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Dedication




For my wonderful Moon Shifter readers who have been asking for Ryan and Teresa’s happily ever after since book one. This is for you.





Chapter 1




This no sex thing was going to kill her. Teresa was convinced of it.

This had to be the longest courtship in the history of shifter courting. Ever.

Ryan had admitted he wanted her as his bondmate and he knew she wanted him too. Three freaking months later they still weren’t mated because he was apparently trying to drive her and her wolf insane.

After he’d admitted his secret to her, that he was an empath shifter, something she hadn’t even known existed, he’d confessed that his kind mated differently than normal shifters. He could accidentally make her his bondmate if they had sex. Unlike the typical shifter way, which was under the full moon with the male taking the female from behind, biting her, claiming her. That would bond them forever, a link stronger than marriage because death was the only thing that could part them.

Even thinking of Ryan taking her like that got her all hot and bothered. Unfortunately it seemed as if he was determined to make things between them sex-free. Well, to be fair, not completely. They’d explored each other’s bodies the past few months in so many fun ways but he always held back from full-on sex.

And now he wasn’t even letting her pleasure him at all. It was always about her pleasure. Which, yeah, she realized that sounded insane for her to be frustrated about, but his mouth and fingers weren’t…what she wanted. Well, not all she wanted. Not only did she want to experience everything with him, she wanted that connection that only bondmates had.

Hell, she needed it on the most primal level. Once he’d admitted his attraction to her and let those walls down it was like she’d allowed her wolf the freedom to accept her mate.

And all he kept doing was rejecting her on that most primal level. She wanted to please him as much as he was her, but he was keeping her at arm’s length and it cut deep.

Grabbing the pillow next to her she held it over her face and groaned. Maddening male.

She scented him returning to her bedroom before she heard him. They weren’t living together but he was here more often than not. Tossing the pillow to the side she found herself staring into dark eyes she could easily lose herself in.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, striding into the room—shirtless. At six foot four, the cowboy was huge and beautiful. He’d probably hate that word, but he truly was. All hard muscles and sleek lines of perfection she’d had fun exploring the past few months. Well, as much as he’d let her.

She slipped her hands behind her head as she stretched out on top of the sheets, not bothering to hide her nakedness. When she slightly arched her back, he sucked in a sharp breath, his hot gaze tracking every inch of her body so that she swore she could practically feel him touching her. His eyes were espresso dark, practically the same shade as his hair. But right now she could see his wolf flickering in his gaze. “What could be wrong?” she murmured.

With shifters you usually couldn’t flat out lie or they’d scent it. So when she didn’t want to answer something, she was careful with her wording. Asking a question in response to a question tended to work if she wanted to deflect.

Unfortunately he wasn’t buying it. Setting two water bottles on her dresser, he stalked toward the bed, looking every inch the predator he was. Without pause he climbed onto it and didn’t stop moving until he was on top of her, his forearms caging her in as he stared down at her.

She resisted the urge to reach up and glide her fingers over his chest, shoulders and back. Then through his thick dark hair, clutching his head as they…gah. Her inner wolf was clawing at her, not understanding why she couldn’t touch him the way she needed. Especially when she could feel how aroused he was, his thick erection pressing against her insistently.

“You’re mad at me.” A quiet, intense statement.

“Not mad,” she whispered. That at least was the truth. “I’m frustrated and…hurt.”

He flinched at the last word, making her feel like crap. But he didn’t move off her, didn’t put distance between them. She wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse. “I just want you to be sure,” he said quietly, his scent wrapping around her. All shifters had a natural scent and his reminded her of the desert. It was just a little bit wild and untamed.

“I am sure.” They’d talked about it. More than once. He wanted her to be certain that she was ready and she was. She didn’t like the way he was acting as if she didn’t know her mind. Even though she looked like she was in her twenties, she was close to seventy years old and had been alive long enough to know what she wanted in life.

Now he rolled off her, falling onto his back next to her. The bed shifted slightly under his weight. “I don’t want you to regret anything.”

Before they’d started officially seeing each other they’d bickered all the time. All that hidden sexual tension, she now realized. Though at the time she’d just wanted to strangle the male. For the last three months they hadn’t argued or anything. Maybe it made her a coward but she didn’t want to start now.

Shoving up from the bed, she grabbed her discarded clothes and jerked her T-shirt over her head. Next she pulled up her jeans. She didn’t bother with a bra or underwear, knowing it would get Ryan riled up. Good. He deserved to be on edge as much as she was. Before she could grab her socks, a big arm snagged her around the waist, pulling her back to the bed.

Ryan sat on the edge of it, and kept her in place with her back pressed up against his chest. He nuzzled his face against her neck, his breath warm. A pleasant shiver rolled through her. “Don’t be angry at me, sweetheart.” She started to melt a little at his touch and words until he continued. “You just need to be sure.”

She snorted and wiggled out of his embrace, elbowing his rock hard stomach as she did. Like most of the Cordona women on the Armstrong-Cordona ranch, she wasn’t exactly blessed in the height department. If he didn’t want to let her go he wouldn’t have, but Ryan would never use his size against her. She knew it without a doubt.

Turning on him, she placed her hands on her hips, glad he was still sitting. “You keep telling me that I need to be sure, but I’m starting to think this is all your bullshit, Ryan O’Callaghan.” His eyes widened a fraction, but she continued, letting the steam that had been building inside her break free just a tiny bit. “I know what I want and I’m not going to beg you to mate with me.”

His jaw tightened. “Damn it, Teresa, you know why I’m concerned.”

“No, I know what happened with your parents, but we’re not them. Not even close. And if you think I don’t know my own mind or that I need some big, strong alpha male to tell me what’s good for me or to make decisions for me, then this is never going to work.” She knew she was probably being overly sarcastic with the ‘big, strong alpha’ comment but she didn’t care. Being on edge like this all the time, it was getting hard to function around the ranch without acting like a manic asshole. She’d even been snapping at her sisters, something she never did.

Her pack was her life and as the oldest in her immediate family, she’d been looking out for her sisters long before their parents had been killed in a mass poisoning last year. What she needed was some distance from Ryan. It would help clear her head. When she heard him moving behind her, she stiffened.

“I’m going to Ana’s. Please don’t follow me,” she said, her back to him as she headed for the door.

He didn’t respond, but he also let her go. Once she was outside, she inhaled the crisp spring air. Winter was finally gone and the scents and sounds of various packmates active on the ranch soothed some of her tension. She loved the home they’d made in North Carolina. The houses and cabins were in the center of the ranch, surrounded by fields and forest. Their homes looped out in a big circle, all encasing the main house where her cousin Ana lived with her bondmate Connor—their new pack Alpha.

The setup of the homes was far enough apart that the pack had some privacy but close enough to alert the rest of the pack if there was trouble. It was a perfect little village of activity. And since coming out to humans twenty years ago, they no longer had to move every decade or so to cover the fact that they didn’t age like humans.

The second she stepped through Ana and Connor’s door, she smelled something delicious coming from the kitchen. She found both her cousins; Ana and Noel, and Vivian the young she-cat Ana and Connor had adopted in the kitchen all laughing about something. The jaguar cub was adorable, but even seeing Vivian couldn’t alleviate Teresa’s simmering annoyance.

“Uh oh, someone’s in a bad mood.” Noel’s eyes widened when she saw Teresa.

Flushing, she tried to fake a smile. “What?”

Ana glanced up from where she was helping Vivian with some sort of art project on the kitchen table. Her eyes widened too. “Your wolf is in your eyes, cuz.”

She inwardly cursed. Teresa gritted her teeth and took a deep, calming breath, pushing her wolf back. “Sorry, I’m just…” She didn’t want to say sexually starved in front of Vivian.

As she floundered for the right word, Noel grinned. “Frustrated? You and me both.” At that, Noel left the kitchen.

Teresa raised her eyebrows at Ana, asking a silent question, knowing her cousin would understand the look. Was Noel seeing someone in the pack?

Ana just shrugged.

“You two are doing that weird thing again,” Vivian murmured. “Where you don’t actually say any words but I know you’re having a conversation. Hey, check this out, Aunt Teresa,” she quickly changed subjects and held up a handmade sign that said ‘It’s a Girl!’ in sparkly purple and green glitter.

“Nice job. That for the baby shower?”

“Yep. I’m gonna go show Lucas.” She snatched it and a handful of cookies from the table and hurried from the room.

Lucas was a ten-year-old lupine cub that Ryan had adopted. Ryan’s love for the little boy, the way he’d taken him in and been a father to him, made Teresa love the male even more. If only he wasn’t being so stubborn right now.

As soon as Teresa heard the front door bang shut behind her, she growled. “I’m losing my freaking mind, Ana. Seriously, losing it. If he tells me I need to be sure one more time I’m going to punch him in the nuts.”

“Such violence.” Ana shook her head, clearly fighting a smile as she pushed up from the table. “You feel like getting away from the ranch?”

She eyed her cousin curiously. “For what?”

“Connor’s sending Rafael to look at some property not far from here. Just a couple hours north. This evening was the only time they could get the listing agent to show it this week before he goes out of town for a few days.”

“Why isn’t Liam going?” Connor’s brother normally did anything real estate-related for the pack.

She snorted. “December’s got one month to go before she pops and he’s acting like an overprotective father already.”

A grin tugged at Teresa’s lips, some of her own frustration fading. “I bet she just loves that.”

Ana shook her head, her dark eyes filled with amusement. “He tried to forbid her to go to work at the bookstore. Forbid. His word, not mine.”

Teresa’s mouth fell open. “I wish I’d been there for that conversation.”

“Right? So…why don’t you head out with Rafael? He’s leaving in an hour. Maybe sooner. I’m sure he’d love the company.” Rafael had been part of a pack out west but when their Alpha had been killed Connor had taken him and five of his packmates in at the request of Jayce. The two females were pregnant. One with twins.

The thought of staying cooped up on the ranch right now was enough to make her scream. “You think so?”

“Of course. Besides, he’s still getting to know everyone. It wouldn’t hurt to make him feel more included.”

“Okay, that sounds great. Is it an overnight thing?”

Ana nodded. “Yeah. Connor wants him to look at some more properties tomorrow but he really wants him to check out this place.”

“I’m surprised your mate isn’t going.”

Ana just snorted again. “He’s as bad as Liam, worrying about December. It’s kinda sweet, though I don’t think he wants to leave Liam right now when he’s all freaked out.”

Yeah, the two brothers were close. And Connor was a good Alpha. “I’m going to go. Thanks for this, I need it.” Did she ever. After talking with her cousin for a few more minutes and snagging some cookies for herself, she headed back to her place.

Getting away right now was the best idea ever. If she didn’t have to see or even scent Ryan maybe she could actually think straight for a little while. And just maybe, a little distance would help him to pull his head out of his ass.

* * *

Connor waited until Teresa was gone before stepping into the kitchen. “What are you up to?” he murmured, stalking toward his mate.

Ana gave him a look she probably thought made her appear innocent. But he could see the mischievous glint in her dark eyes. Needing to touch her, he slid his hands down over her hips and pulled her close, inhaling her sweet scent that always made him think of raspberries. Shit, if he even smelled the fruit he got aroused. It was messed up, he thought, as he ran his nose along her neck.

She arched into him, letting out a soft groan as she linked her fingers behind his neck. “What are you talking about?”

He nipped at her earlobe as he hoisted her up onto one of the counters. “Answering a question with a question. A sure sign my sexy mate is holding something back.”

Ana spread her thighs wider as he slid in between them. “Ryan is going to lose his mind when he learns Teresa’s gone off with Rafael, a single sexy wolf.” She let out a low laugh that sounded a little evil. And was a lot fucking hot.

Except… “You think Rafael’s sexy?” he asked, pulling his head back to look down at her. Even sitting on the counter she was a lot shorter than him. He’d never understood how males could get so insanely jealous until he’d met Ana. He knew she loved him, was completely committed to him, but to hear her call another male sexy made something dark inside him scrape against the surface.

Rolling her eyes, she playfully smacked his chest. “Don’t change the subject. Trust me, this is for the best. Those two just need to mate and get it over with. I thought for sure Ryan would pounce after what happened a few months ago. He’s got more patience than I gave him credit for. Once Teresa gets back, he’ll be ready to mate. I give it two days.”

He narrowed his gaze at her as he heard the front door opening. He immediately scented half a dozen packmates. Probably here for food. “Did you place a bet on them?”

To his surprise, her cheeks flushed pink. “Yeah. I picked two days from now. It’s a pretty big pool and I want to win.”

God he loved this female. Laughing, he leaned down and brushed his lips over the woman who had completely stolen his heart. For the past eight or so months their pack had been dealing with one issue after another from violent anti-paranormal maniacs to crazy vampires. It was nice that the only thing they had on their plate now was a bet for how soon two of their packmates would finally get together.

As old as he was he knew this peace wouldn’t last. It never did. So he was going to take full advantage of the calm while he could, and spend every waking second possible with his perfect mate.





Chapter 2




Feeling like a giant stalker, Ryan knocked on the door of Teresa’s home.

“Come in,” a male voice called out.

For a brief moment, he tensed, his wolf clawing at him, wanting to know who the hell was in his female’s home. Just as quickly he realized who the male was and opened the door. In a few steps he was in the living room and found Aldric in front of the fireplace, working on getting a fire going. The room was a mix of modern and country, or country chic as Teresa’s sister Natalia said. Whatever the hell that was.

Ryan nodded at the male, not surprised to find him there since he’d been spending a lot of time with Natalia the past few months—which meant he was at the sisters’ home all the time. As far as anyone knew they weren’t actually seeing each other, but they were clearly close friends. “Where’s Natalia?”

“Right here, cowboy,” she said, stepping back into the room with two beers in hand. “We’ve got beer in the fridge if you want one.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Nah, but thanks.” On instinct he looked up, as if he could somehow see through the damn ceiling to Teresa’s room. She hadn’t answered his texts or calls and when he’d gone to the main house Ana had been cagey about her whereabouts. That wasn’t like Ana, so he’d come here to find her. He needed to see Teresa with a desperateness that didn’t exactly surprise him. The urge to simply touch her, to run his fingers through the waves of her long, dark hair and see her equally dark, amber-flecked eyes flash with whatever emotion she was feeling at the moment.

“So what’s up?” Natalia asked, collapsing on one of the leather couches closest to Aldric. She crossed her legs and took a sip of her beer as she watched him with an almost amused expression.

As if she didn’t know why he was here. “Where’s your sister?”

“Which one? I’ve got three.”

He gritted his teeth, but forced himself to remain calm. He knew she was just messing with him. “The one I plan to mate.”

“Mate? Hmm, doesn’t ring any bells. Can you be more specific?”

“She’s gone with Rafael to look at some property a couple hours north. They left not too long ago,” Aldric said without looking up from the fire.

“Damn it, Aldric.” Natalia nudged his back with a sock-clad foot. “Thanks for ruining my fun,” she muttered sulkily.

Ryan ignored her and pinned Aldric with his gaze. His wolf swiped at him as he tried to digest what Aldric had just said. Teresa was off site with an unmated male? She hadn’t called or texted him to tell him either. What the hell?

The male glanced over as a small fire started, then stood. “He’s a good male,” Aldric said. “She’ll be safe.”

Rafael was also a single, alpha male, and according to some of the females in the pack, ‘so pretty to look at’. Not to mention he’d seen the way Rafael had been sniffing around the sisters’ house lately. Maybe that fucker thought Teresa was free and now planned to make his move. Over Ryan’s dead body. His jaw tightened as he tried to find his voice. “Does Ana know about this?”

Natalia snorted. “It was her idea.”

His gaze snapped to hers and he knew his wolf must be in his eyes because a wave of tension rolled off her, the sensation sharp and stinging. As an empath he sensed emotions even when he didn’t want to. Normally he could lock it down pretty tight, but right now he was grasping at his control, trying to get his shit together.

Instead all he could do was picture that GQ-looking bastard with his female. “How long will they be gone?” he growled.

Now Aldric stepped forward, all protective wolf as he moved fluidly in front of Natalia. Ryan wanted to roll his eyes but couldn’t manage even that. It wasn’t like he’d ever hurt a female. “They’re staying the night. You want the details, ask your Alpha.” The underlying bite to his words had Ryan’s hackles rising but he tamped all his anger back down because it wasn’t aimed at either of them.

“I’ll see you guys later.” He left without waiting for a response. As he stepped outside he headed straight for the main house only to find it empty. Next he went to December and Liam’s home. And hit the jackpot.

Ana and a very pregnant December sat at the center island, mugs of tea in their hands.

“Hey, Ryan.” December smiled warmly. What people said about pregnant females was definitely true because she was glowing. One hand rested gently on her protruding stomach. “Lucas isn’t here right now. He and Vivian headed over to Kat and Jayce’s. To bother Leila, I’m certain.”

He nodded politely at the female, simply unable to be rude to her. The human-turned-shifter because of her relationship with Liam was sweet and she liked to bake something fierce. He never wanted to get on her bad side. Ana, however, was on his shit list.

“I’m not here for him,” he murmured, shooting a dark glare at Ana.

Who studiously looked down into her mug.

“Damn it, Ana. Where is she?” he demanded.

“Where’s who?” December asked.

“Teresa.”

“Oh, she’s—”

Ana’s gaze snapped up and she glared at her sister-in-law. “Don’t tell him.” Then she focused on Ryan. “She needs some space from you. You’re making her crazy, Ryan. Either man up or give her the space she needs. It’s hurting her wolf right now. She just needs to find balance and she can’t do that with you around.” The truth rolling off her was sharp. Even without his empath senses, he could scent Ana’s concern. She was worried about her cousin.

It was all his fault too. He opened his mouth once, as he tried to find a response, but couldn’t come up with anything. Shit. He was hurting his future mate. Something he never, ever wanted to do. Hell, it was something he’d sworn never to do. He’d rather lose a limb. Feeling numb, he took a step back from the island. “Can you keep Lucas tonight?” he rasped out. The cub he’d adopted would gladly stay at Ana and Connor’s tonight because he’d get to play with Vivian. Those two were practically inseparable.

When Ana nodded he left, unable to stop the panic thrumming through him. In his quest to make certain he didn’t hurt a female the way his father had inadvertently hurt his mother, he was pushing away the one female who meant everything to him.

He’d almost lost Teresa once when she’d been poisoned with silver. He couldn’t lose her because of the past that had haunted him his entire life.

* * *

Natalia put her feet in Aldric’s lap as he sat on the couch next to her. The small fire started to blaze. Even though it was May, tonight was supposed to be cold and while they had higher body temperatures than humans, she’d never say no to a warm fire. It made her want to shift, curl up in front of it and sleep.

He took one of her feet in his hand and held it up a fraction. “Am I your footrest now?”

She had on black socks with pink flamingos wearing Christmas wreaths around their necks. It wasn’t even close to the holiday but she loved fun socks. She wiggled her toes. “No, but you ruined my fun with Ryan so you’re rubbing my feet.”

His dark eyebrows raised and she sensed something from him she couldn’t quite define. The male was alpha in nature, just like her, but he was a lot stronger and a bit more dominant. Definitely of the warrior class. And whenever she bossed him around he got this strange look on his face. She couldn’t quite place what it was, but she liked it.

“It’s cruel to mess with a male like that,” he murmured, picking up one foot and expertly starting to massage the arch.

“Then he shouldn’t be messing with my sister,” she snapped, a little harder than she’d intended. Okay, Ryan wasn’t actually messing with her in the sense that he was intentionally trying to hurt Teresa, but Natalia didn’t care. Teresa was her big sister and had been looking out for all of them forever, especially since their parents had been killed. No one upset her and got away with it. That was sister code 101.

“You know he’s not. Not on purpose, anyway.”

Natalia wondered if asking him to rub her feet hadn’t been the best idea. It felt so incredibly good, so sensual, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to hide her reaction much longer. She didn’t want Aldric to know how much she wanted him, how much she cared for him. The past few months had been some of the best of her life because she’d spent them getting to know him, but it was clear the male didn’t want anything else from her but friendship. Otherwise he’d have made a move by now. It was just how lupine shifters were.

Especially one as alpha as Aldric. With a military precision buzzed haircut, his hard features stood out even more. And his grayish-green eyes were so bright it was hard not to get ensnared by them. Not to mention his body…something she’d spent way too many hours fantasizing over. But it wasn’t just the physical stuff that pulled her to him. He took her on some of his investigations or bounty hunting jobs with him and treated her like an equal. And the male was funny. His sense of humor was subtle and he rarely opened up to anyone but her and her sisters. Something she liked. It made her feel just a tiny bit possessive of him.

She swallowed hard and struggled to find her voice. She was afraid she would accidentally let out a moan at the feel of his talented fingers on her, even through the material of her socks. “So how did last night with you and Jayce go?”

He lifted his big shoulders into an awkward shrug. Both he and Jayce were similar with that silent, brooding attitude. “Good, I guess. We had some beers, watched some stupid sports thing on TV.”

“What did you talk about?” she persisted.

“Weapons.”

She blinked. “What?”

“You know, guns, blades, stuff like that. He got some new ones and showed them to me.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“What?” he demanded.

“Nothing.” The two brothers hadn’t talked for hundreds of years. Aldric’s mate had been killed and he’d gone off the deep end, leaving his family behind and roaming the globe, but not before attacking and scarring his brother Jayce. At least that’s what he’d told Natalia. He and Jayce had so much to talk about, so much to catch up on, freaking metaphorical fences to mend. They shouldn’t have been talking about weapons. Males were so weird.

When he slid his thumb down the middle of her arch, a groan escaped and she swore she felt the action all the way to the juncture between her thighs. On instinct she started to pull her foot back. She needed to get her body under control and this wasn’t helping at all. She was actively masking her scent but wouldn’t be able to do it for much longer.

Aldric’s fingers tightened around her foot and she couldn’t get a read on his expression. He was always so hard to read and it made her crazy. “You don’t want me to finish?”

“That’s okay. I want to start dinner anyway. Rosa and Gloria will be back soon.” And she really didn’t want to start making orgasm sounds from his touch.

His fingers tightened again, holding on just a little longer than necessary before he let her foot go. “I can help if you want.”

“Of course.” He’d been having dinner with them three or four nights a week and damn it, she knew she was getting far too used to it, but she couldn’t help it. She liked having him around. “So,” she started as she swung her legs off him and stood, “how long do you think you’ll stick around here?” Thankfully her voice sounded normal, casual even, as she started for the kitchen.

“As long as Connor lets me,” he murmured, closer than she realized.

Natalia turned to glance at him and found herself looking up. “Really?”

He shrugged. “It’s the longest I’ve stayed in one place in…pretty much forever. I like it.”

She nudged him with her hip as they entered the kitchen. He traveled on and off for bounty hunting cases he worked, but it seemed as if the Armstrong-Cordona ranch had become his base. “I’m glad.”

His gray-green eyes flashed with something she couldn’t pinpoint, but it made her feel warm inside. And when he put his hand on the small of her back, just for a fraction of a moment, fireworks might as well have exploded inside her. But it was short lived because a second later she heard the front door opening and her two sisters returning home.

Just as well. Nothing was ever going to happen between the two of them. Natalia refused to come in second place to the memory of his dead mate anyway.

* * *

Teresa silenced the ringer on her phone and tucked it into her purse. Too bad she couldn’t silence the guilt battering against the inside of her brain as easily. Gah. Now that she was on the road with Rafael she felt bad for not telling Ryan she’d be taking a quick trip.

It wasn’t like he told her everything he did for work, but still, this felt wrong.

“Your sisters don’t mind you going on this overnight stay?” Rafael asked as they pulled out onto the highway.

She shook her head, surprised by the question. Her sisters were all adults. “No, they’re good. Besides, Aldric will probably be having dinner with them tonight.”

At her words, Rafael frowned.

“You don’t like him?” Both males were new to the pack, having joined around the same time. Though technically Aldric wasn’t a member, she knew it was going to become official soon.

He gave her a casual shrug. “I don’t know him.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He shrugged again and shot her a look that might be considered amused. At least he was talking. She didn’t want silence the next couple hours. “What do you think of the human, Matt Dunlauxe?” he asked, taking her off guard.

The question was pretty random, but… “He’s cool. So is his mom. We’ve known them since before we came out to humans.” They ran a Native American shop in town and had openly accepted the pack before it had been popular to do so.

“Rosa’s been spending a lot of time at his shop lately.” The statement was casual but she noticed that finger clench thing again. Interesting.

“Yeah, she likes getting off the ranch.” And since Matt’s mom had hurt her hip last month, Rosa had been helping out at the shop. Deciding to see if her guess was right, Teresa continued. “Plus I think she likes Matt.”

Rafael’s claws tore into the steering wheel and Teresa snickered.

Narrow-eyed, he looked at her again. “You’re messing with me?”

She pressed her forefinger and thumb together. “Little bit. So…you’re into Rosa?” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “Come on. You just tore up the steering wheel over that little mention of her and someone else and I desperately need to get my mind off stupid males. Give me something.”

A low rumble came from Rafael and it took her a moment to realize he was laughing. “Fine, yes, I like Rosa. She’s been very kind to me.” And that was apparently all he planned to say on the matter.

“How do you like living in North Carolina—” Her words were cut off as someone suddenly rammed into them from behind. The crunch of metal rent the air as they careened into the railing along the side of the road. She cringed at the scraping sound, her wolf clawing to break free at the threat.

Rafael tried to twist the wheel to the left, but the vehicle crashed into them again.

Teresa’s heart rate kicked up. This was intentional. There was nowhere to go on this stretch of road, not as they curved around a winding bend. She grabbed onto the hand rest, tensing for another impact, and turned around in her seat.

Even with her acute vision, it was too dark to see who was driving. All she could make out was the silhouette of a driver and a passenger. “Looks like there’s two of them.”

“Call Connor,” Rafael ordered, even as Teresa was already grabbing for her purse to do just that.

The SUV lurched forward under the force of another impact. Her head snapped back, the jolt sending pain shooting down her neck.

“Shit,” Rafael muttered. “Brace yourself.”

By the time she’d sat up straight, they slammed through the side rail, careening over the edge of a snow-covered mountainside.





Chapter 3




Frida slowed her SUV and pulled off to the side of the road. There was a wide pullout around thirty yards ahead of where she’d just sent that bitch wolf over the incline. Not bothering to wait for her companion, Frida exited the vehicle and raced down the road to where the metal railing had given way.

“They won’t be dead,” John murmured as he hurried to stand next to her in seconds. Though he wasn’t as old as her, his vampiric speed was still impressive. He placed a hand on the small of her back in a way she knew he meant to be possessive. It grated against her nerves, but she ignored it.

“They will be when I’m through with them.” Though she didn’t care about the male at all. It was just the female she wanted dead. After what that bitch’s sister had done, Frida was going to destroy everyone close to Natalia Cordona.

Starting with her oldest sister, Teresa.

However, Frida would have to kill the male too. He wouldn’t stand idly by while they kidnapped Teresa Cordona. That might get tricky. She’d wanted to kidnap and torture Teresa as a giant ‘Fuck You’ to Natalia, but if she had to simply kill both wolves now so be it.

She took a step forward, ready to climb down the snow-covered incline, when John grabbed her upper arm. Before she could ask him what he was doing, two headlights flashed over them.

A car pulled up next to them and a group of four young kids got out. They were likely in high school or college by her estimate. Not that she cared. She’d kill these fools if they got in her way.

“Are you guys okay?” one of the males asked, his gaze roaming appreciatively over Frida. “We saw that SUV fly over the edge.”

“We’re fine,” John answered for her, his voice taking on a possessive note as he stepped closer to her. He didn’t even like other males to look at her, which was ridiculous. Of course males were going to look at her. So did females. Frida knew what she looked like and reveled in it.

“Cops are on their way. Luckily they’ve got someone close by,” another boy said as he walked to the edge and looked over. His cell phone was in his hand, likely the one who’d called the police. “Shit, you can’t even see the SUV from here. It’s too dark.”

As he spoke another set of headlights flashed, coming up the winding road toward them. Not police but they would be here soon enough it seemed.

Frustration detonated inside her, but she kept her expression neutral as she gently nudged John. It was time to leave. She didn’t mind killing some idiots but if she did it would draw too much attention to her situation.

They moved back up the road as the boys peered over the edge of the cliff. When she knew they weren’t watching, she increased her speed. Seconds later she and John slid back into her SUV.

“That would have been a perfect opportunity,” she growled, angry that her chance for vengeance had been taken. She knew she needed to be patient, but it was growing more difficult.

“We’ll find another one,” he said, looking behind them.

Easy for him to say. He didn’t crave revenge the way she did. Emil had been her lover, her maker. And he’d been taken from her by some whore shifter. Worse, Emil’s brother, one of the fucking Brethren of their race, had declared that the female was off limits. Juhani had gone even further, stating that the entire Armstrong-Cordona pack was off limits. Emil’s death had supposedly been self-defense and his coven would respect that or face decades of torture before death.

Frida called bullshit on that. Juhani just hated Emil so he was letting the death go unpunished. For three months she’d tried to put her pain out of her mind, but the sweet lure of retribution called to her. She couldn’t just walk away.

She needed to avenge Emil. He’d turned her, given her immortality. He’d taught her how to use her body to get what she wanted and deserved out of life. He’d embraced everything it meant to be a vampire unlike that pussy Juhani. Her maker deserved to be avenged. “Perhaps we’ll try one of the other sisters tomorrow. I can order one of our humans to take her.” The one named Rosa had been working in downtown Fontana the past couple weeks according to their intel. Unfortunately Frida hadn’t been able to see for herself because she wasn’t a daywalker and most of the shifter pack in the area was on their ranch by sundown. And she would never attempt to breach their land. That would be suicide.

She wasn’t suicidal—though she would die to avenge Emil. She’d loved him so much it hurt. Now she faced an eternity without him.

“Tomorrow might be too soon, especially after this attack. Shifters can be very protective. They’ll likely close ranks and increase security. Our humans wouldn’t stand a chance against a shifter.” John snorted at the thought, clearly amused, sliding his hand up her thigh, squeezing possessively. “Unless of course we give them a few extra weapons.”

Ignoring his touch, Frida hated that he was right. Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel as they cruised down the dark road. She fought the urge to whip the vehicle around and head right back to where they’d come from and start killing everyone in her path.

She imagined the bloodbath and got instantly aroused. She could drink from everyone, until she was hyped up and stronger than ever. It would be perfect. Then she could slice that shifter to ribbons and cut out her heart while she was still alive. It wouldn’t be the torture she’d planned on but still bloody.

She’d send it to that little wolf, Natalia. The thought of the female opening that box, her look of horror as she saw her sister’s heart, got Frida even more excited. “What do you suggest we do?” she asked John, needing his advice.

He was a couple decades younger than her, but he was strong and smart and understood battle tactics better than she did. She’d wanted to go after the female’s family right after Emil’s death, but John had convinced her not to. He’d told her it would take planning, that they’d have to learn everyone’s schedule.

That was difficult because Natalia and her sisters didn’t seem to have a steady one, but she’d learned enough over the past few months that she was glad she’d waited. John had been right and she respected his advice. She knew the only reason he was working with her was because she let him fuck her. He was addicted to her and she was certain he loved her. Or was at least annoyingly possessive to the point he’d do anything for her. Though his feelings were frustrating, it worked for her situation.

She’d keep using him until her vengeance was over. Then…she didn’t know what she was going to do but she wouldn’t be keeping up this relationship anymore. It was tiring. A possessive male had many good qualities, but the bad outweighed the good. She would be free to fuck whoever she wanted without his stupid obsession soon.

“Regroup and send out some human scouts tomorrow. See how much security the other sisters have after this attack, if any. It might give us a gauge for what we’re dealing with.”

She nodded once, fighting the disappointment surging through her. She might not get her vengeance right this instant, but she had to believe that she would soon.

It was the only thing that got her up every night.

* * *

Teresa opened her eyes to see Rafael crouched over her, his dark eyes filled with concern. It took a moment for her surroundings to register as pain splintered through her mid-section. The deployed airbag had deflated, the seatbelt from the SUV was pulled tight across her and she was pretty certain she had a couple cracked ribs. And her neck was sore. Freaking fantastic.

“We’re okay but I need to get us out of here now. Do you understand?” There was a note of urgency in his voice that cut through the haziness of her mind.

“Yeah, okay.” Blinking, she mentally shook herself and looked out the shattered passenger side window. The bright near-full moon and stars illuminated the rocky incline they’d tumbled down.

Something wet trickled down her face as Rafael cut her seatbelt free. Reaching up, she touched her temple and realized there was blood. The iron scent mixed with other smells; gasoline, forest, nearby animals—not shifters—and people. Not too close, but she scented and heard faint voices.

“Teresa, look at me.”

Her gaze snapped back to Rafael, who looked really concerned. “What?”

“Are you with me?”

“Yeah.” Why wouldn’t she be?

“You hit your head on the side window and were knocked out for a couple minutes,” he said as if he’d read her mind.

“Oh.” That wasn’t good, but depending on the impact of the crash it made sense. She was pretty certain she had a concussion. It would explain her lethargy and having lost consciousness. Luckily she healed a lot faster than humans. Unfortunately she still felt pain just the same. Right now, it was as if her body had been through a blender.

Reaching over her, he pushed her door open, then turned away from her and slid out on his side. Seconds later he was by her door, helping her out.

As she gingerly shifted positions, the pain in her ribs intensified but at least she was able to get out and walk without discomfort anywhere else. Well, other than her neck, but that was already starting to feel better. Thank you, shifter genes. “Did someone ram into us intentionally?” she asked suddenly, remembering what had happened. Oh God, she wished Ryan was here.

“Yeah.” His voice was distracted as he looked up the edge of the cliff. It was steep but not so bad they couldn’t see to the top.

From their vantage she spotted what looked like a couple police cars if the flashing blue lights were anything to go by. That was when she remembered… “I never got to call Connor.” She’d grabbed for her purse right before they’d gone airborne.

Wincing, she leaned forward and started to get it, but Rafael reached inside instead and pulled it out for her. Instead of giving it to her, however, he hooked her purse on his shoulder. “I called him while you were unconscious. He’s on his way,” he said almost distractedly, looking up the incline again.

“Good.” On shaky legs she stepped out farther from the open door and realized they’d smashed into a tree. If they’d been human or hadn’t had their seatbelts on, they’d be dead or at least badly injured. A surreal iciness flooded her veins. “Do you think someone’s going to come after us still?” Their pack had dealt with so much over the past few months, including run-ins with a group called the Antiparanormal League. But they hadn’t had any issues recently. Still, she’d learned never to let her guard down. Her heart rate elevated as she scanned their surroundings.

“It’s possible.” His stance was tense with him in full-on warrior mode.

Even holding her purse didn’t take away from his fierceness. Well, mostly. A twinge of pain slid through her ribs as she took another step forward. Right about now she really wished Ryan was here to hold her, to take care of her. If that made her weak, she didn’t freaking care. “If you want to head up the incline, I’ll wait here.”

Rafael shook his head and frowned. “We wait together. Can you walk?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure about how far. And I don’t think I can make it up the hill.” Not without injuring herself further. Some humans seemed to think shifters and vampires were invincible, and while they healed a lot faster, they weren’t unbreakable. It would take about twenty-four hours for her ribs to heal completely. Which was better than three or so weeks, but she wasn’t going to make her injury worse. Not when waiting would do just fine. If he’d called Connor then she knew real help would be here soon. She hoped Ryan came with them.

Someone shouted down to them, the police she realized. Rafael stepped forward and shouted back, letting the man know they were okay but needed help.

Teresa was content to lean against the side of a tree for support. Whoever had run them off the road was probably long gone. Anyone who struck out like that was a coward, but what if they were waiting for her and Rafael? What if… Her thoughts trailed off as a flash of headlights from about forty yards below caught her eye. What the hell? Was there a road down there? It was too damn hard to see with all the foliage in her way but she was almost certain she was seeing headlights.

Fear instantly detonated inside her, pushing the haziness right out of her system in one big adrenaline dump. What if this was the same person who’d run them off the road come to finish the job?

She grabbed Rafael’s arm and tugged, motioning toward a cluster of trees. They needed to hide until they knew more.





Chapter 4




Ryan tempered his anger as he hurried across the expanse of land between the homes on the ranch when he scented December. And heard her. As a newly turned, pregnant shifter she didn’t have much stealth at all. Slowing, he stopped and turned to find her half-jogging toward him. The female was all belly. The rest of her was still petite but it looked as if she’d tucked a basketball under her shirt. “You’re gonna shake that baby loose if you don’t slow down.”

“I wish,” she muttered, a small brown paper bag in her hand. “Where are you headed?”

He could scent fresh baked chocolate chip cookies and eyed the bag for a moment as he contemplated his answer. “Out.” He’d tracked Rafael and Teresa’s phones and they were stopped at a random place off the highway right outside of town. He knew he was pushing into stalker territory, but he didn’t care. He was tracking down his mate. She’d probably be pissed, but that was fine with him. He’d follow them until their damn destination if that was what it took to get her to talk to him.

December’s expression softened. “I guess you heard about the accident. I was on my way to tell you in case you hadn’t, and—”

Ice chilled his veins. “Accident?”

She bit her bottom lip. “Don’t freak out, but Teresa was in a car accident.”

His entire world shifted, his wolf clawing angrily, needing to see her, take care of her. He figured his wolf was in his eyes when December’s own widened. He couldn’t find his voice.

Thankfully she continued, placing a gentle hand on his forearm. “She’s totally fine. Just a little bruised up from what it sounds like. Connor’s leaving now and I’d planned to give him these for Teresa. I already had them made and they’re her favorite so make sure she gets them.” December handed the bag to him.

“Thank you,” he managed to rasp out before dropping a kiss on the top of her head. Bag in hand, he sprinted across the property, ignoring the few packmates who were out. Once he made it to the barn-turned-parking-structure he slowed his pace but his heart thumped erratically in his chest.

“I take it you’re coming with me,” Connor murmured from behind him.

Ryan turned, not surprised he hadn’t heard or scented the male. His Alpha was fucking stealth when he wanted to be. “Yeah.”

“Come on.” Connor nodded toward an SUV. “We’ll take this.”

The only reason Ryan wasn’t completely losing his mind right now was because December had told him Teresa wasn’t hurt. He still hated that she’d been in a situation where she could have been injured. He desperately wanted to be there for her now.

Only when they were off the property did Ryan speak because he finally trusted his voice. “Why the fuck didn’t you let me know?” he snarled.

Connor didn’t even glance at him as he cruised down the main highway near their ranch. “I didn’t realize I had to check in with you now.”

“She’s my—”

“She’s not your anything, Ryan.” His voice was mild, but there was an underlying current of smugness rolling off the Alpha.

“Fuck that. She’s mine.” He sounded more animal than man.

Connor didn’t even flinch at his tone, which infuriated Ryan even more. “Until you’re mated or bonded, she’s not yours in the eyes of anybody. Least of all hers.” Again with the mildly spoken words.

Which meant she was fair game in the technical sense. Not that anyone at the ranch would make a move on her. Everyone knew they were together. “You’re being a dick.”

“And you’re an idiot. You have a mate right in front of you and…” He trailed off and a potent wave of raw anger rolled off the Alpha. It was so strong, so pure, it practically knocked Ryan back.

Connor had been through a lot to claim Ana and he clearly thought Ryan was a fool. “You don’t understand everything.” Because he hadn’t told anyone other than Teresa what had happened with his parents. How his father had accidentally bonded his mother to him, how Ryan was the byproduct of an unhappy mating. How he’d known every fucking day he hadn’t been truly wanted by his mother.

His Alpha just snorted. “How much do you know about the accident?”

“Just that Teresa is totally fine.” That knowledge was the only reason Ryan wasn’t freaking out.

Connor’s jaw flexed. “It wasn’t an accident. Someone rammed her and Rafael off a cliff. He called me and thinks she has a concussion and cracked or even broken ribs. She’s been a little slow to respond to stuff but she’s fine.”

Ryan’s claws were out before he could stop himself. He barely forced them back. That wasn’t totally fine. She was hurt. That desperation he’d felt before went nuclear. He needed to see her, touch her, know she was truly okay. “Antiparanormal League?” They’d had problems with those psycho extremist humans in the past but things had been quiet lately with no whispers of them anywhere near Fontana. Mainly because the pack had run them out of town.

“I don’t know anything at this point other than that. I called Parker and he’s already there with a team of his men and a medic.”

Ryan was glad for Connor’s soothing voice and presence. And he was glad that Parker, December’s human brother and also the sheriff, was at the scene. Ryan knew the man would make sure Teresa was okay.

Even though people could fake some things, it was almost impossible for them to do it around Ryan. Not when he could sense their damn emotions. Right now Connor was concerned, but not worried which meant Teresa wasn’t facing any long term injuries. That helped him breathe easier. After that he couldn’t think of a damn thing to say.

Nothing else mattered but getting to his mate. He didn’t care if they were ‘technically’ mated or not, she was his.

A little less than ten minutes later Connor pulled up to a line of slow-moving cars. From their position Ryan could see a sheriff’s deputy directing traffic and flares set up. Without saying a word, Ryan jumped from the vehicle. He heard his Alpha curse behind him, but he raced along the side of the road, sprinting past the cars until he came to police tape blocking off part of the road and a section of missing railing. Flashing blue lights and dull chatter of the people working the accident scene filled the night air, but he barely noticed as he stared at the broken railing.

Teresa had gone over that incline. An invisible fist wrapped around his chest, making it difficult to breathe as he scanned the area. What if Connor was wrong and she wasn’t okay? Cop cars and an ambulance were off the side of the road and taking up one lane and there were plenty of law enforcement personnel. But no Teresa or Rafael.

Without pause he ducked under the tape only to be stopped by a man in uniform. “Sir—”

Ryan bared his canines on instinct. All his animal side knew was that this guy thought he could stand between him and Teresa. No way in hell.

The man stepped back and went to reach for his weapon when another male voice shouted, “Let him through!”

Ryan looked up to find Parker McIntyre striding toward him. The guy looked pissed too, but oh well.

“He’s with me,” the sheriff murmured to the disgruntled-looking cop before he turned to glare at Ryan. “You’re getting a pass because this is Teresa. Where’s Connor?”

“In the SUV.” He nodded in the direction of the line of vehicles. He was practically humming with raw energy right now. He needed to get to Teresa. Whoever had run them off that cliff was going to pay.

Parker looked surprised but didn’t comment as he started walking toward the missing railing. “There’s a service road that runs along various strips of the mountain range. I sent an ambulance down there.”

“She’s okay though?” It took effort to shove his wolf back, to make himself sound human and civilized when right now he wanted to knock everyone out of his way to get to her. He was seconds away from shifting and racing down the cliff.

“Yeah. Been in communication with Rafael and they’re okay.” He started to say more when his radio beeped.

Ryan unashamedly listened to the conversation and nearly lost his shit when he realized what was happening. The EMT crew who’d gone down to pick up Teresa and Rafael were taking them straight to the hospital using another service road. From the sound of it and what Ryan knew of the area, it’d be a hell of a lot quicker for them to get there from where they were now as opposed to coming back up the mountain, then heading back into town. Still, he didn’t like it. Teresa wouldn’t agree to go to the hospital unless she was injured. That panic was back, a raw clawing fear like he’d never known before shredding up his insides.

After a grunted goodbye, Ryan headed back the way he’d come to find Connor about to pull off onto the side of the road and park. He slid into the front seat. “They’re on their way to the hospital.”

“Shit.” A real thread of worry rolled off Connor as he slowly made a U-turn. Shifters didn’t go to hospitals easily. Only if they were really injured and often not even then. They didn’t like humans poking and prodding at them.

For the first time in as long as he could remember Ryan felt absolutely helpless. Even with that vampire attack three months ago at the club where Teresa had been doing some undercover scouting with Aiden and others in the pack, Ryan had been in control. He’d been doing security and when the shit had hit the fan, he’d jumped right into the fray, protecting Teresa. Hell, that had been the turning point in their relationship. Now he was useless as he waited for Connor to drive them to the hospital, waited to find out if she was really okay.

“How’d you live without Ana for so long?” he rasped out suddenly, surprised by his own question. He hadn’t meant to ask, but deep down he wanted to know how the Alpha had managed to live without her for fifty years.

“I wasn’t living. I was just surviving,” Connor said softly.

He was a stronger male than Ryan. Right now he couldn’t fathom five days away from Teresa, let alone fifty years. Once he got to her side he wasn’t letting her go.

* * *

“This is stupid,” Teresa muttered, crossing her arms over her chest as Rafael helped her into one of the hospital beds.

They’d arrived at the hospital not long ago and she’d immediately been taken to get X-rays. She knew it was because she was an injured shifter and human doctors almost never got to look at shifters in any sort of medical capacity. So she’d been moved to the front of the line instead of having to wait.

“Not stupid. You were a little out of it before and—”

The door to her private room slammed open, making her jump. Connor and Ryan strode in. Elation immediately filled her that Ryan was here even if he did look ready to rip someone’s head off. There were too many scents in this hospital; she hadn’t even smelled them nearby. Ryan bared his canines at Rafael who just glanced at Teresa. “I’ll be waiting with Connor if you need me.”

She guessed he just said that to rile Ryan up. Though she wasn’t sure why. She was really surprised when Connor nodded once at her and left her alone with Ryan, but maybe she shouldn’t be. Ryan looked almost rabid as he stalked into the room. Even so, it was a relief that he’d come. Her wolf calmed down just being in his presence.

“Are you okay?” His voice shook as he came to crouch by the bed right next to her. He reached out as if to take her hand, but looked unsure.

She hated that they were at that point where they were both unsure of each other. “I’m seriously fine. This is just about the silly humans wanting a look at a shifter.” She tugged at the scratchy gown, annoyed at herself for letting them convince her to put the thing on. She should have just left her own clothes on.

He growled. “Bullshit. Connor and I have been all over this hospital trying to track you two down. We went from X-rays to some jackass doctor. You have a concussion—”

“That’s already healed.”

He continued as if she hadn’t interrupted. “And cracked ribs.”

Okay, that was true and it sucked. She wasn’t going to admit that it actually hurt to breathe. “They’ll be good as new in twenty-four hours.”

“Sweetheart, I’m so sorry this happened.” He reached for her hand and on instinct, she pulled back.

Immediately his expression turned remote and she felt like the biggest jerk on the planet, but when he touched her, it made her wolf all edgy and she couldn’t deal with that right now. Not when she was already in physical pain. She was so thankful he was here but the touching was too much. “Ryan…” She trailed off at his hurt expression. After she’d been injured all she’d been able to think about was seeing him.

He immediately masked it though, and grabbed a bedside chair so he could sit close. “What do you need?”

She wanted to reach for him, but decided against it, not wanting to make things worse. “Honestly, nothing. As soon as I talk to the doctor I’m leaving. There’s nothing they can do for me and I just want to go home and sleep in my own bed.” No one was going to stop her either. She didn’t care if they released her. She was leaving.

“I’ll get the doctor then.” He stood and was gone before she could say another word.

In his absence Connor and Rafael came back in, with her Alpha looking concerned. For some reason that made her burst into tears. And that wasn’t like her. She rarely cried. Usually when she was upset she just shifted to her wolf and ran off the steam or anger or whatever emotion. Now she couldn’t shift until her ribs were healed and all her pent up emotions decided to leak out of her eyes. It was so embarrassing. And it hurt something fierce. She wrapped an arm around her side in an effort to add some pressure and ease the pain. Even though she was still upset with Ryan she wished he was in the room. Hell, even if touching made her wolf edgy she needed him right now.

Rafael muttered something about finding coffee and Connor’s eyes widened as he stared at her like a deer caught in headlights.

“You live with three females,” she said, her voice watery. “This shouldn’t freak you out.”

A ghost of a smile tugged at his lips as he took the seat Ryan had vacated. Without pause he took one of her hands in his. His strength was almost palpable. “I’m sorry you were hurt and I’m sorry…” He trailed off, looking at the closed door before back at her. “Well, I’m sorry for my gender in general. We can be stupid sometimes.”

His understanding of the real reason she was upset made her cry harder. Which just sucked even more for her pain scale.

* * *

Once again Ryan felt helpless as he walked next to Teresa. On the drive back from the hospital she’d tried to hide it, but he’d seen her wince a few times when they hit bumps in the road. And he’d heard her crying to Connor in her room. That killed him—because he was pretty certain he was the reason for her tears. She hadn’t let him see her vulnerable and he hadn’t gotten to comfort her—because she hadn’t wanted him to touch her. God that cut deep. Even if she hadn’t said the words he could read her.

“You sure I can’t carry you?” he murmured, hovering like a fucking nurse maid. He wanted to soothe her pain so badly.

“I think it might hurt worse, but thank you.” She gave him a real smile then and it eased some of the tension inside him. When she reached for his hand and linked her fingers through his, it was as if he could actually breathe again for the first time all night.

At the hospital when she’d pulled back from him he’d felt as if someone had stabbed him in the heart with a silver dagger. Then twisted it for good measure. Because her reaction had clearly been instinctive—and it was all his fault. He’d wanted to make sure he was doing the right thing by keeping distance between them and instead he’d pushed away the only female he’d ever loved. He’d been afraid to touch her since then, not wanting to push her when she was injured. And if he was being honest, he couldn’t stomach the thought of her rejecting him again.

“I bet I could get December to make you a blueberry pie,” he said as they neared the house she shared with her three sisters. He simply wanted to crawl in bed with her right now, to take care of her.

Teresa grinned again. “I think she’s ahead of you. I’ve already gotten texts from my sisters that she brought over enough baked goods to feed a small shifter army.”

“Oh shit, she made you cookies but they’re still in the SUV.” He’d forgotten about them with everything that happened.

“I was wondering what that bag was for. And I’m surprised you didn’t eat them,” she said playfully.

The lightness in her voice eased even more of his tension. “Listen, Teresa…” He wasn’t sure how to finish his thought.

“We don’t need to talk about anything tonight.” The lightness in her voice was gone as they reached her front porch. She wasn’t angry, but he could sense her pulling back from him again. It was almost a physical thing. Which sliced him up. “And…I want to sleep alone tonight.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” he snapped, then cursed himself for the outburst. She’d been hurt and he was being a dick.

She withdrew her hand from his. “My ribs hurt.”

He gritted his teeth and took a deep breath. He couldn’t push her now, not when she was injured. His wolf swiped at him, snarling and angry. “I want to sleep with you tonight, to take care of you.” He didn’t care if he sounded like he was begging.

“I want that too, I just…” She shook her head, her dark hair swishing around her shoulders. “Not tonight.”

“Did you leave with Rafael earlier to make me jealous?” The question was out before he could think about censoring himself. He should have just kept his damn mouth shut.

Her expression was incredulous as she stared at him. So much so that he knew without a doubt that she hadn’t. And okay, deep down he’d known that anyway. Teresa didn’t play games. But right now his wolf was shoving at him, knocking him off balance and apparently making him unable to control his big mouth. “God, sorry, just forget I—”

“Goodnight, Ryan.” She stepped back from him. Didn’t kiss him, didn’t fight with him, nothing. He could actually feel the walls she’d erected between them too.

The sensation raked over his skin like shards of glass, digging in and drawing blood. That was worse than if she’d shouted and called him a jackass. Which he was. He couldn’t believe he’d asked such a stupid question.

The door shut in his face. He wanted to push his way into the house and demand she talk to him, to apologize to her, but knew it would be pointless at the moment. She needed space from him, that much was clear. And she needed rest and time with her sisters. He wouldn’t take that away from her tonight.

But that didn’t mean he’d be leaving her anytime soon. Sighing, he stripped off his clothes and shifted to his wolf. Tonight he’d keep guard and make sure his mate was safe.

Tomorrow he’d figure out a way to make things right. He had to.





Chapter 5




The rich scent of coffee was the best thing about this morning. Teresa eased her way down the stairs, already feeling a hundred times better than she had last night. Her midsection was sore, as if she’d done a bunch of sit-ups, but that was it. Considering how bad that accident could have been, she was grateful it wasn’t worse.

She’d hated sleeping without Ryan though. The male’s scent permeated her sheets and she’d gotten used to cuddling up to him the past few months. One stupid night and she missed him far too much. Most of her anger had tempered at this point; she was just…hurt. And tired of feeling as if she wasn’t good enough to officially mate with. It was no wonder her wolf was going insane.

The sound of her three sisters’ voices greeted her before she reached the kitchen. And she scented Aldric too, no surprise. The second she stepped into the room her sisters started fussing over her.

As the oldest it was a little weird. She was so used to taking care of them, but as Rosa ushered her to a chair and Natalia got her coffee and Gloria started getting her breakfast, she realized she could get used to this. Temporarily at least. Twenty-four hours at the most. Long term would make her crazy. But for now, man she loved her sisters. Considering how raw she felt she was even more grateful for them. At this point she could barely think about what she was going to do past breakfast.

“They’ve been having a fit all morning worrying about you,” Aldric murmured. “I offered to cook but they won’t let anyone do anything for you.”

“Because we know best,” Rosa snapped, the heat in her voice out of character.

Damn, her sisters really were worried. “Listen guys, I’m fine, I swear. What you’re doing is so sweet, thank you. But after a day of rest I’ll be ready to work again tomorrow.” Otherwise she’d go stir crazy. And she loved her job working around the ranch and with the horses.

At her words all three of them turned to stare at her as if she’d just said she ate kittens for breakfast.

“What?”

Natalia frowned. “Drink your coffee.” Then they all proceeded to set the table and finish up with breakfast. And Aldric hadn’t been kidding. He tried to help a couple times but got swatted by her two beta sisters. Which was funny to watch.

“Rafael asked about you yesterday,” Teresa said before taking a sip of her coffee, wanting to gauge Rosa’s reaction.

Since Rosa was the only one who looked at her, clearly it wasn’t a surprise who she was talking to. “What did he say?”

“Just wanted to know if you were seeing Matt.”

Her dark eyebrows rose. “Rafa’s come into the shop a few times and was a little hostile to Matt. I wondered about that.” Now her cheeks turned pink, but she didn’t say anything more. And her little nickname for him, Rafa, was adorable.

“So, what’s going on with you two?” Teresa persisted. She’d been so wrapped up in Ryan the past few months that clearly she was out of the loop on some things.

“Nothing, because Rosa’s a chicken-shit,” Natalia said without looking up from pulling plates from one of the cabinets.

“That’s not it and don’t be a bitch,” Gloria murmured before nudging Natalia with her hip.

As the three of them discussed what Rosa should do about Rafael, Aldric leaned closer in his seat, his own coffee in hand as he lowered his voice. “You gonna take pity on Ryan and let him in this morning?”

She frowned. “Take pity?”

Aldric shrugged. “Guy slept on the front porch all night. Saw him when I got here this morning.”

What? Ignoring her sisters’ protests, she got up and headed through the house. When she opened the front door sure enough she found Ryan laying on the front porch in wolf form just as Aldric had said. It was eight in the morning so he could have gone home last night then come back, but she didn’t think so.

Guilt racked her as he stood up on all fours, looking so sweetly at her. At the sight of him literally guarding her threshold, she couldn’t hold back. Ignoring the twinge of discomfort, she moved to her knees and wrapped her arms around his neck. In lupine form he was huge, with a dark brown coat that was incredibly soft. She buried her face against his neck, inhaling that desert smell. It didn’t matter that they lived on the East Coast, something about his scent had always reminded her of the desert; just a little bit wild.

“You’re a frustrating male,” she murmured, inhaling his masculine scent. It was addicting and soothing at the same time. Holding him now made it hit home exactly how much she’d missed him last night. She didn’t want to be apart from him anymore but she also didn’t know how much longer she could stand the pendulum swing of her emotions.

He just whined and nuzzled back.

“You want to shift?” she asked.

He let out a quiet yip before he underwent the change to his human form. His bones shifted as skin replaced fur and seconds later he was crouched in front of her. All beautiful, naked male. It was hard not to let her gaze roam over his delicious body. She loved it when he was naked.

“Did you stay out here all night?” She was already fairly certain of the answer but wanted to know. Since she was on her knees and he was crouching she didn’t change positions.

He nodded, his dark eyes filled with concern. “Yeah.” His voice was raspy and deeply sexy.

“I missed sleeping with you last night.” A small part of her wondered if she should have held that back but she didn’t want to keep anything from him. She wanted him to know how much he meant to her, how much she wanted to be with him. He needed to get it through his thick skull apparently.

She slid her hands up his chest and linked her fingers together behind his neck. His skin was so warm. It was hard to resist the male, especially when he was naked. There was just too much skin she wanted to touch and stroke. Even though he’d been making her edgy, she knew she was safe with the male.

“Me too.” His fingers gently skated down her hips, as if he was afraid to hold her too tight. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Just sore. I should be okay to shift, but I’m going to wait until tonight or even tomorrow to try it.”

He nodded, that expression of concern etching deeper in his face. His fingers tightened a fraction on her hips, but just barely. “I don’t like arguing with you.”

She sighed. “Me neither.”

“And I’m so sorry, Teresa. The last thing I ever want to do is hurt you.”

She swallowed hard, unsure how to take his apology. He wasn’t saying he wanted to bond with her, just that he didn’t want to hurt her. As she tried to think of a response—and she didn’t know what the heck to say at this point—the front door swung open.

Natalia looked at the two of them with her eyebrows raised. “Connor just called. Wants to see the two of you, pronto.”

Well, hell. She needed to have a serious sit down with Ryan, but apparently it would have to wait.

* * *

Ryan scented who was inside the main house before they stepped over the threshold. Connor, Ana, and Rafael. Ryan liked Rafael well enough, but after he’d gone off with Teresa yesterday, Ryan was feeling edgy. Territorial.

He and Teresa immediately veered to the right upon entering, heading into the living room where Rafael stood by the fireplace, his body practically vibrating with annoyance.

That wasn’t good. Ryan tensed, looking to Connor. “What’s going on?”

Teresa grabbed a handful of M&Ms from a bowl on one of the side tables and collapsed on the couch next to Ana. Ryan didn’t miss Teresa’s slight wince even though she tried to cover it.

His frown deepened.

He also didn’t miss how she sat in such a position that he couldn’t join her. Yeah, she was definitely making a statement right now. That familiar clawing inside started up again.

Connor’s expression remained mild, but he was tense, as if expecting an argument. “Rafael is convinced—and I agree—that we need to take extra precautions after last night’s ‘accident’.”

“Have the police found out anything?” Ryan asked. Not that it would matter if they discovered who’d come after Teresa and Rafael. If the situation warranted it, the pack had no problem handling things without the involvement of humans.

Connor shook his head. “No and I don’t expect them to. Some kids reported seeing a male and female at the crash site, but they can’t describe a vehicle. One of the guys says the woman was tall, blonde and had some other descriptors for her sexual attractiveness according to Parker. Apparently the teenage boys were disappointed enough that the woman disappeared because they’d wanted to get a better look at her. The couple was driving in front of them and for all we know, were the cause of the accident.”

“Or they could have just left because they didn’t care about some strangers.” Teresa popped an M&M into her mouth casually, but Ryan could see the tense lines in her body, could sense the trickle of worry rolling off her. He wanted to soothe that worry.

Connor nodded. “All true. Regardless, with everything that’s happened in the last few months I’m not taking chances with any of my pack. You and Rafael could have been random targets or you could have been specifically targeted.”

“Or the whole thing could have been random with no connection to the pack at all,” Teresa muttered.

Ana snorted, clearly disagreeing, which earned her a glare from Teresa.

“You don’t believe that.” Connor’s expression hardened, but he didn’t move from his seat. “Even if you do, I don’t care. We’re going to be proactive with this if there is a threat. And I want to know if this was target specific. You,” he said, looking at Teresa, “and Rafael will be sent somewhere—”

Ryan took a step forward, already not liking what Connor was saying. Teresa wasn’t going anywhere without him. No way in hell. He’d fight his Alpha over it too, if it came down to it.

His Alpha just held up a hand, ignoring Ryan as he continued. “You’ll be going somewhere with Ryan while Rafael will be sent elsewhere. I need you two separated and leaving the ranch in a semi-obvious manner. But not so obvious that it’s clear you’re trying to get tailed.”

Relief slid through Ryan as Teresa frowned. “So you’re sending us off…where?”

“You and Ryan will go to the cabin an hour and a half away from here. The one on the way to Winston-Salem. I’ve already got a team scouting out the place so once you arrive the cabin and surrounding area will already be under surveillance. If someone follows you, we’ll know.”

“And we’ll find out why,” Ryan growled. He didn’t like the idea of using Teresa as bait, but he liked the idea of bringing this shit out into the open immediately, and he loved the idea of having time alone with her. Whoever had tried to hurt her would regret it.

“We need to talk to Lucas first.” Teresa looked at Ryan as she spoke, as if seeking his agreement.

This was one of the reasons he’d fallen so damn hard for her. She accepted Lucas as her own and had from the start. Right now she was making the cub a priority. Months ago she’d even told Ryan that if he’d brushed Lucas aside for a relationship, he wouldn’t have been the male she wanted to be with. Though her words had been a lot more colorful.

“I figured as much,” Connor said. “Let your sisters know and obviously Lucas will stay here with us.” He looked at Ryan questioningly, even though he already knew the answer would be yes. There was no safer place on the ranch than the Alpha’s house and Lucas would jump at the chance to stay with Vivian. The two were inseparable.

“I don’t want him to know there’s a potential threat to Teresa,” Ryan said. He would just worry.

“Agreed.” Connor stood now, signaling the conversation was coming to a close.

“Your sisters need to know though,” Rafael said. “Someone should be with them while we’re gone. We might not be the only targets.” He cleared his throat almost nervously, which seemed out of character for the male. “Rosa has been working in town every day. Someone needs to be with her or I’m not going anywhere.” There was a hint of defiance in the male’s voice, the kind most males only directed at their Alpha when a mate was involved.

Something in Ryan eased when he realized Rafael was into Rosa. God, he felt like an even bigger jackass now after he’d basically accused Teresa of trying to make him jealous last night.

Once they were outside, Teresa sighed. “Lucas is going to know something’s up no matter what we say.”

Ryan scrubbed a hand over his face. “Yeah.” The kid was smart. He started to put an arm around Teresa, but she tensed. It was slight, and he wondered if she was even aware of it or if it was just a reaction because of the way things had been between them. He’d noticed that she hadn’t stayed next to him when they’d been in the main house. Again, it was small, but the past few months there had been no distance between them. She’d have been sitting in his lap or next to him in any other circumstance.

His inner wolf clawed at him, telling him to get his shit together. He knew what he wanted and that was Teresa. Forever. Absently he rubbed a hand over the middle of his chest. He was going to be in a secluded cabin with Teresa, the only woman he’d ever wanted with such a ferocity it terrified him. He’d give anything to be with her, to claim her. He just had to get over himself.

But if he fucked up or she wasn’t ready… He didn’t want to risk any future cubs growing up the way he had.





Chapter 6




“I love this place,” Teresa murmured, stretching out on the pile of soft blankets in front of the fireplace. It wasn’t warm enough to use so they’d turned on the fake fire without the heat. She liked the atmosphere, especially since they still needed to talk. She was nervous about having that conversation but it needed to be done. Now before she lost her nerve.

Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, Ryan stretched out next to her. He rolled to his side and slid a hand over her stomach, teasing the hem of her top.

Shifters as a whole liked touch and she was no different. But right now the feel of his big hand on her was heaven and hell intermixed. Tingles skittered over her skin, heat already building inside her. Since she doubted he’d give her the release she craved, yeah, it was more hell than anything.

She wasn’t sure if any of their packmates could hear them since they were out on patrol in the area, but even if they could, she decided to just say what she needed to say. Ryan had been on the phone with Connor most of the ride to the cabin but now they had no excuse and she couldn’t wait any longer.

“You want me to take our bags upstairs?” He fully moved his hand under her shirt now, palming her stomach. The question was innocuous but there was a wealth of sensuality in his voice.

She swallowed hard. “They’ll be fine for now. Listen, I think…and don’t take this the wrong way, but I think we should sleep in separate beds tonight.”

Ryan went impossibly still, his wolf flashing in his dark eyes. Yeah, he didn’t like that at all.

Before he could respond—and she could see the argument in his gaze—she continued. “I think we need to set some ground rules, especially since we’re away from the ranch and it’s just the two of us right now. Well, sort of just us. First, while we’re here, I need some physical space. I don’t want to argue about it, but it’s easier for me. My wolf is agitated and it’s making me a little crazy. Can you deal with that?” She wasn’t pulling back from him forever, but until he figured out what he wanted, this had to be done.

His jaw tightened but he dropped his hand. Of course he didn’t move it far, just let it fall right next to her, inches away from her side. “Teresa—”

“Let me finish.” She rolled onto her side so that they were directly facing each other. The manufactured light of the fake fire flickered, making shadows dance around them, some over his far-too-handsome face. “Second, I know what you’ve told me but I’d like it if you’d help me understand what your real fear is.”

He stared at her for so long, those dark eyes unreadable, that she wondered if he’d answer or if they’d come to a complete standstill. Just because they weren’t going to be intimate in the near future didn’t mean she wanted to cut off complete touch from him. No matter what, she loved him and despite the way he was holding back, she knew he loved her too.

Reaching out, she linked her fingers through his, their hands lying between their bodies on the blankets. Hand-holding she could deal with, just not the other stuff.

He seemed to gather strength from her or maybe she was just projecting, but he answered. “Since finding Lucas, I’ve always put him first.”

She nodded. It was one of the things she loved about him.

“And the fact that you love him as much as I do is, well, not unexpected.”

His words had a soothing effect on her, easing the tension from her shoulders. She still didn’t respond though, wanting him to get all this out.

“I don’t think you would do to future cubs what my mother did to me, but…” He sighed. “I guess you’re right, this is more about my own bullshit. I just need to be sure that you’re sure.”

The fact that he didn’t already know sliced her up more than just a tiny bit, but she nodded and tried to cover the hurt welling inside her. But it pushed up with the intensity of a geyser. “You should already know,” she snapped, deciding not to bother hiding her emotions. Screw that. She let his hand drop.

He reached for her. “Teresa, I—”

She moved lightning fast, jumping to her feet. “I’m not having this discussion with you again. I just can’t. You know how I feel and I’m not going to sit around and convince you of it. Now, let’s get our bags put up and see what they’ve stocked in the kitchen. I’m starved.” Oh God, her voice sounded overly bright and ridiculous. Smiling was just as much of a strain and since he was an empath she knew she wasn’t fooling him. So, she let her smile fade. She wasn’t even going to bother right now.

He reacted just as quick. For such a big male, he moved with an incredible fluidity. She’d thought it from the first moment they’d met. From the first argument they’d had when his pack had integrated with hers. It had been over something silly, something to do with organizing one of the stables. He’d been big, obnoxious and so damn sexy.

His dark eyes flashed with something, she wasn’t sure what, but the sound of the front door swinging open made them both pause for a moment.

Ryan spun, blocking Teresa with his body before she could even react. She scented Erin though so peeked her head around Ryan’s body.

Erin stood in the entryway of the living room, the dim light from the foyer behind her illuminating her red hair. Her expression was grim as she looked at the two of them. “Someone, maybe more than one person, is in the woods. I don’t know if they followed you guys but I sense their power. It’s dull, maybe because they’re too far away, but I wanted to let you know. We’re going to scout—”

“I’m going too.” Ryan stepped forward, his long legs eating up the distance between him and Erin.

Teresa’s lips pulled into a thin line as she followed after him. She sure as hell wasn’t being left behind. “Me too.”

Ryan’s head whipped around to look at her as she approached. She could tell he planned to argue so she looked at Erin. The enforcer’s hair was pulled back into a tight braid and she had two blades strapped across her chest. Unlike most of their kind, Erin preferred to fight in her human form. It was part of why she was an enforcer.

“If for some reason I’m a target and someone did follow us here, it’ll be stupid for me to hole up in this cabin like bait.” She’d be safer with Erin and Ryan or one of the others. It was always safer to work as a team.

Ryan’s mouth opened, no doubt to argue, but Erin nodded. “I agree. We don’t have a visual on anyone but the power I sensed was from the west.”

From the road.

Before either of them could respond, Erin continued. “So you two are going to head deeper into the woods in an easterly direction. Put some distance between here and the cabin. We’ll see if someone makes a play for it.”

Teresa knew that wasn’t the kind of help Ryan had planned on, but he nodded. Teresa did the same. She wasn’t part of the warrior class and trusted her packmates to do what they’d come to do.

“Got your earpieces?” she asked.

Nodding, Teresa reached into her pants pocket at the same time Ryan grunted a yes. As their resident computer guru, Ryan was always in charge of anything technology related. For their last investigation into vamp blood dealing, he’d gotten the pack small communicators. Even though they all had supernatural hearing, if they were separated by enough distance, it would be impossible for a backup team to hear them if they needed help.

Teresa and Ryan headed out the back door as Erin went out the way she’d come. They both activated their earpieces as they glanced around the tree line of the woods beyond. A near-full moon and too many stars to count were high in the sky, illuminating everything and painting a postcard-perfect image.

The one good thing about this was that they didn’t have to talk right now. Intellectually Teresa completely understood Ryan’s hesitancy to bond now that he’d put it out there that this was about him and not her. But in her heart, it didn’t matter. All her heart and wolf knew was that he thought she could be remotely like the woman who’d raised him.

That cut deep.

“Fuck, Teresa,” Ryan muttered as they breached the tree line.

He must have sensed her emotional distress. “Don’t. It’s not fair that you can sense my emotions. Now’s not the time anyway.” They needed to be quiet, something he knew.

“Uh, yeah, and we can all freaking hear you,” Aiden said over the comm.

Hearing him made her smile, which seemed to annoy Ryan further. But whatever. Aiden had thought his vampire mate was dead but recently discovered that not to be the case. When their bonding link had clicked back into place Aiden hadn’t let anyone or anything stand in the way of claiming his female. She wished Ryan would do the same.

Teresa turned away from Ryan, scanning the thickening trees as much for recon as because she didn’t want to look at his gorgeous profile. Or into his eyes. Her heart ached too much and there was no bad guy, no one to blame.

It was just the situation. Somehow that made it worse, not being able to take out her frustration on anyone.

* * *

Frida paused next to a giant oak tree, resting her hand against it as she surveyed the woods. She and John had split up and while she was dressed as a hiker, she knew that no one from the shifter pack would believe she’d just gotten lost out in the woods.

She was a vampire, something they would know immediately if they scented her. And vamps didn’t tend to do things like go hiking. Though if she did, it would make sense that it was at night. A pathetic excuse, but one she would use if necessary.

She couldn’t see anyone, but the vehicle that Natalia’s sister had been in had turned off on a side road about a mile back. One of her human contacts had seen the female, Teresa, and another male leaving the ranch. They’d gone into Fontana and stopped at a coffee shop. After getting drinks and a bag of what she guessed was pastries of some sort, they’d headed out of town. She and John had started following them about forty-five minutes into their trip, letting their human contact stop his tracking.

So if the couple had been worried they were being followed, they should have relaxed, let their guard down.

Unfortunately she didn’t think that was the case. Something was off. She couldn’t put her finger on it… There were no noises, she suddenly realized. Not even the crickets were chirping.

Nothing.

It could be because of her presence, but… No, there was someone or something else out there. Taking a deep, quiet breath, she inhaled scents while simultaneously listening for anything that was off.

But still nothing. Which meant all the forest animals were being quiet because there was a bigger predator lurking in the woods. Maybe more than one.

The back of her neck tingled, her internal radar telling her to make tracks. On silent feet she backtracked the way she’d come, using her vampiric speed to flee through the woods until she reached the main highway. Once she was sure it was clear she crossed over to the other side and moved deep into those woods.

Now she would just wait for John to return. She was strong as any vampire but she wasn’t a warrior and she didn’t want to take the chance that there were more of the sisters’ packmates with Teresa. And Frida had scented more than one shifter. Since she didn’t know the layout of where the female had gone, too much could happen if she tried to follow. She refused to fail in this.

While she was disappointed not to be able to go after the sister tonight, she would show patience. She was basically immortal and no matter how long it took, all those bitches were going to pay for taking her lover, her maker.

Her everything.





Chapter 7




Connor groaned as Ana nibbled along his jawline, her fingers sliding up under his shirt. Today had been long and the cubs were finally asleep. He’d been counting down the time until he and Ana finally got some alone time.

When she slid her hand down the front of his pants, he groaned again. “Tell me again why I can’t touch you?”

She bit his chin playfully before brushing her lips over his. “Because I said so, Alpha.”

“I don’t sense any respect in that word.”

She snorted and nipped him again. God, he loved the way she played with him. It didn’t matter that they were bonded now, some days he still expected to get up and find out this was all a dream. When she raked her teeth against his neck, that dominant nature inside him welled up, was ready to take over and flip her onto her back right on the living room floor when he felt his phone buzz in his pocket.

Ana paused then pulled back, but remained straddling his lap. “Grab it, it could be important.”

There was no censure or disappointment in her words. One of the many, many things he loved about her. She was the perfect Alpha’s mate. Hell, the perfect mate period. She understood the nature of his position and always supported it. Just as he supported hers. The give and take sometimes felt almost synchronized. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to deserve her, but he was holding on to her forever. Frustrated at the interruption, he fished the phone out and tensed when he saw Erin’s name.

She’d already checked in with him. If she was calling again it meant something had happened. “What?” he demanded, answering on the second buzz.

“Scented a vampire in the area. Maybe two. Hard to tell with the wind though. I sensed power, too. Not as strong as you or me but there was some decent power in the air.”

Connor frowned. Vampires. “What did Larissa say?” The newest member of their pack was an ancient vampire, bonded to Aiden.

“She and Aiden both agreed. The trace of something was in the air but…it wasn’t there long, so…” Erin sighed and he could practically see her frustrated expression. He could certainly hear it in her voice. “It might have been an old scent.”

“On our property?” he asked dryly, not looking for an answer.

She sighed again. “Yeah, I know.”

“Keep Teresa and Ryan in the cabin with two packmates inside at all times. Mix up the shifts, I don’t care how you do it.” It would be harder to make it appear like Ryan and Teresa were alone this way, but his pack’s safety was more important than anything.

“How’s Rafael and his team?”

“Settled in, no movement that I’ve heard of.”

“Hmm.”

Connor had a feeling he knew exactly what Erin meant.

“If this is a vampire thing… Teresa is connected to Natalia,” Ana said, speaking for the first time. Her thoughts mirrored Connor’s.

“That’s what I was thinking,” Erin said. Even over the phone they’d have no problem hearing each other, not with their extrasensory abilities.

“Me too.” Connor would have to put in a call to one of The Brethren now. “Check in with me in a couple hours. For the next twenty-four hours, let’s make it a regular thing.” It might be overkill but he didn’t care. If his brother’s mate wasn’t expecting so soon he’d be out there with them right now. But as it was, he wasn’t leaving Liam—who was a ball of stress. It was like the male had completely lost his mind with worry.

“Sounds good. Now spend some damn time with your mate.” Erin was chuckling as she hung up.

Ana’s mouth curved up wickedly. “That sounds like a plan to me.”

Connor settled his hands on her hips, rolling his erection against her. Unfortunately she had jeans on, but he’d soon remedy that. “I need to make a call first.” His voice was strained as he spoke. God, he didn’t want to do anything but sink inside his bondmate. Duty called though.

“Calling Juhani?”

Yeah, she knew him well. He nodded.

“Good. Maybe there’s no connection, but…” Trailing off, she slid off his lap.

He immediately wanted to tug her back on top of him, but this couldn’t wait. Natalia had killed a high ranking vampire a few months ago—in self-defense—and The Brethren had made it clear that was the case and there would be no retaliation from vampires. If anything, vamp and shifter relations had strengthened since that incident, but Connor knew how immortals could be. Someone could have waited a few months to strike, targeting Natalia’s sister, or her sisters. It would be a calculated move to hurt Natalia by harming her family. Before he called Juhani, he started to ask Ana to call her cousins and warn them to be on alert, but realized that was exactly what she was doing as she pulled out her own cell phone.

Smiling at how in tune they were, he made the call to Juhani. Tomorrow morning he’d make sure the sisters had guards whenever they went off the ranch.

* * *

Natalia cracked open an eye at a buzzing sound. Her phone. It was five in the freaking morning, who could be texting her…

Panic exploded inside her as she jerked upright, her sheet falling to her lap as she practically dove for her cell. It could be Teresa. When she saw Aldric’s name on the caller ID she calmed. Sort of.

His text was brief. Downstairs, didn’t want to knock and wake everyone. Can you come down?

Her heart rate tripled, making her curse her stupid giddiness at the thought of seeing the male, but she quickly shot off a text telling him she’d be right down. She still brushed her teeth and splashed cold water on her face first. Even if she and Aldric were simply friends, she was going to have minty breath. Just in case.

Forcing herself to calm down, she opened the front door. A cool breeze rolled over her, the sun not up yet so everything smelled dewy and fresh. Her wolf wanted to shift and play despite the early hour. The smile that had started to pull at her lips immediately faded when she saw the duffle bag at Aldric’s feet. “Is everything okay?” She stepped outside, pulling the front door shut behind her.

He rubbed a hand over his short hair and nodded. She tried not to watch the way the muscles in his forearm flexed as he moved. “Yeah, got called away for a bounty hunting job. Last minute thing and the money’s good.”

Disappointment punched through her, but she was also pleased he’d come to tell her. “How long will you be gone?”

A half-shrug. “Week probably. Two at the most. The Brethren hired me for this one.”

“Take me with you.” He’d taken her on some local jobs and she figured he’d probably just picked those up because he liked to keep busy. But they’d been so much fun. And as of last night she knew that Jayce and Kat had been called away on one of Jayce’s enforcer missions. So now two of her best friends, Kat and Teresa, were gone. She wouldn’t mind getting away too. Especially if it was with Aldric.

“I…can’t.” His expression seemed neutral, almost carefully so. Maybe that was her imagination though.

She wrapped her arms around her middle, inexplicably hurt by his rejection. “Why not?”

“It’s too dangerous.” There was no give to his words.

For some reason it pissed her off. She wasn’t even sure why. It wasn’t like he had an obligation to take her. Still, she felt…hurt and angry. Her wolf snarled, clawing at her insides, demanding more from him. “I’m a shifter, I can take care of myself.” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “Come on, you know we’ll have fun together.” Smiling, she stepped closer to him and tried not to inhale that dark forest scent of his too deeply. It always made her just a little bit crazy.

“No.” His jaw tightened and she couldn’t get a read on him at all. “I just came by to tell you, but I can’t waste any more time.”

She stilled. “You’ve taken me in the past. Is this job different?”

His wolf flickered in his gaze, his big body going still for a long moment. Something crackled in the air, but she wasn’t sure what it was. Or what she’d said to cause it.

“Aldric?” She touched his forearm and before she could blink he had her pressed against the front door.

A quick gasp escaped a split second before shock pulsed through her. But she arched into him, the action instinctual. Like breathing. She wanted to rub her breasts against him, to strip down and feel all of him against her. Skin to skin. It wasn’t like she had much experience with males, but she knew what she wanted. Aldric.

He bent his head down to her neck, running his nose along the column and breathing deeply. It was strange and sensual at the same time. A shiver rolled through her, making goosebumps pop up all over her arms. Now she couldn’t even pretend not to be aroused. He wasn’t touching her with his hands, but had them against the door on either side of her head.

For some reason her wolf loved being caged in by this sexy, powerful male.

“I let you boss me around occasionally because I find it sexy and charming.” His voice was a deep, sexy growl, more animal than man.

Let her? Natalia’s throat was too tight to form any words though, her heart clattering against her ribs.

He continued, his lips and warm breath a whisper along her jaw and throat as he moved to the other side of her neck, as if he wanted to smell all of her. “But I won’t explain myself further about this job. So don’t think you can use your charms to get what you want. Don’t. Push. Me.”

She hadn’t even realized she had pushed him. Hell, she could barely breathe right now. Not because he was pressed against her, he was barely touching her, but because of his sheer sexual power. Feeling more than a little confused, she tentatively reached up and trailed her fingers down his chest. Which was unfortunately covered by his shirt. It was a shame to hide all the hard muscles she stroked over.

A shudder racked him as he buried his face deeper against her neck and groaned. She felt the scrape of his canines against her skin and couldn’t help the slight moan that escaped. Her nipples tightened automatically and she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like if he ran his tongue over them. At that thought, heat pooled between her legs.

She heard the sound of scratching and realized he’d clawed the door. To restrain himself? Before she could think or react, he pulled back, leaving her feeling lost. Moving with the speed of a lethal predator, he grabbed his bag and was gone.

Natalia’s heart raced an out of control rhythm as she stared after him, the staccato beat wild. It took a few long moments for her to be able to move again. And when she looked back at the door she saw the deep grooves he’d carved into the solid wood. What the hell had just happened between them?





Chapter 8




Two days later




Teresa rolled her neck once as Erin steered the SUV up to the ranch’s gate. She’d thought getting away with Ryan would end up bringing them closer together, but after that initial scare, there had been no more unusual scents—and they’d been inundated with packmates 24/7, so no private time. It had given her that distance that she’d needed in a sense. At least physically. But she still ached for him, more and more each second that passed.

Three of their packmates had been sure they’d scented vampire, potentially more than one, so they’d changed the original plan and had multiple packmates in the cabin at all times.

Teresa and Ryan hadn’t been near them when they’d latched onto the scents two days ago so she couldn’t be sure what they’d smelled. But she trusted her pack, especially Erin since she was an enforcer.

Larissa jumped out of the vehicle, moving wicked fast with her vampiric speed, to unlatch the gate for them. On the drive back Ryan and Aiden had opted to ride together so he was in the vehicle behind them. Maybe it was stupid to feel hurt, but she couldn’t help feel that he’d chosen to ride with someone else. She certainly hadn’t been about to call him on it in front of everyone. It was embarrassing enough as it was that he hadn’t wanted to ride with her.

She glanced at Erin. “Do you think…” Teresa started, then felt silly for bringing it up.

“What?” the redhead asked.

“It’s been months, but what if the vampires you guys scented—”

“Are related to what happened with your sister?” Erin finished.

Teresa blinked, feeling even dumber for not realizing that sooner. “You’ve already thought of that.”

Erin nodded as Larissa slid back into the SUV. “Yeah. Connor’s got guards with your sisters wherever they go and has put in a call to The Brethren. They’re putting out feelers to see if any rogue vamps might be stupid and come after our people.” There was an edge to Erin’s voice, as if she relished the thought of slicing up anyone dumb enough to come after them.

Immediately relief suffused Teresa. She was thankful someone was thinking clearer than her. Jeez. This is what a male did to her brain. “Do you know where my—”

“Your sisters are all on the ranch now.” Erin shot her a sideways glance, a smile tugging at her lips, as she pulled into the parking structure.

“Don’t be smug.”

Erin’s smile grew. “It’s hard not to be when I’m so awesome.”

“Awesome, or obnoxious?” Larissa asked from the backseat, her voice dry.

The question made Teresa and Erin both laugh. Teresa was glad the vampire had adjusted so quickly to being part of their pack. It was amazing, really, considering how ancient she was and all she’d been through. Having a bondmate made all the difference though.

At that thought, some of the darkness lurking in Teresa’s mind resurfaced to dig at her. Clawing away at her and making her doubt herself. As she slid out of the SUV she expected to see Ryan getting out with Aiden but Aiden was alone. She frowned when Aiden gave her an almost guilty look.

“He said he had to take care of something,” Aiden muttered, looking sheepish. “Got out at the gate.”

The words sent disappointment spiraling through her. Maybe it shouldn’t bother her, but it seemed weird that he’d just disappeared like that without saying anything to her. The past two days had been strained between them though, with very little physical contact. After three months of nothing but that, she knew it was hard on him too. She knew her packmates had picked up on the strain between them. It had been obvious and had made for some awkward times.

“I don’t know why I’m continually surprised by the stupidity of your gender.” Erin looked at Aiden, her lips pulled into a thin line as Larissa smothered a smile.

He held up his hands, his expression affronted. “Hey, I’m not the stupid one.”

“Right now,” Larissa murmured to her mate.

Normally the comment would have made Teresa laugh but she couldn’t even muster a smile. She just left the parking structure and headed home. She wanted to see her sisters.

Once inside her home, she inhaled the scent of her family and jasmine tea someone was making in the kitchen. Rosa, if she guessed right.

“Rosa?” Teresa called out as she slid her boots off by the front door.

“Kitchen.”

“Where is everyone?” she asked as she entered and found just Rosa.

Her sister looked different somehow. Her face was practically glowing as she turned one of the knobs on the stove to off. “Natalia and Gloria are at December’s. How are you? How was the trip? Ana told us that it might have something to do with vampires.”

“Yeah.” She’d explain all that later. “What’s going on with you?” Teresa pulled down two mugs, both adorned in blueberries. She handed one to her sister.

A flash of pleasure then guilt flickered across Rosa’s face. “Rafael wants me to move in with him.”

“That’s great…isn’t it?” She wasn’t sure what the conflicting emotions rolling off her sister were right now, was finding it difficult to pin down one scent.

Rosa sighed before pouring them both drinks. “We’ve only kissed but we’ve been talking a lot since he and his packmates moved here,” she said as she sat at the sturdy table near the window.

Teresa joined her, wrapping her hands around her warm mug. She blocked thoughts of Ryan, wanting to focus completely on her sister. “Is he pressuring you or something?” What she knew of the alpha shifter she liked, but her sister was a beta. There were definite differences between them. Sometimes it was just a physical difference, but in Rosa’s case she was physically weaker and had a softer, more submissive personality.

To her surprise, Rosa snorted. “No. If anything I think he’s been extra careful because I’m a virgin.”

Teresa nodded. All three of her sisters were virgins, which wasn’t so out of the ordinary for their age as shifters, since they were all in their late twenties/early thirties. She certainly wasn’t a virgin, but she was decades older than them. “So what’s the deal then?”

“I love him. I know that. He’s talked about mating and bonding, though I told him we needed to wait on the bonding. It’s just…what if all this build up, all this time we’ve spent getting to know one another doesn’t transfer to the bedroom?”

“Then you take it to the shower. Or the floor.” Teresa couldn’t help the smile tugging at her lips.

Rosa blinked then burst out laughing. “Am I being stupid?”

“No. I get the fear, but I’ve never known love and attraction not to translate to great sex. Not for shifters, anyway.” She didn’t know how it was for humans, but she assumed it was the same. “You’ve kept this little relationship between you and Rafael locked down pretty tight, huh?” Teresa wasn’t exactly surprised given Rosa’s personality. She was so private.

Rosa’s cheeks flushed pink as she shrugged. “I wanted to be sure first. He’s so sexy I thought maybe at first, I don’t know, I was reading too much into the way he was talking to me. Then I realized he was courting me.”

Teresa would have rolled her eyes, but knew her sister was being serious. It shouldn’t be a surprise to Rosa since she was so sweet and smart, but Teresa understood having insecurities. Especially right now. “If he makes you happy then I’m happy. When do you plan to move into his place?”

“Soon. This week, hopefully.” The flush was brighter now and Teresa could guess what her sister was thinking about.

“I’m sure we can round up some packmates to help you move your stuff. I…I knew this day would come. I just can’t believe it’s here.” Silly tears pricked her eyes as she pulled her sister into a big hug.

Rosa hugged her back with a tight grip. “You’ll be moving out soon too, I’m sure. If that jackass can pull his head out of his butt.”

Her sweet sister’s blunt statement made Teresa laugh as she stepped back. She was incredibly happy for her sister but it felt like another reminder that the one thing she desperately wanted was right out of her reach. She sure as hell wasn’t going to give up on her and Ryan, but she didn’t know what to do at this point. She’d had a few lovers but those relationships had been casual and short lived. She didn’t have tons of experience with males.

After Rosa left to meet Rafael, Teresa decided to check some of the fence lines. It was mostly busy work, but right now she needed to not be at home. The ranch and outlying land covered hundreds upon hundreds of acres and she wouldn’t go past the patrolled areas. Plus they’d installed extra security recently around a lot of the outer areas of the property in case someone got stupid and tried to trespass.

Since she didn’t want to interact with anyone else in her pack at the moment this was the perfect way to get some alone time. She loved pretty much everyone on the ranch but she was too on edge. No one deserved her bitchiness right now and she could feel it bubbling up underneath the surface.

Unlike her sisters, who all craved getting off the ranch for work and play, she loved it here. They had so much land she could run for miles and miles and not see another soul.

Feeling slightly better, she grabbed a small bag with extra clothes just in case and let Ana know she was headed out so her cousin could contact whoever was on security. Then she got her horse and headed out.

* * *

In wolf form, Ryan stalked through the woods, his hunger—and anger—mounting each second that passed. He’d just found out from Ana that Teresa had gone riding out to check the fence lines.

By herself.

Okay, so she was well within the secured areas and had checked in with some of the males patrolling. Still, she shouldn’t be out there alone. He might be acting irrational. Maybe. It didn’t feel like it though.

Panic hummed through him as he raced through a small patch of trees, lush and green now that it was spring. Her vanilla and amber scent was getting stronger now. He’d called ahead to one of the guys on patrol before stripping and shifting. He knew what area of the property she was on.

So close now.

He burst through the trees, his paws hitting the soft earth as he entered the clearing. There she was.

All soft, lush curves. His female was crouched down next to something. He couldn’t see what and he didn’t care. Her horse whinnied softly, dancing back and forth as if nervous.

“It’s okay, girl,” she murmured, not looking up. “It’s just Ryan.”

So she did sense him. But still wasn’t looking at him, acknowledging him. That pissed him off.

When he was within twenty yards, she stood and turned to face him. Her expression was neutral, but her emotions were off the charts. The main one he felt was pain. The sensation of it rolling off her was like a dagger to his gut.

It was all his fault too. Most of his anger that she’d come out here alone dissipated. If she’d still have him, all that pain was about to end right now.

He shifted back to human form, skin replacing fur as his bones aligned back into place. Her eyes widened just a fraction as she raked her gaze over him.

He was pleased when she paused at his cock—which was already rock hard for her. He figured that wasn’t going away anytime soon. Not when he was in the same space as Teresa.

“What are you doing here?” Her voice was wary.

“Why the fuck are you out here?” Okay, maybe he hadn’t lost all of his steam. The horse trotted away, putting some distance between them as she headed for the tree line.

That pushed the wariness right out of her gaze. Straightening, she marched over to him, crossing the distance with determined strides. Seeing her riled up got him way too turned on. She stopped in front of him, hands on hips and her expression furious. The amber flecks in her dark eyes seemed to spark. “You think you can talk to me like this? Ever?”

“With all this shit going on, yeah, I’ll talk to you exactly like this.” Risking getting swatted away, he grabbed her hip, tugging her toward him in a move he knew was purely dominant.

She let out a surprised yelp, but didn’t pull away. She also didn’t touch him. Just kept her hands on her hips as she glared up at him. “We have more than enough security and I’ve already checked in with the guys on patrol. And I’m so far inside the unsecured areas it’s not even funny. Something you know. So pull your head out of your ass. You don’t check in with me.” Oh yeah, there was hurt in her voice now. “I don’t have to check in with you.”

“I went to talk to Connor about getting us a separate house.” The words came out as a shout, even though he hadn’t intended to yell. He was just so damn edgy—and had no one else to blame but himself.

She blinked, her hands falling to her sides. “What?”

“Yeah.” Pulling back, he raked his hand through his hair. He couldn’t touch her and say everything he needed to. “I…should have told you but I needed to bring something solid to you. The last two days spent in that cabin, being around you with nowhere to go for distance but not being able to touch you whenever I wanted was hell. After that first day I finally realized what I’d been doing to you the past few months. I’m a fucking asshole.”

She started to protest, maybe to try to make him feel better because that was the kind of female she was, but he shook his head. He needed to get this out.

“I wanted to offer you everything you deserve when I ask…” Sweat rolled down his spine despite the cool air. “I want to make a life with you, bond with you, have cubs with you. If you’ll still have me.” God, he felt like an insecure adolescent. He was letting all that bullshit with his parents go. He had to if he ever wanted to move on with his life. And the woman he loved deserved him to be all-in. He’d die for her and he needed to damn well show her.

On a half-laugh, half-sob she nodded and threw herself into his arms. “Yes you stupid male!”

“Stupid,” he muttered as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

In response her lips met his, hungry and fervent. Right then he knew they weren’t making it back to the ranch anytime soon. Fine with him. He felt as if he’d been waiting a lifetime for Teresa. While he might still have shit to work through, he knew that things between them would never be like what his parents had. Teresa knew who he was and accepted him. Finally accepting that reality had made a huge weight lift off his chest. It was okay to be happy.

Feeling possessed, he took them to the ground, needing to feel her underneath him as he pushed inside her.

The grass was soft but he paused as he went to unbutton her jeans. “Outside’s okay?”

She snorted and began tugging her shirt off. That was apparently the only response he was getting.

In seconds he had her totally naked, the grass and her clothes her only blanket. The lust in her eyes as she looked up at him told him all he needed to know. She didn’t care about their surroundings either. He loved that about her.

“You know I love you,” he blurted, wanting the words out there even though he’d said them numerous times in the past couple months.

“I love you too… Now get down here.” They met each other halfway, his mouth covering hers with that familiar, hungry intensity.

There was no need for any more words as she wrapped her legs around him, so incredibly tight, as if she was afraid to let him go.

He wasn’t going anywhere. Never again. To think he could have lost her because he’d been so blinded, so worried.

Reaching between them, he cupped her mound. She was already slick with need. For him. That knowledge humbled him as much as it sent a shiver rolling through his body. In the past few months he’d seen and kissed all of her, but this felt different.

They were outside, with maybe an hour of sunlight left. There was nothing between them anymore. And this would change everything.

Though the most primal part of him wanted to just thrust into her, to feel her tight body clasping around his cock, he wanted to taste her first. She was an addiction he couldn’t get enough of, didn’t want to get enough of. And he really wanted to make her go crazy with pleasure before he completely claimed her.

When he tore his mouth from hers, she let out a sound of protest that quickly morphed into a moan of pleasure as he captured one nipple in his mouth.

Her fingers slid through his hair, holding his head tight. “Don’t need…foreplay.”

Well she was going to get it. He was too beyond words at this point to respond. His cock was heavy between his legs as he continued kissing a path down her bronzed stomach. She had no tan lines and he knew from spending time with her that she liked to run around in the fields in wolf form then sunbathe naked when no one was around. One of her secrets, she’d told him a couple months ago. He planned to learn every secret his sweet Teresa had to offer.

Her hips rolled once as he reached the juncture between her thighs. A small thatch of dark, soft hair covered her mound. He ran a finger along the length of her slit, savored how wet she was before sliding two fingers inside her. So tight.

She arched into him. “More.” A breathless whisper.

Her clit peeked out, swollen and pink. Without pause he gave her what she craved, sliding his tongue over the pulsing bud as he began stroking his fingers in and out of her.

They quickly found a rhythm as she rolled her hips to his thrusts and teasing. She tasted like pure heaven, her inner walls clenching tighter with each stroke of his fingers. He could imagine what she’d feel like around his hard length, had thought of little else from the moment he’d met the sensual female.

“Your taste… I fantasize about it,” he murmured.

In response, she tightened around him. He could feel the little tremors rolling through her, knew it wouldn’t take long for her to come. They’d been building up to this for months and months, even before he’d admitted what he felt for her. Even when he’d been trying to keep her at arm’s length, the sexual tension between them had been intense.

“Ryan,” she moaned, her fingers tightening on his head.

He felt just the hint of claws but then they were gone, as if she was restraining herself.

He knew what she wanted without her having to say any more. Her body spoke for her. He actually shook as he raised his head and slowly withdrew his fingers from her.

Splayed out on her clothes and the green grass, the setting sun playing shadows off her soft curves, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. For just a moment he drank in the sight of her, all her sweetness, her full breasts and the indent of her waist.

Knowing that this beautiful, strong woman wanted to be with him forever brought him to his knees.

Then she reached for him and he lost all thought. He covered her body with his, driving into her as he did.

He groaned into her mouth as he slid into that perfect silkiness, burying himself to the hilt. For just a moment he pulled his head back, breathing hard. He needed to see her eyes. Needed to see that this meant as much to her as him. It didn’t matter that he could feel the emotions rolling off her in wild waves. Her amber eyes practically sparked with hunger and lust.

Unable to stand it, he cupped her cheeks and crushed his mouth over hers. He stroked his tongue against hers, not moving just yet because he wanted to savor every second of this.

As if they were already perfectly in sync, when he finally pulled back, she rolled her hips in tune with him. They found a rhythm so quickly and each thrust inside her he knew he was close to the edge.

He had no doubt that they’d bond during this mating. It didn’t matter that it was daylight, that there wasn’t a full moon and he wasn’t taking her from behind. Teresa was it for him and he’d sensed it from the moment he’d met her.

That type of knowing didn’t happen for most shifters. Some, sure, but he was in the minority. Maybe because he was an empath he’d just had that knowledge. Whatever it was, he thanked God that she was his and he’d found her.

Her nails scored his back, running down to his ass where she gripped tight. Groaning at the combined bite of pleasure and pain, he lifted his head back so he could look down at her. He was close and knew she was too.

Could feel it in the tremors running through her body. Wanting to feel her coming around him more than he wanted his next breath, he reached between their bodies and tweaked her clit.

It set her off as he’d hoped it would. Her eyes grew heavy as her head fell back. Lust clouded her vision as she started to climax. He could see it and more than that, he could actually feel the pleasure pulsing off her. The waves and sensations were more intense than anything he’d ever felt before.

On pure instinct, his canines descended. Growling, he buried his face against her neck as his own orgasm ripped free. At this point their bonding was beyond his control; their emotions linked them, but he still sank his teeth into her. Just a hint of her blood coated his tongue as he continued to thrust. He lost himself inside her as he pierced the soft skin where her neck and shoulder met.

Teresa was his.

She cried out underneath him as they rode out their orgasm together until finally, he became aware of his surroundings again. The sun was about to set now as he nuzzled her neck, flicking his tongue over the small pinpricks of the wounds he’d left. They would heal in a matter of hours, but she’d always wear his marks—if the bonding had happened.

Almost too afraid to test out if they were truly bonded, his head snapped up when he heard her voice in his head.

That was intense. Pleasure radiated from her words as she linked with him telepathically.

He looked down into those beautiful eyes. No regrets?

I’m too tired to smack you. Her expression was one of pure love as she stroked a hand over his cheek. “I could never regret this, or you. I love you, Ryan.”

He’d lived a long time and had no clue what he’d done to deserve her, but he was never letting her go. “I love you too.”

Suddenly her eyes widened and she pushed up. “Turn around.”

The bonding symbol. He’d totally forgotten. Females carried the very faint bite marks of their bonded mates for life and males carried a small tattoo. Usually something that symbolized their mate or something about both of them specifically.

He twisted so his back was to her, but he half-turned so he could see her face. Tears glinted in her eyes. “What is it?” For just a second dread filled him until she smiled.

“The gods or whoever seriously know what they’re doing,” she murmured. “It’s an intricate cornucopia filled wheat grains.”

It took only a moment for him to realize why that was his symbol. “Your name.” Teresa meant to reap or harvest.

Nodding, tears spilling down her cheeks, she leaned in and kissed him again, hard and fierce.

He kissed her back just as hard, needing to consume her as she’d consumed him. She was his as much as he was hers.





Chapter 9




Sitting behind him on the edge of the bed, Teresa kissed a path up Ryan’s back before laying her cheek against him. He was so warm and solid. She wrapped her arms around him, holding him tight. She loved touching him, loved that he was all hers now. No barriers between them anymore.

“I want to stay here all day,” she murmured, even though she knew they couldn’t. Still, she arched against him, her nipples rubbing his back. The friction made her shiver.

His big hands covered hers on his chest and he groaned. “Don’t tempt me.”

After they’d bonded in the woods they’d returned back to her place—where her sisters had made themselves scarce for the night—and she couldn’t remember how many orgasms she’d had before falling into a deep sleep. “Yeah, I know. I’m heading into town anyway.”

He stilled at her words, as she’d known he would.

He turned in her arms so he could see her. Even without their bonding link it was clear in his expression he didn’t like the idea of her leaving the ranch. She continued before he could say anything. “Nikan and Rafael are coming with Rosa and me. I want to go with her to Kaya’s shop and she refuses to stay on the ranch since she promised both Kaya and Matt she’d help out.” She shook her head when Ryan opened his mouth to protest. “Plus I promised Lucas I’d pick up something for him.”

Ryan’s eyebrows rose. “What?”

“Some game thing. I don’t know but it just released and it’s a big deal apparently.”

“I’ll just order it online.” He stood, grabbing his T-shirt from the built-in bench next to her window.

“No way. I told him I’d do this and… I want to. We’re all going to be living together soon. This should come from me.” She knew Lucas liked her and she adored and loved the kid. She’d helped raise her sisters so living with a cub wasn’t going to be different for her, but Lucas had been surrounded by males since he could walk and shift. It might be strange for him and she wanted to make his transition as easy as possible. If that involved bribing, so be it.

“Trying to bribe a ten-year-old?” Ryan’s expression was wry.

She jerked suddenly. “Did you read my mind?”

He snorted and shook his head. “Uh, no. I can read your face though. He doesn’t need gifts from you.”

She set her jaw into a firm line.

Thankfully he relented with a sigh. “If you wait, I’ll go with you—”

“No. We’re not going to change the dynamic of our lives because of something that might or might not happen. I’m a shifter, the same as you.” When he lifted an eyebrow, her cheeks flushed. “Okay, not the same as you but I’m still strong and I’ll have others with me. And it’s day time. If vamps want to hurt our pack, it won’t happen now.”

“Unless it’s daywalkers.” There was no heat behind his words though, because he knew as well as she did that the chance of that was pretty much nil.

She just snorted and slid out of bed, turning her back to him and giving her ass a little shake as she headed for the closet. She wasn’t surprised when he moved lightning quick across the room and pulled her into his arms, tugging her back against his chest.

One of his hands slid down her stomach before cupping her mound, teasing her clit. Just like that she was aching for him. Okay, she hadn’t stopped aching for him.

Maybe I’ll just be a little late, he projected through their link.

Grinning, she let thoughts of everything but Ryan go and melted into his arms.

* * *

“Esperanze didn’t want to come with us?” Teresa asked Nikan as they pulled into a parking spot in front of Gwen’s bakery. They were just a few doors down from Growling Bear, Kaya and Matt’s shop—and Teresa loved the name since Kaya was part of the Bear Clan of her human tribe.

“She’s working on a special project for the cubs.”

“Special project?”

Nikan grinned as he slid from the vehicle. “Something to do with their science class. I’m pretty sure it’s just an excuse to blow stuff up. Whatever it is, the cubs are excited.”

“Rafael and I want coffee,” Rosa said, her arm wrapped snugly around the big, quiet male as they stepped up onto the sidewalk.

Teresa glanced at Nikan. “We can open the shop.” When he nodded, she looked back at her sister. “I want a vanilla latte and a blueberry muffin. Two of them. No, three.” She was freaking starving after last night—and this morning.

Rosa raised an eyebrow. “You sure you don’t want blueberry syrup in your latte?”

That made Teresa pause. “Do they do that?”

“Oh my God, you have an addiction. No, freak, you’re getting the regular latte.”

“You gonna share those muffins?” Nikan asked. When Teresa shook her head, he rolled his eyes. “Just triple that order, but get some variety for me. I’m hungry too.”

The walk to the shop was short, but both Teresa and Nikan were observant as they strode down the brightly decorated sidewalk. There were signs for a flower festival happening the next weekend and the town had already started getting ready. Everything was gorgeous with potted flowers hanging along all the light posts. The rainbow of colors made her soul sing. It was a new season, both for her personally and in the literal sense.

She couldn’t help the smile she felt tugging against her lips, wondered if that feeling would ever go away. It was hard to believe that she and Ryan were actually bondmates. Something inside her had been filled in a way that she could barely explain to herself. She wanted to reach out to him, to test their telepathic link, but knew he was working hard on something for Connor. Computer related of course. Probably hacking as that was a specialty of his. Still, she might nudge him later with some dirty talk. Even the thought of doing that made her cheeks heat up and she was glad no one could actually read her mind.

“I’m glad for you and Ryan,” Nikan said, unlocking the front door, his words cutting through her wayward thoughts.

“Thanks,” she murmured as he stepped inside in front of her. Male shifters always went into a room or building first, wanting to check out the safety situation. It was something that had been ingrained into them since they were cubs.

Frowning, he inhaled deeply. She knew what he was scenting. Multiple humans.

“The scents always linger here because of how much business they do. And it’s tourist season.”

He nodded, but his frown didn’t decrease. “I’ll check the back storeroom.”

“Okay.” She flipped the closed sign to open and started turning on lights. As she did, her phone buzzed in her pants pocket. Rosa’s name popped up on the screen, alerting her that she’d received a text from her sister. When she read the message giving Teresa the security code, her blood ran cold. She shoved the phone back in her pocket.

She hadn’t even thought of that, but an alarm hadn’t been on when they’d entered the store. It could be nothing, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Turning away from the set of light switches above a display of wood carvings, she called out quietly, knowing he’d hear her even if she didn’t raise her voice. “Nikan.” She’d only taken two steps in the direction of the storeroom when she heard a brief growl, then a thud.

Crap. Her claws descended even as she reached for the telepathic link between Ryan and herself. I think something might be wrong. I’m in the store and the alarm wasn’t turned on.

He answered immediately and though it was a jolt to have someone else’s voice in her head, it soothed her to hear him. Why are you alone? Ryan’s panic hummed along their link.

I’m not. Nikan is in the storeroom but Rosa and Rafael are at the bakery. I heard something in the back and he hasn’t responded. The fear she felt for her packmate was sharp and real. Crouching low, she moved on quiet feet toward the back of the store, using racks of clothing and other items to hide her. There were too many scents in the store to get a lock on one thing or person. And the fact that Nikan hadn’t responded wasn’t good.

Get out, Ryan ordered.

I can’t leave my packmate. She snagged a heavy wood sculpture of a bear as she passed a display case. She could hear a shuffling sound now. It was faint. And two, maybe three, heartbeats. She prayed Nikan’s was one of them and he was okay.

Ryan cursed savagely. Sit tight then, I’m calling Rafael. Damn it!

When she heard a crash from the back, she couldn’t wait any longer. Her friend, her packmate, could be in danger. It took her a millisecond to debate whether she should be in human or wolf form. She could shift now but it would leave her vulnerable for too long while she underwent the change and she didn’t know what kind of threat was in the back. She couldn’t smell a vampire so it must be human. But there were too many damn scents to filter out to be certain.

Remaining in her human form, she hurried around the display case that held the cash register, her claws out in one hand, the sculpture in the other. As she rounded the case a human male appeared in the entryway to the storeroom.

She didn’t care who he was. He didn’t belong and Nikan was likely hurt. Maybe worse. She refused to dwell on that as she hauled back and threw the sculpture at him with all her might. The trajectory was spot on, hurtling right for his chest, but she saw something in his hand too late.

A gun.

Using all the strength in her legs she jumped over the display case. She’d rip his freaking arm right off. He raised it, fired. Something slammed into her chest as she flew through the air at the man who’d managed to avoid the sculpture.

Pain splintered through her but she’d expected a bullet to hurt a lot more. Aww, hell. A tranquilizer dart, she belatedly realized as numbness started to flow through her body in one swoop. She rammed into the man, clawing his face as they tumbled to the floor.

Everything was fuzzy, her movements getting slower as he howled in pain. She dug her claws into his ribs, the snap of his bone popping as satisfying as his screams, even as darkness crept in on her.

Hold on, she ordered herself. She could hear Ryan in her head yelling at her, asking what was wrong, but she couldn’t focus.

A set of boots came into focus. Not Nikan’s, was her last thought as darkness completely swept her under.

* * *

Tablet in hand, Ryan raced across the pack’s land toward the parking structure. Right now it felt like the Grand Canyon was between him and one of the SUVs. Raw fear sliced up his insides as he ran. He glanced down at the moving dot on the screen. “Still on the highway, heading in the same direction,” he said into his Bluetooth, giving Rafael the mile marker that Teresa’s phone had just passed.

“We’re hanging back, but I’ve got the vehicle in sight. I don’t want to spook the guy. I don’t think he knows we’re tailing him.” Rafael’s voice was tight with worry. “Cops should be at the shop soon,” he added.

Ryan didn’t give a shit about the dying or hopefully dead human at Growling Bear’s. But he was worried about Teresa, and Nikan, who’d been pumped full of tranquilizers. The male was alive at least according to Rafael. Ryan knew Rafael and Rosa had hated leaving Nikan but they’d needed to track Teresa.

“She fought back hard, Ryan. We’re going to find her.” Rosa’s quiet voice trembled but he heard the steely determination in her words.

Hell yeah they were. He had to get to Teresa. Had to save his bondmate. He couldn’t handle the alternative.

In his peripheral he saw Natalia sprinting out of their Alpha’s house, Connor and Liam not far behind. He’d sent Lucas to the house to get Connor but he wasn’t waiting for anyone. Not now.

“I’m getting the gate,” Natalia shouted.

He didn’t respond or acknowledge anyone as his legs ate up the distance. Within seconds Connor and Liam flanked him, running just as quietly, just as fast.

When they reached the parking structure, Connor spoke. “I’m driving.”

Ryan was barely holding his wolf in check so he didn’t bother arguing. He jumped into the passenger side of the chosen SUV and looked at the tablet again. The dot was still moving, heading toward the ski lodge. “It hasn’t turned off yet,” he said to Rafael. “What’s your visual?”

“Just went around a bend, but there are two cars in front of us so we’ve got some distance. Guy’s not driving erratically.”

Good. Ryan still couldn’t link with Teresa telepathically but she was alive. He could feel their bondmate connection clearly. That was the only thing letting him keep his sanity. He’d just found the courage to bond with the woman he loved, he couldn’t lose her now. Fate couldn’t be that cruel.

The SUV slowed to a roll, not stopping as they pulled through the gate. Natalia jumped in the backseat with Liam, and Connor was already hitting the accelerator before she’d closed the door.

“They’re slowing down.” Ryan’s heart rate kicked up as he zoomed in on the map, using different programs to gauge the landscape and location. “When they turn off, keep going.”

“You sure?” Rafael asked.

“Yeah. The road is a dead end. They’re either going to head to what looks like…” He zoomed in even farther and pulled up one of his favorite programs for a real world view. “It’s a huge cabin, owned by the ski resort. They’re either going there or they think they have a tail and are testing you. Pull off to the right at the next turnoff. If they’re worried you’re tracking them, they’ll loop back out and you can pick them up again. If this is their final destination there’re no other roads for them to lose you on. Not even service roads.”

“Okay.”

“Nikan’s okay,” Liam murmured from the backseat. “That human is dead though.”

Good, Ryan thought. He’d heard Liam talking on the phone but had tuned the conversation out until now. He turned in the seat, pinning Liam with his gaze. “Did Parker give you a name?”

Technically the Sheriff shouldn’t have given Liam any information, but Ryan was betting the man wouldn’t be following the rules at the moment. Liam nodded and rattled off an unfamiliar name and even the address listed on the human’s driver’s license.

Ryan’s palms were actually damp as he input the information into multiple databases. Right now he was only concerned with finding Teresa but they needed to know who this human was, who he had alliances with. He could be part of the APL or he could be working with vamps if this whole shitstorm was indeed related to vampires.

“The dot’s stopped moving,” Ryan rasped out, barely hanging on to his control as his animal surged to the surface. His wolf was rabid, clawing at him, telling him to shift and destroy anything and anyone that got in his way.

“We’re seven minutes out.” Connor’s voice was quiet, soothing as he placed his free hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “It won’t take us long to get up the mountain. They didn’t go far.” He was just stating the obvious, what Ryan could see for himself on the screen, but still, his words had a semi-calming effect.

His claws had sprouted and Ryan knew he might not make it. He was trying to retain his human form but his wolf was clawing viciously. “When we hit the turnoff, I’m jumping out and tracking in wolf form.”

“I’m going with you,” Natalia said.

“Me too,” Connor and Liam said at practically the same time.

“I kill whoever took her.” Ryan’s voice was guttural, his wolf just about to break free.

“We know.” Connor didn’t even pause.

That was that. The person or persons who’d dared take his Teresa were dead.





Chapter 10




A dull throb pulsed through her skull and a scorching pain pierced her wrists, but Teresa forced herself to remain still. She smelled…dirt, clean laundry and, ugh, she couldn’t sift through anything else. She was indoors, that much she was sure of. There was a dampness to the room or space she was in. Not musty but chilly and damp. She was also very aware of the silver chain secured around her wrists, which were unfortunately behind her back. At least she hadn’t been injected with silver. This just weakened her, didn’t poison her internally. She’d be in a lot more pain if she’d been directly injected.

Ryan? She tried their bondmate link, hoping she had enough strength to communicate with him.

Teresa! Are you okay? Where are you?

Relief rushed through her at the sound of his deep voice in her head. I’m…hold on.

She heard heartbeats but couldn’t sense anyone directly near her. Didn’t mean they weren’t though. Taking a chance, she opened her eyes. I’m in a room, basement I think. There’s a flickering light above a washing machine and dryer. Yeah, it’s definitely a basement. It looked creepy, but she left that part out. I hear two heartbeats, upstairs somewhere.

She was on her back so she rolled to her side. Even that slight movement sent pain splintering up her arms. The silver felt like fire scorching her skin.

I’m on my way to get you, sweetheart. I tracked your phone to a cabin on the ski lodge’s property. One of the remote cabins. Even through their link she could hear his fear for her.

At the sound of a door handle turning, panic punched through her and try as she might she couldn’t contain her emotional reaction. How far out are you? Someone’s opening the door and I’m chained with silver. And it hurt something fierce. She knew she’d have blisters and was glad she couldn’t see the damage the metal was doing to her skin.

I have the cabin in my sight and I’m closing in. Maybe twenty yards now. There’s a human outside smoking a cigarette. Hold on, baby. I’m coming.

A human took me. Oh my God, how’s Nikan? She’d forgotten about him until now, which just heaped guilt on top of her.

Fine, don’t worry about him. Focus on staying alive. I’ve got Connor and Liam with me. Do you know how many kidnappers there are?

I just hear the two heartbeats, but if the human is outside I don’t think I’d hear him. There must be three.

Okay, so two inside and one outside.

Teresa squinted at the sudden rush of light as a tall, statuesque blonde stepped onto the first stair that led to the basement floor and flipped the overhead lights on. Shit, a female vamp opened the door. Talking to Ryan had kept her calm and focused but seeing her captor, or one of them, coming down the stairs with glowing amber eyes and a blade gripped tightly in her gloved hand made Teresa’s stomach drop. She’s got a knife, you better freaking hurry!

I’m almost there, sweetheart. Just hang on. Please fight and hang on. Love and fear slammed through their link in equal measures.

She focused on the love, needing to draw on his strength right now. While Teresa could fight, she was trussed up like a turkey and the silver weakened her. Shaking her head, she tried to clear some of the cobwebs from her brain and compartmentalize her growing panic as the woman reached the bottom of the stairs. She was alone, but Teresa could now scent someone else upstairs, in addition to hearing them. Another vampire.

“Who are you?” she managed to squeeze out, her voice raspy. A wave of nausea swept through her, probably from the combination of the silver and the remnants of the tranq in her bloodstream.

In the blink of an eye the blonde crossed the twenty feet distance from the stairs to where Teresa lay on her side. Yep, vampire. Not that she’d had any doubt. Vamps had a distinctive scent. Still wild, but not earthy like shifters.

Smiling creepily, the female knelt down next to Teresa. Her head tilted to the side a fraction as she eyed Teresa like she was dinner. “I’m Frida, and your whore sister killed my maker.” Despite the almost musical quality of her voice, Frida’s words were like fingers on a chalkboard. The evil and hate behind them sent another swell of nausea through her.

Great, so this was about revenge. Still, Teresa managed to keep it together. She had to hold on until her packmates showed up. “It was self-defense,” she said quietly.

On a snarl of rage Frida struck out, slicing at Teresa’s upper arm in a long, jagged cut.

White, hot pain exploded along her arm, but she tightened her jaw, refusing to cry out. It was what this female wanted no doubt.

Teresa! Ryan’s voice shouted in her head. He must have sensed her pain.

I’m…fine. And that was all she could manage.

Hold on. I’m about to breach the house.

Teresa held back any sense of impending relief. She couldn’t let this female sense it or she might just kill her right here. “What do you want with me?” Fire licked up her arm, her blood warm on her skin, but she forced herself to ignore the pain. She needed to keep the female talking, distracted.

“Your sister took from me. I’m going to take from her. But I’m going to have fun with you first.” She dragged the edge of the silver blade along Teresa’s open wound.

That alone was enough to make tears sting her eyes against her will. She still refused to cry out though. At the same time she heard a slight shuffle upstairs, Frida turned toward the stairs with a frown.

It could be Ryan or it could be the female’s partner. Teresa didn’t care who it was. If there was a chance it was Ryan, she couldn’t let this psycho vamp get the jump on him.

Calling on all the remaining strength she had, she pivoted her body against the floor, striking out at Frida’s ankles with her feet.

The female let out a yelp of surprise as she tipped off balance. Teresa used the opportunity and struck out again, kicking at Frida’s knee with all the strength she could manage.

She heard and felt the break of her kneecap as Frida tumbled backward on a scream of rage. The vamp was already shoving up from the floor, though her movements were awkward and slow. Teresa struggled to sit up. The silver had weakened her too much though.

Eyes wild and glowing, the vampire held the dagger in her gloved hand. Blood dripped off it. Her breathing was ragged and she limped over to Teresa. “I’m going to cut you apart into tiny pieces and mail them back to your sister.”

Vamp down, I’m heading downstairs.

Hurry! I’ll keep her distracted. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. For someone who seems to have this big plan of revenge, you’re fucking stupid.” When the vampire snarled, Teresa just grinned, knowing she looked as crazy as the blonde. But Ryan had breached the doorway and was near the bottom of the stairs. Relief flooded her. Damn he was quiet, one of the most lethal predators she’d ever seen.

“Strong words for a bitch who’s about to get her heart cut out. Before I kill you, just know that I’m going to take all your sisters. I’m going to cut them all up and make sure they suffer before they die. Eventually I’ll kill Natalia—”

She was tired of listening to this bitch. “Just kill her already!” she yelled to Ryan.

Ryan leaped, his movements fluid, deadly and so damn beautiful it almost hurt her eyes. He was such a huge wolf it seemed impossible he could move with such gracefulness.

The vamp turned to face the threat but it was too late. Ryan hurtled through the air and with all the strength and power of a true warrior lupine shifter, he took her head off in one bone-crunching snap of his jaws.

Teresa barely had time to process it before Ryan shifted to human form. He blocked the decapitated vampire as he crouched in front of her. There was surprisingly little blood on him but she could scent it from the dead woman, likely pooling out on the floor.

“The others…” she rasped out, needing to know they were safe.

Concern filled his face as he gently rolled her over onto her side. “Dead. Connor, Liam and Natalia are upstairs in case there are any more of them, but I think this was it. You’re safe. I’m going to free you.”

He grabbed a towel from a laundry basket then wrapped it around her wrists to insulate the silver from his hands. She sucked in a breath as the silver pushed harder against her skin, but she didn’t cry out. If she could keep it together in front of a crazy vampire, she wasn’t going to make her bondmate feel guilty for what he had to do.

Seconds later, she heard the snap of the chain, then Ryan gently pulled them off her wrists. As soon as her hands were free, she let out a sigh, the relief instantaneous. Her wrists and the slice on her arm were already healing with rapid speed, the wounds not deep. Before she could think about moving she found herself being shifted and pulled into Ryan’s arms.

She was too weak to wrap her arms around his shoulders but she cuddled into him. “Thank you.”

His arms contracted protectively around her. He kissed the top of her head before nuzzling and soothing her in the way only a mate could, his lips skating over every inch of her face as if he needed to make sure she was okay. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“I’m not going anywhere…I love you, Ryan.” She laid her head against his chest, unable to say more as he headed for the stairs.

He murmured back words of love, soothing her immensely. She was certain there were things to be taken care of—like cleaning up the dead bodies and figuring out if there were more threats—but for now she just closed her eyes and let him carry her out of the basement. She wanted to go home. To their home.





Chapter 11




One week later




The strangest sense of sadness and elation hummed through Teresa as she made her way across the grassy stretch of land toward her new home. She’d been living with her sisters for so long that she’d never really thought about how different it would be to move out. Sure, she could still walk over there any time she wanted and she knew she’d see them every day anyway but things were changing so much. Even Rosa wouldn’t be living there in another week or so.

The past week had been such a whirlwind of activity she hadn’t even had a chance to really unpack her stuff in her new home with Ryan and Lucas. None of them had done much so there were still boxes everywhere. At least the vampire threat was completely over. Or at least appeared to be. Frida had been working with her lover and two human males to apparently avenge her dead maker. Everything she’d told Teresa in that basement had been true. The crazy woman had a history of being out of control and giving into her bloodlust. According to one of The Brethren, she never should have been turned in the first place. No arguments from Teresa on that.

The human who’d survived had copped to everything. He wasn’t going away forever, but he was still going to spend a hell of a long time in prison, which mollified Teresa some. At first she’d been surprised Ryan or one of her other packmates hadn’t killed him, but they’d let him live so he could admit to the human authorities everything he’d done. He was way more terrified of shifters than human authorities and he’d taken complete responsibility for his role in helping kidnap Teresa and had explained to the police that Frida had been stalking Teresa and her sisters for a while.

When she reached the top of the short set of stairs of the porch, she tucked all the silly melancholy feelings away and opened the front door. The second she stepped inside she was inundated with the scents of Ryan, Lucas and food. A lot of it, if the various delicious aromas were any indication.

It already felt like home.

When she heard male whispers coming from the kitchen, she frowned and slid off her boots, leaving them by the front door. She only scented Ryan and Lucas so knew it had to be them. But why were they whispering so low she couldn’t hear their words clearly even with her shifter capabilities? Making her way to the kitchen she jerked to a halt in the doorway.

And burst into tears.

They’d not only cooked a feast, they’d completely decorated the kitchen with all her blueberry knickknacks. She’d planned to do it later this week but they’d clearly worked hard to get all this set up.

“We thought you’d be happy,” Lucas blurted, his expression worried.

“I am,” she said, hurrying into the kitchen. They stood next to the island where she now realized they’d also bought her a giant bouquet of brightly colored tulips and her favorite bottle of wine. “These are happy tears,” she said gathering Lucas into her arms.

He was only ten but getting so tall already he’d pass her in a year or so. She kissed the top of his head and cheeks even though she knew it embarrassed him. With her arm still wrapped around Lucas, she reached for Ryan and pulled him into a hug. “I love you,” she murmured, brushing her lips over his.

“Ugh, not in front of me.” Lucas wiggled out of her hold and headed for the refrigerator as Ryan pulled her into a firm embrace.

“I know you’ve been feeling emotional about the move and we wanted to do something special for you.” His voice was a deep, soothing balm washing over her.

She returned his embrace, wrapping her arms tight around his waist as she looked into his dark eyes. “Thank you. It’s perfect.” You’re perfect, she said along their link.

His grin turned just a little bit wicked as he bent down to brush his lips over hers in a slow, lingering kiss. Just remember you said that next time you’re mad at me.

I’m sure you’ll remind me.

He pulled back and laughed. She could feel it reverberating from his chest to hers and felt all that earlier sadness completely melt away. Change was a good thing and she knew that this was the start of something wonderful.
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As she tried to decide where to go a blur of fur hurtled through the air at her. Before she could move, the all-white wolf slammed into her, tackling her to the ground. He rolled their bodies so he took the brunt of the fall.

Surprise ricocheted through her. When he shifted to human form and she found herself pinned underneath the Adonis-looking shifter with blond hair and dark eyes she immediately struck out at him. Weak or not, if this male had killed her parents she’d gut him.

Claws and fangs descended, she slashed at his middle, ripping open his stomach.

“Damn it, Larissa!” He managed to grab her wrists in an impossibly tight grip and hold them above her head, but she didn’t stop.

It vaguely registered that he said her name in a familiar way. As if he had intimate knowledge of her. Kicking and bucking against him, she kneed him hard between the legs as she twisted around to bite his forearm.

The second his blood coated her tongue, a familiar sensation flowed through her with shocking intensity. The taste made her think of raw, earthy sex. She stilled underneath him. He remained on top of her, holding her, and when she met his gaze she could sense his wariness. But he wasn’t trying to hurt her. And he hadn’t been attacking her, just pinning her down and taking her blows.

She tensed when she heard someone nearby, their footfalls soft against the snow, barely indiscernible. The male heard it too and lifted his head, but he never took his dark gaze from hers. “Stay back, I’ve got this.”

“Why do you taste familiar?” she whispered, battling confusion. His blood was still on her tongue and it made her think of dirty, sensual things that shocked her. Even more shocking, she wanted to drink from him.

The male’s eyes bored into hers. Intense. Heated. “Because you’ve tasted every inch of my body, drank from me, defied your coven to be with me.” The longing in his eyes pierced her. He meant every word he was saying. He wasn’t lying. Or he didn’t believe he was lying.

If it was true, she didn’t remember any of it. She fought a shiver. Everything in her brain was muddled and the pain intermixed with desire she saw in that dark gaze was too much. She was so fucking confused right now and sensing his pain hurt her. Even if she didn’t understand why, she felt his agony bone deep and she desperately wanted to comfort him. She swallowed hard and resisted that urge. “Why can I feel your pain?”

He loosened his grip, freeing her wrists. But he didn’t sit back. Just placed his hands in the light layer of snow on either side of her head, that gaze locked on hers. “Because we’re bondmates.”
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“You are going to love what I got her,” Julieta whispered to Lizzy.

They were sitting next to each other at Mina’s bridal shower. Mina Hollingsworth, soon-to-be Mina Blue. The sweet artist was marrying former pro-football player/former Marine Alexander Blue and she was one of the nicest people Julieta had ever met.

“I take it you went off the registry,” Lizzy whispered back before taking a sip of her mimosa.

“Just a bit.” She held back her grin as Mina picked up her next gift. The black and white damask bag with a bright pink stripe across the top was distinctively from Julieta’s store.

“I know who this is from,” Mina said, already blushing as she delicately pulled the paper stuffing out the top. Her face split into a wide smile as she pulled out the sheer white, delicate lace lingerie babydoll halter. The back had ruffled layers to create a small bustle and above that in bright pink hand-done stitching were the words ‘property of Alex’. Mina’s fiancé might have mentioned something to Julieta about this.

As Mina pulled it out and saw the back she started laughing, her cheeks flushing an even darker shade of pink. “Did Alex ask you to do this?” she asked.

Julieta just shrugged and pursed her lips together as she fought a smile.

Mina turned it around for the twenty other women to see. Everyone started howling and talking about how much their significant others would want them to get one. Julieta ignored the small pang in her chest. For a bridal shower this one was very small and considering how wealthy Mina was, she was surprised it wasn’t bigger. But maybe she shouldn’t be. The woman was incredibly picky about who she was friends with—because she wasn’t sure who she could trust—and she had guards around her most of the time. All the women at the shower were either married or engaged, except two of Mina’s friends from California.

Being single had never bothered Julieta before. The last three years she’d been working like mad to get her business off the ground and now that it had and she was doing well, she had more time on her hands. She had a lot of friends and a huge, loving family but the truth was, she was lonely. When she’d first started her business she’d actually had a serious boyfriend. They’d been together the last two years of college, but once she’d started working long hours he’d decided he couldn’t handle it. He’d said he wanted her to be successful and would support her, but in the end it had all been lip service. She was glad she’d found out before they’d taken the next step, but it still stung when she thought about how badly things had ended between them.

She couldn’t remember the last date she’d gone on and unfortunately the last two months she’d spent fantasizing about a certain sexy Red Stone Security employee she kept seeing because of her friendship with Mina. But she couldn’t get a read on the man. He was always so tight-lipped and gave brooding stares when she was around. She was pretty sure he didn’t even like her. Not to mention Mina had mentioned that he was a total player on more than one occasion.

Which made her fantasies even more ridiculous. She wasn’t into playboys or bad boys. So why did everything about Ivan make her wake up and take notice?

“Is that from your new line?” Lizzy demanded, shifting against the loveseat in the expansive living room that overlooked the Miami bay as Mina told everyone to go grab food and drinks.

Huge windows and a bright October day made for a gorgeous view and natural lighting as the women broke up and started to eat and mingle.

“Minus the personalized stitching, yes. And yes, I’ve already saved one for you. I can’t believe you had a baby five months ago. You look amazing,” she said in mock disgust.

“Porter keeps me busy.” Lizzy’s smile turned mischievous which only made that pang in Julieta’s chest expand.

She shoved down those feelings as best she could. “Seriously, do you need to remind me how long it’s been since I’ve had sex…” She trailed off as Ivan appeared from out of nowhere.

Wearing his standard dark suit he looked imposing and too sexy for his own good. She gritted her teeth at his timing because she was pretty sure he’d heard her. He so did not need to know she had no sex life. He nodded at both of them politely. For a brief moment she thought he’d approached to speak to her and her heart rate increased by about a thousand percent. That lasted for all of two seconds. The thought of him approaching her just to chat was as ridiculous as her fantasies about him.

“Hey Ivan, where’ve you been hiding?” Lizzy asked casually.

Since they both worked for Red Stone, though in different capacities, the two were friends. It shouldn’t make Julieta jealous that Lizzy, one of her oldest, happily married friends, was so comfortable with Ivan. But it kind of did.
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