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        WOLF UNBOUND (ASPEN VALLEY WOLF PACK)

      

      A woman determined to save her tavern after the loss of her father and a sexy shifter outlaw who thinks he’s undeserving of a woman's love makes for one smoking hot, action-packed paranormal romance story.

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      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 state—the kind of trouble that him under investigation by the police and almost always on the run. Garrett, 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 no where 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 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 than 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 one’s 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. 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, the 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. Simon's 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 a 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 Bet, 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. Anymore 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 jack-ass you were before he got me into this mess. I 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      “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 increases 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 in 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 one’s 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 have 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 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 I 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 f 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 bear. 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 about 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 led 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 behind him.

      “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 the dropped 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      “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 edger 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 at 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’s 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 anymore 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 build 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 date.”

      “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’s 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. 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 he 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 all together.”

      “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 afterwards.”

      “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 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 find 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 evaporation 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 across 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 back country 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 from 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 from 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 rear view 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 to 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 engrained 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 set back 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 I, 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 past 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 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 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 than 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. She’d bite holes 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 attempt to get rid of the thing all together. She became so overwhelmed in her feelings of defeat that 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 to 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 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 there 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 to 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 goose bumps 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 no 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 tee, 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 finger 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 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 against 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 titled 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      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 anymore 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 over 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 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      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 within 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 lead 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 flushed 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 flittered 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 any time soon, Garrett dragged him up to a standing position and knocked him unconscious with his fist. He hit the floor like deadweight.

      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 weary 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      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 leapt 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 leapt 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      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 overheard was the sound of the television turned on inside. There was something cooking and the aroma wafted from 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 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Seven Months Later…A glimpse of Autumn & 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 & Bar, 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 anyway.”

      “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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