from his run in the woods, he headed straight for the second shower in the guest bedroom. Distancing himself, even just to process how he could keep his word to Autumn without putting her in another bind, annoyed the heck out of his inner wolf. She was running from a dangerous man, but he was anything but an angel. He couldn’t reason with his wolf on what he thought was best for Autumn. All the wolf wanted to do was run to her, not from her. Claim her. Possess her. Stay by her side. Love her. All of it…

      “Dammit,” he muttered under his breath, sliding the shower door open and turning on the water.

      Once inside the stall, chilly water cascaded down on his shoulders. He pressed his head against the cool, hard tiles and closed his eyes. The only person he saw was Autumn. Autumn smiling. Autumn with her luscious waves of dark mahogany hair. Autumn kissing him. Autumn, her pussy, ready and waiting for him. His dick throbbed uncontrollably and his nuts tightened with seed that begged to be spilled.

      If she saw him like this…

      He shook his head.

      She couldn’t see him like this.

      Garrett moved directly under the spray of the cold water and grabbed his rock hard cock. As he pumped up and down, he squeezed his wood firmly, sliding and pivoting his wrist to get the right amount of pressure where he needed it. With each downward thrust, his fist slapped against his swollen testicles. Her name was on the tip of his tongue, but he pressed his lips together so he wouldn’t call out too loudly.

      He focused more on the visions of her. Thick mahogany stresses. Long, graceful legs. A flawless complexion that was the shade of cinnamon. Soft, smooth skin. Dear God, he was going to explode.

      He braced himself, holding steady by pressing the palm of his free hand against the tiles. He pumped harder and faster. Twisting his wrist on the down stroke and squeezing firmly on the up stroke just under the head of his cock.

      Another vision of Autumn filled his mind. Only this time, the image was more vivid and erotic. A memory of her on his bed, her legs wide, and her pussy soaking wet and ready for his dick. He wanted to fuck her hard and rough until she was crying his name over and over again. He wanted to fuck her so thoroughly that not only would she be carrying his essence, she’d never forget him or his name. He wanted to make Autumn his.

      Mine.

      Garrett came forcefully, hot cum shooting out in spurts on the tiles in front of him. All of his pent up sexual urges were now unbound. He released loads of tension into the shower, letting the water wash the evidence down the drain.

      When he closed his eyes again and breathed steadily to catch his breath, he still saw Autumn. But at least now, he could face her without looking like he wanted to fuck her brains out. Because he did…

      He slammed his fists against the stall. Get a grip!

      He turned the dial on the shower in the opposite direction, making the water hotter. He squeezed some shower gel onto a sponge and began cleaning his body. He tried to think of something else other than burying his dick into the sweet, soft folds of Autumn’s pussy. Anything else. So he thought of killing a rat bastard. The same bastard who’d bitten her.
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      After her shower, Autumn ate the food Garrett brought for her and then brought the empty tray out of the room. She had never been the type to lie around in bed all day. The whole day had gone by while she was recovering. In another hour or so, the sun would go down again.

      Something else was cooking in the kitchen. When she walked down the hall in search of Garrett, the savory smell of a home cooked meal brought comfort to her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed a home cooked meal. Most of the time, she grabbed something to eat from the tavern before and after her shifts. She missed all the times she spent together as a family over the dinner table. With Dad gone and Hope pursuing her dreams of going to college, there wasn’t anyone left to prepare meals for. Except herself. One of the plans she’d had for the tavern was to revamp the menu with some of her signature dishes, but that plan, and many other expansion plans had been put on hold.

      When she turned the corner, she wasn’t surprised to find Garrett in the small den near the fireplace. He stood there quietly, arms crossed, looking down at the hearth. No fire was lit. No wood was burning. He was deep in thought, so she felt hesitant about interrupting him. But then he turned around just before she could make a quick left turn in the direction of the kitchen area. His eyes lit up and his lips turned upward into a smile.

      He came to her immediately and then took the tray from her hands. “Feeling any better?”

      She nodded. “The aspirin and food helped.”

      Still a little embarrassed by her actions in his bedroom, she tried to divert her attention away from his body. The memory of his arousal straining against his pants would not leave her.

      “You didn’t have to get up,” he said. “I’ll bring you whatever you need.”

      “‘I’m fine, really,” she replied, following him into the kitchen. “Besides, I was getting bored in there by myself.”

      He cleared his throat. “About that…I needed to shift.”

      “I know. You don’t have to explain.”

      Her gaze fell on his shoulder where the bloodied bandage once was. The wound had almost healed completely.

      She followed Garrett to the kitchen. He put the dirty dishes into the sink and began to wash them. She observed him as his strong, solid hands gripped the sponge, moving it back and forth over the plate. Hands that had just been all over her body.

      She turned away from him, took a deep breath, and then released it slowly. “Is this your main home?” She walked about the kitchen, taking a look at everything from the various magnets and notes stuck on his refrigerator to the variety of canned goods in his pantry.

      “Yep sure is. I haven’t been here in about three weeks.”

      “And your family? Where are they?”

      “My brothers? We’re all spread out over the place in Aspen Valley. Brock’s the closest to me. He lives about ten miles up the road. Dane has property on the other side of Tellevue County, and Raoulf just lays his head wherever. I can’t keep track of them.”

      She smiled. “Sounds like you’re all really close and get along.”

      “Close, yes.” He laughed. “Get along…only when we want to.”

      She chuckled. “With four of you, I can only imagine the fights you get into. Dane’s the Alpha, right?”

      “Right. He’s the calm one of the bunch, but we don’t let that fool us anymore. We keep our distance if he ever gets mad as hell. Brock’s outgoing and just about everyone around town knows him. Raoulf’s a little reserved and keeps to himself.”

      “And you?”

      He paused for a minute as if in deep thought. “I’m just me. Nothing really stands out.”

      “Give yourself a little credit, huh?” she told him. “You know what I think about you?”

      He finished the dishes, turned around, and leaned against the counter. “I’m all ears.”

      “You’re observant, brave, and attentive. You put other people’s needs before your own, don’t you?”

      “Maybe, but that also sounds a lot like someone else I’ve just met.”

      He winked.

      Autumn smiled, only wishing she were as brave as him.

      “You’ve given up a lot to make sure that your sister could attend school,” he said. “You two must have a very good relationship.”

      “We do now, but it wasn’t always like that. My sister and I used to fight all the time. Innocent sibling rivalry. Fights about what we wanted to watch on television or where we wanted to go for a family vacation. That sort of stuff. She was a mama’s girl and I was daddy’s angel. That worked for us for a while. When mom died in the car crash, Hope went into deep depression and distanced herself. Flunked a year of school. Got involved with drugs. On top of that, our family’s personal and business debt were mounting. It wasn’t a very good time for our family. Sadly, the thing that brought me and my sister back together was Dad’s death. She’s all I’ve got. If we have any distant relatives anywhere, we’ve lost contact with them.”

      “So with all that you went through, that just means you understand each other better now. Right?”

      “That’s a good way of looking at it.”

      “And you’re young enough, smart enough, and determined enough to work on a family of your own now,” he offered.

      Her gaze fluttered downward. “I hope so. I’m not exactly free and clear yet. This whole thing with Simon is threatening to ruin my life. My dad valued Pack life and the idea of family, even if we weren’t blood-related, but I don’t think this is what he meant. He would never have given me away to Simon if he knew what he’d grow up to represent.”

      Garrett placed an arm on her shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Consider Simon out of the picture. I’m not going to let him get to you again or ruin your life. You have my word.”
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      Autumn and Garrett managed to eat dinner sometime around ten p.m., but then again, she had woken up late and he’d been tied up with phone calls most of the evening. After they ate the meal of grilled T-bone steak, homemade mashed potatoes, and carrots cooked by Garrett, they sat in front of the television with dessert—an apple cobbler that she’d whipped up at the last minute. He seemed to enjoy the cobbler more than anything else, helping himself to more than seconds. He ate until there was nothing left on their plates or in the pots. Leftovers were non-existent. She believed him now about his grocery bills being abnormally high. After all, he was eating to sustain himself and his wolf.

      The teakettle on the stove whistled loudly, cutting off Autumn’s thoughts. She shut off the burner and poured some of the steaming water in a mug over a tea bag. While the tea brewed, she turned her attention back to the dishes in the sink, eager to keep busy doing something instead of sitting around waiting for what remained of her world to crumble to the ground. After the lawyer’s driver was killed, they’d promptly been notified that it’d be another couple days before he was seeing clients again. In the meantime, Autumn would look over the legal documents that she took from the safe to see if she had much of a case against Simon where the restaurant and the old contract was concerned.

      She had called Hope prior to dinner like she promised. However, she left out the parts about the wolf fight, the car accident, and Simon biting her. Another scare was the last thing her sister needed right now.

      Autumn parted the curtains to look out of the small kitchen window above the sink. Garrett and the two men who’d knocked at the door ten minutes ago had moved their conversation from the front porch to the middle of the yard. Just like he’d said, he wasn’t going to leave her unattended tonight, but he’d told her off the bat that he had to leave soon to go finish the job he started.

      She swallowed down the lump of dread rising in her throat and let the curtains go. She had to keep reminding herself that this was part of what Garrett did for a living, and she understood more than ever why he wouldn’t want to bring anyone else into it. It just so happened that she and Simon—the man he was hunting down—were inextricably tied together. He couldn’t, and probably wouldn’t, chase Simon forever. And more than likely, he’d return to life on the road after the job ended. Even with this knowledge, even if she tried, she didn’t know if she’d be able to leave Garrett without the promise of ever seeing him again. Maybe it was time she stopped worrying so much about what would happen in the future and accepted what she had in that moment. With Garrett, she felt like she could express herself and how she felt because he listened. She didn’t have to pretend that the weight she carried on her shoulders with trying to get the tavern back from a senseless jerk wasn’t that much of a burden to bear. But she didn’t have to go it alone. That wasn’t working anymore. It was okay to seek help, even with her limited resources.

      The front door of the home creaked opened and then slammed shut. She heard Garrett take off his boots and drop them with a thud near the door.

      He returned to the galley kitchen and set a large brown paper bag on the counter. “We have more groceries. Fresh fruit, meat, dairy, coffee. Tommy brought it over from the local market. I think I requested everything you like, but if you need anything else, just write it down and I’ll get it.”

      “Thanks. You have really nice friends.”

      “In Aspen Valley Wolf Pack, mostly everyone treats each other like family. We learned a long time ago that it’s the only way to survive out here as a shifter,” he said.

      “I wish those values were present in other wolf packs,” she said. “Even though I’m not a shifter, I saw how Pack’s divisiveness caused so many issues for them.”

      Garrett began transferring items from the grocery bag to the refrigerator and pantry. “It’s all about respecting each other. Although, there are always a few bad seeds in any given Pack. And then sometimes, bad things happen to good people. Things that test our loyalty to each other and makes us question our purpose, but we just work through the kinks as much as we can.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Things will get better for your city in general, and for you, and for the wolves who live there. This is just a setback. Melisandra…isn’t that the name of your step-mom?”

      She nodded.

      “She’ll be able to return to her Pack if she wants to when all this is over with.”

      “You say that like you’re certain of it.”

      “I say it because I believe it,” he said. “I’m also the wolf that’s going to help set things straight in Cross City before I move on to my next job.”

      She frowned. “Next job?”

      “Well, yeah…I don’t know what yet but I have a couple options in front of me,” he replied, stacking up some cans in the pantry. “One’s permanent, and I’ve really been thinking about that one. And the other is…well, let’s just say not like my usual missions.”

      “I see.” She moved over to the other side of the counter and swirled the tea bag around in the hot water. “You must be ready to move on…”

      “Speaking of jobs and moving on, did you get a good look at the two men who brought the groceries?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      “Good. Don’t be alarmed if you see them again. When I’m gone tomorrow, they’ll be checking in on you and my property to make sure things are okay.”

      “Are they wolf shifters?” she asked.

      “Yes, but they won’t bother you. They’ll be here as an extra precaution, but our borders are secured. No wolf outside our Pack will get past them.”

      “I trust you.” After a moment of hesitation, Autumn asked, “You’ll come back tomorrow night, won’t you?” Or will you leave for your next job without a goodbye?

      He stopped what he was doing and gave her his full attention. “Of course I will.”

      “I was just thinking about what you said.”

      “And that is…?”

      “About your life. On the road. Never being able to settle down because you’re out chasing the lead on the next assignment,” she said. “I can see how that would worry the people who care about you back at home.”

      “Autumn, I…” he breathed.

      “I’m not trying to make you feel any worse about what you have to do or where you have to be. I guess I’m just trying to tell you that I understand and that I’ll be here when you return. But if you don’t return and I never see you again, I’ll understand that too.”

      He closed the distance between them. “You think I won’t come back to you?”

      She nodded. “I can tell that you love what you do and you’re used to it. It’s kind of like my friends advising me to let go of the tavern since it’s causing me so much stress, but I won’t listen. People often stick with what they know. Even shifters like you. Right?”

      He slid his fingers under her chin and lifted it gently. His eyes were filled with admiration.

      “What did I do to deserve to meet a woman as lovely and understanding as you?” he asked.

      “What did I do to deserve being caught red-handed emptying a safe at the tavern?”

      He grinned. “You’re going to make some man very happy, you know that?”

      She sighed. “Garrett, I’ve lived almost my whole life regretting things I’ve done or haven’t done with the people I want to do them with. I’m tired of pretending like I don’t want you. Before this is over, I want to know what it feels like to really be with you. Without all of this…chaos.”

      “I want you too, Autumn, but I don’t want to ruin you. I don’t want to bring any more chaos in your life. My job—even the ones I may take within my Pack—will bring all kinds of chaos.”

      “You’re worrying too much, Garrett Justice. Just kiss me.”

      He closed the couple inches of space between them and sealed his lips over hers. She exhaled on a long sigh, expelling all her fears from her body. For the first time in a very long time, she felt free. In this moment, she temporarily escaped the burdens that had been holding her back, preventing her from living.

      Garrett molded his lips to hers with a sense of urgency and control. More control than he’d had the very first time he’d kissed her. He wasn’t just kissing her, he was exploring every inch of her lips and the warm cavern of her mouth. Pleasure rose up and spread throughout every vein in her body. He gripped the back of neck, tilted her face upward and delved deeper. With no intentions of keeping her hands to herself, she pulled his shirt from his waistband to touch his bare skin. Her hands roamed over his strong, tight abs and across the hard planes of his chest.

      He grabbed her thigh, sliding his hand upward until it rested at her waist. She wanted to be next to him, skin to skin, so she ignored her inner fears and parted from his kiss momentarily to lift the big oversized shirt over her head.

      Garrett’s gaze swept over her like a gentle, evening wind. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, reaching out to trace her collarbone and the curvature of her throat with his thumb.

      An inferno raged between them as he continued his perusal of her. He moved his palm over the top of her breasts, downward against her belly, pausing momentarily to grip her hips with both of his hands. He teased her, sliding his fingers right below the waistband. A million butterflies activated in her stomach.

      She moaned and pushed against him.

      He groaned. “Do you know what will happen when I take this sweet pussy of yours?”

      “You told me about the imprinting, remember?”

      He leaned forward, brushing the tip of his nose against her ear. His lips brushed gently against her neck.

      “I can handle it. I’m ready,” she assured him.

      “Are you?”

      He worked against the clasp of her bra, breaking it free. The garment fell to the ground, exposing her breasts and hardened nipples. She was more than ready for him this time. Her needy sex screamed for release.

      “Touch me, Autumn, so that I know you want me and that you want this,” he instructed.

      She lifted the ends of his shirt once again and he waited patiently as she unbuttoned it and pushed it down his shoulders. He was a sex god walking on Earth. Pure perfection. Her fingertips traced the crevices and hard lines of the muscles on his chest until she reached the trail of dark brown hair that disappeared down into his pants. Garrett breathed hot and heavy as she followed the trail. She undid his belt buckle and unwrapped him like a package. She pushed his pants down his hip and he assisted her by pulling them all the way down and then stepping out of them.

      His shaft stood at full attention. Long, hard, and throbbing at the tip.

      Her lips parted and her breath came out in a rush. She bit her lip, her eyes eating up the beauty of him, but at the same time, she prayed that he wasn’t going to rip her in two. She hadn’t seen a cock so big and hard in…

      Well…never.

      The moment she gripped him and wrapped her fingers around the thickness, his inner beast growled. It was the sexiest thing she’d ever heard. Her sex throbbed and she squeezed her legs together for relief, but to no avail. He throbbed against her palm, especially when she closed her fingers around the head.

      He threw his head back and groaned. “I’m going to come if you don’t stop.”

      “Are you?” She pumped up and down, gripping his big meaty flesh in her smaller hands.

      He moaned.

      She lowered herself to the kitchen floor, placing her knees on the floor on either side of his feet. Sure enough, when she became mouth level with his cock, she saw the evidence of his pre-cum dripping from the slit. She examined him like a work of art, studying the dark, green veins running up and down the length of him. His testicles were almost beet red, the skin was delicate, but when she palmed him, she found that he was heavy with his seed.

      “Christ,” he exclaimed between clenched teeth.

      “My name’s Autumn,” she teased, tracing the heart-shaped head of his cock with a fingertip.

      “And Lord knows I’ll never forget that,” he breathed.

      She took him into her mouth. He tasted of almonds and vanilla and an underlying hint of salt all rolled into one. She licked up the drops of semen that had already escaped. His cock hardened and lengthened even more as she teased him. She was having so much fun making him squirm that she forgot about her own needs.

      At some point, he’d pulled off the rubber band holding her thick curly mane together. His fingers were buried within her hair, digging deep against her scalp.

      She lifted her gaze to witness the pleasure rolling across his face. His eyes were riddled with the evidence of his desire. His pupils had contracted. The shape of his eyes had changed entirely. She’d seen him this way before. The way the wolf had looked at her out in the field when it was fighting off her attacker. The gaze was calm and steely. And possessive. She ran her tongue up along the underside of his cock all the way to the top.

      “Enough,” he growled and then lifted her up to her feet.

      He placed her in the center of his kitchen table, pulled her legs up onto his shoulder, held her panties to the side, and pressed his lips to her sex. His mouth was hot and hungry against her pussy, testing her limits and exploring every inch of her. He alternated between gentle tugs of her swollen labia to firm laps against her clit. She propped herself up on her elbows, taking in the carnal sight before her. He moaned into her sex and the vibrations sent tremors through her loins and straight up her spine. She arched her back and he offered his full tongue, plunging in and out of her. An orgasm rushed through her without warning. The mind-blowing sensations were so intense that her vision shorted out. He licked gently at her tender clit until she came down from her orgasm. Then the warmth of his chest pressed to the back of her thighs subsided when he parted from her.

      He was going to leave her like this again! He couldn’t…

      Her eyes flew open. Garrett’s lustful brown gaze stared back at her.

      “Don’t stop now,” she said.

      “Don’t worry.” He grinned. “I was just admiring your beauty.”

      He gripped her about the thighs and lifted her up. Before she knew it, she was halfway across the kitchen with her back against the pantry door. He held her there with his firm, strong grip and kissed her firmly. He shoved his hand between them, moving his fingers to the apex of her thighs, and shoved her panties aside once again.

      She parted her legs on instinct just as he ran his fingers along her slit, parting her lips, and exposing more of her opening.

      “You’re already wet for me,” he growled, huskily.

      He was right. Her pussy was soaking and her clit was throbbing. All he had to do was touch her there one time and she’d fall apart.

      He dropped his head in the space between her neck and shoulder and waited, his cock hard and heavy against her thigh.

      “Take me,” she demanded.

      With a strength that surprised her, he hooked his thumb into the waistband of her panties, ripped it into two, and rid her of it.

      She gasped, feeling doubly exposed and open to him.

      He entered her, surging upward in one bold drive.

      Her scream and everything else she’d been holding inside pushed out of her. He impaled her, yet this moment brought so much relief to her.  Pain and pleasure mixed together creating a sensation so electrifying that it left her in a daze. He pumped into her with ease and just the right amount of force. To keep her cries of surprise and pleasure at bay with each stroke he made up into her, she buried her face against his shoulders. Before long, she found her nails digging into the flesh on his back. He fucked her against the pantry door until she could no longer contain herself. She came hard and long, trembling helpless in his arms.

      He was still inside her when he gathered her up again and walked from the kitchen to his bedroom with her still wrapped around him.

      He managed to keep his rock hard cock throbbing inside of her.

      He lay her on the bed and then spread out atop of her. In this position, they were face to face and she saw him as if she were seeing him for the first time. Maybe she just felt that way because this was the first time she’d seen him in a new light. His face twisted into a grimace of desire and hunger. Desire for her. Hunger for her. No man had ever looked at her this way.

      She stroked one side of his face with her palm. As she anticipated, he pressed his mouth into her palm and kissed her there. Tingles worked its way through her and entered her body as he pressed small kisses against her fingers, her palm, and the inside of her wrist.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      “Yes. Don’t let go. Don’t stop now.”

      It seemed that her demands were all the encouragement he needed. He gripped her hips and buried himself to the hilt. This time, she had no interest in subduing her screams and shrieks of pleasure. She wrapped her arms around him and accepted his love. He slammed into her over and over again. His hips moved with power that could only come from within. She cried out until all she could manage to do was moan out his name, begging him not to stop. He plowed through her and drove her back down into the bed so thoroughly that she couldn’t even think straight. What sent her over the edge again was the way he tilted her hips and rocked his pelvis against her pulsing clit. An orgasm barreled through her, only stronger this time. When she was done, he was still thrusting. In the aftermath of her climax, her pussy trembled and clenched around his thick, rigid shaft. Another blinding climax hit her. This time, she pressed her mouth into his shoulder and bit down hard.

      He stiffened, and after releasing one feral growl that could only have come from his inner beast, he spilled his seed. Streams of it filled her. His essence released into her, causing a mind-blowing sensation to consume both of them.

      Their union left them weak, tired, and panting in each other’s arms.

      Autumn hadn’t even realized she had fallen asleep until woke up with Garrett’s arm still draped around her. She rolled over and took a peek at the clock on the nightstand.

      It was one a.m.

      “What time is it?” Garrett asked, hoarsely, barely moving.

      “You don’t even want to know,” she replied, cuddling back against him.

      She dropped her head back on her pillow and had almost drifted back off the sleep when she felt Garrett’s cock hardening against her ass. His arousal was all it took to revive her carnal needs once more. And she had to be honest with herself, sex with Garrett had been out of this world amazing.

      She pushed back into him even more, moaning as his length molded itself against the plumpness of her ass. As she worked herself against him, the tip of his cock slid between her legs finding its way to the opening of her pussy. He pushed only a few inches inside of her.

      “More,” she moaned.

      He buried himself deep.

      She didn’t know how many rounds of sex they had, but tonight was evidence that she was going to be hard-pressed to deny how much she wanted and needed Garrett in her life.
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      Autumn’s cell phone rang on the nightstand, jolting her out of her peaceful sleep. Her limbs were stiff and her muscles were sore as if she’d done hard labor or major work at the tavern. She smiled, knowing full well why she couldn’t even bear to sit up in bed to check her caller ID. Garrett’s arm was draped around her waist possessively and he didn’t budge at the sound of her ringtone. Grumbling, she nudged her body closer to Garrett and waited for the phone to stop ringing. It did, and she fell back asleep.

      The phone rang yet again and she forced her eyes open.

      The person was persistent.

      Garrett groaned beside her. “What is it? Who is it?”

      “Don’t know,” she said, pressing her hand to her forehead and then sliding up into a sitting position.

      When she saw Hope’s name displayed on her caller ID, she answered immediately.

      “Hope?” she said into the phone.

      “Where are you!” Hope’s demand came out in a rush.

      “I’m ah…” Autumn looked down at a naked, sleeping Garrett and grit her teeth in embarrassment. “I’m still in Aspen Valley.”

      “Did you hear what happened at the tavern?”

      “What happened? Did someone get into a fight?”

      “Oh, my God…it’s gone,” Hope mumbled into the phone.

      “You’re not making sense. What’s going on?”

      “The tavern burned to the ground, Autumn,” she croaked. “It’s all on the news.”

      “What!” Autumn swung her legs over the bed and rose to her feet, taking some of the sheets with her to cover her naked body.

      “It’s on the news! I couldn’t believe it at first, but it’s a live feed. I can see the sign and the little dumpster where the building once stood.”

      Autumn gasped. “Oh, my God.”

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Garrett asked, lifting himself on one arm.

      She’d pulled all the sheets away and had them wrapped around her like a cocoon, so he was stark naked on the bed.

      “My sister’s on the phone,” she told him. “Can you tune into the local news?”

      “Um, who’s that?” Hope asked her.

      Ignoring the question, Autumn asked, “Are you sure that the tavern’s on fire?”

      “No, it’s not on fire anymore. They put the fire out, but the building is ruined. There’s smoke everywhere.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Look, since you’re laying low because of Simon, I can take a plane out when the airports open first thing in the morning.”

      As Hope was talking, Garrett flipped the channel to the local news. Sure enough, there was a live stream of firefighters on the scene of the Cross City Country Tavern. Just like Hope had said, all Autumn could see was smoke among the crumpled remains of the restaurant.

      “Holy shit,” Garrett said, popping out of bed and inching closer toward the television.

      “I’m looking at the flight schedules now. I—”

      “No, don’t do that, Hope. Don’t go back to Cross City,” Autumn warned. “I’m going to call the County fire department to see if they have any information about this before we come to conclusions or do something we’ll both regret.”

      “But Autumn…you’re not listening. If the tavern is burned down, they’ll want to speak to us. Everyone in that town knows that we still own stake in the tavern. Simon is so shady as shit. He doesn’t give a fuck about that tavern. He probably won’t even show. Wouldn’t it look suspicious if we all just skipped town right around the same time that the tavern burns to the ground?”

      “You’re making too much of this.” Autumn sighed. “Whatever you do, don’t go back to Cross City. If you need to come somewhere, come here, to Aspen Valley. Simon’s still out there and he’s dangerous. I didn’t tell you this yesterday evening when we talked, but he killed the driver that was supposed to give me a lift here. Garrett had to run him off. And he bit me.”

      “He bit you? Why? What the fuck is wrong with him?”

      “To mark me.”

      “What the fuck!”

      Autumn swallowed, glancing down at her forearm where the wolf had bitten her. The area had healed completely, almost as if an animal hadn’t sunk his canines into her flesh. Almost as if it had never happened. But she wasn’t worried about that now. What’s done was done.

      “That damn dirty buzzard needs to be hunted down and put down for that,” Hope exclaimed.

      “That’s why I need you to stay put. If the tavern has burned, there’s nothing more we can do about it.”

      “Dad would be so blazing mad if he’d lived to see this,” Hope muttered.

      Autumn sensed the change in her tone of voice. From angry to painful.

      “But if he were still alive, this never would’ve happened,” Autumn said. “Is this a sign for us? Should we have ditched the tavern before all of this? Are we better off just leaving Cross City for good?”

      “I don’t know,” Hope whispered. “I wish I had answers.”

      Garrett walked up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll fix this, Autumn.”

      “Once again, who is that guy?”

      “Garrett. The man who’s been helping me all this time.”

      It became quiet on the other line for about a minute.

      “I don’t mean to be nosy or anything, but ah…it’s like four a.m. in the morning, and you’re at his house?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought you were going to see a lawyer about looking into all these contracts that dad signed with Simon and then staying at a motel,” she inquired.

      “I thought I was…” was all Autumn told her sister.

      But the fact of the matter was, the only place she had been interested in staying was close to Garrett.

      Meanwhile, Garrett remained behind her, brushing the pad of his thumb across the back of her neck right near her hairline. He did it more than once, applying pressure as if he was inspecting and testing the area.

      “Did you have sex with him?” Hope gasped. “Wait a minute. You had sex with a shifter. Oh, my God. I’d give anything right now to be you.”

      Autumn blushed. “We’re not having this conversation right now. I’m getting off the phone now so I can call the fire department. I’ll call you back as soon as I know anything.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes to smoking hot sex while on the run,” Hope teased.

      After they said their goodbyes and disconnected the call, Autumn turned around to face Garrett, lowered her face to his chest, and accepted his reassuring  embrace. He held her like that for a long time, as she let the dire situation sink in. She wasn’t physically crying, but she wanted to out of frustration for what was happening. What was she going to do? The only thing she couldn’t bear to leave behind was that tavern, and now it was gone. Ashes on the ground. What more was left in Cross City for her?

      Autumn wrapped her arms around Garrett and took several deep breaths to calm her rising anger. Seconds turned to minutes before she realized that he was going to be there for her, for however long she needed.

      But he hadn’t said a word since she’d gotten off the phone with Hope. That was odd.

      She lifted her head, found his gaze, and held it.

      He seemed unfocused and even looked a little nervous.

      “Garrett?”

      “Yeah…”

      “I really needed that hug. Thanks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded and focused on her. “Nothing. I just thought I saw something, that’s all.”

      “Saw what?” She bit her bottom lip.

      “It was nothing. I…ah…I must be hallucinating,” he said.

      “Okay. I’m going to see what I can find out about the fire,” she said, glancing at the television. “It looks like the news anchor isn’t going to have any more information than they’re reporting now.”

      Garrett slipped into a pair of jogging shorts and pulled on a t-shirt. “I know someone out there who might be able to run over and go check out the scene for us. I left my phone in the kitchen.”

      Autumn picked up her cell phone again, toggled through her contacts list, and found the number to the Cross City police department. While she was on the phone confirming that the tavern had indeed burned to the ground, something tingled on her nape, right where Garrett had been inspecting it. She rubbed at the spot as the clerk repeated adamantly that they didn’t have any further information about the fire and wouldn’t until the investigation was complete. According to the clerk, the investigation could take hours. It could take weeks. Even months.

      Her forehead and temples pounded with unrelenting frustration.

      Upset that she couldn’t be in two places at once, Autumn hung up the phone and then walked to the bathroom where she’d stored the aspirin that Garrett’s doctor had given her. While washing the pill down with water, she turned around and examined her neck in the tri-view mirrors above the medicine cabinet. As plain as day, a small mark was visible at the nape of her neck. It looked almost like a four leaf clover. The impression reminded her of the same four-leaf clover birthmark just above Garrett’s collarbone.

      But that was impossible.

      She, too, must have been hallucinating.
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      Garrett could hardly believe his luck, but his birthmark had indeed transferred to Autumn as if by magic. He’d never doubted the existence of a true mate, but what he had doubted was finding his mate. He’d been proven wrong. His wolf was aware. Garrett could tell by the way his inner beast tried to rip from his skin and rejoice. Garrett held him at bay. He didn’t want to scare Autumn. He hadn’t told her what he’d seen.

      She stood at the kitchen counter peeling and chopping an apple. Her hair wasn’t tied back and up into a ponytail like she’d worn it over the past few days. She wore it billowing out and down past her shoulders.

      The primal urge to take her to his bed again and let his fingers get caught in her hair while he fucked her senseless washed over him. He ground his teeth and took a deep breath in and out to control himself.

      He crossed the threshold into the kitchen wearing a pair of worn jeans and a sleeveless shirt. There was no use getting dressed in anything but rags for what he was prepared to do. He had what he needed for a couple nights packed in the trunk bag on his motorcycle, but he hoped he could complete the job and be back sooner than that.

      Autumn turned around and smiled. In that moment, he realized that her smile was what captured him more than anything else. It reminded him of a cool and calm morning, just before the sun rose and the petals of flowers began to spring open. Her smile reminded him of autumn.

      No words were exchanged as he joined her at the counter and kissed her tenderly.

      When they pulled back, she asked, “Aren’t you going to eat anything before heading out?” She bit into a slice of apple.

      He shook his head. “No time.” And then he picked up her hand and popped the other half of the apple slice into his mouth.

      She turned and grabbed a vacuum-sealed thermos he’d seen her filling with ice-cold water earlier. “Do you need this?”

      “Yeah. I do.” He smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      “Be careful,” she warned, her palm still resting against his heart. She slid her thumb across the birthmark on his collarbone. “May your clover give you all the luck you need.”

      “I need all the luck I can get,” he replied. “I can’t promise that I’ll be careful.  When the sheriff’s office called back and said the fire was set intentionally, I knew who and what I was dealing with. Simon has slipped under the radar way too many times. If the cops get to him first, he’ll get his lawyers involved, and they’ll give him a slap on the wrist.”

      “You’re right. It’s happened before. He uses whoever and whatever he can to save himself.” She looked down at her forearm. “I noticed that the bite mark from Simon is completely gone.”

      Garrett cleared his throat. “That’s because when we had sex, my wolf essence drove his essence out of you.”

      He caught his gaze and bit at her bottom lip. “You knew it would do that, didn’t you?”

      “Not entirely. I didn’t know until this morning when I saw it for myself. He might not be able to track you now, but this isn’t over. Simon won’t stop until he’s caught, so my job isn’t finished. I have to go deliver what was promised,” he said. “And if I can’t deliver him as promised, I’ll deal with him myself.”

      She nodded.

      “What I can promise is that I’ll be back,” he said. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “I know,” she said. “We’ll save that talk for when you get back. I’ll be here.”

      Garrett knew she would. Heck, he damn sure hoped she stuck around. He had concrete confirmation that Autumn belonged to him and he belonged to her.
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      Garrett pulled up in front of the Cross City Country Tavern and came to an abrupt halt next to the police tape wrapped around the lot. This time, the entire parking area was empty and most of what remained of the tavern could only be described as ashes and rubble. His heart nearly dropped in his stomach. How many ways were there to tell Autumn that her family business was gone?

      His cell phone vibrated on his hip. He answered right away without checking the caller ID.

      “Yeah?”

      “Hey Garrett. It’s Alejandro. You in the city yet?”

      “I just pulled up.”

      “Pulled up where? Here?” Alejandro asked.

      Garrett had talked with Alejandro earlier during a pit stop. They’d compared mental notes on what they had learned about the whereabouts of Simon and his bodyguards. Since the fire, no one had seen any sign of him.

      “No, not yet. I’m over at the tavern.”

      “It’s a fucking mess, isn’t it?” Alejandro exclaimed. “More than half of the people who worked there belonged to our Pack. Now we’ve got some of them lulling around here worrying about how they’re going to pay their bills. How are the North girls holding up?”

      “They’re all right at this point. Their safety is the most important for me right now. The tavern can be rebuilt. We can find new jobs for those affected until then.”

      “Of course. I have to update the main man here. When can we expect you?”

      By main man, Garrett knew that he meant Benjamin Sr., his boss.

      “I’ll head out that way once I’ve checked out a couple of the leads I have.”

      He pulled out a gold chain from his back pocket and rolled the piece of jewelry over and over again in his palm. After Garrett had sent a few men to clear up after the fight with Simon in the fields, they’d returned with the chain, claiming it had been lying under the dead driver’s body. Oddly enough, Garrett had seen Simon wearing a gold chain just like it.

      “Gotcha,” Alejandro said. “We’ll be waiting.”

      “Which part of the city is your jeweler located?” Garrett asked, his suspicions rising drastically.

      “East of the post office. On the corner of Fairfield and Whitmore. The owner’s daughter is mated to one of our own. They’re good people. Why?”

      Garrett returned the piece to his back pocket. “Just keep your phone with you. If I find Simon, I’m sure you’ll want to be the first to know.”

      “Roger that. Hey, did you bring any of the guys with ya or do you need me to come meet you somewhere?”

      “No. I’m solo this time. Believe it or not, that’s the way I work. I don’t want anyone else getting injured or killed on my account.”

      “Understood,” Alejandro exclaimed. “Just watch your back. The cops are out looking for an arsonist and questioning everyone they know with a criminal record. They’ve been holding two members of our Pack who weren’t even there the night of the fire. With your record, you need to stay clear of them or you’ll get snatched up real quick.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” Garrett said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      After Garrett hung up the phone, he turned his attention toward the small convenient store across the street. A couple customers were lingering around on the sidewalk, smoking cigarettes. A young boy was seated on the ground next to one of the gas pumps. Garrett cranked up his motorcycle again and drove the short distance to the store. He parked his bike in front of a tank. The young boy stood immediately to help him with the gas.

      “Fill ‘er up?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, handing over a few bills. “That should do it. Keep the change.”

      The young boy tipped his cap and proceeded to fill Garrett’s tank.

      The customers standing on the sidewalk eyed Garrett suspiciously. Only one of the men was a shifter. The pair exchanged a few words with each other and then the human walked into the store, leaving the shifter outside.

      “You aren’t of this Pack,” the boy said, catching him off guard.

      “I’m not,” Garrett replied. “Just rolling through.”

      “Are you an Enforcer or something? I haven’t seen that symbol before,” the boy said, looking at Garrett’s Pack symbols.

      He nodded. “Something like that.”

      Wolves officially deemed outlaws didn’t carry the same symbols as the ranking wolves of the Pack.

      “Soon as I turn sixteen, I’m going to get my first tattoo. The design is going to be of my former Pack’s symbol so that I never forget where I can from,” the boy said, anxiously.

      “That’s honorable,” Garrett told him. “What happened to your Pack?”

      “We disbanded about half a year ago.” The boy frowned. “Our home state was clearing up forest debris near our Pack home so they could use the area as a landfill. One of the big machines they were using caught fire and the blaze got out of control. The fire spread to our land and destroyed everything that our Pack owned. All twenty-five thousand acres burned out in less than two weeks.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I’m glad you and your dad found another Pack home. How long have you been working here?”

      “I just started last week.”

      “Where do you go to school?”

      “I don’t.” He shrugged.

      Garrett shifted his full attention from the shifter, who suddenly looked anxious, to the boy. “You look like you’re school-aged.”

      “I got kicked out. I’m not going back either. I’m a wolf. I don’t need any formal education anyway,” he said.

      “Even wolves need education,” Garrett told him. “What did you do to get kicked out?”

      “I punched another kid in the face because he wouldn’t get up from my seat. They said I can’t come back until the end of next month.”

      “Well kid, that ain’t gonna cut it. Why didn’t you just take another seat?”

      “There was this girl I wanted to sit next to and he was in my way,” the boy said, sheepishly.

      Garrett scoffed. “You’ll have plenty of time to fight over women, but you won’t win her over unless you’ve got the brains in addition to the strength. Trust me on that one.”

      The boy smiled. “I guess.”

      Garrett honed in on the front of the store again where the men had been lingering around despite the big white sign on the window that said: No Loitering.

      “Those men you keep looking at are there to protect the place,” the boy said. “Jim, the owner, can’t afford to have his gas station torched like that restaurant.”

      Garrett swung around. “Right…of course.”

      “I saw you pull up in front over there. There’s another fast food place up the street if you’re looking to eat,” the boy said after slipping the pump back onto the leather. “It’s too bad about the tavern, though. My dad says they had the best pulled pork sandwiches in the State.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, but he hasn’t been going there lately, though. He says the place was bought out by the same flake that keeps harassing folks for money in the name of the Pack.”

      “A flake?”

      The boy diverted his gaze and then shoved his hands down into his pants pocket. “Well, you’re all set.”

      “What do you know of this flake?”

      “Um…I could get in serious trouble for saying anything.”

      “I won’t say anything. If you had information that could save this town, save your Pack, and save lives, wouldn’t you want to help?”

      The boy shuffled from one foot to the next. “It’s forbidden to speak out against him,” he said keeping his tone low.

      “By any chance, do you mean Simon, your Beta?”

      The kid nodded.

      “You don’t have to say anything else,” Garrett said, giving his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Remember what I told you, kid. Get back in school and stay there. You need more than a good right hook to win the girl.”

      Garrett had already mounted his bike and was beginning to slip on his helmet  when the kid asked, “Can I at least have your name?”

      “Garrett.”

      The boy grinned. “I’m Nathan. If it takes brains to win a girl, what does it take to become what you are? Aren’t you wearing an Enforcer’s symbol? ”

      Garrett smiled. “It’s a little complicated. I’ll tell you what, Nathan. I’ll be coming through here a lot more often. Next time I come, you prove to me that you’re back in school. We can talk about what it means to be an Enforcer then. Deal?”

      “Deal.”
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      Déjà vu hit Garrett hard as a motherfucker. When he pulled his motorcycle up at the corner of Fairfield and Whitmore, about half a dozen cop cars lined the streets and a fire truck sat right on the curb in front of Weltman’s Fine Jewels. He’d recalled Alejandro’s warning to stay away from the local police, but he just couldn’t ignore this. The men in uniform were actively trying to put out a fire near the front of the building. The medics had someone laid out on a gurney. A bloodstained sheet covered them from head to toe. Apparently, there had been a casualty. But if this was only a fire, why the blood-soaked sheet?

      Garrett drove up to the curb and sat idle on his bike to observe the chaos. He wasn’t the only one watching. About a half dozen or so people had walked across the street from the post office and adjacent shops to witness the mess.

      “Hey! Get back!” A cop rushed over to secure the area with yellow tape and ushered the crowd back and away from the building. “This is a crime scene. Please leave the area.”

      The onlookers scattered in different directions. Among the bits and pieces of conversation that Garrett picked up on, one clue stuck with him. Apparently, gunshots had been fired inside right before the fire, according to one witness. Right before the fire broke out, a man had fled through the back of the store. From past experience, Garrett had learned to follow his instincts when it came to subtle clues like this. It just so happened that he had a nose for doing just that.

      He parked his bike in the post office’s parking lot and walked about a quarter mile to enter the woods where he could change forms without detection. He removed his boots and stuffed them into his pack. As soon as the shift was complete, he raced back toward the jewelry store, hiding in the thick brush at the back of the store to avoid detection. When the cops who were investigating the rear of the store went back inside, he took the opportunity and sprinted out of the bushes. The wolf was in total control now, using all of his five senses, especially his sense of smell. A faint aura was detected around the grassy area just under a broken window. Among the shards of broken glass shattered on the ground were a few drops of blood. The aura belonged to a wolf. He engrained the scent into his memory and then followed it back through the thick brush where it led him deep into the woods.

      He tracked the unfamiliar wolf scent for about a mile until he came out on the other side of the forest near the south side of the city. It led him to a trailer park community blocked off by a chain-linked fence. His inner beast wanted to forge ahead, but in order to get on the other side of the tall fence, he had to climb over it. Reluctantly, he shifted back to human form and clambered up the wobbly fence.

      About twenty trailers were on the lot. For the most part, the atmosphere was quiet except for the handful of kids playing on the playground near the front of the community. His sense of smell wasn’t as keen as it was when he was in wolf form, so he had to use more effort to concentrate. Beads of sweat poured down his forehead as his body worked to cool him off after his non-stop trek to get here. He dragged the front of his shirt over his eyes and down his face and forged ahead.

      Garrett’s intuitions led him to a small mobile trailer with a red Volkswagen parked in front of the door. At first, he thought he had the wrong location. Inside the home, a woman was screaming at the top of her lungs. But she wasn’t in trouble. Right in tune with her cries, were the grunts and moans of a man. The pair was inside, and from the way she was hollering his bloody name, Garrett could tell they were fucking.

      The blood scent and wolf pheromones that he’d picked up behind the store were stronger now than before. There was no doubt that his guy was inside.

      Garrett took a look in both directions and noted that there weren’t any immediate threats. Just the kids playing on the playground. He shoved his foot hard into the door, smashing it down to the floor.

      He barreled inside.

      This time, when the woman screamed, she wasn’t screaming in pleasure.

      Garrett couldn’t believe his luck. The woman naked on the bed was the same woman who’d served him that first night at the tavern. Her hair was even braided back the same way. Her eyes widened and then recognition flashed over her face when she saw him.

      Before his target could begin the shifting process, Garrett charged across the room and threw him hard against the wall.

      “Who are you?” his target croaked.

      “I was going to ask you the same question.”

      “What the fuck, man?” he exclaimed. “You’ve gotta wait your turn to fuck. I was here first.”

      His target was still concerned about fucking, yet his dick was now lying flaccid between his legs.

      Garrett’s gaze fluttered toward the waitress then back to his target. “I didn’t come to fuck. You were at Weltman’s jewelry store today, and ironically, someone died there just before a fire started.”

      His target diverted his gaze, guilt clouding his face. “I ain’t got shit to do with no fire,” he said.

      “What were you doing there?”

      His target charged, nearly knocking Garrett to his feet. They struggled in the tiny interior of the trailer. His target was trying to get away, but Garrett wasn’t going to let that happen. Meanwhile, the half-naked waitress screamed bloody murder.

      Garrett picked up his target by the neck and then slammed him hard against the wall. “Answer me! What were you doing there?”

      “My job! Fuck! I was doing my job, okay?”

      “What job is that? Breaking and entering? Arson?”

      “I didn’t start no fire, man,” he insisted. “I was sent to collect something.”

      “Something?”

      He struggled against Garrett’s hold, but Garrett pushed firmly at his larynx. He was almost blue in the face before Garrett loosened his grip.

      “Money…Weltman owed my boss money.”

      Somehow, his target had gotten hold of a vase. He took it, slammed it against the side of Garrett’s face, and then made a run for the door. He never made it outside. Garrett dragged him back inside, pounded him into a table, and brought his fist down across his face.

      “I wasn’t finished,” Garrett growled. “Who’s paying you? Who’s your boss?”

      He gagged on his own blood as it drained down his nose to the back of his throat.

      “This could all be over for you,” Garrett said. “I need a name.”

      He gasped. “Si…Simon.”

      Garrett ground his teeth together, his aggravation rising at the sound of the name. Simon was one annoying, sick bastard.

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He was lying.

      Garrett snatched a knife up from the kitchen counter and thrust it into the thickest part of his thigh.

      “Don’t waste my time, motherfucker! I asked you a question.”

      “In the barn…the barn,” he panted. “Behind his old family home. Take the woods and run north. He’s in there. Goddammit, let me up! I don’t know anything else.” He grasped at the knife in his thigh.

      Garrett released his hold, yanked out the knife for him, and tossed it back on the table.

      The man stumbled backward, hopping on his good leg. After a failed attempted at regaining his grounding, he dropped to his knees on the floor and uttered a string of curses at Garrett. The bastard was through. Just to make sure he wasn’t going to regain his strength anytime soon, Garrett dragged him up to a standing position and knocked him unconscious with his fist. He hit the floor like dead weight.

      The waitress he’d been fucking was huddled in a corner. “Please…I don’t know anything,” she said, meekly.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. It was him I was after,” he said. “Is this your home?”

      She shook her head. “No. We just hook up here. Look, I’m not the only one selling sex here. I—”

      “T.M.I,” he said, holding up his hand. “You need to be wary of the company you keep, lady.”

      “I needed the money,” she exclaimed, her mascara running down her face as tears escaped her eyes. “Tips at the tavern haven’t been the same”

      He retrieved a few twenty-dollar bills from his pocket and threw it on the table next to the bloody knife.

      “Put on some clothes and get outta here,” he said, and then left her inside the trailer.

      As he raced back toward the forest, he dialed Alejandro’s number.

      “Yo,” Alejandro answered.

      “The old Montague barn…you know where that is, right?”

      “You mean the one behind Simon’s old family’s home. The County Inspector’s report says the house was filled with asbestos. That place has been barred off and abandoned for years.”

      “Well, that’s where I’m headed. No time to talk,” Garrett said, and then hung up the phone.

      He increased his speed, racing through the woods as fast as his legs would take him. In mid-run, he shifted, trusting the wolf to guide him.
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      It was too late to turn back now and take cover. By the time Garrett propelled his wolf forward to burst through the open fields, Simon’s bodyguards had already seen him. Two of them were lying out on their backs in the grass under the sun just outside the barn when he arrived. They bolted upright as soon as they scented Garrett’s wolf and shifted almost instantaneously, meeting him in the middle of the field.

      Both wolves circled Garrett. Between the three of them, there was enough hostility and rage to fuel the negative charge around them. From the corner of his eye, he spotted Simon stepping out of the barn in human form. But just as soon as that crook made his presence known, he shrunk back behind the door.

      Garrett figured that in order to get to that murderous bastard, he’d have to go through the two wolves circling him. They were going to blindly and foolishly defend this territory and the criminal hiding in the barn, even if it killed them. He sensed that protective drive in them—the same drive Garrett experienced whenever he was propelled to safeguard someone. At least he knew what he was up against. But Garrett had an agenda as well. Not only did he have a job to complete, he also had a score to settle. No one bit his woman and got away with it. No one marked the woman that belonged to him and lived to tell about it.

      The wolves pounced on him and all hell broke loose.

      Fire and adrenaline rolled through him as he collided with fur and flesh over and over again. Shards of pain seized him as the wolves took turns trying to immobilize him. Although he was only outnumbered by one more, he had to use quick thinking and his instincts to guide him. When one of the wolves stumbled aside to shake off a hard swat to the face, Garrett toppled him, immediately going for the throat. Blood filled his mouth as he bit down hard. A loud yelp ripped through the air as Garrett sunk his canines deeper.

      The second wolf leaped on his back, thrusting his claws deep. Garrett stumbled back on all fours and flung the wolf off his back, sending him several feet into the air and across the field. When he turned his attention back to the wolf he’d bitten, it was some ten feet away and had already shifted back to human form. Blood pulsed from the bite on his neck. He wasn’t going to recover from that anytime soon. No matter how many times he shifted.

      From Garrett’s stance, which was only a couple yards to the right of the barn, he saw a flash of auburn as Simon ran out in human form and took off toward the hills. In the same instance, the sound of paws beating the ground put Garrett in a conundrum. He turned just in time to the see the second wolf coming straight at him. Canines exposed. Claws lengthened and all. Acting quickly, Garrett leaped up, intersecting the other wolf mid-air. They thrashed around on the in the grass a bit until Garrett had the other wolf pinned to the ground. This time when he locked his jaws around thick, sinewy muscles that could only belong to a throat, he held a tighter grip, surrendering totally to his inner beast. Shaking his head from side to side, he ended the wolf’s life.

      At that moment, a van hurled across the field at him. He jumped out of its path and was surprised to see Alejandro behind the wheel. He and another passenger jumped out of the vehicle.

      Garrett shifted painfully to his human form and pointed to the bodyguard that was still alive, “Don’t let this one get away! Simon was in the barn but he took off.”

      He raced in the direction where Simon was last seen. As soon as he caught Simon’s scent, there was no doubt that he’d find the bastard. Simon had gotten a head start, but he was still disadvantaged. For being the slickest, criminal in all of Cross City, he was a slow runner. For this reason, Garrett didn’t bother to shift. He was gaining in on Simon.

      Simon’s retreating back and the stream he was about to cross came into full view. Garrett pushed himself forward. Harder. Faster.

      Simon dropped a bag to the ground and tore off his shirt. He then dropped to his knees, arched his back, and held his face to the sky in preparation of shifting.

      Oh, no you don’t.

      Before Simon had time to activate his change, Garrett tackled him to the ground. The force in which he plowed into Simon knocked the breath right out of him.

      “You won’t be running off again,” Garrett growled.

      “This isn’t your fight. Let me go,” Simon spat. He took a swing at Garrett and missed.

      “To hell it ain’t. You bit and marked a woman who clearly belonged to me.”

      “Clearly? Last I checked, I had rights to claim her. Her daddy signed her over to me.”

      “Consider your claim useless. The woman is mine.”

      Simon chuckled. “Where is she? I thought that after I burned down that piece of shit tavern of her’s, she would come runnin’.”

      “You are one miserable bastard, you know that? Conning folks out of money, killing senselessly, and taking what doesn’t belong to you.”

      “I know what does belong to me. That dump of a tavern. So I do what the fuck I want with it. Since she’s trying to cut corners and gip me for what she owes even though we already gave her daddy the money to keep the tavern up, I set fire to that bitch. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Garrett charged and the men fought with fists until both of them were bloodied and bruised from being punched and battered.

      Simon spat blood on the ground. “Tell that little tease that she can come out of hiding and get what’s coming to her. She owes me a good fucking for what I did for her family. I will murder that bitch just like I did the rest of them who don’t gimme what they owe me.”

      Bile rose in Garrett’s throat and blood rage consumed him. He grabbed Simon and shoved him with brute force, face first, up into a tree. From that point, Garrett couldn’t stop himself. He pounded his fist into Simon’s face over and over again. His knuckles were skinned down to the bone as he beat the bastard where it counted.

      Simon continued to mutter about all the vile things he’d done. Everything from running the Alpha over in the road like a stray mutt to throwing a man over the city bridge for not paying what they owed him.

      Now he understood why Benjamin wanted him to suffer and why so many others were weary of him. Simon would pay for what he did. And Garrett’s last name was Justice for a reason. Garrett wanted to shut Simon up for good. He dragged the bastard over to the stream and shoved his head against the rocks and held him under the water.

      Simon’s lower body thrashed violently. He gripped Garrett’s forearm and tried to pry himself free.

      Garrett let him come up for air to tell him one thing. “The only bitches you will ever fuck again are the ones in Hell!”

      “Fuck y—”

      He shoved Simon’s head back under the water. He was certain he’d almost killed him when he realized that both Alejandro and Benjamin stood behind him. Another man that had been in the van with Alejandro was present as well. It appeared that Benjamin had nearly killed himself to get here. The old man hugged the tree next to him, panting as if he’d been running for hours, not minutes.

      Suddenly, he remembered his deal with Benjamin. He was to turn Simon over alive.

      “He has to die,” Garrett growled between clenched teeth.

      “I agree. He has to die.” Benjamin panted. “But he also has to take responsibility for what he did to my son and other members of our Pack. A lot of people in this community need answers.”

      Garrett wanted to kill. He felt the life force draining from Simon and he reveled in his suffering. He wanted to end this man’s life for what he did to Autumn, but there was someone else that had suffered far more from Simon's antics.

      Garrett released his death grip on Simon and the man gasped for breath before saying, “Just kill me! Get it over with now.”

      Garrett rose. His clothes were torn, filthy, and drenched in water, sweat, and blood. “He’s yours.”

      Alejandro and the other man seized Simon, throwing some chains around him and hog-tying him to prevent him from shifting. Simon's mouth was strapped closed to keep him from spewing insults and shit talking.

      “You won’t see him again,” Benjamin assured him.

      “If I do, I’ll torture and kill him myself.”

      “You won’t see me again either,” Benjamin said. “After it’s done, I’m heading out west to spend the rest of my days in a quieter setting. If Dane needs anything from me in the interim, I’ll leave Alejandro and one of my personal messengers behind. We came to an agreement this morning. The Pack and the city are his. Please take care of it and the remaining Pack members.”

      Garrett nodded. “We know what to do. Take care of yourself.”

      After another look of disdain thrown in Simon's direction, Garrett shifted, fled the scene, and raced through the city back to his motorcycle.

      He was anxious to get back to one woman and one woman only. Autumn. Even while he ran as wolf, flashes of the happy memories that they’d shared over the past few days came to him. He let his wolf take control, trusting that it would always guide him to the woman he’d love for the rest of his life.
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      Garrett ascended the steps slowly and halted just in front of the screen doors of his home. Mingling with the sound of the crickets chirping and the birds fluttering around in the trees overhead was the sound of the television turned on inside. There was something cooking and the aroma wafted through the small window above the sink to where he stood on the porch. Having swum in the lake just before coming home, he was drenched from head to toe. Despite all of this, everything going on around him, and everything that had transpired, there was only one woman on his mind still—Autumn.

      Her scent was the most prominent above everything else around him. He took a deep breath in and out, turned the knob, and pushed the door open.

      His beautiful mate had been on the way to the kitchen, dabbing at her damp hair with a towel. When she saw him, she dropped the towel and rushed to him.

      “I didn’t hear you come up the steps,” she panted, wrapping her arms around him.

      “I’m not wearing my boots,” he said.

      She smiled, her eyes gleaming with hope. Then she kissed him. Long, roving caresses across his lips. He pulled her closer and felt her heartbeat speed up against his chest. He deepened the kiss, dipping his tongue into her mouth and tasting all of her.

      She parted from the kiss. “You’re soaked.”

      “I took a dive in the lake,” he said. “I didn’t want you to see me the way I was.”

      She touched his face and frowned. “You were fighting, weren’t you?”

      When he didn’t say anything, she lifted the wet shirt over his head. Together, they peeled away his clothing until everything but his briefs were in the foyer.

      “That’s better,” she whispered, tracing the jagged lines of his most recent scars. “But what happened out there?”

      His hand cupped her ass and he squeezed her there possessively. He leaned in to kiss the sensitive spot behind her ear. And just as he thought—just as he had hoped—his birthmark was still there. He pressed his lips softly against her ear.

      “I’ll tell you about that later, sweetheart. Just know that everything is all right now. You don’t have to worry anymore.”

      “Thank you.”

      He threaded his fingers through her thick wet hair. “No, Autumn, thank you, for trusting me. Thank you for showing me that there’s hope. About our talk…”

      “Yes?” She looked at him anxiously.

      “After we had sex, something changed.”

      “I know. I’ve been feeling really weird,” she said. “Well not weird, but just…” Her face blushed. “…like I need you again. But we both knew that would happen.”

      “Yes, we knew that would happen. But something else changed. You’re carrying my mark, Autumn. That means—”

      “I know about that too.” She smiled. “I saw your birthmark this morning right before you left. I know I’m wearing your mark.”

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “So…what next?”

      “We do what we planned to do. Stay together. Love each other.”

      Autumn slid her arms around his next and lifted herself on her tiptoes. “I mean, what do we do about my need to fuck you again?”

      He groaned. “Mmmm, you’re becoming a very naughty woman.”

      “I like me this way.”

      She stepped back and untied the oversized robe and let the thing fall to her feet. He licked his lips and drank in her beauty. He was secretly pleased that she barely had clothes to wear just yet. She was completely naked. Without further hesitation, he picked her up and hurried to his bedroom.

      Garrett tossed her onto the bed and then flipped her over so he could see the plumpness of her ass. He covered her body, pinning her down. With his mouth, he found the column of her neck. When his teeth lightly grazed her there, she moaned. Pleasure rolled through him when he viewed his birthmark on her neck. Its presence brought out the possessive side of him. It brought out the inner beast in him. He pushed his thick erection against her ass.

      “You’re beautiful, Autumn,” he said. “And you’re mine.”

      He slid his hand up under her belly and propped her up so that she was on her hands and knees. Ass up. Face down. Exposed to him.

      “Oh, God, Garrett,” she moaned. “I’ve been wanting this all day.”

      “Patience,” he whispered, taking a deep breath in, smelling her sweet arousal.

      When he glanced down at her sex, he almost lost control. Her pussy was plump and juicy. Already wet for the taking. He glided his hands over her ass, kneading it until she was pushing back, begging him to enter her. Instead of giving his dick, he pushed two digits inside of her. Her cries of pleasure were music to his ears. The thing he wanted to do to her and would do to her for the rest of his life should have been forbidden. The cinnamon and nutmeg smell of her enchanted him. He wanted to taste her. Placing one knee on the bed next to her, he lowered his head and kissed the highest curve of her ass, kissing his way downward until his tongue was buried deep in her pussy. He lapped at her in slow, but firm strokes, letting her warm honey coat his tongue. Her whole body was trembling against him. Her clit pulsed against his tongue. She arched deeper, grabbing and pulling at the sheets on his bed. He couldn’t help himself and growled into her pussy. She let go…waves of energy traveled across both of them.

      While she was still shaking and high on a climax, he spread her legs wider and buried himself to the hilt. Over and over again he drove into her, intent on giving her as much pleasure as she could handle and then some.

      “Mine,” he growled, climaxing long and hard.

      “Yes, Garrett. I’m yours.”

      That was all the confirmation he needed. He wasn’t going anywhere. This was his home. Autumn was his woman. His true mate. His everything.
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      Seven Months Later…A glimpse of Autumn’s & Garrett’s future together

      “Well, love, what do you think?” Garrett slid his arm around her waist and pulled her against his side.

      Autumn was so absorbed in daydreaming about the positive outlook she had for the future, that she hadn’t realized that she was still in the same spot since they got here. Even the overcast clouds above them couldn’t dampen her mood.

      The foundation, parking lot, and building of the new future tavern had just been completed. All that was left was the completion of the interior design. All of the kitchen equipment, shelving, tables, chairs…everything had already been picked out. The big sign identifying the tavern had been erected beside the road just this morning. North’s Country Tavern, it read. Garrett had just hung a red vinyl sign that indicated when the grand reopening would occur. She was nervous, exciting, and hopeful…all of those emotions, all rolled into one.

      The tavern would be as twice as big as the last one. Not only would the place have the pool hall and sports section that was there before the fire, the builders were also able to increase the size of the kitchen, which she’d always thought was too small for three full-time chefs. In addition, there would be a front patio and a seating area outside. Her dad would be so proud. She wished he were here to see it now to see it. To see her and meet Garrett.

      “I love it,” she exclaimed. “I love it so much!”

      Garrett grinned. “Good. I’m loving it too.”

      “When can we start decorating inside?” she asked.

      “According to the contractor, as early as next week.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      He kissed her on the lips softly and rubbed her swollen belly. “You’re still going to have to take it easy. My baby’s in there and I don’t want you to exert yourself in any way.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said. “Doc says I’m healthy and so is our baby.”

      “And my responsibility is to keep it that way. Remember, you point and instruct and I’ll do it.”

      She grinned. “I’m loving this.”

      “I bet you are.”

      For the past three and a half months, he’d been super-attentive. Not only did Autumn have the re-opening of the tavern to look forward to, she was also anxious to meet the little girl or boy that would become the newest member of the North and Justice families.

      She had more than enough to live and fight for.
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        A bad boy outlaw who will do what is necessary to protect and keep what he holds dear and a college student who is ready to ditch her drab dating life for something daring makes for a sizzling, paranormal romance adventure.

        

        Brock Justice is a wolf and an outlaw. He’s known inside and outside of his community for being active in the movement for shifter equality. His current mission is to stop the ownership reversion of shifter lands to the State. The outlaw and his band of brothers cultivate a plan to halt the proceedings by targeting the Governor. During a raid and in a twist of events, Brock ends up taking the Governor’s daughter. Chelsey is spoiled, wayward, and breathtakingly beautiful. He wants to do more than keep her all to himself. His wolf wants to lay claim to her. But how can he be a true mercenary when the woman he’s supposed to hate unleashes his mating urge?
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

        

      

      If LIVE Nightclub hadn’t been short a few bouncers tonight, Brock Justice would’ve been home an hour ago. He knew he should’ve picked up some beer from the convenient store instead of stopping by here. After Leo had seen Brock hanging around outside with some bikers, the guy had practically begged him to keep an eye on things in the club. Brock had a hard time saying no to people he thought of as family. And he owed Leo one anyway. The man had bailed him out of jail more than a few times over the past several years. Coincidentally, one of those times had been from getting into a physical altercation with some bonehead he couldn’t even remember.

      LIVE was way overcrowded tonight. The ratio of humans to shifters was relatively high. The nightclub was one of the most popular in the state. It was also the only club owned by a shifter where humans mingled around. But sometimes the mingling didn’t always lead to good times. Several fights had broken out in here over the past couple of months and Leo had already received notices from the authorities about executing a shutdown if the security wasn’t tightened up. The fucked up part about it was that over fifty percent of the fights were over disagreements between shifters and humans. There was no promise in sight that the dust would settle anytime soon. It was a rough time in Tellevue County where opposing political views were the number one topic of discussion. On top of that, the local government was trying to seize the majority of shifter-owned lands through eminent domain proceedings. It was no wonder so many sat at the bar, emptying beer pitchers left and right. Stressful times called for desperate measures.

      “Hey Brock!” one of the call girls yelled as he passed through the dense crowd to get to the bar. “What ya doing out here tonight?”

      “I was just passing through for a drink.” If he could remember correctly, the woman’s name was Anna. She’d been working here a while out of one of the backrooms.

      “Where are your brothers?” she asked.

      “I don’t keep up with anyone but myself.”

      “You boys haven’t been in the news lately.” She grinned. “I thought maybe you had packed up and left.”

      “I’m still here.”

      “Well, me too. But I won’t be for long. As soon as I earn enough, I’m gonna buy me one of those motorhomes and head out west. Me and my girls. We’re going to Vegas.”

      “Uh-huh.” Brock nodded. “I wish you luck. I’m sure you’ll get there.”

      Getting out of the small town of Aspen Valley was a hot topic for half of the residents here. The majority of those who left for greener pastures or big cities did so without warning. They never really talked about it; they just got up and left. Brock and his brothers had abandoned the town before when they were young boys, only to be led back here when their younger brother, Dane, was named Alpha of the Aspen Valley Pack. Now they had a duty to stand by their Pack Alpha and the growing shifter community.

      “If you’ve got some free time, I can help you relax,” she said.

      It was her way of nonchalantly offering herself and her body for the night. There were probably about a half a dozen other girls working at LIVE tonight for the very same purpose. He’d never fucked any of them, but they did offer expert massages. He didn’t know what had gotten over him. Even the massages he’d come to love here weren’t doing the trick anymore. He was bored with it all.

      “Listen, Anna, I’m on duty tonight, but it was nice talking to you,” he said.

      “Ah, if you say so,” she said, her gaze working slowly across his groin. “If you change your mind, I’m here until 2 A.M.”

      After Brock broke away from Anna, he slid on an empty barstool, took out his wallet, and tossed a Benjamin on the counter. Not a minute later, Frank placed a shot of whiskey down in front of him.

      “What’s the word, Brock?” Frank asked as he proceeded to make a cocktail for another customer.

      “Just trying to stay out of trouble.”

      Frank laughed. “Is that even possible, dude?”

      “Doesn’t anyone have faith in me?” Brock asked, pretending to look sheepish.

      Frank smirked and gave him a skeptical look. He dipped a martini glass into some salt, poured in whatever fruity cocktail he’d mixed, and topped it off with a lime. It wasn’t until he placed it on the coaster of the woman sitting two seats down from him did Brock fully realize that she’d been there. The moment he turned his gaze in her direction, she looked up at him with a set of the prettiest brown eyes he’d ever seen.

      She diverted her attention and looked down at her drink before Brock could get a good look at her face. She certainly wasn’t a regular and she damn sure wasn’t a shifter. Her outfit was provocative and barely there and he almost wondered if she was one of the new girls working the back. No, couldn’t be. Brock saw right past the seductive club attire and dramatic makeup she wore. She didn’t appear to belong in Leo’s adult rooms, but again the selections changed almost weekly.

      While Frank was focused on another customer, Brock rose from his chair, took his drink with him, and slid into the empty seat next to the woman.

      She looked straight ahead and fumbled with the napkins on the counter as if pretending not to see him.

      “So…” Brock said. “Let me take a guess at why a woman like you would end up at an adult nightclub like this.”

      She turned sharply in his direction, eagerly awaiting his answer.

      “I wasn’t aware there was a requirement to enter the nightclub,” she said. “But go ahead…”

      “One, you’re one of those reporters from the city they send in here every now and then to get the scoop on us. Two, you were getting a little bored with the regular clubs in the city. Three, this is your first day on the job, you’re feeling overwhelmed, and you decided to take a break.”

      She smiled. “None of the above.”

      “I’m all ears if you care to share the real reason.”

      “I’m not sure if I like you or not.” She blushed and lifted her cocktail glass to her lips.

      They were painted a dark red and all Brock could do was imagine her mouth on him. Shit! He was a little more deprived than he thought. Maybe it was time to unleash his desires before he drove himself insane trying to keep his dick in his pants. That had been his grandmother’s advice the last time he visited her out west, but sustaining his sexual attraction to this woman, in particular, was proving to be more difficult than he could imagine and he didn’t even know her name.

      “Save yourself and your energy for your intended mate,” his grandma had said. “Trust me, you’ll need it.”

      What Grandma Justice didn’t know was that he possessed endless amounts of energy when it came to fucking, thanks to his papa who was a rolling stone. Brock liked his freedom very much and had realized long ago that his intended mate might never appear. But there was no way in Heaven or Hell that he’d mate or even marry four different women in the process of finding her like his Papa Magnus had.

      As the woman swallowed, her delicate throat flexed. Her caramel-complexioned skin looked soft to the touch. Soon, his gaze had shifted to her rounded breasts pushing up out of her little tight top. She wasn’t even wearing a bra and he licked his lips as he contemplated what shade her nipples might be. Her thick and luscious thighs were pressed together tightly and he imagined his face between them exploring her.

      Fuck! Just stop it. She’s a human and you’ll scare her away.

      “Are you a shifter?” she asked, her question taking him off guard.

      “Don’t I look like one?”

      She turned slightly and assessed him inch by inch, sending his blood pressure into an unhealthy spike. “You do.”

      “I’m full-blood. Weren’t you expecting a shifter? This is a shifter-owned nightclub.”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, that’s why I’m here. I’m looking for a shifter just like you.” The tip of her tongue slipped through the seam of her lips and then across it.

      Damn, she’s hot.

      “Now, it’s my turn to ask a question,” he said. “You said I was wrong about why you’re here. Why are you here, little Princess?”

      “As part of a dare.” She took a longer sip of her cocktail.

      “A dare?”

      She nodded, pursing her plump red lips. “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Do you mind elaborating?”

      “I’m here because…I want to sleep with a shifter.”

      Brock almost spewed his liquor as he struggled to keep his amusement inside. “Sleep with? Okay, that’s innocent enough. Even little fairy princesses sleep.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Well, Princess, if you’re here for something you want, you ain’t gonna get it beating around the bushes.”

      “I want to fuck a shifter. There. I said it.”

      “Are you drunk, Princess?” he asked.

      “Not entirely. I’m very aware of where I am and I know what I came for,” she replied, hotly.

      Brock’s balls tightened and his dick pulsed against his fly. “Why do you want this?”

      “My break is over soon and I’ll be heading back to college in under a week. There aren’t any shifters there like you. In fact, the boys there don’t do anything for me. I thought if I slept with someone of your…caliber that would hold me over until I graduate in the summer.”

      This time, Brock did laugh.

      A visible blush crept up her slender neck. “I knew I’d be laughed at.”

      “I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing because you’re misinformed.”

      “I haven’t been informed of anything, except the fact that shifter males are excellent lovers. I have friends who’ve um…”

      She pushed a few wayward strands of hair behind her ears and pursed her lips. Goddammit, he wanted to drag his fingers through her jet black, bone straight hair, and mostly, he wanted to kiss her plump, red lips.

      “Who’ve what?” he asked.

      “They’ve been with men like you and seem to really love it.”

      “And you want to test it out?”

      She nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Don’t worry about asking because I wasn’t planning on giving it,” she teased. “One night is all I want.”

      “One night, huh?”

      “No strings attached and we go our separate ways,” she added.

      Brock took a moment to assess her from head to toe, which wasn’t all that easy since she was seated facing the bar, but he loved what he saw. On top of that, the innocent scent underlying her expensive perfume was getting to his head. Did she taste as sweet as she smelled? This was all too good to be true.

      “What’s the catch, Princess?”

      She shrugged. “There’s no catch at all. I want something and you can give me that.”

      As if demonstrating, she crossed her legs towards him and the heel of her stilettos brushed against his jeans.

      Brock leaned in closer to her and more than a few seconds passed without her opposition. He stroked his palm upward against her leg, starting at her knee and pausing near the top of her thigh.

      “I don’t think you can handle what I have,” he told her.

      “Try me.”

      “Then let’s quit the small talk.” He slid off the chair and held out his hand, palm up. “Let’s go someplace quieter.”

      She looked around nervously. “Isn’t there a room in the back where we can do this? I thought this place catered to hook ups.”

      “Do you think I’m gonna fuck someone as beautiful and delectable as you in the back of this nightclub? No, Princess.” He took her hand and leaned in to press his lips to her ear. “I’m gonna take you so hard. When I get done with you, you’ll be lucky enough to have the strength to stand in those sexy fuck-me stilettos you have on. Is that what you want?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, her heated breath folding against the skin on his neck.

      Hand-in-hand, they walked out of LIVE nightclub into the parking lot and into the cold dry air.
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        They say one way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, but personal chef Nina Moore won’t realize how true that is until the handsome tattooed stranger who helped her out of a bind returns to her home night after night to taste test her best creations. She’s fully aware that he’s different, but there’s more to both sides of him than meets the eye. He’s scarred, dangerous, and sexy. Innocent attraction becomes full blown lust that neither of them can deny. When she finds out about his ulterior motives, she has to decide whether to trust him or send him on his way. He’s the only one that can help her quickly rectify the mess that led him to her in the first place. But how can she rely on her own judgment when all she wants to do is drag him from the dining room chair where she feeds him and onto the bed to have her way with?

        Wolf shifter Raoulf Justice is a legendary bounty hunter and a purebred rebel. Those two personas don’t always mix, especially when it comes to following protocol. When he accepts a case that leads him straight to the doorstep of a woman who could possibly be his mate, he doesn’t hesitate when he makes the decision to guard her with his life. A woman he never knew existed could be his bounty as well as the suspect who his client is so hellbent on locating. His success rate is what makes him the most sought after bounty hunter in the country, but this time he’ll fail his mission. He won’t turn in the sexy chef who feeds his soul and quenches every hunger within him…he’ll keep her for himself. After all, no one should ever deny a man his favorite meal.
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

        

      

      

      “Here’s a snapshot of the woman I need you to find.”

      Raoulf Justice studied his potential client, Warren Chestnut, intently as he sat behind the large glass desk. Mr. Chestnut pushed the photo across the surface for him to examine. He looked down briefly at the grainy photo of the beautiful woman and then peered up again at the man who was looking for her. His intuition told him that something was off.

      “You came highly recommended by a friend of mine,” the man said. “He’s a member of your pack.”

      Warren Chestnut was a shifter who had just joined a neighboring Pack. Raoulf knew very little about the Chestnut family, but he had been made aware that Mr. Chestnut chose to keep his nature as a shifter a secret from the general public. Most of the humans who conducted business with Mr. Chestnut thought he was human. Only fellow shifters could tell the difference right away. When shifters came out to the public decades earlier, the Chestnuts were one of those families who felt it more beneficial to remain low key. The man owned several hotel chains across this region and outing himself now would likely cause the end of many lucrative business arrangements.

      Warren shuffled uncomfortably in his chair and then reached up to grasp and loosen his tie. The man seemed to be getting impatient and uneasy. Raoulf had that affect on people. Every day he went about his daily life wondering why people were in such a rush. The time would pass regardless. Nonetheless, Raoulf’s keen and fixated focus must have unnerved the man.

      “About your fee…” Mr. Chestnut pushed a manilla envelope across the table. “In cash. Half now. I’ll deliver the remaining, plus a tip, upon completion of the assignment.”

      “I require cash payment for my services upfront,” Raoulf stated.

      Mr. Chestnut cleared his throat. “Oh…well, that’s fine. I can deliver more within the hour. No biggie.”

      “I’m going to need more information in order to consider accepting this assignment,” Raoulf said.

      Mr. Chestnut narrowed his gaze. “What other information do you need…besides what I’ve already given you?”

      “Who is this woman? Who was she to you?”

      Mr. Chestnut swallowed visibly. “She was supposed to be my business partner…and we had agreed to marry.”

      “What is it that you want from her?”

      “The agreement she broke cost me.”

      “Costed you what? Money?” Raoulf continued to press for the details despite how irritated Mr. Chestnut appeared.

      “Yes, money. More than money, actually.”

      “And you want her found? Why exactly? If she wanted to honor your agreement, she would have done so already, yes?”

      Mr. Chestnut remained quiet for a beat or two, and then said, “It’s complicated. I don’t really want to harm her. I just want what she owes me.”

      “Where was the last place you saw her?”

      “In Texas. Almost a year ago.”

      “And since then you’ve been trying to find her?”

      “Not actively. Following her disappearance, I got caught up in other things. I chalked it up as a loss until now. When I settled down here in Aspen Valley, Tennessee to take over my cousin’s business, I didn’t have time to run after her. That’s when a colleague of mine suggested your services. He says you can find just about anyone…human, shifter, or otherwise.”

      “I’ll need any files that you kept on her. Documents, papers she signed, aliases she revealed…”

      Mr. Chestnut leaned forward in his chair. “Does that mean you’ll help me?”

      “Yes, I’ll take the assignment.”
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        A lone shifter who has lost his family and a fun-loving scientist who is desperate to escape the monotonous lifestyle she once wanted equals one exciting tale of finding romance in unexpected places.

        

        Aspen Valley has always been home to Jacques Kent, wolf shifter and MMA fighter. Leaving now in the midst of the loss of the woman who raised him after he was abandoned would mean turning his back on his birth Pack. Just when he thinks his string of bad luck has ended and he can finally move on with his life, another wrench is thrown in his path. He’s about to throw in the towel, but then fate reveals his mate.

        

        After a nasty split with her ex, Natasha Bennett starts her life over in a new town. Her ego is bruised and she’s down on her luck, but she promises herself that she won’t make the same mistakes again. But then she meets Jacques, the sexy, brooding shifter that swears from the beginning that he’s less than perfect. His honesty along with his savage and imperfect nature sparks her curiosity. It only takes one moment in his arms and Natasha knows she wants to remain there forever.

        

        The chemistry between them rises to steamy levels, but is the promise of a lifelong mate strong enough to unmask the true desires of a wolf?
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

        

      

      Today was Natasha’s first day as the newest lab employee at Reverie Technologies…and she was late. She was so tardy, she’d probably be fired the moment she stepped foot in the building. Not only did she underestimate the traffic volume by thinking the roads would be free and clear, but she also didn’t count on there being a major three car accident at the intersection. So of course, she’d just ruined any hopes of making a good first impression with her new boss. Not to mention, she’d probably get an ear full of “I’m disappointed in you” from her dad who, coincidently, was the person who’d gotten her a job at the company in the first place.

      She blew outward in frustration as she turned into the parking lot and discovered an abundance of free spaces. Well, at least she didn’t have to play the equivalent of musical chairs in search of a space like she did back at her old job. She’d already fought through three intersections of traffic, cutting off cars like nobody’s business while getting more than enough dirty looks in the process. But at least she had reached her destination in one piece, which was a sure sign that her life wasn’t destined for total destruction. The past six months had been nothing but a string of bad luck for her. Her only saving grace had been learning that she didn’t have to worry about how she was going to pay her bills or eat. But hell…this job wasn’t even promised with the way things were going. She was a mess! Who showed up late for their first day on the job?

      Natasha Bennett. That’s who.

      She parked her Honda CRV into the nearest vacant space she could find, grabbed her handbag, and rushed from the SUV. The parking lot had been recently repaved and freshly painted. The strong fumes from the new asphalt nearly suffocated her as she trotted up the sidewalk. Bright rays of the morning sun blinded her and the chill in the air pushed against her face.

      Near the revolving glass doors, she spotted some employees frantically rushing inside. Apparently she wasn’t the only one that had been held up by the car accident up the street. Although, that didn’t make her feel any better at all. She was almost certain her new boss wouldn’t give a damn about why Reverie’s newest employee and an executive’s daughter was late on her very first day.

      Natasha put some pep in her step while thinking of ways to explain her conundrum to her new boss. Just up head, a tall man in a blue uniform was taking his sweet time getting to the door. He held his motorcycle helmet in one hand and what looked like his lunch sack in the other. He had a buzz cut, a thick, solid neck and broad shoulders. Although his gait was slow, his boots hit the pavement firmly and with purpose. Natasha hadn’t even realized that she’d slowed down her pace to check out his nicely shaped tight ass until she was only a few feet behind him. He wore short-sleeves, even with the bite of winter hovering in the air. Both arms were tattooed and muscular. His skin was perfectly sun-kissed.

      All of a sudden and without warning, he stopped abruptly in the middle of the sidewalk and spun around. Unable to anticipate his sudden change of direction because she was so mesmerized by how good he looked from behind, she ran smack dab into his chest. He held her in his arms to assist her in keeping her balance. She pushed off his hardened pecs, but not before getting a whiff of his cologne…or scent. Whatever it was, he smelled as though he’d just taken a shower in cinnamon and amber infused body wash.

      “Oh God. I’m so sorry,” she mumbled. “I was in a rush. I didn’t realize you were turning around.”

      “No need to apologize.”

      His voice wrapped around her like a blanket.

      He continued, “I thought I heard someone behind me. Wasn’t sure why I…”

      His voice trailed off and that was when his eyes began to bathe her in admiration. His gaze swept her from head to toe. He took his sweet time assessing every feature on her face.

      Did he recognize her? Certainly not. She’d barely been in Aspen Valley a month.

      Blushing, she took a step back to allow them both some personal space.

      “Do I know you?” he asked, his nose flaring.

      Natasha shook her head. “I don’t think so. Today’s my first day. I’m already late.” She chuckled nervously.

      “I can help. I work here too. Which department are you working in?”

      His voice sounded positively carnal and just…beautiful. The deep timbre wrapped around her like a thick wave of fog. His skin was a deep bronze, almost the same shade as copper. His face was clean-shaven. His bone structure was refined and chiseled.

      “I appreciate it but that’s okay,” she breathed. “I was told to just report to the receptionist on the first day.”

      Her heart was pounding, but she didn’t know if the reason was that he was breathtakingly stunning or that she was in a hurry and had just had the wind knocked out of her. His piercing ash gray eyes had her frozen in place as if it was the most natural thing for her to do at the moment. The potent fragrance of cinnamon and amber corrupted her train of thought somehow, and she forgot about being late. Something about him was certainly odd, but not in a negative way. When he cocked his head slightly to one side, his irises narrowed almost to the point where they turned to vertical slits. His eyebrows furrowed in deep thought and his ears perked upward. In that instance, she knew what he was.

      “You’re a shifter,” she whispered, almost unsure.

      He seemed taken back by her revelation as if she shouldn’t have been able to identify him so quickly.

      “I am.”

      “I’m sorry if you were trying to keep that a secret…” she said, looking behind them and in the direction of the revolving glass doors.

      “I wasn’t. They know,” he confirmed, nonchalantly.

      “I went to a school with a very high shifter population. One of the best schools in this region actually. The founder of the college is like you. He’s a shifter. It’s almost too easy now for me to tell even when someone like you isn’t willing to identify himself or herself like that. I notice the subtle hints. Your eyes gave you away, and I just had this feeling…”

      “Not many people are patient enough to pay attention to the subtle signs,” he replied.

      Her gaze found his mouth and his lips were tilted up in a sensual grin. She could have fainted on the spot over how arresting he looked.

      “So um…I’m late. Excuse me,” she said, breaking their gaze and reluctantly pushing past him.

      After breaking free, Natasha nearly ran to the front doors of the company. She bypassed the revolving doors, yanked on the adjacent door handle with sweaty palms and nervous fingers, and made a beeline for the receptionist. A young woman was seated behind the desk, answering a phone and routing calls on the switchboard.

      After Natasha introduced herself and explained that this was her first day, the receptionist said, “Oh, you’re Paul’s daughter, right?”

      “Yes.”

      The receptionist smiled. “Congratulations on the job and nice to meet you! I’m Clara. I’ll call your boss down to come get you.”

      Natasha would’ve preferred to have not started her week being identified as the daughter of an exec who worked there, but she figured she was doomed to be associated as such from that day going forward. This wasn’t even a permanent job and it was up to her to move on. As soon as she found something that suited her more, she’d do her damnedest to get a job on her own in this town. But for now, Reverie would do.

      As Clara punched some buttons on her little switchboard and informed Natasha’s new boss that she had finally arrived, the dark, mysterious stranger that she ran into on the sidewalk sauntered through the door. He eyed her like a hawk and didn’t even try to hide his interest in her. His attention should’ve made her uncomfortable all over again, but this time, it didn’t. Thank God. She was already frazzled enough as is. He assessed her with more of a curious, enigmatic gaze. Considering the intensive exchange between them, Natasha had a feeling that she’d be seeing more of him. And for some odd reason…the idea of running into him again made her feel anxious.
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