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        STORY DESCRIPTION

      

      

      

      Ten years ago, Muddy watched, horrified, as the man who stole her virginity chose another woman. 

      Now, he thinks he can come waltzing back into her life? 

      No effin’ way. 

      

      Lang chose his family, his lineage and his bloodline over his heart. 

      Not a day has gone by that he hasn’t regretted it.

      Now, it’s time to put the past in the past, and claim his mate. 

      And Lang is not a man who takes no for an answer.
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      If anyone would have told me ten years ago that I’d be spending my Friday night with a house full of senior citizens, listening to them prattle on about the joys of ergonomic sex toys, I would’ve told them they were nuts. If anyone would’ve told me that I’d be enjoying it, because finally I was immersed in a group of women with whom I had something in common, I would’ve told them I was nuts. Yet, there I was, at the ripe old age of almost thirty, sitting in my dining room with the New Mexico Flamingo Grannies listening to a much too vivid conversation about senior friendly sex toys.

      And enjoying it.

      There were ten Flamingo Grannies staying at my bed and breakfast. Another fifteen were staying at a motel in Smith and had come over in a chartered van. All my mismatched furniture and every one of my folding chairs held wiggling granny bottoms. Based on my assessment, the ladies were all over eighty, if they were a day. I’d never seen so much bright red blush dotted onto saggy, wrinkled cheeks in my life. There was also an overwhelmingly pervasive odor of hair perms and hair dye. Their midday excursion had been a day trip down to the salon and the Flamingo Grannies were rocking enough blue hair to make any wayward teen jealous.

      I sat with the obvious leader of the bunch, Laverne Dane. What a hoot. She controlled her pack of golden girls better than a military officer. She even intimidated me a bit, if I was being honest. With her crystal encrusted cane and black fedora, Laverne had attitude for days. She was also the reason I was participating in the Flamingo gathering with women more than twice my age.

      I’d been minding my own business, finishing up my nightly chores, when I skirted the dining room enroute to my bedroom. It’d been a long day. I’d been tired and anxious to crawl into bed and feel sorry for myself all night long until morning arrived. A practice which had fast become a habit after I’d paid a visit to my hometown of Chattington, Virginia for my uncle’s funeral a month ago. Instead of a solo pity party, I’d been summoned by Laverne’s strong, almost masculine voice demanding I sit and have some wine with them. I was hard-pressed to accept the woman’s invite.

      As it turned out, I was glad I did. The old girls were a blast and had enough energy to shame a live electrical wire. Laverne kept everyone on their toes and had a lively party atmosphere going. I had a feeling that Laverne had been quite a hell-raiser in her prime.

      “My granddaughter watches that show on Netflix, with the two older broads in it. You know that one we used to firm our butts with back in the day? I can’t remember her name.”

      “Jane Fonda’s aerobic workouts!” A bigger woman with shocking pink lipstick and drawn-on brows was waving her arms in mock workout fashion.

      Laverne granted her a big grin. “That’s right. Jane Fonda. She and her hippy friend came up with a vibrator for old battleaxes like y’all.”

      Meredith, Laverne’s best gal, snorted. “You’re the only old battleaxe I see.”

      It spiraled from there. I had to separate an arm wrestling match between the two of them which ended up with Laverne challenging me to an arm wrestling match. Turned out, the battleaxe was pretty strong for an old gal, but I was a shifter, so there was no way she was going to best me. She promptly informed me that she’d been arm wrestling champion of McCall County, ten years running. Me beating her had gained me her respect and friendship. And thusly, I made my way into the Flamingo Grannies inner circle.

      Which was why, at one AM, I was sitting in my dining room with women older than my grandmother, drinking wine and gabbing about vibrators with arthritic grips.

      The group was rowdy, but it didn’t matter since they were the only guests in the place. They’d booked the entire B&B for the week. The only problem I saw was that it was day one of their stay. I didn’t know if I could keep up with them for several more. Not if they did this every night. Surely, they couldn’t do it every night.

      When I tuned back in, they were discussing Laverne’s late husband. My unfortunate timing.

      “Ronnie wasn’t a small man, bless his heart. By the time he turned fifty, he was so big that we had to buy him one of those special recliners. The ones that throw you up when you’re done sitting. Ronnie had a penis that matched his body, though.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      Meredith giggled. “Pale and limp?”

      Laverne reached over and smacked Meredith. “Big. Huge. He was hung like a stallion.”

      I looked around and noticed that everyone was leaning in, listening to her intently. I sat back and drained my wine glass.

      Laverne, ever the hostess, apparently, stood up and refilled my glass while continuing to regale our group with poor Ronnie’s business. “He didn’t have the stamina that my lover before Ronnie had, mind you.  Henry. Henry was average sized, but, ooh, that man could last for hours.”

      “Hours?” I’d spoken without my own permission. It was like the wine had loosened my lips and tongue. And my mind.

      “Hours, honey. Why do you look so shocked? As hotty-hot as you are, you must have a line out the door of men working it for you.”

      I blocked the depressive thought stream that threatened to emerge and forced a smile that I hoped looked mysterious. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      Comments about my business were suddenly thrown out from all over the room.

      “Which means she’s not getting laid.”

      “Or, if she is, it’s not any good.”

      So much for my mysterious smile. Meredith patted my arm. “Poor dear. Lack of good sex will age you.”

      And, that sparked Laverne and Meredith all over again.

      “Who are you to be talking about aging? Your face could pass for a sack of rubbish from a paper shredder.”

      “You old bitch. Your mirror thinks you’re a two-week-old bowl of oatmeal.”

      “Better than the crumpled cardboard box your mirror sees.”

      “Oh, you go to hell. Your face has more lines than a road map.”

      “You’ve been ridden more than the roads on a road map.”

      “It’s not my fault that you chose little dick Henry and fat Ronnie with the special chair.”

      I shook my head and stood up. “I’m going to bed.”

      They booed me and someone even threw something that looked suspiciously like a purple condom at me. Laverne patted my arm and smiled. “Not everyone can stomach us. We’re an acquired taste.”

      I wanted to argue, but she was right. I needed to get out of there before I heard something else that I couldn’t un-hear, or found myself referee in a fist fight between two eighty-year-olds.

      I stumbled up to my room in the attic and shut off the lights before falling Nestea-plunge style into bed. I was too exhausted to think, and what an unexpected blessing that was. Maybe drinking with the Flamingo Grannies was the way to go.

      The shrill sound of them laughing reached all the way up to my room and I snorted out a chuckle at the absurdity of fate. I had to admit, the evening had been a blast. I found myself drunkenly looking forward to another day with the Flamingo Grannies.

      For a woman who’d very recently watched the last of her closest friends settle down with a mate, it was like a breath of fresh air to hang out with other single women. I would never “settle down”, never take a mate, and forever retain my single status, all of which had been eating at me. Even more so since I’d returned from Virginia. It had been the first time I’d been back in ten years, and boy had the memories resurfaced. Along with the pain.

      The hole in my heart that had taken years to heal over had been ripped back open in a single weekend. And, every night since then, it had been expanding. My biggest fear now was that not only would I lead a life of abject loneliness, but that I would forever feel the deep pain of rejection by my mate.

      Thank god for the wine buzz to knock me out. Breakfast at six, a special breakfast for the early risers, was going to come awfully soon.
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      I heaved a heavy sigh while staring up at my parents’ estate. The large wrought iron gate was constructed purely as a statement to any passersby that important people lived there. The gate was open and a line of cars was heading through. I recognized the back of my sister’s head in one of them. Sheesh. How was it that even the back of her head looked so goddamn pompous? Her husband, Sandy, was driving and the back of his head looked miserable. To that, I could relate. I’d never been able to attend an event at the Millingham Estate without an accompanying degree of misery.

      My family, the Millinghams of Virginia, were old money. Upper-class, American gentry. Our roots traced back to the time of the colonization of the country, a fact my mother never failed to flaunt.

      The family fortune had originally been made in tobacco and textiles. Much of it on the backs of dark-skinned slaves, a fact my mother never failed to omit. Not a proud slice of Millingham family history, but truth nonetheless.

      I didn’t recognize any of the other vehicles. Not that that meant anything. My relatives changed vehicles more than some people cleaned out their dryer lint.

      I was idling off to the side of the road, fantasizing about just driving away. I had no desire to see my family. They were arrogant, uppity and overbearing on a good day. I wasn’t biased. It was a shared opinion with anyone who’d ever encountered them. Blueblood, was the human term for them. Purebred, was the wolf term. Both labels were cherished by my parents as titles of esteem and worth.

      Me, I would’ve rather gone and gotten my dick pierced than have to sit through one of their events.

      Unfortunately, a dick piercer wouldn’t barrage me with emails, texts, and calls for months for skipping out on him like my mother would. Going to her stuffy party was less painful than having her and my father show up at my door in three weeks with bushels full of guilt because I hadn’t answered any of their harassing attempts to squeeze me for more money.

      Georgina and Langdon Senior were difficult at best. But, as always, they had me by the short hairs since I had no desire to deal with their shit. And it would be delivered in mass quantities if I did what I really wanted to do and drove off. So, in I went.

      The Millinghams were amongst the families listed in the Social Register, and were, as they say, green, blue, and white: green money, blue blood, and lily white skin. Despite my upbringing, I didn’t give a god damned about blue blood or white skin, nor had I ever. And, each year I cared less and less about money.

      I parked between two Italian imports, next to a man in a tux. I cut off my own truck and climbed out. Immediately, two older women were on me.

      “Oh, Langdon! Look at you! You’re just as handsome as ever.” Aunt Claribel cupped my face and then patted my shoulder awkwardly. “You’re the spitting image of your father. It’s uncanny.”

      Her sister, Maribel, patted my other shoulder. “After the party, we’d like to have a few words with you, Langdon. We won’t take up too much of your time, of course.”

      “We know you’re a busy man.”

      I forced a smile. My father’s sisters and their offspring had faired about as well in their business ventures as had my own father. They were always buzzing around the family money like vultures. If they were circling me, though, they must’ve realized that the family money was drying out and saw me as all my other relatives did, as a wellspring of funding. “Of course, ladies. If you’ll excuse me, I have to run in and say hello and congratulate my parents.”

      I hurried away from them and joined my sister on her way up the front steps to the house. Sandy and Sandra, a real pair, glanced over at me with all the enthusiasm of participants in a funeral procession.

      “Langdon.”

      “Sandra.”

      “Hey, Langdon.”

      “Sandy.” I nodded to the toddler clinging to him. “How’s the munchkin?”

      Sandra scowled. “Don’t call her that. Caroline is doing wonderfully.  She’s been accepted into Kennedy Hall Preschool Center. It’s for advanced children.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t Aaron Fortis, the mass shooter, come from Kennedy?”

      That little barb was all it took to set Sandra off. She scowled so hard her face scrunched into a prune and hurried up the stairs ahead of us. Sandy looked over at me and sighed. “You never just let shit go, do you?”

      Caroline looked up at us and squealed. “Shit! Shit…shit go!”

      I laughed out loud, a deep belly laugh, the likes of which rarely occurred in such close proximity to the Millingham Estate. Sandy winced and turned, hurrying back to their car with his daughter, probably to beg and barter with little Caroline to keep her from saying that word in front of Sandra, or more importantly, our parents.

      I made my way into the house, hoping that I could come away relatively unscathed. Sure, I’d be hit up for money more than a few times, I’d weather barbs about my failed marriage to Michelle East, I’d be encouraged to accept a blind date with whatever aging debutante was single and in town this month. But, maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t be bad enough that I considered having a needle shoved through my penis a welcome relief.

      I strode through the grand foyer and nodded at Gilroy, the butler.

      “Langdon!” Georgina Millingham’s faux “excited voice” rang out across the large foyer. Three story tall ceilings couldn’t eat up that piercing sound. “We’re so pleased to see you, darling!”

      “Hello, Mother.” I grinned, trying to look pleased to see her. I wasn’t.

      She wrapped her thin arms around my shoulders and held me to her.  “You’re late. We specifically discussed you arriving early to go over finances with your father.”

      Her whispered words were cold and harsh, the real Georgina. I pulled back and grinned down at her. She was a slight of a thing to be such a pain in the ass. Small and deadly, I’d always thought.

      I kept that smile on my face and talked back to her in a raised voice, purposely setting her off. “We can talk about the loan later, Mother.  Let’s celebrate first.”

      Her cheeks went red under the layers of expensive makeup. Her eyes clinched in at the corners in a way that had haunted me as a boy. Surprising, considering the amount of botulism toxin her face contained. She turned and moved away, flitting from guest to guest, all with that phony smile plastered on her face. She was seething inside. I knew my mother well enough to know that she was trying to figure out the best way to jab me in retaliation. Too bad she didn’t hold any power over me anymore.

      Although the Millingham finances were managed by excellent lawyers and accountants who did their best to protect and invest the family assets, their hands were tied. Not one of the Millinghams’ seemed to know how to do anything but spend. Fortunately, my share had been protected by a trust that I’d come into full control of at age twenty-four. Unlike the others in the extended family, I’d turned my millions into billions. Hence, I became the moneybag to this, my family of leeches. No, Georgina Millingham no longer held any power over me.

      Or, so I thought. Her gaze bore into me from across the room commanding my attention. She accepted a glass of champagne from a server’s tray and raised it to her lips. Then, turning to my sister, who was always ready to unleash daggers of petty viciousness on an unsuspecting victim, looked almost giddy. “Did I tell you, Sandra,” my mother’s voice was louder than normal, “Who I saw in town last month? You’ll never guess.”

      My stomach tightened. Something was up. Mother had that gleam in her eye that said she was locked onto her target.

      “Who, Mother? Do tell.”

      Mother met my eyes. “Muddy Hilton.”

      And there it was. The kill shot.

      “Of all the people to come crawling back.” My mother continued dramatically waiving her champagne flute in the air in a flourish of righteous indignation.

      Sandra looked over at me and then smiled wickedly back at my mother. “Ooh. I don’t know how she could show her face around here after everything.”

      “She was crossing the street in front of the post office wearing this god-awful cheap excuse for a dress.” My mother shuddered. “Nothing any decent person would wear in public.”

      “Well. It’s Muddy. What should one expect? Sow’s ear, silk purse, and all that.” They linked arms, grinning, before striding together towards the dining hall.

      My sister paused, glanced over her shoulder straight into my eyes, and called out louder than necessary, “Was Deacon Allred with her?”

      My mother didn’t answer. Instead, they both looked at each other as though sharing an inside joke, and continued towards the dining hall emitting laughs that sounded more like cackles.

      I stood rooted to the hand cut Italian marble tiles, shaking. Turns out, my mother could still wield power over me after all. I felt suddenly like I’d been beaten over with a tire iron.

      Muddy had been here, in Chattington, just a few weeks earlier? Why? Was she still here? Was she okay? Was anything wrong? Deacon better be treating her right. If he’d done anything to hurt her, anything at all, I’d fucking kill him.

      Part of me already knew she wasn’t still in town. If Muddy was anywhere nearby, I would’ve felt it. But, I had to know for sure.

      I excused myself to the study and yanked out my phone, quickly calling Brice, my go-to guy for information gathering. Always discrete, I tasked Brice with doing something I’d talked myself out of doing every day for the last ten years. Finding Muddy

      Funny how oblivious Mother was to what she’d just done. She’d just let the cat out of the bag. No pun intended.
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      I was dead. Six AM had come early as hell and I was either still asleep, still drunk, or so hungover that I couldn’t tell the difference. I went downstairs and found Jay looking just as rough as me.

      He glanced over his shoulder in acknowledgement as he fried eggs, probably for himself. “You look like hell.”

      “Funny, coming from you.” I nodded for him to fry up one for me. “And watch your mouth. There are fifteen elderly ladies upstairs.”

      “Fucking hell! I’ve got a headache that could awaken the undead. I need coffee, stat!”

      I blew out a breath and met Jay’s eyes. “That’s Laverne. I suggest you meet her demands or be prepared for her wrath.”

      He actually shivered. “She’s one of our guests?”

      I nodded. “And the reason I look like this.”

      Just then, the kitchen door swung open and Laverne leaned in, poking her head around the door jamb, Meredith right behind her. “Did you hear me in there? I was requesting coffee, young lady.”

      Meredith looked worse than I did. How the woman was still alive was beyond me. She opened her mouth to say something and her dentures fell out on top of Laverne’s head. Laverne reached up and grabbed them, her eyes narrowing before she tossed them into the big metal trashcan beside the door.

      “Serves you right. If you’d just use the adhesive I sent you, your damned chompers wouldn’t be falling out of your pie hole all over the place.”

      I snatched a napkin and hurried over to the can. I tried not to gag as I reached in, retrieved them and held them out to Meredith.

      “Can you be a dear and juth rinth thoth off for me, honey?”

      I looked back at Jay. He was facing the grill, doing his best to be invisible. Fucker. I indulged in a quick mental picture of throwing the teeth at the back of his head. Then, I decided I ought to aid an old lady and I rinsed the teeth and gave them back to her.

      “Thank you, dear. Now, grab that coffee, please. If Laverne doesn’t get coffee first thing in the morning, she turns into a roaring cuntwagon.”

      Jay snorted and I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing, myself. I just nodded to Meredith and made a show of picking up the carafe of coffee. “I’m on my way.”

      As soon as the door shut, Jay looked back at me and shook his head. “We’re never going to survive this week.”

      “They kept me drinking with them until one this morning.”

      He laughed a deep, throw your head back  laugh, and I kind of wanted to punch him in his exposed throat. Instead, I loaded a tray with coffee cups and the carafe and went out to prevent Laverne from becoming a roaring cuntwagon.

      Breakfast was a wild frenzy of house coats, bedroom slippers, curlers, and extra bread plates for a couple of the ladies to set their teeth on. By the time it was over and the Flamingo Grannies had gone back upstairs to get dressed and ready for the day, I was dead on my feet. I still had to get through breakfast clean up, straighten all the rooms, and serve lunch before I could take a nap.

      One foot in front of the other; a soft warm bed is closer than you think.

      It was in the middle of making the bed in room number three when I had a fleeting image of Georgina Millingham. I shuddered. It was the perfume in the damned room. The same putrid floral bend that Georgina wore that probably cost a grand an ounce.

      My memory of the visit back to my hometown flashed into my head. She’d been stopped at the red light in front of the Chattington Post Office. Behind the wheel of her BMW, she’d looked shocked to see me. Shocked, and then angry enough to potentially run me over. I’d been too afraid to cross in front of her, because knowing her, she’d do it. I’d waited until the light changed and she sped off before I ran across the street.

      Seeing her had rocked me. To be fair, it wasn’t Georgina, herself, that shook me up. I could give a crap about her. It was the memories, thoughts and the questions that followed. One big memory in particular. Lang.

      Even as I cleaned and ran up and down the back stairs, doing laundry, thoughts of him pinged around in my head. They had been plaguing me for weeks, niggling, harassing, and outright bludgeoning.

      Every single memory of him still felt  like a blow to the chest. I dropped the laundry off in the laundry room, loaded the washer, and then stepped out the back door to breathe in some fresh air. I pressed my back against the side of the house and stared off to the left into the woods that crept a little closer each year. I wanted to shift and go for a run. The painful feelings that came over me every time I thought of Lang Millingham were dark and oppressive. It had taken me years to get myself off the ground and functional after Lang. I was in a good place. Or, I had been until about a month ago.

      I looked down at my watch and weighed my options. I could have Anna finish cleaning and I’d take over her chores and clean up after the lunch service. I’d have to give up my nap, but it’d be worth it. Maybe I could sneak a nap in while shifted. There was a special place in the woods that opened up with a large boulder in the middle of it. It caught the sun perfectly and I loved to lounge across it.

      I went inside to find that Anna had already taken over my cleaning chores. She looked up at me and her cheeks flushed. What was that about? I raised my eyebrows and stood next to her. “Hey. I was just coming to find you. I was going to ask if you’ll finish the morning cleaning for me. I’ll take over this afternoon.”

      She nodded quickly. “Yeah, sure. Of course. You don’t have to take over this afternoon, either. I can do both.”

      I frowned. “Everything okay?”

      She nodded so vigorously her ponytail flapped up and down. “Of course. Go on. I’ll see you for lunch.”

      I wanted to stay and talk to her more—okay, pry—but that sunny boulder was calling me. I gave her a fast hug and confirmed that I was fully planning on taking over in the afternoon, then headed back outside. Stripping naked and shifting was like a full-body stretch after a long plane ride.

      My lioness prowled deep into the forest, and I felt immediate relief. My lion form always made things better. What’d happened with Lang when we were young had been the most intense and excruciating pain of my life, but instead of pulling away and rebelling, she’d moved in and been sure to take care of me through the years by bonding ever closer. We were tight, she and I. Letting her free to run was like spending time with a best friend.

      She leapt from the ground to a tree branch and tumbled off that, onto a thick layer of leaves below. Purring wildly, she rolled over on her back and twitched her tail as she rubbed herself in the leaves. She was feeling good, despite the stress we’d both been under since the visit back to Virginia. Before long, we made it to the big boulder in the clearing. The sun was bright and high in the sky, and though it was a cold day, stretching out on the warm rock felt luxurious. Her purring grew louder, she curled her tail up between her legs, and we both settled in for a nice nap.

      I awoke to the sounds of footsteps trailing through the woods nearby. My lion hissed and we fled into the trees. If it was someone trying to mess with us, she preferred to be the pouncer rather than the pouncee. She was paranoid that way. Instead of finding an enemy, though, we watched in jaw-dropping horror as my mom and Duncan Patterson, Alec’s Dad, tumbled into the clearing. Their arms were tangled around one another, clothing being shed, faces mushed together, going at each other hot and heavy.

      Yuck. Even my lioness was creeped out. Alec was my friend Carter’s mate, and his dad, Duncan, had come to live in Helen’s Corner shortly after Alec and Carter mated. He was a good guy. A great guy, but this was a scene I had no interest in watching. Turning away, I led my lioness back to the B&B, knowing it was almost time for the lunch service.

      Even if it wasn’t, we would’ve high-tailed it out of there. I had no desire to be anywhere near any part of the woods my mom was using for hook ups. It was just too gross to think about.

      Yet another thing to bury at the back of my brain in the “things I’d like to un-see, un-hear, and un-do” file. I had a feeling that by the time the Flamingo Grannies left, I’d have so much buried back there, it’d look like a landfill.
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      Brice called back in less than an hour. I excused myself from a second cousin I hadn’t seen in eight years and our one-sided conversation in which he reminisced about all the fun times we’d had that one weekend eight years ago when he’d been in town. He was obviously winding up to ask me for money. Fortunately, I was saved by my phone. I stepped away from everyone, out onto a balcony that overlooked the manicured gardens in the rear of the estate.

      “Millingham.”

      “Sir, Muddy Hilton has returned her place of residence. A town called Helen’s Corner. It’s in New Mexico.”

      I felt the ache of hearing her name all the way through my bones. “Helen’s Corner?”

      “Yes, sir. Population is less than one thousand. She’s a registered business owner. She owns and operates a bed and breakfast in the center of town, on the corner of Main Street and Maple, aptly named Muddy’s Corner Bed and Breakfast.”

      A hundred random questions popped into my head. What was she like now? Was she still beautiful? Did she still purr when she was aroused?

      “Sir?”

      I cleared my throat and turned my back to the doors leading to the party. “Thanks, Brice.”

      “Anything else?  Would you care for me to dig deeper?”

      I thought about it. The last thing I wanted to do was disrupt Muddy’s life. But, I could just have Brice do a tad more digging, just to make sure she was well. That was all. I wouldn’t bother her.

      Then again, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. It would be uncomfortable to hear about her life with another man. Probably married with kids. Which was why I had strictly forbidden myself from looking her up before.

      Uncomfortable, hell, who was I kidding? Hearing that Muddy was a soccer mom driving her minivan with a car seat, 2.5 kids and a golden retriever in the back would rip my heart out. Even though that’s what I wanted for her.

      But, what if she wasn’t happy? Or worse, what if was having problems and needed something? Or someone? What if she was alone and had no one help her?

      I took a deep breath while Brice waited. Was it wrong to have her investigated? Probably. Was it self-sabotaging to hear all about her and her life? Definitely. Could I stop myself this time? Not a chance in hell.

      “Yes. Get back to me as soon as possible. And, Brice, I want to know everything. Everything.”

      I hung up and looked back at the party guests. I’d shown up. I’d spent enough time mingling to be considered polite. I’d promised various family members handouts worth a total of almost forty grand. My duty was fulfilled. Besides, if one more person subtly, or not so subtly, came at me with their hand out and a sob story, I was going to chew my own ears off. I hadn’t had the “financial discussion” with my parents, yet, but that could wait. Better yet, maybe I could avoid it and just have my assistant, Andrea, write them a check.

      Standing on the balcony, I glanced over my shoulder one more time to make sure no one was watching before hopping the railing and hurtling towards the earth. I landed in one of my mother’s prized rose bushes and cursed. It didn’t really matter that the thorns tore at my cashmere suit, but I did grimace as I imagined her gardener, Manuel, finding the damn thing squashed all to hell and back. Manuel was good people.

      I stood up and freed myself from the bush before straightening my suit jacket. Jumping off balconies wasn’t my typical manner of exit—not for me or my wolf—but if it meant not facing Mother, or more of the family freeloaders on the way out, it was an easy choice.

      I jogged back to my truck and left the estate with a heavy feeling in my chest. Muddy Hilton. Damn. There wasn’t a morning, noon, or night, that I could remember her not being on my mind, but I hadn’t heard her name spoken aloud in almost a decade.

      I’d made a huge sacrifice giving her up. A sacrifice only someone born and raised in a blueblood, purebred wolf shifter family could understand.

      I stopped in front of the post office and rolled down my windows, hoping to catch a hint of her scent on the breeze. But, nothing. I hoped she was happy with Deacon Allred. I wished I could have been the one to give her that happiness. But I, Langdon Millingham, had inherited the duty of providing for my family and upholding the Millingham name, lineage, and breeding. By the time I realized how inane and ridiculous all that was, Muddy was gone. She’d run off with Deacon. Not that I blamed her. She deserved every bit of joy the world had to offer, and I hope she’d found it.

      I drove to the hotel where I was staying and let myself into the penthouse suite. Spreading out on the bed, I stared up at the ceiling and allowed myself to indulge in the only thing that brought me pleasure, despite their equal dose of pain, thoughts of Muddy. I wondered what she looked like now, ten years later.

      Her hair would still be fire red and wild. There was no taming it. It’d still curl in every direction and frizz out at the slightest hint of moisture. I knew women who spent hundreds of dollars on treatments to prevent that type of frizz, but none ever looked half as stunning as Muddy at her frizziest. Her eyes would still be so green that once they pulled you in, it was hard to look away. Sprite bottle green. Pure green with a gold streak around the middle. They’d still shine golden when she was upset or angry or, my favorite, in the throes of passion. Her mouth would still be pouty, the corners of her lips upturned in a way that made it seem like she was keeping a juicy secret to herself.

      That’s where what I knew stopped, though. Her body would have changed over the years. Her choices in clothing, shoes, jewelry. Those things would all be different than I remembered.

      I could clearly remember every detail of the way she’d looked the day she turned eighteen. It was my most cherished memory. One I held close and didn’t share. I didn’t want to tarnish it. Corny as it was, I just wanted to hold the memory safely, a remembrance of a treasure I’d once had and lost forever.

      My fault. I couldn’t really wallow in the pity party I seemed to be working up to. Everything had been my fault. Fuck, I’d been a grade A moron. I’d been naïve and idealistic and had thought I’d been doing the right thing.

      And, in my naïve idealism, I’d given up my own freedom for impeccable bloodlines and family honor. Not the wisest choice because now, at thirty-four, all I had was an eighty-hour work week, and a sign on my forehead proclaiming me the unofficial bankroller of a family of parasites.

      I sat up and shrugged out of my jacket. She’d been here, in Chattington. Recently. I might even have run into her myself if I’d come a few weeks earlier. What would that have been like?

      I was suddenly struck with another thought. There was a possibility that she was having marital troubles. Maybe she was even divorced. Was she?

      I suddenly had to know. It couldn’t wait. I shot Brice a text: Is she married?

      Then, I waited…and waited…and waited. Finally, after three minutes that seemed like five hours, I received his text back: Single.

      Single. Muddy was single and had been in Chattington only weeks ago. I quickly and impulsively dialed my assistant. “Andrea, book me a room at a place called Muddy’s Corner Bed and Breakfast in Helen’s Corner, New Mexico.”

      She stammered. “Muddy’s Corner—what was that, sir?”

      “In Helen’s Corner, New Mexico. Have my pilot file flight plans to the closest airport and have a rental truck there for me to drive as soon as possible.”

      “Sir, the GB merger is in two days.”

      “Fuck.” I scrubbed my hands down my face. “Move it up to tomorrow. I’ll finish it early and then I want to be on my way to New Mexico.”

      “Sir, the lawyers haven’t finished everything, yet.”

      “Call them and tell them I’ll be back in the office by two tomorrow. They’ll be ready by then or I’ll be looking for a new firm. I want to be on a plane headed there by tomorrow evening, Andrea.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I hung up and kicked off the rest of my clothes. For over a decade, I’d worked long days, sat in endless board meetings, doled out money to lazy, needy relatives like it was candy, and sacrificed any semblance of my own happiness all for my parents and the Millingham name. For a family I didn’t even like. It was time for me to think of me now.

      I didn’t know if the events of the past could be reversed, or how, or if fate would give me a second chance. But, I did know one thing. It was time to face Muddy. Maybe it was crazy, maybe she’d shoot me down, but she’d made the first move by showing up here. The ball was in my court now.
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      Tuesday was the weekly St. Anon (Shit talkers Anonymous) meeting. A tradition started in the 1800s by Helen Cartwright, the town founder, whereby the women of the town got together to… talk. It was rumored that at certain periods in our history, the women had been a little more mired in the world of enchantments and spells, but in modern times, it had only ever been talking and having fun together.

      Helen had believed strongly in the bonds of female friendships and the power of women banding together. I had to give her credit. It seemed to work. Something about the town helped soothe old wounds. There was a special magic that enveloped us and called us women of Helen’s Corner together.

      Tuesday night, we met down at Helen’s old homestead under the swaying branches of the massive weeping willow on a flat rock formation. After the meeting, I had the first rude awakening to what the future held for me.

      Normally, after the meeting, those of us who were shifters, went for a run, but so many women had mated recently and wanted to head straight home to their mates, that the run was cancelled.

      I was finally away from Laverne, Meredith, and the Flamingo Grannies. My head had been crowded with thoughts that I didn’t want for days. I had a buzz from being around women my own age, and I was dying to shift and run like we’d been doing after meetings for years.

      I was vetoed, though. They had mates and they couldn’t wait to get home to them. I understood, but it sucked. I missed my friends and the way we used to be. I missed feeling like us. Things had been weird between us since returning home from Chattington. Maybe I was being paranoid, but it felt like my friends were treating me differently, almost like they were being extra gentle with me. Handling me with kid gloves.

      Even as they were inching away to run home, they were all weirded out. They looked at each other oddly and they kept fucking smiling at me. I didn’t like it. It gave me the creeps.

      There was nothing I could do, though. I waved them off and stripped.  Standing naked after a St. Anon meeting usually made me feel amazing.  The magic of the town flowed through me, invigorating me, and shifting felt like heaven. Instead of feeling great, though, I was sad and frustrated.

      I realized I wasn’t alone and glanced back at Luna, who was silently standing next to the fence around Helen’s land, looking like she was trying to disappear. The little rabbit was as shy as they came and my lioness had wanted to toy with her on more than one occasion, but she was too sweet.

      “Hey. Everything okay, Luna?”

      She looked up at me and nodded. Her white blonde hair fell in her face and she blew it away with an exaggerated puff of breath. She shrugged. “Want to go for a run?”

      I perked up. Then, I remembered that she’d found her mate recently. “Don’t you want to run home to your mate, too?”

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I want to ask more, but—”

      “Let’s just run.”

      I grinned. “Yeah.”

      I liked the little bunny, even though she spent most of her time trying to blend into walls. I easily shifted into my lioness and stretched, arching my back high into the air and purring at the feeling. Maybe some of that magic was still lingering.

      Luna shifted and became the cutest little fluffy bunny I’d ever seen. My lion yawned as I made sure to inform her that she wasn’t to make any attempt to eat Luna. She hated the strict rules I forced upon her, especially the one about not eating our friends.

      We ran through the woods together, enjoying the moonlight and the freedom of the darkness. No one to report on a strange sighting of a female lion playing with an oversized bunny rabbit. And no one would observe the bunny rabbit winning a race against the lioness. How the hell she won, I’d never know.

      It was fun and different. Normally, there was a large group of us, but it was cool hanging with just Luna. When we were tired, we shifted back and found a rock next to the waterfall to hang out on.

      Luna, panting heavily, looked over at me and smiled. “You’re slow for a big cat.”

      I frowned. “You’re cocky for something that could be mistaken for lunch.”

      “You’d never catch me.”

      “Hardy-har.” I rolled my eyes, even though I knew it was true. I grinned over at her. “This was fun.”

      She pulled her knees in to her chest and hugged them. “Yeah, it was.”

      “So, why aren’t you running home to your mate?” I saw her entire body tense and held up my hands. “Forget I asked. I’ve heard enough about mates from every other woman in this town tonight, anyway.”

      “Good.”

      We sat there in silence for a long while, both of us in our own heads. Luna picked at blades of grass growing up around the rock and scooped the shards into a little pile in front of her. I watched as she did it and let the rhythmic motion of it sooth me.

      “I heard someone yelling about vibrators in your house last night.”

      I choked on a surprised laugh. “Yeah. I’ve got a group of elderly women staying this week who are slightly on the other side of senile.”

      “I can recommend some ergonomic options for them.”

      I gave her a look. “What?”

      She shrugged. “It’s what I do. I review sex toys.”

      I sat up. “You…what? You…how did I not know that?”

      “I don’t know. Come on. Let’s go. It’s getting cold.”

      Neither of us were affected by the cold the same way normal people were. We were shifters. I got the feeling that Luna decided she’d shared enough for one night, and wanted to get going before something else slipped out. I got up and we both shifted and made our way back into town at a lighter pace.

      It was a much better night than I’d expected and I vowed to try to spend more time with Luna. I was glad to find a single friend, especially since my plan for my life was to remain single for the entirety of it. Yes, Luna was a nice surprise.

      We parted ways behind my house and I watched her hop across the street and through a fucking cat door into her own house. I shifted, grabbed my clothes, and hurriedly dressed, shaking my head. She was an odd one, that was for sure.

      I slipped inside and went about my usual check of each space downstairs. The dining room was in shambles from the latest Flamingo party, but it was a quick clean up. I could hear some of them, still awake in their rooms, laughing like a wild pack of hyenas. I stopped at the front desk and saw that Anna had left me a note.

      Some big wig’s assistant was demanding a room. They were offering to pay four times what we charged. I hated rich people who thought they could toss their money around as leverage to get whatever they wanted. Like I’d give the boot to a group of grandmothers for a little extra cash. Pretentious assholes.

      Tossing the note in the trash, I hurried up to my room before Laverne spotted me. I was tired. I wanted a hot bath, a long massage, and a soft bed. Since I didn’t have a personal masseuse, I’d settle for the bath and bed.

      After crawling into bed, I made sure my alarm was set and then curled into my pillow. I should’ve been able to fall asleep right away, but my lioness was antsy. I stretched the other way and then lay on my back, staring up at the ceiling.

      Things were changing. Helen’s Corner was changing. It was like there was an influx of mates arriving. I was on unsteady ground. It’d been me, my business, my friends and my mom for so long. Everything was all shaken up lately. My friends were settling down. Charlie and Axel were in newly mated bliss, Denny and Raif were trying to get pregnant, Carter, Alec and Jellybean were almost inseparable, Sonnie and Holt had a new baby. Even Mom was hooking up with Alec’s dad in the woods. Luna was a great reprieve, but I still felt like the odd woman out.

      Worse, I knew I’d always be the odd woman out. That was the thought that kept me from sleeping. Knowing that my lioness would never have her mate, that I would never have my mate. We would spend the rest of our lives alone, while our friends grew their families and blossomed. Eventually, between date nights, carpools and little league, they’d be so busy I’d never see them.

      I, however, would never know the joy brought by the devotion of a spouse, camaraderie of a partner, or the deep, abiding love of a mate. Well, I’d known it once, for a very fleeting moment, or so I’d though. I’d had the man of my dreams in my arms and had given him every inch of my heart. He’d been my all, my whole life for that brief moment, but it had all been a farce. A phony lie that had been cruelly ripped away.

      Fat tears filled my eyes, and because I needed to, I let myself feel sorry for me a while.
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      Days had passed since my spontaneous urge to show up in Helen’s Corner. The plan had been foiled at every turn. I was annoyed as hell and ripping everyone around me a new one. Even Andrea had caught some of my ire. I’d made up my mind to see Muddy and I was really fucking annoyed that things were slowing me down.

      The meeting with the lawyers had gone to hell and back. We’d had to draft a new proposal and, while normally I’d have axe the lot of them with no remorse, I knew it wasn’t a smart move. Hiring a new legal team and getting them up to speed would have only consumed more time. My private plane was being serviced. Then, the airport near Albuquerque that I was flying into wouldn’t okay the flight plan. It’d taken me threatening to buy out someone’s shares and shut the damn place down to get them to approve it.

      I knew full well I was being irrational and using my name and money as influence, but what the hell good was working your fingers to the bone for over a decade of your life to earn it if it couldn’t buy you what you wanted? What I wanted was to see Muddy. And, every day, I grew more desperate.

      It may have been an impulsive act to seek her out, but once the ball had been set in motion, it kept rolling, picking up speed. According to Brice, not only was she not married, she’d never been married.

      I didn’t know the ins and outs of that, but to me the revelation held out a glimmer of hope. Maybe there was still a chance for us after all. Maybe, I could still find myself a slice of happiness in this world.

      I tried to remember the last time I was truly happy. I thought hard about it. There had been moments, of course. My first successful merger, my first Ferrari—a 488 Spider convertible, earning my first billion. Yet, those were fleeting and somewhat hollow.

      I imagined Muddy in the passenger’s seat of my Spider as I floored it. She’d have loved it, and I would have loved to have witnessed the exhilaration on her face. And there it was, the answer I was looking for. Nothing I’d experienced in the last ten years had been meaningful without her. The last time I had been truly happy was with Muddy.

      She was what had been missing.

      Fuck. I didn’t like to wait around, twiddling my thumbs. I wanted to get to her. My wolf was erratic with wild, pent-up energy. He could imagine her scent already. Wild pears. I always thought it was extraordinary for a big cat to smell like fruit.

      Andrea hadn’t been able to get me a room at the B&B, but I wasn’t a man to let a little thing like that stop me. She’d even offered whoever she’d spoken to four times the normal room rate. No go. I had to give Muddy credit. She was running a tight ship. I’d gotten the room anyway.

      Brice had found out that a group of elderly women calling themselves New Mexico Flamingo Grannies were staying at Muddy’s all week. I’d had him approach a couple of them who were more than willing to quietly check out of their shared room and head over to a luxury hotel in the nearby city of Smith. I, of course, payed for the cab fare, the hotel stay, and a pretty sizeable chunk of change as a “relocation fee”. The old girls were ruthless hustlers, that was certain, but I got my room.

      I was well aware that I was acting like an obsessed maniac, but she was my mate, a fact I’d denied for so many years. Wasn’t obsession what mates were supposed to feel? Wasn’t it?

      A shiver went through my body thinking like that. Muddy and I together hadn’t even been a possibility I’d allowed myself to consider. It had been too painful. But, now that I had considered it, I couldn’t let it go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Helen’s Corner was in the middle of nowhere. I tried to guess what had led Muddy to such a random little part of the world, but there was no telling. The girl I remembered had been a home body. She hadn’t known Paris from Sheboygan, nor had she cared. I’d been devastated when I’d heard she’d left Virginia, but I’d never blamed her. At all. How she picked such a random hole-in-the wall was beyond me, though. Maybe it had been Deacon’s idea.

      Finally, the woods opened up and I was in the middle of town, that fast. Just down Main Street, there it was, a three-story Victorian house oozing charm with a sign out front that read Muddy’s Corner Bed and Breakfast.

      It also oozed the scent of Muddy. With the truck window down, all I could smell was wild pear, even parked outside the place. I didn’t know how I was supposed to go in and be able to focus enough to get up to my room. I was already rocking a massive boner and feeling the urge to shift down to my bones.

      I looked up at the house and felt something inside me settle. I was supposed to be there. I didn’t know what it meant in the long run, but I knew that at that moment, I was where I needed to be. Near my mate.

      I sat there like a teenage boy, unable to get control of my dick and feeling so hot and bothered that the idea of slipping into a cold shower to relieve the pressure was sounding better and better. But, to do that, I had to go inside.

      I stepped out of the rental truck and looked around. Helen’s Corner was a strange little place. The street was lined with little shops and storefronts, different sizes, different shapes, different colors. From where I stood, I could see a flower shop, a flea market, a lingerie shop, a photography studio, and a bakery.

      There was also an absurd number of females walking around. In fact, I hadn’t yet seen a man. A lineup of old ladies sat in rockers and folding chairs out in front of Muddy’s B&B.  They all looked just slightly younger than the guy from Tales from the Crypt.

      Fortunately, I had my bag to hold in front of my crotch area because every eye was staring at me from over the tops of half-glasses, and under brims of huge hats. There was one woman sitting in the middle who stood and looked me up and down. She wore a fedora and held a crystal encrusted cane. I met her eyes. “What are you looking at, boy?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not quite sure. Is crime so bad around these parts that Muddy had to hire security for the front porch?”

      One of them with an especially vibrant shade of blue hair giggled and nudged the first one. “Look at that, Laverne. He thinks we’re bodyguards or something.”

      The main one elbowed the second one in the boob and grunted. “He’s trying to charm us, Meredith. It ain’t gonna work. What do you want?”

      I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t think it would go over well. “I have a room here.”

      She puffed her chest out. “Oh, so you’re the hotshot who talked Betty and Marge into leaving so you could move in?”

      I did laugh then. “I don’t know about hotshot, but I did reimburse them handsomely to relocate, yes. Those ladies drive a hard bargain.”

      “Why’d you want to stay here so bad?”

      I shrugged.  “I’m told it’s the best place in town and I am a sucker for quality.”

      She scowled at me for a few seconds and then nodded.  “Yeah, that’s right. Muddy runs a great place here. Great place and a great gal. We can still drink her under the table, but she gives us a good run.”

      My ears perked up hoping to learn more about Muddy. “She drinks with you?”

      The woman, Laverne, went back to looking suspicious again. “What’s it to ya’? Why so curious about our gal? There was another suit snooping around here a couple days ago. Was he with you?”

      So much for Brice being inconspicuous. But, in his defense, this old bird was pretty sharp. “Nope. I’m alone. And I’m simply making conversation. Is that a crime?”

      “Depends. Who are you?” She put her hands on her robust hips and glared at me.

      I’d come face to face with people the day after I’d just staged a hostile takeover of their company who looked at me with less disdain. “Lang. Who are you?”

      “I’m asking the questions here, wiseass.”

      I laughed loudly and shook my head. “Yes, ma’am. Look, this has been a lovely chat, but I’d like to get up to my room—”

      “You’re stolen room.”

      I sighed. “My purchased room. At quite a steep price, I might add. Now, I’m going to go find it and settle in.”

      “What’s your last name, Lang?”

      I pulled the strap of my bag over my shoulder and debated telling her. I had a feeling that she’d run straight to Muddy and tattle, and I wasn’t sure that’s how I wanted this whole thing to go down. I almost wanted to surprise her, but it didn’t look like I was getting past Granny Danger without playing her game a few more minutes. “Millingham.”

      She whistled. “Millingham? Is that a common name where you come from, or are you the Lang-don Millingham who bought out all of those Johnson’s Five and Dime stores?”

      I just shrugged a shoulder. “Maybe it’s a common name.” She didn’t buy it.

      “There was a Johnson’s on my street that you, or some other fat cat who is also named Langdon Millingham, bought, remodeled, and renamed Mill-Mart.”

      I nodded along, figuring I was about to get my ass handed to me. I’d revamped the old Johnson Five and Dimes so much that they were hardly recognizable as the same outdated shops they’d been before. And, I’d taken them from their quick descent into bankruptcy to a trendier, more upscale, competitive chain that was now turning a sizeable profit. “Yes?”

      “Good job. They never used to carry anything I needed, and the cramped space and dingy aisles were way too depressing to navigate. Hey, there’s a girl named Lonnie that works there. We love her but her manager makes her life hell. What’s his name, Meredith?”

      “Ted. Ted the dickhead.” The blue haired lady behind her dug her fists into her scrawny hips and scowled.

      “Yeah, he’s a dickhead, alright, and needs to get off her back. Some of us are grateful that Lonnie reads us the fine print on the labels, and that she’s not rudely trying to hurry us along at the checkout. That manager of hers, Dickhead Ted, is always giving her a hard time for catering to us. It’s the store on Hickerton Road. Take care of her, would you?”

      I was beginning to like the pushy old broad. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      I’d taken lunch to Sonnie who was in new mommy bliss since her daughter, Honnie, had started sleeping through the night. She was still breastfeeding though, so I did my part to make sure she got her calories. As happy as I was for her, it still pained me a little to see her with her mate, Holt. I knew what the future held for me. It wasn’t a mate, or a family, but that didn’t quell the longing.

      There’d been something off about Sonnie again. Same thing I’d been noticing with Carter, Denny, and Charlie, too. I didn’t know if they had an issue with me, or maybe the extra melancholy I was feeling since my return from Virginia was causing a reaction towards me, but they were definitely treating me differently. Either way, by the time I got back to the house, I was frustrated and a bit self-conscious.

      When I came up against a line of the Flamingos at my front door, I felt myself deflate a bit. I didn’t feel like dealing with anything extra, but they had extra written all over their faces.

      Laverne pointed to the roof. “There’s a man up there.”

      “What?” I stepped back and looked up. “There’s a man on the roof?”

      “Not on the roof. Upstairs. A big wig. He came in like some hotshot and bribed a room out from under some of our lesser inclined sisters.” She shook her head, sending blue waves bobbing. “He’s up there. And…he was asking about you. I think he had some other fella nosing around here the other day, too.”

      Unease prickled my nerve endings. My lioness awoke from her casual nap and I sniffed the air. I’d barely noticed the scent lingering around me, but as I took a deeper breath, it was as intoxicating as it was infuriating. My blood began to boil. It couldn’t be, could it?

      “Langdon Millingham is his name. You know, the guy with big bucks? He marched right inside. Something’s got to be said for a man who takes what he wants, right Meredith?”

      “Oh, yes.” Meredith nodded her head vigorously in agreement, a dreamy smile playing on her lips. “I like a take charge kind of guy. Especially a strong, muscular one like that one. A man like that can toss you around in the bedroom like a throw toy. Please, Big Daddy!”

      I ignored Meredith’s rather icky comment. I was seeing red. Fury flowed through my veins. Lang Millingham had a lot of fucking nerve. How the hell he’d managed to bribe his way into my house was beyond me. All I knew was, he wasn’t staying. This was my corner of the world. I wasn’t having him anywhere near me or my town.

      “Muddy? You okay? Your eyes are glowing all sorts of crazy. What’s going on?”

      I took a couple deep breaths to keep my lioness at bay and looked Laverne straight in the eye. “I’m going to kick some ass.”

      “Need help?”

      “Not even a little.” I stormed into the house and slammed the door so hard the window beside it cracked. This was not happening, I kept chanting to myself. It had to be some sort of sick prank. No way was Lang in my house.

      I took the stairs, two at a time, up to the second floor, so by the time I got to the top, I was breathing heavily. I swung my head left and right. From the last door on the left, the scent of rich leather and light tobacco smoke trailed out, straight into my nostrils as if its owner had trained it like a heat-seeking missile.

      The door slammed against the wall as I barged through it and stood just inside, panting and glaring. I couldn’t even describe the anger and horror I was feeling. And worse, shame. Shame because I hated Lang with every ounce of my logical brain, yet my traitorous body was coursing with raw, hot, pulsing desire that was fiercely battling the hatred. His aroma alone flooded my senses and threatened my sanity. It was enough to almost make me turn and flee the house. But, that wasn’t right. It was my house. Lang was the intruder.

      Then, the man himself stepped out of the attached bathroom and a slow, lazy smile spread across his face. “Hello, Sunshine.”

      Sunshine? Who the hell did he think we was? I kept my eyes on his face, glaring, while avoiding looking at his naked chest. “Get. Out.”

      The smile didn’t slip, but something shifted in his eyes. “What are you talking about? You mad that I bribed the old girls to move out?”

      I stepped closer. I was shaking from the combination of outrage and shock. “Lang, you are not welcome here. I want you to leave.”

      He came farther out of the bathroom, revealing just how small my guest room towels were. Or, maybe they were just that small on him. Even though I told myself not to look, my eyes were magnetized and his bare thighs were steel. He was bare all over. The only thing covered was his actual pecker and, even then, I could see the tip sticking out from the bottom of the towel.

      “Leave? It’s been a long time. Why don’t we catch up?”

      I narrowed my eyes even further, thinking that he’d lost his mind. “There’s nothing to catch up on. I don’t want you here. What don’t you get?”

      He stepped closer to me and his pecs flexed, drawing my eyes to them. He was different than I remembered. He’d always been a large man, but standing in front of me, he was huge. His chest was wide and sculpted, his waist narrow. His thick, powerful thighs were covered in a light dusting of caramel colored hair. He’d grown up and filled out.

      His face had changed, too. What had once been boyishly charming was harder, more ruggedly handsome. His face already had a shadow of a beard on it and his sandy brown hair was cut short but stylishly. He looked wealthy and well groomed. Then, there were his eyes. Still bright blue and lined with thick, dark lashes. The laugh lines at the corners were new, but they fit him.

      It was obvious life had treated him kindly. My heart ached. I shook my head and turned away from him. It was all too much. There were too many feelings and emotions that hadn’t faded in ten years. I just needed him gone before I started screaming and clawing his eyes out. Or, before I made some stupid mistake like jumping into his arms, or worse, before anyone else saw him and I had to explain the story of my past humiliation.

      “Muddy. Look at me. It’s been too long for you to hide that pretty face from me.” He’d leaned in so close that I could feel his breath tickling my ear, his voice barely more than a growl.

      “Stop it, Lang. I don’t want to look at you. I don’t know what possessed you to think you’d be welcome here, but you’re not. You’ve done enough damage for a lifetime. No more.”

      He grunted. “I hoped we could reconnect. It’s been ten years, Sunshine. Come on.” He almost sounded hurt. I knew him better than that, though. The man didn’t have feelings.

      I spun around and hissed at him. “Ten years is not long enough. A hundred years would not be long enough. What you did… there is no getting over it. Ever.”

      His jaw dropped for a second. Then, he laughed like what I’d said was a joke and he’d just caught on. “You’re kidding, right?”

      Kidding? I slapped him. It was an emotional response. I shouldn’t have done it, and I felt regret instantly. Not because he didn’t deserve it, but because he was the man who was supposedly my mate. The second my hand made contact with his face, the electrical current that charged between us hit me like a bolt of lightning. I sucked in a lungful of air, even as Lang grabbed my hand and yanked me into his chest.

      He glared down at me, his eyes glowing brightly. Oh, shit, he felt it, too. “Is kitty showing her claws?”

      I tugged to be set free, but he held me firmly against his solid chest. His muscles flexed as he wrapped his other arm around my waist and held me captive. I felt his rock-hard length pressing into my stomach.

      “Let me go.” The more I wiggled, the worse it got and the harder his erection dug into my stomach.

      “You’re not as meek as you used to be, are you, kitten?”

      He knew I hated that. I wasn’t a kitten. I was a fucking lioness and I could rip his jerk face to shreds with my claws if I felt like it. He had some nerve. I pushed against his hold and swore.

      Lang spun me around and tossed me onto the bed. I bounced, came up on my knees, and glared at him. He casually walked over to the door and pushed it closed. “I’ve missed the hell out of you.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      He dropped his towel, revealing his massive weapon, and moved closer to me. “It’s the truth. I’ve thought about you every day. There’s not another woman in this world that compares to you, Sunshine. God, you’re fucking gorgeous.”

      I threw myself at him, fully planning to tear his face off. Only, he caught me and then I found myself wrapped around him, my arms and legs hugging his large form. Before I knew what I was doing, I was letting him kiss me. And, maybe, I was kissing him back.
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      Fuck. She tasted like heaven. Like fresh pears and everything beautiful in the world. Her lips were soft and plump as I devoured them with my own. That was where the similarities ended between young Muddy and hot in my arms Muddy, though. Young Muddy had been shy and had let me take control. The Muddy in my arms was fighting against me, fighting for control over the sparks that were burning between us.

      She bit my lip and dragged her claws up my back. Her legs hooked behind my ass and she moaned as I gripped her ass hard. She’d grown up. Her ass was a handful and I couldn’t think past getting inside of her. I wanted her on all fours, with me behind her, thrusting, while her soft ass pressed against my pelvis.

      I kissed her harder and slipped my tongue into her mouth to taste her again. I couldn’t wait, though. It’d been too long. Over a decade. I needed to possess her. I pushed her off of me and to the bed. Bent over the bed, I hesitated only a second before moving behind her and pulling her back against me.

      She made the soft purring sound that made my dick ache and my balls clench. I reached around the front of her and yanked at her jeans. Forcing them down, over her hips and to her knees, I got enough of her uncovered so I could press her chest into the mattress by pushing on her upper back with the palm of my hand, exposing her naked bottom half. The waistband of her jeans kept her legs from being able to spread very much. Feeling completely crazed and out of control, the aroma of her sex dizzying, I held her like that, and slipped my fingers between her drenched folds thrusting two of them into her.

      “Fuck.” She was tight and hotter than hell. Her body sucked me in and I couldn’t wait. “Tell me you want me, Sunshine.”

      She hissed as she looked back at me over her shoulder. “Fuck you.”

      I slapped her ass and felt her body clench around my fingers. “You like that?”

      She pressed her hips back and wiggled into me as I did it again. “Lang, just do it.”

      That was good enough for me. I pulled my fingers out and guided my cock to her entrance. Holding my breath, I slowly pushed my length into her, feeling like I was going to explode as I slid the whole way. She was too tight and felt too fucking good. I could’ve come right then, but I wasn’t going to embarrass myself.

      Muddy cried out, arched her back, and balled up the quilted blanket on top of the bed in her fists.

      I stayed there, deep inside of my mate, and shook as immense pleasure coursed through me. My hands gripped her hips as I tried to gain some sort of control.

      “Fuck me, Lang.” Her voice was broken, a cry as she wiggled herself against me. “Just do it!”

      I growled loud enough to shake the room and pulled out until just my tip remained inside of her and then I slammed back in while grabbing a handful of her ass. Looking down, I could see my cock fully immersed in her, the base wet from her juices. Doing it over again quickly became an obsession. Pulling out, I gripped her hips, then slammed back in, I slapped her ass and grabbed it, desperate to get more of her.

      She threw her head back and moaned loudly, all her anger refocused. Her body clenched around me over and over again and that trick made me crazy. My wolf was howling with the need to possess her. Who’d taught her that trick? Deacon? The thought made me frantic, and I picked up my pace. I’d fuck every memory of him out of her.

      I wrapped her long red hair around my hand and pulled her head back. Leaning over her while my hips drilled into her, my cock pumping past those flexing muscles. I growled into her ear and nipped at it. “You are mine.”

      She reached back and locked her hand behind my neck, her nails digging into me. “Fuck. You.”

      I wanted to mark her. I wanted to sink my teeth into her neck so hard that she exploded on my cock and kept coming for hours. I wanted to fuck her until she’d come so many times that she’d be ruined for anyone else.

      She hissed and scratched at me.

      “You will always be mine.”

      I realized I must’ve said the words out loud, but I mean them. Her body tightened under me, around me, and she was coming, loudly and intensely. The sensation of her body milking me sent me over the edge. I pumped into her once more and then I was coming harder than I’d come in the last ten years of using my fist for release.

      I filled her. My fingers dug into her hips, and I rolled my head back to fight the urge to sink my teeth into her neck and mark her as my own. I wanted to more than anything, but we had to talk about it first.

      Seconds turned to minutes as I slowly came back down from that high. I let go of her hips and saw the bruises already forming. I felt like shit for being so rough. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her onto the bed beside me. Lying on my back, I stared up at the ceiling and held her against my side.

      “God, Sunshine, you are incredible, and even more beautiful than you were at eighteen. I wouldn’t have thought that possible, but you are...”

      She scooted away from me and kept her back to me as she stood up and worked her pants and underwear back up, over her hips. Her spine was stiff and anger radiated off of her in waves.

      “What’s up?”

      She turned to face me, golden eyes flashing. She bared her teeth at me and I watched as those deadly claws extended from her fingertips before she could get them under control. “Don’t. Just don’t. God, what is wrong with me?”

      I sat up against the headboard. “What is the matter?”

      “Are you serious? I told you to get out. I don’t want you here. Instead, you did…that!”

      “We did that. You were there, too.” I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Why would you want me to leave? We’re mates.”

      Her face went red and I worried for a second that she was literally going to rip out my throat. “Get the hell out of my house. I never want to see you again. Ever.”

      I jumped out of bed, ready to grab her, but she was already gone. The door slammed in my face and I stood there, trying to make sense of what had just happened. We had sex. Incredible, earthshaking sex. Was it all that crazy of me to think that maybe she was glad to see me?

      I yanked open the door to go after her, but she was just a trail of red hair flying down the stairs. To make matters worse, the nosy old broad from the front porch was standing in front of me, staring at my displayed crotch.

      I jerked backed inside and closed the door. Pressing my forehead against it, I groaned. Things weren’t going to be as easy as I had hoped.

      She was angry. Pissed. She told me to leave, but I wasn’t sure why. I knew she was feeling the mate pull as much as I was. She’d just shown me that by the way her body responded to mine. What the hell was going on with her?

      Whatever it was, I had to find out and make it better. Seeing her again had cemented one certainty in my heart and my mind. I loved that woman. I’d never stopped loving that woman. And, no matter how pissed she seemed to be, or why, I wasn’t leaving Helen’s Corner. Not without my mate. Not now, not ever.
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      What was he doing here? What was he thinking waltzing into my life like he hadn’t cruelly dumped me ten years ago? What was I thinking jumping his bones thirty seconds later like an alley cat in heat? Ugh…please tell me I’m going to awaken from this nightmare.

      I hurried downstairs and rushed into the kitchen, needing some of Jay’s calm demeanor to rub off on me. Instead, I walked in on a porn set, minus the lights, camera, and director.

      Spread eagle on the stainless steel island was Anna, eyes rolled back in ecstasy while Jay stood between her legs thrusting into her like she was the last woman on earth and he’d just been released from prison.

      What the hell was going on around here? Did someone put a sex spell on the place? Was there such a thing? Grunts and moans echoed around the room and I did the only thing I could think of doing in that moment of panic. I shifted into my lioness and thrashed through my house nudging my way out the back door.

      Sprinting through the woods behind my house, it didn’t take me long to choose a direction. Carter lived behind me, on the edge of the woods and a few houses down. Even though my friends had been acting strange, I needed a girlfriend to talk this out with. I wasn’t ready to spill the whole story of my history with Lang, but maybe some. I needed to vent. Bad. I also needed someone to share my freak-out about Anna and Jay.

      Fuck. Carter would be at her cupcake shop.

      I changed directions and rushed towards Sonnie’s house. She closed her floral shop on Wednesdays, and she knew the most about Lang, anyway. The two of us had had too much wine one night and I’d said a little more than I should have about my past. Not everything, but she at least knew a bit of the story. I could talk to her without having to start over at zero with it all. I looped around town, came up to her backdoor, shifted back, and knocked.

      A few seconds passed before Holt pulled open the door and grunted, quickly averting his eyes. “Sonnie. Muddy is on the back porch. Naked.”

      Holt had little Honnie in his arms and I leaned over and kissed her forehead. She rewarded me with a great big toothless grin before she went back to gnawing on a teething ring and drooling all over her hand. I felt better already.

      Sonnie rushed to the door, her face flushed. “Muddy. What are you doing here?”

      Again, the feeling something was off. “I came to talk. You busy?”

      When she glanced nervously behind her, I inhaled deeply and scented the air. The scent of my friends struck me as a slap in the face. Apparently, I truly was the odd woman out. The rest of the girls were inside. I scented all of them. Even Carter. Sonnie blew out a big breath and nodded. “Come on in.”

      I moved inside and looked around. Sure enough, Carter, Denny, Charlie, and Sonnie had all been sitting around Sonnie’s living room, eating cupcakes and chatting. What the hell? They all looked up at me and shared similar looks of guilt.

      “What’s going on?”

      Sonnie grabbed a throw blanket and handed it off to me. “Nothing…  We were just… talking.”

      “Uh…about a surprise birthday party for you. Damn, you caught us.”  Charlie sat forward and forced a smile.

      I frowned as I wrapped the blanket around my bare body. “My birthday was two months ago. If you’re planning a party for a birthday that’s not due for another ten months, I’ll be expecting quite a massive shindig.”

      Glances were exchanged, but nobody said anything.

      “Tell me what’s really going on, dammit. Y’all have been acting weird since I got back. What happened while I was gone? Did you all get together and decide now that I’m the only unmated one of us, it’s more fun without me?”

      Carter stood up. “No! Of course, not, Muddy. We love you.”

      Charlie folded her arms across her chest and sighed. “You really think we’d vote you out of our friendship?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “You really think this is a good time to give me attitude?” I leveled a glare around the room that made even Charlie wither. “Tell me what the hell is going on. You’ve all been keeping something from me and I want to know what it is.”

      Sonnie clenched her hands even tighter. “Well. It’s kind of about what you’ve been keeping from us.”

      My eyebrows drew together and my stomach dropped. They couldn’t be talking about Lang. That just happened. There’s no way they could know about it. Yet. “What are you talking about?”

      Denny stood up suddenly and hip checked a vase on Sonnie’s side table. It crashed to the floor and water and fresh flowers spilled out in a puddle around her feet. “I, uh, oopsie.”

      Charlie sniffed the air. “Wait a second. Wait just one second. You smell…” She took in a huge whiff. “You smell like sex!”

      Damn her for developing her lupine sense of smell after she and Axel mated. I bit my tongue and backed away. “Don’t change the subject. That’s not what this is about.”

      “Your mate?” Denny’s eyes were as wide as saucers.

      I glared at Sonnie. She was the only one who knew I had a mate.

      “He’s here?” Carter made a face. “How?”

      I looked around at each of them. “Why isn’t anyone surprised by me having a mate, Sonnie?”

      She stuttered. “T-they’re all surprised. Sooo surprised!”

      Charlie grunted. “Cat’s out of the bag. Literally. Where’d you lose your clothes, Muddy? Let me guess, you saw your mate and they spontaneously combusted from your body heat?”

      I blinked a few times and felt my chest tighten. “You told them? All?”

      Sonnie shook her head, sending her hair flying, but then she stopped and nodded. “It slipped out. I didn’t mean to tell them all about him rejecting you. I did, though, accidentally. Baby brain. And since I couldn’t figure out a way to take it back, I’ve been trying to figure out a way to confess my slip up.”

      “So, that’s what you’ve been doing? You’ve all been sitting around, gossiping about me and my pitiful rejection behind my back? Feeling sorry for me and whispering about it?”

      Charlie shook her head. “Come on, Muddy. It wasn’t like that. You know us better than that. We just didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

      We’d somehow split the room. They were all on the opposite side of the coffee table, looking at me like I was charity case. They were my best friends. As shocked and pissed as I was, I knew they loved me, but knowing they’d been discussing my secret behind my back and feeling sorry for me while going home to their mates, pushed me too far. I felt tears fill my eyes and angrily swiped at them.

      “Oh, Muddy, don’t cry. We’re so sorry.” Denny was wringing her hands together on her lap.

      I forced a shrug and rolled my shoulders. “It’s fine. Everything’s out in the open, now. Yes, my mate rejected me in front of everyone in our hometown. And, now he’s here in Helen’s Corner. He bribed a couple old ladies out of their room at my B&B and thinks that I’m going to jump right into his arms and all will be forgiven. And, yes, I just had sex with him. I just had sex. For the second time. Ever. In my life.”

      They all sat in stunned, wide-eyed silence.

      “Now y’all can talk about that, too.” I turned before the floodgates that were holding back my tears exploded.

      “Muddy! Don’t be like that.” Charlie reached to grab my arm, but I dropped the blanket and raced towards the back door.

      I passed Holt, who was bouncing Honnie in the crook of his elbow. He sighed and made a big show of turning away from my naked body, and then I was back outside and running through the woods, my lion free and in control.

      Maybe I’d just stay like that. It was easier. My lioness was tough. She didn’t have tender feelings that got hurt when her friends all got together in secret to talk about her behind her back.

      We circled town a few times and, when there was no one close by, crossed over the main road that snaked in and out of town. We stayed in the shadows and as the sun went down, found a spot out of the way and rested on a flat section of vegetation that had been mashed down by other animals before us.

      I shifted back and laid flat on my back, staring up at the darkening sky. Ten years ago, I gave my virginity to Lang, my mate. That turned out to be the biggest mistake of my life. Now, he was back. And worse, there was no way he just stumbled upon Helen’s Corner and thought he’d drop in and say hello. No, he sought me out. He came here to see me. What did he want from me? Sex? Was he still married?

      Oh, god, what if he was married! My stomach knotted in alarm. What if I just had sex with a married man? What if he had children? Was I a homewrecker?

      I had no shame. I really was pitiful.

      I didn’t know what he wanted or what he was doing here, and I didn’t care. Lang Millingham was bad news. I rubbed at my eyes and tried not to panic, but the gravity of the situation was sinking in fast.

      I may have just made the second biggest mistake of my life.
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      Dressed, and doing all I could to not let the frustration of Muddy’s tearing out of here like a bat out of hell get to me, I went downstairs and tried to get work done at a table in the dining room.

      A crazy parade of old women took turns marching by and glaring at me until I retreated back to my room. Perhaps someone had circulated a memo. Langdon Millingham: intruder, interloper, and all around bad guy.

      I was back in my room, on the phone with one of my managers, when four women carrying an abundance of pent-up aggression surprised me by pushing their way inside.

      “Are you Muddy’s mate?” A pint-sized human woman with short, black hair marched forward, hands on hips. “Well?”

      I was taken aback by the group of women, but also by hearing myself called Muddy’s mate. That felt good. I took in a deep breath and hung up on the man at the other end of the phone before addressing the woman. “I’m Lang Millingham. Muddy’s mate. And you are?”

      She ignored my question. “Who the hell do you think you are? Coming here after all these years?”

      Before I had a chance to answer, a gangly woman with mousy brown hair elbowed her way forward. “Do you think she wants you here?”

      A tall blonde practically snarled, and I scented her as a wolf shifter. “We want to know your intentions with our friend.”

      I held my hands up in front of me. “Your friend, my mate.”

      “Hold up, buddy, not so fast.” The little human stepped so close, we were almost touching. She had to tilt her head back on her neck to look up into my face. “You don’t get to say that after you rejected her.”

      Rejected her? Is that what they thought? I supposed I could understand how it might seem that way. But that wasn’t the case. Not exactly. Well, things were complicated.

      “I never rejected her.”

      “She told me you rejected her.” The dark haired human poked me in the chest as she spoke.

      I blew out the breath I was holding. No wonder she was so angry with me. No wonder she had run out like she had. I stared at the four angry women, one by one. “So, you’ve come to tar and feather me, then?”

      The blonde wolf shifter, who was even taller than Muddy, crossed her arms over her chest. “We’ve come to kick your ass to the curb. Whatever you did to Muddy back then, it was bad enough. You don’t need to one up yourself. She’s too good for you, and you’re not welcome.”

      They all shared matching expressions as they looked at each other for encouragement.

      The woman who hadn’t said anything yet, the one who smelled like a bear, moved closer and growled. “You’re not staying in this house. This is her house and she doesn’t want you here. You can get out or we will remove you. Your choice.”

      I looked around at them and nodded. It was comforting in an odd way to see that Muddy had such fierce and loyal friends. At least she was well cared for. I was glad for that, even if it was to my detriment at that moment.

      I raised my hands in surrender. “Fine. I’ll go somewhere else. I’m not leaving town, though.”

      The little human’s eyes flashed with suspicion. “What’s changed? Why do you all of a sudden want Muddy? Or, did you come to torture her?”

      I blinked. Time stretched. I knew that if my answers weren’t satisfactory, her friends would rip me apart. So, I told the truth and hoped that it would be sufficient enough to keep them from mangling me to a pulp. “I didn’t come to torture her, I came to claim her, and I intend to do just that. You win, though. I’ll leave this B&B. But, ladies, I’ll say it again, I’m not leaving town. Not until Muddy’s wearing my claiming mark.”

      I kind of surprised myself with my own admission, but I meant it, and they knew it. They could hear the truth in my voice. That had been enough, apparently to keep them from ripping me to ribbons, because they left. Still, they all glowered at me with vitriolic expressions before stomping out. I heard the front door to the house slam a few minutes later and then the old ladies downstairs started whispering again.

      I folded my arms across my chest and flopped down in my chair feeling like I’d been zapped of energy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Suppressing a growl, I put in a call to Andrea. “I need a new place to stay around here, A.S.A.P. It doesn’t look like there are any hotels or motels in this place, and I don’t want to leave town if at all possible. Maybe find out if there’s a rental available in the area.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Oh, and Andrea.

      “Sir?”

      I hesitated a moment. “The Mill-Mart on Hickerton Road, have a position created for that store that supersedes the managerial position. Offer the job to an employee named Lonnie, not sure of her last name.”

      “Lonnie…yes, sir.” Andrea knew enough not to ask questions.

      “In fact, make sure that the managers of the store have to answer directly to her.”

      “And the pay rate for the position, sir?”

      “Double whatever Lonnie’s currently making.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      That ought to take care of Dickhead Ted.

      I stood up and threw the few things I’d unpacked back into my suitcase. I debated waiting around for Muddy to show up, but I didn’t think that was the way to handle my departure. Her friends had given me some food for thought. Perhaps the situation wasn’t exactly what I had assumed. I’d retreat for the night and make a comeback the next morning. Muddy couldn’t avoid me. We were in a town of about ten people.

      I got back in my truck and took one more looked up at her place. It hadn’t been very long since I pulled up, but I already everything was different. Seeing her again…for the first time in ten years I was confused, yes, but also filled with a hope and excitement that I hadn’t felt in years. I wasn’t going to let her push me away.

      I drove around the tiny town for about an hour checking things out before Andrea called with the address of a temporary rental home she’d booked for me from a man named Greg Jones who was, apparently, only in residence for a few months of the year.

      I didn’t plan on being there long. The way Muddy had reacted to me meant that there were still plenty of sparks between us. With a little communication, we’d get things worked out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As I unpacked and looked through the kitchen at the groceries Brice had arranged to be dropped off for me, I assessed the situation.

      If anything was clear, it was that Muddy’s visit to Chattington hadn’t been a sign to me like I’d thought. It was evident by her reaction to finding me in her house that she hadn’t been expecting me and didn’t want me there. So, the welcome mat I’d assumed, or hoped, she’d roll out had been wishful thinking.

      It didn’t matter, though. I would just have to work with what was there. I wasn’t giving up, especially not after finding my way to Helen’s Corner and having her in that small bedroom. She was so much better than the thousands of times I’d fantasized about her while I jerked myself to release. She’d always been beautiful, like a ray of sunshine on a gloomy day. The years had turned her from a beautiful girl to a gorgeous, sensuous woman.

      It pained me to hear from her friends that she thought I’d rejected her. I needed to set the record straight, and explain the truth. I could still get there, even if I had to beg for forgiveness. She felt something for me. I was her mate.

      I just had to press on. I’d win her back. It’d just take a little longer than I thought. She had been everything all those years ago, when I was too stupid and too naïve to realize it. Now, I knew better. Money meant nothing; a family name meant nothing. Nothing meant anything without the woman I loved to share it with.
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      I crept back into the B&B the next morning, feeling like I’d been hit by a truck. I wasn’t a teenager and I wasn’t cut out for sleeping on the cold, hard, ground. These bones needed a soft bed. I should’ve carried my sorry butt back home the night before and kicked Lang to the curb. Then, I could’ve crawled into my warm bed and been cradled in comfort until the morning sun gently woke me. Well, something like that.

      Instead, I moved like someone had taken a baseball bat to my joints. I was almost too miserable to notice that most of Lang’s scent was gone. There was still enough lingering to feel like a kick in the gut, but it was residual, not fresh. He was gone.

      The disappointment that coursed through me was disgusting. I’d demanded he leave. I wanted him gone. Yet, I found myself deflating. What was wrong with me? He’d just wanted another roll in the hay, and knew I was an easy target. I swore and stomped up the stairs to my room. Shame turned to anger and I let it burn through me as I showered and got ready for the day.

      I didn’t bother fixing my hair or dressing up. I yanked my hair up into a messy bun on the top of my head and wore my threadbare, hole-riddled jeans with my favorite worn out shirt. If my style choice wasn’t enough to scare everyone away, my scowl was sure to do it.

      Downstairs, I could hear Jay moving around in the kitchen. I wanted food. I needed coffee. I had to go in there, but the image of him and Anna doing the nasty on the kitchen island was too much. I wasn’t ready to talk about what they’d done and what I’d seen.

      The Flamingo Grannies started filing in bright and early with curlers and bathrobes and a list of demands. It went from me avoiding Jay to me not having a chance to speak to him, other than calling out orders to him. I ran back and forth to the kitchen, consuming myself with the duties of the bed and breakfast until everything died down. When the last of the Grannies left, I was still on fast mode, but with nothing left to do.

      “You going to avoid us all day?” Jay’s voice was sheepish, with a tinge of worry in it.

      I turned to face him and found Anna at his side, gripping his arm tightly. She had her lip tucked between her teeth and was chewing the hell out of it. I held up my hands and tried to think of what to say to calm their nerves. They were my employees, but also my friends. I wanted them to know that we were okay.

      “It’s fine, guys. Maybe just not on the places where we make food, okay?”

      Anna covered her face and groaned. “I’m so sorry, Muddy. It won’t happen again.”

      “It might happen again.” Jay shrugged. “We’re mates.”

      My stomach sank to my toes. “Seriously?”

      Anna nodded. “We’ve been trying to take it slow. It just happened. We’ll be more considerate of the spaces around us from now on.”

      As painful as it was to lose yet another two friends to the ‘mate club’, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Just don’t skimp on the disinfectant when you clean.”

      She smacked Jay’s arm and hurried to the back of the house. He stood there grinning, looking proud of himself. “She’s amazing.”

      I had to agree. I nodded and wrung out the towel I was holding. “I’m happy for you two.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I heard you had your own little rendezvous yesterday. I’d ask if I should be returning the sentiment, but you look like hell and you’re about as skittish as the stray cat that lives behind Anna’s house.”

      I scowled. Hatter wasn’t skittish. He just wasn’t a people-cat. “I’ve got work to finish.”

      He laughed. “No, you don’t. You’ve done everything you could this morning to avoid me. So, you have no work left to do. You could sit and talk with me about what’s wrong.”

      “Or I could go and play in traffic.”

      “Or that.” He looked behind me and nodded. “Or you could answer to the firing squad. By the way, not everyone is lucky enough to have friends who care about them like yours do.”

      I looked behind me and sure enough Charlie and Sonnie were headed in with Carter and Denny close behind. They spread out a little and all looked like they were bracing for me to run. I almost felt like I was being approached by animal control.

      Jay laughed. “I’ve got a kitchen to clean up.”

      “Scrub the island twice.” I called to him over my shoulder before facing my friends head on. “Y’all look like you’re marching to a funeral.”

      Charlie groaned and then closed the gap between us.  She pulled me into her arms and held me tightly. “We’re so sorry. We should’ve just come out with it instead of worrying and fussing behind your back.”

      “I’m sorry, Muddy. I didn’t mean to tell them. I didn’t mean to tell your secret.”

      Carter put her hand on Sonnie’s shoulder and gave me a light smile. “We love you. None of us meant to hurt you.”

      Denny nodded. “We would never intentionally hurt you. You’re our best friend, Muddy. You mean the world to us.”

      I sighed, but it turned into a laugh as they all circled me and hugged me. When they pulled back, Sonnie was crying. I cupped her face in my hands and smiled. “Sonnie, it’s okay. I’m not mad. I was, but I never thought that any of you would intentionally do anything to hurt me. Now, stop crying.”

      Charlie dabbed at her own eyes. “Carter’s got something to say.”

      “I was getting to it. Jeez.” Carter rolled her eyes and then looked at me. “My house tonight. I’m baking. You’re coming. You’re the guest of honor and I’m going to stuff you so full of pastry and cake that you forget that you were ever mad at us.”

      “What kind of cake?”

      She grinned. “Your choice. I haven’t made it yet.”

      I hesitated for a moment. “Fine. I want the triple death by chocolate.  Chocolate ice cream, too.”

      Charlie wrapped her arm around me. “Things are that bad, huh?”

      I held up my hands. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “What about tonight? You could tell us your version of things. We met Lang last night.” Sonnie shook her head. “He’s quite full of himself.”

      If I, as a human, had fur, my hackles would’ve stood straight up. I didn’t want to talk about Lang. At least, I didn’t think so. I wanted to go back to living in a world where I was just single, instead of single, rejected, alone, and pitied by my friends.

      Carter read my look correctly. “Okay, no more questions about that. We’ll get there tonight, maybe. Or, maybe not. Whatever you want, Muddy.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief. “What I want is chocolate in every form. I want to overdose on it.”

      Denny reached into her pocket and brought out a small plastic bag with shredded green leaves in it. “I thought you might need this little peace offering.”

      A prouder cat would’ve passed, but I was weak. I took the bag from her and slipped it into my pocket. It would come in handy later. Later, as in as soon as they left.

      Charlie snorted and tried to hide her laughter behind a cough. When I glared at her, she shrugged. “How anyone keeps a straight face while Denny slips you catnip is beyond me. It’s catnip. You’re a badass fucking lion shifter. C’mon, it’s a little funny.”

      I pointed to the door. “Out.”

      “You’ll come tonight?”

      I nodded and squeezed the bag of catnip. “I’ll be there.”
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      Sitting in Carter’s living room with my ooey, gooey chocolate cake covered in chocolate ganache and bucket of chocolate-chocolate chip ice cream with chocolate syrup, I felt somewhat better. All the chocolate was dulling my senses and although I was in for a massive sugar crash later, the journey there would be oh-so-sweet.

      Everyone sat around eating and talking. I’d knocked on Luna’s door on the way over and selfishly dragged her along, too. My hope was that the girls would want to focus on Luna’s love life and be too distracted to pry into mine. Hey, a girl could dream, right?

      Seeing as how I’d been set up with my own personal cake and chair at the head of the table, I had a feeling nothing short of an earthquake was going to cause sufficient distraction, though.

      Everyone made idle chit-chat while I stuffed my face. Charlie and Denny both commented on the latest small business tax cuts. Carter discussed Jellybean’s latest accomplishment—riding her two-wheeler without training wheels. I’d gotten into the catnip after they’d left the house earlier in the day and it always left me with the munchies. There was also a pitcher of chocolate martinis. I was getting loose quickly.

      “So.” Sonnie raised her eyebrows and looked over at me. “Want to tell us more about your mate?”

      I frowned around a large bite of chocolate cake. Shaking my head, I made a face. I didn’t want to talk about him. I’d managed to not think about him while devouring the chocolate heaven in front of me. It had been a whole twelve seconds now since my thoughts had strayed to Lang. I was on a roll and I didn’t want to ruin it.

      Then, thinking about not thinking about him made me think about him. Dammit.

      “Just talk to us, Muddy. Maybe it’ll make you feel better.”

      “And maybe a sledge hammer to the skull would feel good, too.” I garbled around a mouth of chocolate.

      The room was silent. All eyes were on me. I shook my head. Hard. No one moved. No one spoke.

      I finally gave in. “Fine.”

      But, I wasn’t sure where to begin, how to phrase it or how much to tell them. They sat there, staring.

      Finally, Carter snapped. “Oh, my god, woman! Talk!”

      I downed my martini and grinned. “Fine, fine.”

      When another thirty seconds passed and I hadn’t said anything, Denny wiggled around in her chair like she was going to lose her mind.  Just before she got to full-on convulsions, I shrugged and decided to talk.  I was drunk enough that it maybe wouldn’t hurt quite so bad.

      “Lang led me on. He fed me all the mate bullshit and I was young enough, and stupid enough, I bought all of it. Hook line and sinker. I thought we were going to be together forever. His parents had arranged a marriage for him, one of convenience. Their convenience. He was older, twenty-three, and I was just seventeen when we met. We wanted to wait until I was eighteen to make love, so we waited. I knew all about his parents arranging a marriage. I just...I didn’t think…well, anyway, I turned eighteen the day before his wedding day. That was the day I lost my virginity.”

      “Oh my god.” Denny clamped her hand over her mouth.

      Charlie shook her head. “And he went through with it, didn’t he? You gave him your virginity and then he married someone else the very next day?”

      I scrubbed my hands down my face. “Worse. I was so naïve, I thought that he would skip the wedding. Call it off, something. I just assumed. We made love and I hoped he would mark me, but he didn’t. I fell asleep and when I woke up alone…I don’t know what I was thinking—I wasn’t thinking—I just ran into the church to try to stop it. People were still being seated, but it was right before the ceremony was about to begin. Lang’s mother stood and ridiculed me in front of everyone. In front of everyone.

      “The whole who’s who of Chattington, Virginia and surrounding areas, watched me play the rejected loser. She hurled insults at me. Called me a poor, stupid, half-breed who would never be good enough to mix with her son. His family and guests sat snickering and laughing. No one stuck up for me. I stood there, frozen, for so long, the wedding march started playing and an usher had to come and shoo me towards the exit.”

      Charlie growled. “Let’s kill him.”

      Denny, not one for confrontation, surprised me. “Killing’s too quick and easy. Not nearly painful enough.”

      Sonnie cracked her knuckles. “We could break all of his fingers and toes first, then tie him up in the middle of town and let everyone throw rotten tomatoes and eggs at him.”

      “Or shit. Maybe we could throw literal shit at him.” Everyone turned their heads to stare at Luna. It was her first contribution to the conversation. Odd as it was. Finally, she just shrugged and mumbled, “I don’t know.” Carter patted Luna’s hand encouragingly.

      I groaned. “Guys, come on. No one’s going to do anything to him because he probably already left town. I’m not looking for revenge, just peace. I just want to forget about him.”

      “But he hurt you, Muddy.”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Not in the grand scheme of things. He’s probably long gone. He got what he wanted. I was an easy lay, yet again. Now, he can go back to his wife, and maybe his kids, too.”

      As hard as I tried to hide it, they must’ve seen the pain on my face. Charlie moved closer and wrapped her arm around me. “Fuck him. Mates aren’t supposed to be that terrible.”

      “And you hadn’t heard anything from him since that day at the church?” Sonnie shook her head. “Then, he just shows up here?”

      “Well, I didn’t actually see him at the church. The last time I saw him was the night we made love. Fucked, I mean.” I reached for my glass and found it empty. That was a real shame. Instead, I ate more cake. “When I got home, mom knew right away something was wrong. That’s why we left. We landed in Helen’s Corner a couple days after my eighteenth birthday and my one and only sexual experience…until the night before last, that is.”

      I hesitated and swallowed my food around the huge lump forming in my throat. Getting it out was supposed to help. How come it hurt worse? “Lang is spoiled.” I slammed my fist on the table. “And selfish, and doesn’t care how badly he hurts people. I though he was different from his family—the prestigious Millinghams. But, he had no problem tossing me aside for a woman with the right connections and the right bloodline.” I was slurring a little from the martinis, but I didn’t care. “I, Muddy Hilton, trailer park trash, half-breed shifter, was rejected by my mate for the great, blue-blooded, purebred Michelle Elizabeth East. Who is now Michelle Elizabeth East-Millingham.”

      At that moment, I realized that the liquor had dulled my senses and the women had all gone quiet. I followed their gazes and found Alec standing next to Lang, both of them staring open-mouthed at me.

      I jumped to my feet and looked around the room, livid. “Did you set this up?”

      Carter vigorously shook her head. “No! Of course, not, Muddy. Alec, what are you doing with him?”

      “Get him out of here before we kill him.” Sonnie stood up and glared. “You get him out of here, Alec, or I’m going to go postal on his butt.”

      “What the hell is going on here? I ran into an old friend. What do y’all have against Lang?”

      “Lang is my mate and he’s the bane of my very existence.” I shrugged into my jacket. “No worries, though. I’m not staying. Thanks for the cake and martinis.”
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      The shame and horror was real. I rubbed my knuckles over the ache in my chest even as I turned to reach for Muddy. We had to talk. I’d heard what she’d said about me rejecting her and I needed to clear the air. Hearing her talk about our past like that was not only dismaying, it left me with a deep sense of shame and guilt.

      I’d always thought I was the one bearing the burden of the pain, that it was my lot in life, and it had been torture. I’d sacrificed a life with my mate in order to stabilize my family and live up to my responsibilities. I’d never wanted to hurt Muddy. I didn’t know I had. I thought she was happy. She’d run right out of my arms and into Deacon Allred’s. I never faulted her for that.

      “Don’t you dare fucking touch her.” The little dark-haired human came closer to me, practically spitting her fury at me.

      Alec growled. “What the fuck, man? I thought you wanted to come over and meet my mate.”

      “I did—I had no idea—” I didn’t get to finish explaining.

      “How do you know him Alec?” The woman who I’d scented at the B&B as a bear shifter, and who must have been his mate, wedged herself next to Alec and scowled at the both of us. “You hang out with shifters who reject their mates?”

      “No, cupcake. He’s an old friend and business associate. I didn’t know he knew Muddy.”

      “You’re an asshole. Muddy told us what you did to her. What’s wrong with you?” The tall blonde was glaring daggers.

      “And now you’re all organizing a mob to run me out of town?” I said it as lightly as I could to try and alleviate the tension of the situation.

      The human one’s glare turned down right scary. “Don’t give us any ideas. Stay away from our friend. She deserves better than you.”

      I wouldn’t deny that Muddy deserved better than me. I couldn’t. Especially not after hearing how she’d described our past. I needed to talk to her, though. Comfort her, explain, try to make it better…anything.

      All these years I’d been thinking that I’d been acting selflessly. Finding out that the one person I cared most about, the woman who meant more to me than anything in the world, had been suffering at my hands, that she thought I’d carelessly tossed her aside was devastating.

      Muddy had held my heart since the day I laid eyes on her, and always would. I reached for her. “Muddy—”

      Snarls came from behind me. The four other women were ready to rip my head off. Even Alec backed away and had his hands raised like he wasn’t going to dare to interfere. Some friend.

      Muddy looked back at me and something in her eyes went soft for a moment. She sighed and looked back at her friends. “Leave him alone. He’s not worth bloodstains on the carpet.”

      Ouch. Still, it was a save. She’d chosen to have mercy on me. I watched as she slipped out of the house and I hurried after her. I desperately wanted to talk to her, but I wasn’t convinced her friends felt the same way about the bloodstains.

      “Muddy, wait.” I grabbed for her arm again, but she snatched it away before I made contact. “We need to talk.”

      She continued walking. “There’s nothing for us to talk about, Langdon.”

      I growled. “You don’t call me Langdon. You never have. Don’t start now.”

      That made her stop in her tracks. She turned and faced me head on. Her eyes weren’t completely focused, probably due to alcohol. I could smell it on her. “There is no starting. There is no calling you anything. There is just you leaving and going back to…wherever you came from. Probably home to your wife and kids.”

      I wrapped my hands around her upper arms and held her still as she swayed. “No wife. No kids.”

      “There was a wife.”

      I sighed. “Yes. There’s not a wife anymore, Sunshine. There’s just me.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “You got divorced?”

      For a second, I felt hopeful. “Yeah, I did. She wasn’t you. It was a ridiculous farce. I knew it. She knew it. The whole thing was stupid.”

      She yanked out of my grip and started walking again. “You divorced the woman you left me for. How long ago was that?”

      Shit. I sucked in a deep breath and caught up to her. I fell into step beside her and looked down at her. “Nine and a half years ago.”

      She froze, her gaze remaining on the ground. “So, six months? Your marriage lasted six month?”

      “Two days. We filed for divorce after two days. It took six months for the paperwork to go through and the divorce to be finalized.”

      “Ha! Something the great Langdon Millingham failed at. Bet that went down in the record books.”

      Muddy stumbled and gasped when I caught her and tugged her into my arms. Pressed against my chest, she looked up at me and her tear filled eyes started to leak. Her bottom lip trembled.

      I pressed my lips to the top of her head as I held her. My words were little more than a whisper. “I failed you. Until tonight, I didn’t even know how much.”

      She braced her hands against my shoulders and tried pushing me away. “Let me go, Lang.”

      I couldn’t do it while she was crying. “Stop, Sunshine. Stop fighting me.”

      If anything, it made her fight harder. She kneed me dangerously close to my package and then escaped my grasp. “I hate you. You ruined my life before, but I’m not letting you do it again. Go away. Go back to whatever it is you’ve been doing for nine and a half years that wasn’t finding me and making it right. I never want to see you again.”

      I stopped chasing after her and stood completely still. “You don’t mean that. I’m your mate.”

      “Just like you’ve been my mate all these years? Yes, I do mean it.” She turned and ran.

      This time, she got far enough away that her scent was just a tease. I shifted and ran after her as fast as my four legs would allow. Almost immediately, I found her trailing through the woods behind her house. She hissed when I came up behind her and I shifted back.

      “What don’t you get, Langdon?”

      I stood there, naked, more than willing to grovel for her. I wasn’t the kind of man to give up, no matter how much time it took. Not with something that meant as much to me as she did. My frustration led to anger, led to fury.

      “I fucked up. Big time. You don’t think I know that? I should have fucking followed you back then. I should have fucking fought for you. Fuck Deacon Allred. I should have told my parents and the rest of my family to fuck off and selfishly gone off and lived my own life. The one I wanted to live. With you.” I was so angry, I was shouting and waving my arms in the air for emphasis.

      “Deacon Allred? What are you talking about?”

      “I knew I’d made a mistake right after the ceremony. I came to your house the next day. That’s how I found out you were gone, that you’d run off with Deacon Allred. My heart broke in pieces when I found out, Muddy. Shattered. So many times over the past decade I thought of looking you up, of going to find you, but I was determined not to be selfish. I swore I’d stay away and let you find happiness. I owed it to you.”

      “Deacon Allred? Deke the freak? The pervert who was caught hiding in the girls’ locker room with a video camera? You thought I ran off with Deke the freak?”

      My chest throbbed and I tasted bile in the back of my throat. “Well, I knew he had a crush on you. Everyone knew. I just never realized it was reciprocated.”

      “It wasn’t reciprocated! Deke Allred left for college the day of your wedding. I don’t know what happened to him after that.”

      I stood stunned. He what? I couldn’t even react when she hissed at me. I could only stare as she made her way to her house and slammed the door shut behind her. The click of the deadbolt as it locked in place was her final comment on the matter.

      There was no Deke? All this time, I thought… I ran my hands down my face and grunted. The situation was worse than I’d thought. Here, I’d been hoping for a joyous reunion. I was so misguided. Everything was a mess.

      I was her mate, though. She needed me, and I’d do whatever it took to make this right for her. I’d failed her once, I wasn’t giving up this time. I’d make it up to her. Muddy was a woman worth fighting for, and this time I would fight for her.
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      The next morning was rough. I felt like shit, which seemed to be a pattern lately. Laverne and her gang of geriatric misfits were in fine form, scream-laughing and hooting like a bunch of barn owls as the sun came up. My brain was throbbing like I’d spent the night beating my head into a wall. All night, I’d dreamt of Lang, of his hands on me. In my dream, he was grabbing me and pulling me into him again, and again, I wasn’t pushing him away. I was giving in to the urges, listening to my lioness as she purred over his touch.

      Sick.

      I shook my head as I poured coffee into a large mug for myself. It didn’t matter what my body or dreams wanted. Lang was a bad apple. I didn’t need that in my life. I’d been fine without him for years. I didn’t need him now.

      My lioness was one big unhappy tail flick in my head. She was built for a mate, after all. Her eagerness to play after waking up from those dreams of Lang spoke volumes about how much she was built for a mate.

      It’d be better if he just left. Having him around was going to make me insane. Between him and the Flamingos, I felt like I was being pulled in eighteen different directions.

      Jay walked into the kitchen, looked me over, and shook his head. “It’s amazing that you can look rougher and rougher every morning.”

      I scowled. “I sign your paychecks, turdball.”

      He just grinned. “What the fuck happened to you last night, really? You look like your lion tried to eat you.”

      I looked down at myself. Clean jeans and a mostly clean shirt. I’d spilled some coffee on it while guzzling from the large mug I’d poured myself. My shoes matched each other, my hair was the same as it was every day. I didn’t know what he was getting at. “The fuck?”

      He laughed and started grabbing stuff out of the fridge. “Exactly. You’re barely here. You look haggard. Why don’t you let me and Anna handle everything today? You can go back to sleep.”

      “No more sleep. Sleep is not my friend right now.”

      “You could go run or go do whatever else you do when you’re not here. Just get out of here and try to breathe again.”

      “I’m breathing. I’m breathing just fine.” I stopped short and looked down at my empty coffee mug. Forcing out a sigh, I rolled my shoulders. They could still feel Lang’s hands on them. “Maybe less coffee and more work.”

      “Muddy.”

      “Jay. I’m a big girl. I know what I need. You don’t have to worry.”

      He raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Sure. Whatever you say. I’m going to start breakfast.”

      I stared at the coffee machine for a few seconds, debating pouring myself more, and then decided I’d go sit with Laverne and let her distract me with whatever antics she was surely up to.

      As soon as she saw me, though, she shook her head. “No, no. You look like trouble this morning. I’m having an excellent morning and I don’t want you getting your funk all over me.”

      I stared at her for a few seconds and then balled up my fists. “Hush, old lady, or I’ll spit in your coffee.”

      She leaned forward conspiratorially. “Would that turn me into something like you?” Her eyes sparkled and it made my stomach drop.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw you turn into a damn tiger. At first, I thought I hadn’t put on my glasses. But, nope. I was wearing them. And, just as sure as the nose on my face, you turned into a big tiger.”

      There were countless appropriate ways to handle the situation. I could’ve tried to convince her she’d been seeing things, though I suspected that trying to convince Laverne of anything she didn’t want to believe would prove futile. I could’ve told her that I didn’t know what she was talking about and let her spout off all she wanted, figuring she’d only sound like a crazy old lady if she tried to tell other people. Instead, I just went with it.

      “Lion. Not a tiger, a lioness.”

      She wagged her empty mug under my nose. “Could a little spit from the feline herself turn me into one of them lionesses, too?”

      “Only one way to find out. I’ll be back with your coffee.” Of course my saliva wouldn’t turn her into a lion. Shifters were born, not made.

      I went back to the kitchen and frowned at Jay before getting on with my tasks. I refilled Laverne’s coffee, and didn’t spit in it, because I wasn’t that rude. Most of the time. But, hey, let the old girl have some fun with it. I managed to get through the morning service and only broke a couple of plates. Things weren’t great, but they were going.

      Before the lunch service started, I heard a commotion from downstairs. I finished up the bed I was making and slowly made my way down the stairs, hoping it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle with only a portion of functional brain.

      As I came down the stairs, I detected a scent I couldn’t place. It was faint and a bit like little girl’s lip gloss and kids’ bubbles, the kind you blow through wands. I turned the corner into the dining room and stopped short. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but it wasn’t what I was staring at. My dining room was filled in every corner with large pots and vases of every size and variety of sunflowers.

      “Oh, my goodness.” Anna grabbed my arm and squeezed. “Look at all of these. This is amazing.”

      Jay strolled out of the kitchen, his mouth cocked to one side. “Someone is showing off.”

      Anna grabbed a card from a vase closest to us and read it with widening eyes. “Muddy, please let me in. We need to talk. Yours, Lang.”

      Jay whistled. “There has to be a couple grand in flowers here. Looks like you hooked a big fish. Where do you even find sunflowers this time of year?”

      I scowled and grabbed the card. Reading the typed words, I scowled even harder. He hadn’t even bothered to write the card himself. He’d probably just made a call, had some secretary do it. I ripped it up and tossed it in the trashcan behind the front desk. “Help me get these out to the dumpster so we can carry on with lunch.”

      Anna pouted. “The dumpster? No way. These are beautiful, Muddy.”

      “Then take them home. I don’t care where they go, as long as they’re gone. I don’t want to look at them.”

      She nodded and grabbed one of the arrangements. It was obviously heavy, but she managed it. “I’ll be back.”

      Jay, watching her, growled in my direction. “Get it together, Muddy.”

      Grabbing one of the vases, I carried it to the front porch. I had it together. I was fine. Everything was fine. Lang just had to go.

      “Do you like them?” The devil himself spoke up from right off the bottom of the porch steps.

      I looked down and there he was standing with his hands in his pants pockets and a wide, white-toothed grin spread across his face. He looked amazing to my sluggish brain. Lord, why did he have to be so handsome? I shook my head to clear the stupid thoughts and folded my arms across my chest. “You’ve wasted your money, Lang.”

      He watched as I put the vase down and stepped away from it. “I’ve got plenty, Muddy.”

      “Exactly.” I shook my head. “I’ve got work to do.”

      I left him outside, looking confused about what I’d meant. He didn’t get it. He’d never get it.
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      “She didn’t like the flowers.” I slammed my truck door shut and tried my best to stay calm. It wasn’t Andrea’s fault the flowers failed.

      “She didn’t like them? How could she not like them? They are from three different specialty greenhouses around the country. They were flown in especially for her. They are exquisite.”

      “I don’t know, Andrea! She just didn’t like them. I have to think of something else.” I wasn’t used to having to make grand gestures for women.  I had no idea where to even start. What could I do for Muddy? Outside of flowers, I was drawing a blank.

      “Well, what does she like?”

      I growled as I navigated my truck back towards the rental house where I was staying. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? Is everything okay, Mr. Millingham? You’ve never done anything like this for a woman, as long as I’ve worked for you. Actually, I didn’t even know you were into women.”

      “I’m fine, Andrea, and I’m not gay. I just need to come up with something better than flowers. This is important.”

      “What about music? Does she like music?”

      I rubbed my hand down my face. I didn’t know. She’d liked it when she was seventeen, but who knew what had changed?

      “Maybe there’s a certain band she likes. You could take her to a concert.”

      I vaguely remembered a band she liked back then. What was it? I groaned. “There was this band she used to like. They had some sappy songs about love.”

      “Well, that narrows it down.”

      I cleared my throat. “Andrea.”

      She sighed. “Sorry, Mr. Millingham. I’m just not sure why you’re going through so much effort for a woman that you know nothing about. Is there something going on? Is this about your parents?”

      “The band would’ve been big ten or eleven years ago. I think their name was something about flowers, or butterflies, or something. Just find them and call me back when you do. And, Andrea?”

      “Yes?”

      “Stop asking so many questions.”

      I hung up and parked in front of my temporary home. I needed to go in and grab something to eat, but I was stressed and upset. I’d hoped the flowers would work to at least get her to sit down and talk to me. I wanted to explain, and to apologize. The sunflowers reminded me of her. With her flaming red hair and peaches and cream complexion, she’d always reminded me of a bright, sunny day. Hence, my nickname for her.

      Maybe she hated flowers.

      I was irritated that I couldn’t remember the name of the sappy band. They’d been a big deal to Muddy back then. She’d played that song while we made love for the first time.

      What kind of asshole was I that I couldn’t remember something like that? What kind of asshole was I that I could stay away from my mate all these years and not even know she was hurting?

      I hung my head and tried to go back in time to think of it. All I ended up doing was pissing myself off. I could still see the innocence in her eyes as they were back then. She’d been innocent and full of hope. She hadn’t cared that my parents hated her. She’d ignored the awful things they said. I realize now that she did it for me. She would’ve walked through fire for me.

      I was a selfish, stupid asshole to ignore her obvious devotion. It wasn’t that I didn’t love her. I loved the hell out of her. She was my mate. I was blinded by what I thought was my duty. That I was doing the right thing. I thought I was doing the sacrificing, I had no idea what I was putting her through.

      What she’d said over at Alec Patterson’s, that she was trash, and I’d chosen Michelle East over her. Wow. That couldn’t be farther from the truth. My parents had me convinced that I wouldn’t be a good son if I didn’t go through with the wedding. And, I did it, even though I didn’t care about my money, or my family’s money, or the deal that marrying Michelle solidified.

      I should have fought against them. Fuck, I should have fought for Muddy. But instead, I failed her. I damned sure wasn’t making that mistake again. I’d fight for her, and I’d keep fighting for her. I would not stop fighting until she knew how much I loved her, that in my eyes she was worth more than a hundred Michelle Elizabeth Easts.

      Muddy had always been the only woman for me. I hadn’t been able to touch another woman since. I hadn’t wanted to. The first time we made love was fucking fireworks and shooting stars. Leaving her side afterwards had been brutal. Yet, I’d done it. I’d made the stupid sacrifice. I’d gone through with the farce of a wedding. Fortunately, Michelle had felt about the same way I had, and was relieved that I wanted nothing more than to file for divorce the next day and run to Muddy.

      Except, when I’d arrived, Muddy was gone.

      She must have been crushed. I could only imagine how horrible she must have felt. And, then what did I do when I came to Helen’s Corner? The sex had been too rough and too fast. Just as world-stopping as the first time, but I messed up again, taking her that way. I should’ve used patience and control and made it special. I should have let her know how much it meant to me. How much she meant. I should’ve done so many things differently.

      How ironic that the one thing I cared most about was the one thing I couldn’t seem to stop fucking up. I had to work with what I had. I had to convince Muddy that I could do better. The flowers hadn’t worked, but I was not about to give up.

      When Andrea called me back a few hours later with the name of a few bands that had hit songs ten years ago and a list of their most sappy songs. I picked the one I thought was right and had her arrange everything. They’d be arriving in Helen’s Corner the next day to set up and perform a one song set in front of Muddy’s house. Surely, that would work. It had to. It was a big, grand gesture. Women liked that, right? If that’s what women liked, that’s what Muddy would get.

      I slept like shit that night. I was excited and hopeful about the show, but I was also painfully aware that Muddy was so close, yet not in my arms. I shifted and went for a run, but I was still all too aware that my mate was in the same town. My wolf wanted to go to her. He thought I was fucking it up and he could do better.

      By the time I got to the little makeshift stage later that day and found the band there, setting up, I was wound tighter than my mother at a discount chain store.

      It felt like everything was moving at a snail’s pace. I wanted the show on the road. I couldn’t wait for Muddy to come out and be blown away. I envisioned her softening up, maybe we’d talk, she’d forgive me, and we’d move on to happily ever after.

      When the band finally started playing and people started filling the street, I waited against the front of my truck. I leaned against it, doing my best to look casual and like I wasn’t a nervous wreck inside.

      They were a little older, a little wider around the middle than I’d remembered, but they sounded good. An impromptu dance stage was claimed in the middle of the street and people danced to the mushy song. The band finished the song and started it again. I nervously changed positions. Where the hell was Muddy?

      The lead singer looked at me with a raised eyebrow. Yeah, I fucking know, dude. It was weird to just keep playing one song over and over. I couldn’t let them stop until Muddy came out, though.

      Finally, the front door of her house opened and she stepped out onto the front porch. Her bright red hair was flying in every direction, even wilder than I’d last seen it. She was barefoot, wearing denim cut-offs and a T-shirt tied around her waist. The sexiest outfit I’d ever seen. Her eyes were glowing bright gold and her mouth was set in a thin line that worried me to my very soul.

      She practically flew down the steps and crossed the street so fast that I would’ve missed her if my eyes weren’t riveted to her.

      I sucked in a breath and was about to start explaining myself, how, or for what, I didn’t know, when she reached me and gave me a hard shove that sent me spilling away from my truck and to the ground. I sat up, wiping dirt from my hands, and scowled. “What the hell, Muddy?”

      She bent down and I got distracted for a moment by the way the neck of her shirt scooped low and revealed her bare breasts jiggling inside that worn cotton. “Wrong song. It’s the wrong fucking song, asshole.”
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      I seethed as I went back inside to finish cleaning.  My heart raced inside of my chest wall, the delicate, stupid thing doing its best to hurl itself outside of my body. The anger was going to eat me alive.

      I knew what he’d been trying to do, and he’d gotten the band right, with help from someone, I was sure. The song was wrong, though. How could he fuck that up? It was the song that played when we made love the first time. Had it really meant so little to him?

      I slammed every door I came across and didn’t stop until I was in my room, pacing the small space. I wanted to punch him. I’d never wanted to hit someone so badly before. It was crazy. I tugged at my hair, wincing as I felt my claws scratch my scalp. I had to calm down.

      Even as I thought it, my door burst open and Lang stepped inside. He slammed the door shut behind him and glared at me. “I’m trying!”

      “What? Is that supposed to get you and ‘A’ for effort?” I backed against my closet door and shook my head. “You had them play the wrong song, Lang. It was the wrong song!”

      “But the correct band, right? Come on!”

      I froze and I felt everything in my body settled into place. This man was supposed to be my mate? A man who can’t figure out what’s wrong when I don’t fall for his poorly planned grand gesture? Bullshit. I deserved better. I reject him!

      “What? Why aren’t you fighting?”

      I smoothed my hands down my hair and blew out a slow breath. “Because I’m done.”

      He looked conflicted. “Okay… So? Are we good?”

      I shrugged. “It depends. If good means that you’re going away and never coming back, then yes, we’re good.”

      “Come the fuck on, Muddy!” He fisted his hands and turned away from me. “This is ridiculous. We’re mates. I’m making an effort. I came all the way here for you. I’m doing all this to prove to you that I want you. What’s the deal?”

      “The deal is that you’re an asshole.”

      Lang jerked back around to face me.

      I nodded and sat on the corner of my bed. My body was still at war with my emotions, but I was in control. “You’re an asshole, Lang. You always have been. You’re not a nice guy. Maybe you can convince some people you are. At the end of the day, though, you’re still Langdon Millingham. With the parents you have, is it any wonder you turned out to be a spoiled, self-serving, soulless monster?”

      Lang was angry then. Angrier than before. He scowled at me and shook his head. “Is that what I am, Muddy?”

      I looked away from him so I wouldn’t see the expression on his face. “The sunflowers and the band? You threw money at me, like that would solve everything. You probably didn’t even do any of it yourself. And I’m just supposed to swoon and fall into your arms? You didn’t make any effort to actually talk to me and show me that you have remorse for what you did. Or, to try to get to know me.” I shook my head. “You don’t even know me.”

      Lang jerked back like I’d hit him. His eyes went wide. “I didn’t make any effort to talk to you? Everything I’ve been doing has been to try to get you to talk to me! It seems I just keep fucking up.”

      He shook his head and when he looked at me again, there was too much emotion on his face for me to process, but he spoke quietly. “You don’t know me either, Muddy. You just think you do. I am sorry. For everything…”

      He opened and shut his mouth a few times, no sound actually escaping. “I’m sorry I don’t remember the name of the song, okay? I mean, it was important to you, so I should have paid more attention. What can I say, I was distracted that night.”

      “Distracted?” I spit the word out sarcastically.

      “Yes, distracted.”

      “By what? And if you make a pussy joke, so help me…”

      “By…by the pale yellow ribbon you wore in your hair...by how, when I pulled it out, your beautiful, fiery mane tumbled down around your shoulders…by the fuzzy pink cardigan you were wearing over your white lace bra…by the way your eyes twinkled in the moonlight…by your enticing scent of fresh, wild pears…the little purring sound you made in the back of your throat when we kissed…the scratches your nails made across my back as you screamed my name. I remember the taste of you on my tongue…those things are burned into my memory. They’ll be there when I’m 90 years old.

      “I wish I knew the song. I admit it, I was too busy watching the look on your face and marveling with extreme pride over the fact that I was the one who put it there. Do you know, in all these years of mergers, acquisitions, and takeovers, I have never felt as proud of anything as I was about that.” He ran his hands through his hair, and released a long breath. “But, no, I don’t remember that fucking song.”

      I stared at him in stunned silence. “You remember all that.”

      He nodded. “Yes. I remember every detail. Except the one that’s important to you. The goddamned song.”

      I glanced over at the curtains. Maybe I’d overreacted. “It’s not that important.”

      “I’m not giving up. Maybe I should. I just can’t. Maybe you’re right.  Maybe I’m an asshole who deserves to spend the rest of his life miserable and alone. But you don’t deserve that, and I’m your mate. I’m not giving up. That’s probably something else that makes me an asshole. I don’t know, Muddy.” He hung his head and grabbed the doorknob.  “I just…I don’t fucking know. I thought I was doing the right things, but apparently, I’m just making it worse.

      “You’re wrong, though, Sunshine. I’m not my parents, and I’m not soulless. I’ll show you.”

      I held my breath as he left and deflated as the door shut behind him.  My lioness cried out and I felt her pain just as much as I felt my own. Maybe he wasn’t quite as much of an asshole as I’d thought. Maybe.
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      I didn’t see Lang the rest of the day. The band moved out and the crowd that had formed vanished back into the normal traffic of the streets.  Things went back to normal. As normal as they could go, anyway. It was Helen’s Corner, after all. People didn’t refer to us as Hell’s Crazy Corner for nothing.

      I did the rest of my chores for the day feeling like there was a weight pressing on my chest. I felt secure about my decision with Lang. He wasn’t right for me, no matter what fate said. He wasn’t right for anyone.

      Well, maybe secure wasn’t the best word for what I felt. I felt what I’d done was right, but niggling doubts had started to creep in. It was hard. Lang being my mate made everything so much harder than it needed to be.

      I spent more hours than required checking some of the Flamingos out of their rooms. I was cajoled and conned into promising to consider joining them on their next excursion. When I heard swinger’s cruise, my eyes nearly bugged out of my head. But, after Meredith explained that the theme was swing bands, not partner swapping, I sheepishly agreed to think about it. Hey, I wouldn’t put anything past the Flamingo Grannies.

      At lunchtime, my mom came in, arm in arm with Duncan, and they sat together, giggling like school children. She winked at me and nodded at Duncan as her way of telling me she was with him. Like I hadn’t already found out. One more woman around here relinquishing her singlehood. I didn’t begrudge my mom her happiness, though. She’d been alone for so long. She deserved it. And Duncan was a great guy. Mom chose well.

      Charlie and her mate, Axel, stopped in for a meal, too. Interestingly, Luna was with them. I caught snippets of their conversation and felt sorry for the poor, strange bunny. When Charlie and Axel weren’t unabashedly, and a little disgustingly, flirting with one another, they were both pestering her about getting to know Axel’s ex-motorcycle gang buddy, Pratt, who happened to be Luna’s mate. I couldn’t imagine which was worse for Luna. I certainly didn’t envy her at that moment.

      In fact, I kind of wished they would leave her alone. Besides Luna being my one shiny beacon of misery and pain in this town, I understood that despite the fact that everyone around here seemed to have suddenly been bitten by mate fever and that even women who had sworn off men were now starry-eyed in love, sometimes mates sucked. Sometimes nature made mistakes and the one made for you was not the one you wanted.

      Between being forced to watch the nauseating displays of delirious happiness gushing from those around me, to being on edge from wondering if Lang would show back up with another infuriating tactic of his, I was strung out. By the end of the day, I wanted to run away.

      The desire was stronger than just leaving the house for a little while. I wanted to flee from Helen’s Corner. It was childish and self-indulgent, but that’s what I wanted. I wanted to turn away and act like I couldn’t see everyone I cared about living their lives without me, moving on without me.  I loved that they were happy, but it was hard.

      It was hard to imagine a time in twenty years or so, when my friends’ all had children and those children were grown up enough to start finding their own mates. I would still be Muddy, the old maid auntie with blue hair and lavender perfume and ergonomic sex toys hidden away in her underwear drawer. That was reality, though. I’d keep growing old and lonely, while my friends blossomed and their families blossomed.

      Would I grow bitter and mean at some point?  Would being friends with them get too hard? I knew they would never abandon me, but would I shut them out? It just wasn’t fair. I didn’t want to be that way. I loved my friends and wanted them to be happy. It wasn’t their fault that I wasn’t.

      No, wait. I was happy. I was fine.

      I couldn’t let Lang showing up change my thinking. I’d handled my life and survived for ten years. I was okay, and everything was happy. I didn’t need him. I didn’t need anyone. If I felt my own sanity start to wane, I could leave again, just like when I was eighteen. I could start over somewhere new and pretend that none of my life had ever happened.

      I shook my head and cleared those thoughts. How had I gotten back to running away so fast? I couldn’t run away. My whole life was in Helen’s Corner. My mom, my business, my everything. I had to stay and deal with this Lang situation this time.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t run away for a little while, though. Like, for an evening.

      Lunch cleared, beds stripped and re-made, rooms cleaned, finally, I was able to shift behind my house and go for a run. My lion needed to stretch her legs. I needed the mindless absence that came with letting her run and be in control.

      I checked out while she ran and forced my mind to go blank. I didn’t want to think about any of my problems. I just wanted to be free for a while.  So, I was. She ran and I settled back for the ride.

      I didn’t pay attention to where she ran. I didn’t attempt to take control. Normally, when on a run, I’d pay attention to direction and boundaries. She was wild and liked to push things. I’d have to remind her that Helen’s Corner was protected land, but that didn’t necessarily mean surrounding areas were safe.

      Without me worrying about the boundaries, she raced across the town border, just a couple of sticks thrown on the ground, really. She ran with speed and agility, muscles stretching and the setting sun on her back.  I pretended I didn’t have a care in the world and for a little while, all was well.

      I was thinking about how maybe I needed to head to a pet store in Smith for a little more catnip, just to tide me over until I was sure Lang was really gone for good when a sharp, biting pain clamped down on our foot.  My lion went down hard and screamed out in agony as white hot pain raked up our leg. I looked down at the steel, zig-zag teeth of a bear trap digging into our ankle. I knew the leg was broken, blood was seeping from the clamp, quickly coating our fur. This was not good.

      Although I didn’t shift back, my human brain took over while my lioness retreated in shock. I tried to get her to stand and drag us out of the clearing, but the trap was hooked to a chain too thick to break. I roared an agonizing and desperate roar, feeling helpless and angry. Who’d put a trap down? Why would anyone do anything like that? We were outside of Helen’s Corner, though, and I didn’t know much about the people outside of town. Not the ones who’d lay a trap like the one that had snared me, anyway.

      “Sounds like we’ve got something big, Cletus!” A dry male voice rang out into the clearing.

      I smelled him before I saw him. He was drunk and smelled sour. When I did catch an image of him, it wasn’t any better than his smell. He was a mean looking sonofabitch who looked as if he could’ve been the offspring of first cousins. He carried a shotgun and had the leash of a large hound dog in his hands. My lioness instantly hissed and arched her back, despite the excruciating pain.

      “Well, what the fuck is this?” The man looked surprised, but he didn’t look surprised enough. “I know what you are. I knew I’d catch one of you freaks one day. Go ahead and change, lion. I know you’re at least part human, somewhere in there. This here’s my payday, Cletus.”

      I hissed again and shied away from him. He wasn’t safe. I’d gotten myself into something bad and I was going to have to deal with it somehow.

      “Did you hear me? I said change back!” He raised his gun and fired it in my direction. Dirt and rocks ricocheted off the ground and stung my body. “Change or the next one goes in you!”

      I didn’t know what to do. I needed time to think. Before I could figure anything out, the man raised the gun and the loud explosion was followed by my screaming as I shifted back to myself and grabbed at my shoulder that was now riddled with buckshot.

      “Well, aren’t you a pretty thing? Maybe I’ll keep you caged for my own personal use.”

      I folded in on myself, trying to be as small as possible. My ankle, while smaller than my tigers, was getting clamped at a new and, if possible, worse angle. Agony. Pain burned through me and I could feel my lion shivering, her trauma palpable. I wanted to rip the man’s face off for hurting her.

      A loud, menacing growl thundered through the clearing and I glanced up just in time to see a huge, snow white wolf launch itself off the ground and at the man with the gun. The man didn’t even have time to raise the weapon before the wolf was on him, viciously tearing out his throat. The hound dog yelped and pulled away from its flailing owner, then ran as the  leash fell from the man’s dead hand.

      The wolf turned to me and lifted its bloody muzzle in the air releasing a thunderous, bloodcurdling howl into the silence. Fresh blood dripped from its jowls and as it closed the gap between us, I knew I was safe. At least, physically.

      Lang had come to rescue me.
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      I shifted and wiped blood from my mouth with the back of my hand.  My heart pounded and my hands shook as I closed the gap between myself and Muddy. She was bleeding. The scent of her blood threatened to send my wolf back into a rage, but I had to stay in human form and help her.

      “H-hold still, Sunshine.” My voice shook as I grabbed the trap hooked into her leg. I pulled it apart and threw it away from us as she cried out.

      Her ankle and leg were a mess. She was torn up pretty badly. If I had the power, I’d bring the asshole back to life and then kill him again, slower this time.

      “I’m going to carry you out of here.”

      She moaned as I tried to lift her and I froze. I couldn’t allow her injured leg to dangle freely. I was going to hurt her more that way. Instead, I went over to the dead man and yanked his coat off his body. Ripping it apart, I made a longer loop of fabric that I loosely tied around my waist and then dropped to my knees beside Muddy.

      “I’m going to shift. Can you get yourself onto my back?”

      I didn’t wait for her answer. I shifted and nudged her. I needed to get her somewhere fast to stop the bleeding and set her ankle. From the looks of things, time was of the essence. She maneuvered herself up enough that I was able to nudge her the rest of the way onto my back. She hooked the fabric over her back and I held it in my mouth tightly, trapping her against my body.

      I started off slower at first, but once I knew she could handle it, I ran full out. There was no time to waste. In addition to her needing immediate medical care, I wasn’t sure how long she’d remain conscious. I concentrated on avoiding branches and bushes that might grab at Muddy. I did my best to transport her as swiftly and safely as I could.

      Instead of running to her place, which would be busy and full of questioning eyes, I took her to the place I was renting. It was a large property, a private lake surrounded by several acres. She could heal and I could tend to her while she did.

      I shifted back outside of my house and gently swung her around, so she was pressed against the front of my body, instead of the back. I was then easily able to lift her into my arms and carry her inside, to the dining room table. I laid her out on it and started grabbing all of the medical supplies I could find around the house.

      “Lang.”

      I grabbed a bowl and filled it with water, knowing I needed to clean her wounds and stop the bleeding so she could start healing herself. My hands shook so badly from rage that I sloshed water everywhere on the way back to the table. How dare someone do this to my mate!

      “Lang.”

      Grabbing a washcloth, I stood back and assessed her injuries. They weren’t great. Her blood had already left puddles that dripped off the table and ran onto the floor.

      “Lang!”

      I snapped my head up and looked at Muddy’s face. “What?”

      She dropped her head back onto the table and looked up at the ceiling. “Take me back to my house. I can deal with this there.”

      I straightened my shoulders and shook my head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m taking care of you.” My words came out more like a growl than human speech.

      She dropped her head back and groaned. “This is awful.”

      I touched her knee, lightly so as not to cause her any extra pain, but she still flinched. “I’m sorry, Sunshine. Just be as still as you can. I’m going to clean you up.”

      There was a release of tension in her body as she blew out a rough breath. “Can I at least have a towel?”

      I looked over her body and agreed that a towel would be best. Even in the current state, she was distracting. I grabbed a towel and draped it over her body before starting to clean her up.

      It wasn’t easy. She hissed from the pain and I swore as I saw he extent of her injuries. When I reached her shoulder and had to dig buckshot pellets out, I nearly put my fist through the wall. Fortunately, he hadn’t gotten her straight on, and most of the blast had hit the dirt next to her, but still her shoulder carried plenty of lead pellets. I didn’t realize what a huge challenge it would be to administer care to my own mate. I was doing what needed to be done, but in the cleaning, bandaging, and digging, I was also causing her more pain and hating every second of it. I guess that was why surgeons didn’t usually operate on their own spouses.

      Meanwhile, my brain was on a one-way course to shutting down. I’d killed a man. I’d ripped his throat out like I was biting into a jelly doughnut, leaving him stone cold dead. And I felt zero remorse. Zero.

      He’d been trying to harm my Muddy. He had harmed her. If I hadn’t followed her scent through the woods, heard her roars, there was no telling what he might have done. Kept her in a cage? Mounted her head like a trophy on the wall? I shuddered at the thought. I could’ve lost her that easily.

      I realized I had been emitting a low growl the entire time. I shut it off. I didn’t want to traumatize Muddy any more than she already had been. I made a concerted effort to try to quell the anger and calm myself for her sake, and continued with her shoulder. My hands fluttered like moths as I tried to put a dressing of paper towels and dish towels over the wound. I had to stop and take a breath before continuing.

      When I finished, there was blood everywhere, but it wasn’t leaking out of Muddy anymore. She’d start healing and be up and around in a few days, almost fully healed in weeks. The benefit of shifter healing. I carried her to the couch and watched her deep breathing until she fell asleep. Then, I went outside and washed up in the small lake behind the house. I was still panicking. My skin prickled all over and I wasn’t sure what to do next.

      In business, I always knew what my next move should be. With Muddy, I always fucked up. I sat on a rock at the edge of the lake and held my head in my hands as I tried to make some sense over what had just happened.

      I’d almost lost Muddy. The knowledge was a slap in the face. She wouldn’t have been across the country or state. I wouldn’t have been able to console myself in her absence by rationalizing that she was probably happy and thriving, the way I had for the past ten years. She wouldn’t have been mad at me, estranged, cursing me with her every breath. No, she would’ve been gone. Dead.

      I’d killed a man—a man who had almost taken Muddy from me, and the kill didn’t pain me in the least. I shook my head and moved back towards the house.

      Inside, Muddy was sound asleep. Her heartbeat was slow and steady and she looked almost peaceful, sleeping there. It should’ve been reassuring, but it just made me more aware of how fragile life was. How important it was to live every second to the fullest.

      In the distance, I heard my phone ringing. I knew it’d be work. It was always work. It would have to wait this time, though. My mate needed me right now. I let it ring until it stopped and started back again, then I let it ring some more.

      I sat in the chair across from Muddy and watched her for hours. I just needed time to think.
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      I woke up in the middle of a vivid dream of riding a white wolf. He’d had the softest fur and he’d been fierce and protective, but so gentle with me. He’d looked back at me with blood dripping from his mouth and so much pain in his eyes that I’d felt it in my own chest. Or, was that my shoulder?

      A light whimper and a scratch of paws on a hard surface came from beside me and I realized that was the sound that had woken me. My body ached too much to move but I could tilt my head just enough to see the large body of Lang’s wolf beside me, on the floor.

      The memories came flooding back to me in a rush and I squeezed my eyes shut against the painful whimpers of Lang’s nightmare. Light whimpers again, and then a long, low howl. His feet moved restlessly against the hardwood floor. He looked almost like a giant puppy, helpless and sad.

      I couldn’t take it. I turned on my side and bit back a curse at the pain before dropping my hand over the side of the couch and burying it in his fur. I’d meant to wake him, but once my fingers were locked in the soft fur of his coat, I couldn’t do it. Instead, I found myself rubbing his furry side. I stroked his fur and listened as his whimpers died away.

      He’d killed my attacker. The image was burned in my brain and it wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon, but I was sure it had to be ricocheting around Lang’s head. He wasn’t from the kind of shifters who got their hands dirty. While there were shifters who lived that base animal behavior, I was a thousand percent sure that Lang was worlds removed from them. He was from the hands-clean type. White-gloved. He had been, anyway. People with Lang’s breeding and pedigree didn’t even hire people to do their dirty work. Their people hired people.

      My chest ached and I stared at the ceiling of the house that I didn’t recognize. I didn’t know what came next. I had to get back home and carry on with my life. Even if I thought staying with Lang and dwelling over what had happened would help, I couldn’t. I had a job to do. I had to focus on it.  Anything but what had gone down in those woods.

      Guilt ate at me. It was my fault. I should’ve been paying attention. If I’d been focused, I never would have crossed the border and gone out of Helen’s Corner, I never would have gotten caught in a trap, and I never would have given that grease ball a chance to shoot me. Lang never would have had to rush in and rescue me. He would have been able to go about his life with his hands clean.

      Now, our lives were intertwined in yet another complicated way. There would be another secret between us.

      “Everything’s okay, Sunshine.” Lang’s deep voice rang out through the room, shattering my guilt-riddled thoughts.

      I realized he’d shifted back and instead of holding a fist full of soft fur, I was gripping his skin. I let go and winced as I pulled my hand back into my own space. “Sorry.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like someone shot me.” I shook my head. “Fine. I’m fine. I’m ready to go back to my own house.”

      Lang sat up and I was presented with a whole expanse of hot, bare maleness. He leaned over me and checked the bandage he’d put on my shoulder. His bare stomach pressed against my good arm and the assault to my senses was almost enough to make me forget about the pain. Damn, the electricity between us was still there despite how close I came to lights out.

      “You’re not healed enough to move around yet. Sorry to be the bearer of yet more bad news, but you’re stuck with me for a bit longer.”

      “I have a business to run, Lang.”

      “And you have a hole in your shoulder and a broken leg and ankle.  You’re not exactly in the shape to run anything, pardon the pun.”

      I felt like crying. He was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to digest. I needed to be away from him. Anxiety pressed against the back of my eyelids like fire. I needed to get away from Lang before I did something stupid.

      This was a tricky situation. Feelings could get muddled together into a big mix-up and next thing I knew I could find myself in Lang’s arms again, unable to resist him. If there’s one thing I’d learned over the past couple days, it was that mates were tricky.

      Lang stood up and walked over to a chair, pulled on a pair of shorts, and sat down. He faced me like a war torn soldier ready to take on another line of enemies, despite being so fatigued he was ready to fall over. “I know this isn’t what you want. It’s just what you’re going to have to deal with for now. This isn’t some ploy to get you alone with me, Muddy.  You’re hurt. I’m not a doctor, but I know enough to know that you’re only going to heal if you’re resting.”

      “I can rest at home.”

      “You can rest here.” He stood up and popped his neck. “I’ll make you some food.”

      “You don’t cook.”

      He looked back at me and shook his head. “I do cook. I learned a few years ago from a woman I did a business deal with. She was French and treated cooking more seriously than some men treat their golf games.”

      I got an instant image of a beautiful French woman wearing nothing but a frilly apron teaching Lang to cook.

      Lang grinned and leaned against the kitchen counter. “She was seventy-three, a Julia Child look-alike and would’ve liked nothing more than to whack my knuckles with a frying pan.”

      “A common sentiment.”

      He shrugged. “I incite passion in women. What can I say?”

      “I’m glad you haven’t lost your ability to be full of shit.”

      “And I’m glad you haven’t lost your sparkling wit.”

      I didn’t reply as he got busy in the kitchen. I could see him from where I was. He moved with intent around the island, talking to himself as he went. He was almost fun to watch and I probably would’ve enjoyed it if he wasn’t…himself.

      Lang came back to my side a little bit later with a plate of eggs and toast that smelled like heaven. I was starving. My body was using everything it had to heal itself and I felt depleted.

      “Open up.” He held a big bite of soft, fluffy egg on the tip of a fork and stared at me, waiting.

      I opened my mouth to argue with him about trying to feed me like I was a toddler and he slipped the fork in. It bumped my teeth, but then the eggs were on my tongue and I couldn’t say a word. I did let out an involuntary moan, though. They tasted amazing. I must’ve really been starving for eggs to taste so good.

      “Again.”

      “No, Lang, I— ” Another bite made its way past my lips.

      “Want some toast?” He didn’t give me a chance to answer before he rested the corner of the bread on my lower lip and waited.

      I met his eyes and glared with my lips pressed tightly. Then, I took a bite of the toast. The crisp bread with creamy butter was scrumptious. I closed my eyes and savored it.  My stomach rumbled its pleasure, as well.

      “Fuck, Sunshine.” Lang dropped to his knees beside the couch and leaned over. His mouth landed on mine and he flicked his tongue over my lips.

      My body responded, despite the pain, and I felt my hips arch for him.  My brain screamed at me, though. Don’t do it, don’t do it, don’t do it. I turned my head away from him and lightly pressed at his chest with my good arm. “No, Lang.”

      He sighed and nodded. “Sorry.”

      Still, he finished feeding me. It was strange and intimate, but I didn’t hate it, so I let him. I was only so strong. My body and my lioness were demanding I find comfort in him, but I had to remember that this wasn’t the real Lang. He wasn’t really the kind, attentive guy taking care of me. He just wasn’t.
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      “Tell me about your life.” I was sitting on the floor, leaning my back against the couch that Muddy was lying on and I’d been there for over an hour with neither of us speaking. It was awkward and too quiet.

      “You want me to tell you about my life?” Her voice said it all. She was skeptical of me.

      “Yeah. You said I didn’t know you. I want to. Tell me about you. Unless you’d rather keep sitting here in a weird silence.”

      “I’m fine with weird silence.”

      “For the next day? Or more?”

      Her nose twitched and I felt something in my chest tighten. Somehow, that nose twitch seemed just as innocent and kitten like in that moment as it did when she’d done it at seventeen. She met my gaze and then looked away quickly.

      “You’re not keeping me here for a whole day. I have to get back to my business.”

      “When did you start it? It seems to do quite well.” I’d take the conversation, even if I had to steal it.

      “I know what you’re doing.” She sniffed and pressed her lips together. “It’s not going to work. You’re not going to trick me into letting down my guard around you.”

      “Please, Muddy. It’s just conversation.”

      She groaned and glared at me. “Fine. We converse. Nothing serious and nothing that’ll piss me off, though. Also, this doesn’t mean anything, Lang.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Fine.”

      “I bought the house when I was twenty. It was run down and the woman selling it liked me, so she sold it for next to nothing. I took my time fixing it up and now it does fine.”

      “That’s impressive. Twenty is young to buy and start something like that.”

      “You were probably buying and selling small countries by twenty.”

      I shook my head. “At twenty, I was rolling around Chattington, being a spoiled little prick. I had ideas about what I wanted to do, but no one was asking me to do anything at that point. Hell, you knew me at twenty-three. Do you think I was the kind of kid who had his hands on anything important or meaningful back then?”

      She didn’t answer and I choked as I realized what I’d said. I stuttered to spit out a correction. “That wasn’t what I meant!”

      But, she slowly laughed. “I know, but you should’ve seen your face.”

      I sighed and stretched my legs out in front of me. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      “Yeah, well. Returning the favor, I guess.” Her voice took on a bitter edge and she tried to readjust herself. With a grunt, she huffed out a rough breath. “I’d be much more comfortable at home, in my bed.”

      “You and me both.” I winked.

      She smacked the back of my head. “I’m serious. You should just take me home.”

      “You’re a broken record. It’s my job to take care of you. Come on. Tell me what happened after you bought the house.” I leaned forward and grabbed my glass of whiskey and took a good swig. “And make it good.”

      “I met and fell in love with a man named Carlos.  He was passionate and made love like a wild stallion. We lasted for nine years. Then, I met his brother, Javier, and we ran off to Cuba together. We’re still there, smoking cigarillos and living the good life.”

      I growled low in my throat and fought the intense desire to grab her and mark her as my own. “Not funny.”

      “What about you? Have you been sowing your wild oats, Lang?”

      I shifted nervously. We’d ventured quickly into territory that I didn’t want to get into.

      “That’s what I thought.” She adjusted her position behind me and swore. “Help me up.”

      I stood up and reached down for her. “Bathroom? I’ll carry you.”

      “No, I’m going home. I don’t care if I have to crawl naked through prickly bushes. We’re done here.”

      “Dammit, Muddy, you’re not going home. You’re injured.” I ran my hands through my hair. “I didn’t sow any wild oats. Will hearing that make you feel better?”

      She stopped moving and gave me a heated look. “No. Lies don’t feel better to me.”

      “I’m not fucking lying. I couldn’t. As embarrassing as it is to say aloud, sex with you at the B&B was the only time I’d been able to get hard for a woman since…the last time we… you know.”

      Her brows creased. “Your marriage?” I just shook my head. “Liar.”

      I moved into the kitchen and refilled my glass. Opening the freezer, I found a carton of mint chocolate chip ice cream, yanked it out roughly, and grabbed a couple of spoons. “Not lying. You can believe what you want, though.”

      “You got cranky.”

      “Yeah, well, this isn’t the conversation I wanted to have.”

      “He’s the one who wanted to converse. Funny how he clams up when the subject turns to him.” She was mumbling with her face turned toward the wall as though an invisible person stood there.

      “I’m right here. And in case you’ve missed it, everything is all my fault, Muddy.” I slumped back in front of the couch and pried open the ice cream. “Want some of this?”

      She hesitated. “Yeah.”

      We sat there in silence, eating the mint chocolate chip from the carton where it rested on the couch next to her side. We’d both gotten irritated. Making simple conversation was harder than I thought it would be. There were so many things that could trigger an argument.

      “I don’t want to fight with you, Sunshine.” I sighed. “I just want to get to know you so I can find out what you need from me.”

      “It’s pointless, Lang. There’s too much between us.”

      “It can’t be pointless. I’m not leaving you again. This is going to be one very small town for both of us if you don’t find a way to let me back in.”  I dropped my spoon in the carton and stood up. “I’m not leaving. I need you.”

      Muddy froze and blinked up at me. “You don’t need me.”

      “I do. After what just happened, I know I can’t live life without you anymore. I may not know you as well as I should, but I know what I see, and I know what I feel. I’m going to find a way to earn your forgiveness.” I paused and balled my hands into fists. “I thought that you were as good as dead out there. The idea of losing you for good made me want to die right along with you, Sunshine. I know I fucked up. I know I let the best thing that’s ever happened to me get away. I’m not going to make that mistake twice. From now on, you walk out of my life; I chase after you. That’s how it is going to be, and this is me, chasing you.”

      A surprised look crossed her face, but she stayed silent. I didn’t want to push her, so we just both remained silent for a while.

      “I’ve got to make sure someone finds the body. He doesn’t deserve it, but I don’t want him rotting out in the woods. In case he has family.”

      She winced. “I…”

      “I’ll be back, Sunshine.”

      “Thank you.” She cleared her throat. “For back there.”

      I looked back at her and wished things were simpler, for her sake. I just wanted to hold her in my arms. “I’d do it a million times over for you.”
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      “You don’t have to sleep out here with me, Lang. Go back to the bedroom.”

      I fluffed my pillow and laid on the floor beside the couch. “I’m fine. You might need something. I want to be close.”

      “You’re more than close. You’re practically on the couch with me.”  She didn’t sound as annoyed as she normally did with me. That was a good sign.

      “If I was on the couch with you, you’d know, sweetheart.” I paused and then groaned at my own words. “That sounded way more creepy stalkerish than I meant it to.”

      “How creepy stalkerish did you mean for it to sound?”

      “Slightly less than actually worrisome, for sure.”

      She laughed, a god’s honest laugh. It was deep and full, and it had the dual effect of making my heart race and my dick turn to stone. I had an instant flashback of us on her mom’s little patio next to the single wide where they’d lived in Chattington. I’d said something stupid to her and she’d thrown her head back and laughed in the same carefree way.

      “I had everything back then, didn’t I?”

      Muddy got quiet and I heard the blanket over her rustling. “I don’t know about everything, Lang, but you had me.”

      My stomach sank. “I had everything. I hate myself for fucking it up, Muddy. As much as you hate me, I hate me even more.”

      Her hand appeared at the side of the couch and then slowly dropped lower until it rested on my arm. “I don’t hate you.”

      “But you don’t like me.” I didn’t phrase it as a question and she didn’t bother answering. We both just let the quiet of the house consume us.

      More than an hour passed before I heard the soft purr of Muddy snoring. Her hand was still on my arm and I took the chance to engulf her fingers in mine and stroke the soft skin of her palm. I had to win her heart back. I couldn’t go on without her. I really did need her.

      Another hour passed and I gave up on sleeping. I let go of Muddy’s hand and climbed to my feet before pacing the house. I sucked in a deep breath and ran all the things through my mind that she had said to me since I’d arrived in Helen’s Corner. How I was like my parents, how I didn’t know her, how I was an asshole.

      The biggest shock had been finding out that all these years she thought I chose another woman over her. And why wouldn’t she think that? In essence, I had. Never my heart, though. She always had that. After the ceremony when I came to my senses…I would have gone after her then, tracked her to the ends of the Earth if I would have known how badly I’d hurt her and that she hadn’t actually run away with Deke Allred.

      There were so many misunderstandings. How could something so special like finding one’s soulmate become so convoluted?

      I looked back at her, sleeping on the couch, and decided that maybe getting through to her meant stripping away all the extra things in my arsenal and just being myself.

      Scooting closer to Muddy, I stared down at her and breathed out a sigh. She was so beautiful. She’d kicked one of her legs out from under the covers and the smooth expanse of skin looked like pale silk under the moonlight streaming in through the windows. I wanted to spend the rest of my life trailing kisses up that leg.

      “Stop staring at me, Lang.” Muddy’s sleep laden voice was light.  “You’re crossing over into the creepy stalker zone again.”

      I settled back on the floor next to her and watched shadows play across the ceiling. “I wouldn’t want that.”

      “You okay?” She shifted on the couch and her face appeared over the side.

      “Lay back before you hurt yourself.”

      “You can stare at me, but I can’t stare at you? That hardly seems fair.” She stayed where she was and tucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “Are you okay, Lang? For real? What happened before…  It wasn’t your fault. You did what you had to.”

      I held her gaze and nodded. “It probably says something about me that I wasn’t thinking about that.”

      “What were you thinking about then? You looked worried.”

      “I was thinking about how badly I must have hurt you, and how desperately I want to make it up to you. And, what I could do to show you that I’m serious about us. I’m worried that I won’t be able to.” I looked back at the ceiling. “I think I wasn’t really letting myself see the magnitude of what it is I’m asking you to forgive me for. I didn’t want to. Now that I see it, I don’t know if I can make up for it. That scares me.”

      Silence stretched on until I wanted to scream just to break it. I wanted to know what she was thinking. I’d just opened myself up and the natural instinct to yank it all back in was strong. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. She deserved to know how I was truly feeling. That I was serious.

      Finally, Muddy’s rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. She cleared her throat. “Maybe we can do what you suggested and talk more. Really talk. Tomorrow.”

      I thought it was a shut down and felt the rejection like a kick in the balls. Embarrassingly, I felt choked up.

      Muddy stifled a yawn. “Yeah, we’ll talk. Talking was a good idea.”

      I sat up. “You’re serious?”

      She lightly laughed and pulled her blanket up to her chin. “Yes, tomorrow. Go to sleep. I’m tired. In case you don’t remember, I was attacked earlier. I need rest.”

      I grinned and laid back down. She agreed to talking. Small, but it was a victory nonetheless.
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      While Lang ran to the drug store to pick up more gauze and surgical tape, I went about devouring the rest of the mint chocolate chip. The door opened somewhere behind me, but I was too focused on scraping the last bite of the ice cream out of the carton to look up. “I hope you didn’t want any more ice cream.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      The harsh, icy voice from behind me was one that I would never forget, no matter how many years passed. Georgina Millingham. I jerked around hoping I was hallucinating. Maybe the combination of loss of blood and eating way too much sugar had me hearing things, but no. There she was.

      She was dressed in something that probably cost well into five figures and made her look stiff and tight-assed as hell. Her eyes ran down my body and her scowl twisted even tighter. “I asked you a question. Why are you here and where’s Langdon?”

      Langdon Senior cleared his throat and looked back at the door. “Here he comes now.”

      The door opened again and then a loud curse filled the room. “What are you two doing here?”

      I made sure the throw blanket over me was covering everything. I would have liked to have had the floor swallow me. I couldn’t believe my luck. In walks Georgina, my worst nightmare, and I’m naked. What a bad dream come true.

      “We came to check on you, Langdon. We hadn’t heard from you and your father was told you’d come down here. What is she doing here, Langdon?”

      I tried to sit up but Lang hurried over to me and put his hand on my good shoulder holding me down. I looked up at him with desperate pleading in my eyes. I wanted to go. I didn’t want to be stuck in the house with his parents, and I sure as hell didn’t want to have to hear the conversation that was certain to follow.

      “No, Sunshine.  You’re staying.” He looked over at his parents and frowned. “You shouldn’t have come. As you can see, I’m fine. Now, go on back home.”

      Georgina clutched the necklace on her neck and frowned. “Darling, don’t be silly. We’ve come all this way. We’ll wait while you to dismiss your…friend. We have business to discuss.”

      I tried to get up again, but Lang’s hand flattened on my collarbone and kept me from moving. “Lang, I don’t want to stay. Just let me go. I’ll get myself home.”

      “Listen to the girl, Langdon. This is family business,” Langdon Senior piped up.

      Lang growled in his parents’ direction. “She’s not a girl, she’s staying, and she is family. My family, my mate.”

      “Not this again, Langdon.” Georgina sighed dramatically and let go of her necklace. It looked like she’d decided that maybe I wouldn’t lunge for it, yank it off her neck, and take off running to the nearest pawn shop. Not at that moment, anyway. Her voice turned syrupy sweet. “Oh, Langdon, darling, I should never have mentioned Muddy coming back to town. I should’ve known that with how busy you’d been, you’d probably be lonely and jump at a chance for a quick…whatever. You simply need to refocus, darling. I know plenty of fine wolf women. With documented pedigrees. I’d love to introduce you to Priscilla’s daughter.”

      “Just let me go.” I pulled at his hand, but I was weak. And naked.

      “Don’t mention Priscilla’s daughter or any other women in front of me again. Muddy is the only woman I’ve ever cared about. I should’ve done right by her all those years ago, instead of letting you push me into a phony marriage. If I’d have realized how badly I was hurting Muddy, I never would have agreed to that disaster. I’m a grown man now, and there’s not a damn thing you can say to keep me from doing everything in my power to beg her forgiveness and trying to make up for that mistake. So, either you accept her, or you can leave. Actually, I’d prefer you leave either way.”

      “She’s not even a wolf, Langdon.”

      “She’s my mate!”

      “She’s right here and isn’t comfortable with being talked around.”

      “Oh, Langdon, think of our reputation.” Georgina was kind of a broken record. “Our family name. Those things are important whether you want them to be or not. If you refuse to think of yourself, think about the next generation. What about your niece Caroline’s future?”

      “Caroline? Caroline would do well to stay away from those uppity snobs. I mean, letters of recommendation for pre-school? Christ, based on what, how well the kids make mud pies and eat boogers?

      “Langdon!” Georgina’s eyes narrowed on me.

      “Son, now you’d better think about this for a minute.”

      “Dad, there’s nothing to think about. I love her. And, I consider myself lucky that Muddy would even give me the time of day. She’s better than the whole lot of us combined, so you have nothing to worry about as far as the family lineage. If she ever graces me with her hand in marriage, she’ll do nothing but elevate our line.” Lang shook his head. “I’m not doing this. This is ridiculous. I’m not going to argue with you about this. It is what it is. She stays. You leave.”

      I held my breath. He loved me? Hand in marriage? He wanted to spend the rest of his life with me? I mean… I guess I hadn’t thought of it that way. I knew he wanted to hook up and all, that had always been the case, but forever? My heart started racing. I was going to have a heart attack, I was pretty sure.

      “We both know you only came here to ask for more money. So, here. Take a check and go.” Lang walked over to his wallet on top of the kitchen counter and snatched something out of it. “It’s the last one. I’m not funding your lavish lifestyle anymore. Especially if you insist on being rude to my mate.” Lang pointed at me. “This woman is my number one.”

      Georgina should have left well enough alone. She should have just taken the check, but Georgina being Georgina, would just not let it go. Her eyes narrowed in on me for the kill. “What have you done? What spell have you cast over my son, you she-devil?” The woman was livid. Her face was a shade of bright red. “Just like I told you all those years ago at the chapel, he’ll quickly tire of you again. A poor, white trash cat shifter like you can’t keep someone as high bred as Langdon entertained for long.”

      Lang’s brows furrowed and he looked from his mother to me, back to his mother, and then again to me. “The chapel? Did she say chapel? Is she saying what I think she’s saying?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh, for god’s sakes, yes, she showed up at your wedding!” Georgina was practically spitting she was so angry. “Like a stray cat begging for a home. I shooed her off.”

      Lang stood speechless for a moment. All these years, I’d assumed he knew about Georgina confronting me at the chapel and my utter humiliation. It became obvious he hadn’t as I watched him process what his mother had just said. Then he strode to the door and yanked it open. “Out.”

      “How dare you threaten us, Langdon! After all we’ve done for you!” Georgina held her ground until Lang released a loud, vicious, snarling growl from the depths of his chest that had even me shaking.

      Both his parents hurried out of the house, but not before Georgina looked back at me and glared.

      Lang slammed the door shut and locked it before leaning against it and letting his head hang low. “Jesus. You think I’m like them.”

      The urge to rush and deny it was there, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t let go of that last tidbit of the past. He did have that side to him, didn’t he? Even though I’d been seeing a different side lately, I’d spent years angry and hating him. I couldn’t let go that easily, could I? “I don’t know, Lang.”

      He shrugged and walked towards the back rooms of the house. “It’s fine. Maybe you’re right. I did, after all, just kill a man with no remorse.”

      “You killed him to save me.”

      “Who knows? Maybe I am a soulless monster.” With that, he disappeared into the back of the house.

      I gritted my teeth. I was pretty sure I’d said something very similar to him. He wasn’t a soulless monster, though. He’d fought to save me and he’d thrown his parents out for me.

      He’d even used the “L” word. I realized that all this time, he had been trying to show me his love for me in his own way.

      I was still too scared to carry that train of thought any further, though. I didn’t know what to do with it. How did I turn on a dime and drop all the past resentments? I just…I just needed time.
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      A pounding on the door startled me awake.  The sun was pouring in through the open windows, and the morning breeze carried the chirping songs of birds.  My body ached, but I could move now without it feeling like my skin was going to rip open. That pounding was awful, though. I sat up and spotted Lang striding towards the door. His chest was bare, minus the kitchen towel thrown over his shoulder. The smell of bacon followed him.

      My mouth watered, but not from the bacon. I had to remind myself that jumping Lang’s bones would be sending mixed signals. No matter how aroused the mere sight of the man made me.

      “Good morning, Sunshine.” He winked at me and wiped his hands on the towel before grabbing the doorknob and pulling the door open. “I believe you have some guests.”

      I drew my eyes away from Lang’s chest just as the house exploded with Charlie, Denny, Carter, and Sonnie. They rushed in and all started yelling at once. They seemed intent on tearing into Lang until they saw me. The blanket was covering my chest and down, but my bandaged shoulder was visible for their viewing. I hadn’t looked at the mess from the gunshot yet, but I knew it wouldn’t be pretty. Their expressions confirmed that.

      “What the fuck happened to you?!” Sonnie exclaimed while holding up a balled fist and glowering in Lang’s direction.

      Lang closed the door and backed towards the kitchen. “I’ll set out a few more plates.”

      “Fuck your plates!” Sonnie followed him. She was on a roll.

      “Is she the florist? I expected her to be sweeter, honestly.” Lang grinned at me and vanished behind a wall just as Sonnie’s shoe hit it.

      “He called your house and told Anna that you were here and not to worry about you, but look at you! What did he do to you, Muddy?”

      I pulled the blanket tighter around me and wiggled into a more comfortable position. “He saved my life.”

      Denny tripped over the edge of the rug and flung herself onto the chair opposite the couch. When she was settled, she shook it off like she’d meant to do that, then looked me over. “What happened?”

      I listened to the distant sounds of Lang cooking and looked down at my hands. I knew that my friends would carry me out of there if I said I wanted to go home. There was my chance to leave, right there in front of me.

      Charlie knelt in front of me, on top of the makeshift bed that Lang had slept on. “Tell us what happened, Muddy.”

      “Um…I…” I rubbed my eyes and shoved my hands into my hair.  Tangles stopped me from getting very far, but the motion helped settle me.  “I ran too far outside of town limits. Someone set a leg trap and I got caught in it.”

      “Oh no!” Sonnie slumped down next to Denny who clasped her hands over her belly. “Oh, God. Are you okay?”

      “Lang found me. He got me out.” I wasn’t going to say anything else about what happened. It was just as much Lang’s story to tell as it was mine.

      “That’s a gunshot wound on your shoulder, Muddy.” Carter crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not telling us everything.”

      Lang strolled into the living room with an armful of glasses and a jug of juice in his hand. Something about it almost made me laugh. It was such a far cry from how his mother would’ve served her guests. Or, how her hired help would have served them, rather.

      “The asshole who set the trap tried to hurt Muddy. He won’t hurt anyone ever again.” He put the juice down and looked over at me. “How do you like your bacon?”

      My stomach fluttered. “Crispy.”

      He smiled and nodded. “Crispy, it is.”

      Charlie held up her hands. “Wait a second. What do you mean?  Again, we’re not getting the whole story here.”

      I met Lang’s strong gaze and shrugged. “It’s yours to tell, if you want to, Lang.”

      Lang looked at each of the women. “I killed him.”

      “Whoa.” Denny worried the edge of a throw pillow and stared off in the distant. “That’s intense.”

      Lang suddenly sniffed the air and then nodded at Denny. Congratulations. Denny’s face turned a deep shade of pink and Lang turned and left the living room, his back and shoulders stiff.

      “Congr—Are you kidding?” I screamed a little louder than I intended to, but only because I knew exactly why Lang was congratulating her. I hadn’t paid attention to it, I’d been so distracted by their questions, but I took a big sniff of the air. Denny was pregnant.

      Her grin stretched wide across her face and everyone started talking at once about how they couldn’t wait to tell me and how worried they’d been when Denny had come to the B&B looking for me, and I wasn’t there…until Denny interrupted. “I need the bathroom. I have to pee so bad!”

      Denny jumped up headed in the direction I pointed. The tension in the room had been effectively broken with her good news and I finally relaxed back into the pillows behind me.

      “Shit.” Charlie sat back. “He killed for you. So, did, you put out?”

      Sonnie snorted.

      “What are you thinking, Muddy?” Carter moved closer and rested her chin in her hand. “You look like you’re being pulled in a million different directions.”

      I looked towards the kitchen and Lang. I knew he could hear everything being said, so I just shrugged. I didn’t know what I was thinking. I didn’t know why I was still there. Why wasn’t I running? I should’ve been waving goodbye to Lang from the back of one of their cars. I wasn’t, though. I couldn’t imagine doing it, either.

      “I get it. It’s complicated. It’s always complicated.” Charlie patted my hand. “There aren’t that many options for mates, though, honey. I’m afraid you’re stuck with the man. And trust me, even an hour ago, I would’ve called bullshit and told you that Sonnie knows a witch who could maybe break the mate bond, if she tried hard enough, but now…”

      “He literally killed someone for you.” Carter shook her head. “I wouldn’t normally use that at a scale for proving love, but in this case, it’d be a pretty hard sell to convince anyone otherwise.”

      Lang came in and handed me a piece of bacon. “Good?”

      My stupid stomach fluttered again and I felt my face heat as I tried it. Of course, it was perfect. I felt exposed, like everyone could read the thoughts burning through my brain as I looked up at Lang and nodded. I wasn’t thinking about the bacon or my friends. I was consumed with thoughts of the man I’d sworn I hated for over a decade.

      “We can’t stay. We just had to make sure you were okay, Muddy. Do you want to come with us?”

      I looked from Charlie to Lang. The look on his face said it all. He was clearly hopeful, yet worried. It was the first time I’d seen him look self-conscious and unsure of himself. It was such a foreign look on his handsome face that it was almost startling. I realized in that moment I had the chance to reject him the way I’d felt rejected.

      Lang looked down at his bare feet. I could hear his heart racing and smell the beads of sweat forming on his skin. He was preparing for me to go. He didn’t expect me to agree to stay with him when presented with the option to leave.

      That uncertainty in him, the humanity that shone through his normally cool, composed façade got to me. And, surprisingly, I no longer had the desire to lash out at him, or run from him. Not anymore. I wanted to know more of the man who’d sent his parents away because they were awful to me. Who had told his dad that he loved me. Lang and I weren’t done. In fact, we were just getting started.

      “I’ll stay.”
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      “Okay. There’s no cable here and the only DVDs I can find are Ghost and Pretty Woman.” I held up the two movies and said a silent prayer that Muddy didn’t want to watch either one.

      “Let’s just listen to the radio.”

      “Thank god.” I found a small stereo and turned to a classic rock radio station.

      Muddy rolled on to her side on the couch and smiled at me. “Not the romantic movie type?”

      I flipped off the light and settled onto my blanket next to her on the floor. “Not really.”

      “Let me guess…action movies and horror flicks?”

      “Documentaries and thrillers.” I grinned up at her. “And you like…comedies?”

      “I don’t know what I like. It’s been so long since I sat down to watch a movie.” She traced the edge of the couch with her finger and sighed. “Besides going back Chattington for the funeral, this is the first break I’ve taken in years.”

      We’d talked all day, but we hadn’t touched on her visit to Chattington. “I was home right after you. My parents’ anniversary. Mom thought it’d be funny to throw it in my face that you’d just been in town.”

      “I’ve been wondering about something, Lang. You said you thought I’d left town with Deacon Allred. Where in the world did you get that idea?

      I snorted out a bitter laugh. “My mother.”

      Muddy groaned. “Why does she hate me? Or is it just the obvious, that I’m not uber rich?”

      “She hates everyone.”

      “She didn’t hate Michelle.”

      I sat up and took Muddy’s hand. “She did. She didn’t hate Michelle’s money and bloodline. She just tolerated Michelle because she came with a shitload of a deal. She hates everyone. She hates Dad, she hates me, she probably hates herself. She’s just a miserable person.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s actually pretty ironic.” I stroked her hand and continued to hold it since she hadn’t pulled away. “She chose my dad over her true mate, for money and prestige.”

      “God. And your dad?”

      “He doesn’t think anyone knows, but he sneaks away and fucks his mistress on the weekends.”

      Muddy sat up and pulled her hand back. “You never stood a chance at normal, did you?”

      I sat back and frowned. “I think I’m okay.”

      “No, I mean, with us. At twenty-three, you were still so young and all you’d ever seen was your parents. Their abnormal behavior was probably normal to you. It’s no wonder you didn’t see the value in me.”

      My chest tightened. “Don’t say that.”

      “What?”

      I swore. “I did see the value in you. I always have and still do. I just didn’t know how to handle it. I also don’t want you making excuses for my shitty behavior. No matter what, I should’ve realized how my actions would have affected you. The universe granted me something so amazing. I should’ve let them disown me. Hell, I should have disowned them.”

      “It’s a tough spot to be in. Must have been confusing to have so much pressure and—”

      “Seems pretty clear now. You were willing to love me, even though I didn’t deserve it. I wish I could go back in time and spend the last ten years cherishing you. I hate myself for not remembering the right song. I hate that I’ve only made love to you twice and neither of them were what they should’ve been.”

      Muddy took a deep breath and reached out to gently cup my cheek. “I hated you for so long. I don’t want to hold on to that anymore.” She leaned her head back and blew out a slow breath. “Which is terrifying because it’s been with me so long, it’s become an old friend. The kind of friend that eats you up from the inside out, but I feel naked without it.”

      “I’ll never hurt you again, Muddy. I’m not naïve and stupid anymore. Not as stupid. And, I’m not my parents.” My heart beat inside my chest so loudly that I could barely hear myself talk. “I’m not. I’ll do whatever you need me to do to prove it to you. I’ll marry you right now and agree to give you everything I have.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she looked terrified. I played back what I said. I cursed and shook my head. I scared her. “That wasn’t an actual proposal. I was just…speaking hypothetically. You know what I mean. Right?”

      She laughed and nodded. “You’re crazy.”

      “I just want another chance on whatever terms you’re comfortable with. Please.”

      “How are we supposed to do this? I’m not leaving Helen’s Corner.  This place is my life.”

      “I’ll come here. I’ll live with you in that madhouse with the old ladies and I’ll work from your dining room. I can control my corporate interests remotely.”

      “You don’t want to live here, Lang.”

      “I want to be near you. The rest doesn’t matter to me.” I rested my hands on her thighs and felt a new energy pulse through me. “I’m practically begging here, Sunshine.”

      “If we do it, we take it slow.” She blew out a breath. “We do more talking and we hang out. We get to know each other better.”

      “Fine. We take it slow.”

      “I mean it, Lang.”

      I shrugged. “Slow is good with me. I’ll take slow.”

      She stared at me for a few seconds and then nodded. “Okay. We take it slow.”

      I felt my face stretch into a wide grin. “You like me.”

      She rolled her eyes and then stretched back out on the couch. Her matted frizz of red hair, covered in an afghan from chin to toes, one heavily bandaged foot poking out the bottom, she was still the sexiest woman I’d ever seen. “Don’t make me regret it.”

      The desire to grab her and claim her was strong, but I could wait. I was getting a second chance. I wasn’t going to fuck it up. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get to you, Sunshine.”

      “Men always mature slower than women. You probably couldn’t help it.”

      “There’s that smart mouth. I was afraid you’d go soft on me once you decided you liked me again.”

      Her head appeared over the side of the couch and she scowled down at me. “I’m going to regret it. I can tell already.”

      “You like me, you really like me!” I laughed and folded my hands behind my head. Life was suddenly very good. “Try to resist. I know it’ll be hard, but just try.”

      “And I regret it.” She reached down and smacked my chest. “It took you less than five minutes to wear out the warm, fuzzies. Congrats!”

      I trapped her hand against my chest and smiled up at her. “Warm fuzzies? I’ll give you warm fuzzies.”
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      Slowly. We were taking it slowly. I made that very clear to Lang, yet my body had been screaming at me to hump him the whole day. Talking had been laborious. It was impossible to not feel something when the man never put a shirt on. There was so much muscular, sculpted chest and bicep on display and I had to fan myself. I was only a woman. I couldn’t resist that shit.

      I was still sprawled on the couch, and he was in his usual spot lying on the floor next to me.

      While I was giving lectures to him about taking it slow, I was really talking to myself. I couldn’t just pounce. We needed to build some kind of base first, before we went there. Trust needed to be developed.

      My hand was trapped against his stomach, though. His skin was warm and it felt smooth over hard, rippled muscle. I wanted to crawl on top of him and praise the god of abs for such a fine specimen.

      “You alright up there?”

      I jerked my hand back and squeezed my eyes shut. “Uh-huh. I’m great.”

      “Hey, Muddy?”

      I smoothed my hands down my blanket and winced as they felt like rakes across my sensitive chest. “Yeah?”

      “We could start the taking it slow thing tomorrow.”

      I couldn’t make a joke at that moment. I should’ve. A more controlled woman would’ve laughed it off with a smart ass comment and gone to sleep while listening to old school rock on the radio. A more controlled woman would’ve realized that she was still healing from an injury and should take it easy.

      “Sunshine?”

      I wasn’t that woman. I was a fucking lioness, for god’s sake. This pretending to be a tame house kitten was bullshit. I rolled off the couch and crashed onto his chest in a tangle of blankets and limbs. It jarred my leg and shoulder, but I didn’t care. “Tomorrow. The slow thing.”

      Lang smelled like smoky leather and dark spices. I latched my lips onto his and devoured him. I licked and nipped at his mouth unable to get enough. I wanted more. More Lang. He locked his hands in my hair and kissed me back like he was starving for me. It was a bruising kiss that promised so much more. Our teeth bumped into each other, our noses pressed against one another. It was hurried, desperate, and needy.

      I tried to adjust my position so I could line our bodies up and bumped my leg on the coffee table. I cried out in pain, but wasn’t ready to stop kissing him. He pulled back, so I kissed down his jaw and to his neck. His growth of beard tickled my lips, but I loved it. “Don’t shave. I love this.”

      “Sunshine, stop.” Lang gently pushed me away and sat up. He helped me up and shook his head. “You’re hurting yourself.”

      I panted, my body still flashing all green-lights-go at me. “It’s fine. I’m okay.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t do it. It’s hurting you.”

      I frowned. “You want to stop?”

      He stood up and easily picked me up. “I didn’t say that. We’re just not going to do it on the floor between a couch and a coffee table.” He headed toward a bedroom.

      Wrapping my arms around him, I kissed and nibbled at his neck again. “You’re probably too old for that now, anyway.”

      He laughed and gently laid me down on a bed. Hovering over me, he tenderly pulled the still tangled blanket off of me and dropped it on the floor. “When you’re healed, I’m going to put that sassy mouth of yours to good use.”

      I shivered and reached for him, but he moved away. “Lang.”

      He stood at the end of the bed, smiled at me and slid his pants down, releasing his massive erection. “I’m right here, Sunshine.”

      He took my good leg in his hands and lightly stroked up my calf. His big hands were warm and rough as he trailed behind my knee and up the back side of my thigh. It was torture. “Lang.”

      “Mmm. I love hearing you say my name like that.” He kissed the bottom of my foot and ran his tongue along my ankle. “I regret never tasting you here. Or here.”

      My back arched as he knelt on the bed and flicked his tongue over the sensitive skin behind my knee. He hands circled my waist and then moved under me to grip my ass. His fingers ran down the seam and then he was trailing back down to my foot.

      “I probably knew that I wasn’t worth your time. I took you as fast as I could and as eagerly as I could because I wanted to be with you before you woke up and realized how far beneath you I was.” He took my other leg and delicately stroked his hands up the calf and planted kisses there, paying special attention to the marred skin there. “I still believe you could wake up and realize that you’re so much better than me, so I plan to worship your body until you can’t live without me.”

      I held my breath as he pressed my legs together and worked his hands over my thighs, massaging and teasing me as his thumbs dipped closer and closer to the junction between them.

      “These thighs are a wet dream, Sunshine.” He leaned forward and ran his tongue down the seam of my thighs. “I want to spend every night with them wrapped around my head as I worship you with my mouth.”

      “Lang, please.”

      He moved up my body and dipped his tongue into my navel. Swirling it, he moaned when I buried my hands in his hair and tugged. His fingers moved over my rib cage and over the sensitive skin under my breasts before vanishing.

      It was torture. My body was wound tighter than I’d ever felt it and I knew I would come if he just touched me in the right spot. I just needed him to touch me.

      His breath was hot on my skin as his mouth followed his hands.  “Please, what, Sunshine?”

      I cried out as his breath hovered over my nipples. I couldn’t take much more. “Please, fuck me, Lang.  I need you.”

      His knee wedged my thighs apart and then his hand was cupping my sex. His other hand held my breast while his mouth moved even higher. His teeth raked across my skin and his voice was rough as he whispered against my ear. “You’re the only thing that matters to me, Muddy.”

      My body flushed as everything drew tight and then released in a hot wash of pleasure. He was barely touching me but as an orgasm washed over me, I shivered against his body and I felt the power he had over me. In that moment, I felt insane to have tried to stop what was between us. We were meant to be. Not even in some fairytale, princess and prince, kind of way, but in the very way that our bodies sang for each other. It was fate and chemistry and maybe something a little bit fairytale-ish, and it was crazy to fight it.

      In a moment of pure clarity, in the middle of a blissful haze, I knew that he was it for me. My whole life had just done a 180 and I was jumping in with both feet. I felt the calling from my lioness and his wolf. I felt his desire. I felt my own intense need to have him.

      “Mark me, Lang. I want to be yours, officially.”

      If I’d been worried at all that he’d pull away, or hesitate, his instant reaction put that worry to rest. Rolling onto his back and pulling me on top of him, he cupped the back of my neck and held my face over his.  “You are mine, Muddy. Forever.”

      He shifted his hips and entered me in one strong thrust as he pulled my head to the side and sank his teeth into my neck. I screamed as something stronger than an orgasm ripped through my body and kept pulsing through me. Pleasure like I never knew existed kept my body pulled tight as it coursed up and down, over and over again. Tears leaked from my eyes and my scream quieted as I lost my breath. My nails turned to claws that dug into Lang’s shoulders. We remained that way for minutes, and then snapped free and I slumped on top of him, an exhausted, sweaty mess.

      Lang shook under me. His body was taught and he was still hard inside me. I realized he’d held out while I fell apart and smiled against his chest.

      “Your turn, puppy dog.” I squeezed my core around his shaft and sank my teeth into his skin right where I wanted my mark to be—over his heart. It wasn’t a conventional marking, but we weren’t a conventional couple.

      His hands locked on my hips and I found the strength to ride him to climax. His head stretched back, his neck pulled tight, a wild howling growl escaped his lips as he came, filling me with his seed until it spilled out and ran down my thigh. His arms locked around me, holding me against his chest as his heart beat wildly in time with mine.

      In an instant, I felt an incredible freedom. My mark showed proudly on his chest, while his throbbed on my neck. I was tied to my mate more permanently than a marriage, yet I’d never felt freer.

      “Fuck, Muddy.” Lang didn’t loosen his grip on me.

      I was sore and tired, but restless for more. “I’m not going to stop you.”

      His dick gave an answering twitch inside of me. “You’re mine.”

      “You said that.”

      “I’m yours.”

      My lioness purred and I licked the mark I’d left on him. “You are.”

      “I don’t think that was slow.”

      “We’re starting that tomorrow.”

      He laughed and rolled us over. The motion buried him in me even farther. “Maybe I should propose tonight.”

      My heart stopped.

      “Kidding.”

      “You’re an ass.” I scowled at him.

      “If I wasn’t, you wouldn’t recognize me.” He gripped my hips and rocked into me. Then, his eyes turned serious and he stopped moving for the second. “But I do want to marry you. Whenever you’re ready. I know that you are it for me.”

      I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and held onto him. “Maybe when you can remember the song, I’ll be ready.”

      He suddenly pulled away and leaned over the bed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for my phone. I’m going to find out which song it was.”

      Laughing, I pulled him back to me and kissed him. “Hey, what do you think about taking a swinger’s cruise with the New Mexico Flamingo Grannies for a honeymoon?”

      “A swinger—” His eyes narrowed. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Maybe.” I flashed a smile that I hoped looked mysterious.

      He laughed heartily and kissed my temple. We weren’t taking it slow at all, but I felt okay. More than okay. Not that I’d let him know it, yet.

      

      
        
        The End.
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      In the southwestern town of Burden, Texas, good ol’ bears Hawthorne, Wyatt, Hutch, Sterling, and Sam, and Matt are livin’ easy. Beer flows freely, and pretty women are abundant. The last thing the shifters of Burden are thinking about is finding a mate or settling down. But, fate has its own plan…
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      In the late 1800’s, on a homestead in New Mexico, a female shifter named Helen Cartwright, widowed under mysterious circumstances, knew there was power in the feminine bonds of sisterhood. She provided an oasis for those like herself, women who had been dealt the short end of the stick. Like magic, women have flocked to the tiny town of Helen’s Corner ever since. Although, nowadays, some call the town by another name, Hell’s Crazy Corner.
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      “Take a seat Doctor Cooper.” Hannah’s lawyer proffered a chair opposite his paper-strewn desk. He adjusted his spectacles before continuing, “It’s all fairly straight forward—all monetary assets are to be transferred from your uncle’s estate at your earliest convenience.”

      Hannah smiled tightly, not really knowing what to say. It had been an overwhelming week. It began with her uncle’s funeral, a man she hadn’t spoken to in years and only vaguely recollected. It was now ending, on a warm Friday afternoon, in her lawyer’s office, discussing the deposit of a large inheritance into her bank account.

      “I have to say,” the lawyer continued, “it’s a rare pleasure allocating such large funds to someone so risk-adverse. You have a very healthy credit record, Doctor Cooper.”

      “Well. I don’t come from a wealthy background, Mr. Moore. I think that helps.”

      “Indeed.” He nodded, “There is, however, another matter I wanted to discuss with you today.” He cleared his throat before continuing, “Your marriage to a Mr…” He peered down at the document in his hand, “Bradley…”

      “Brad Crawford,” Hannah interrupted him. “Yes. We’re not actually married. I mean, we’re married, technically, but… well, haven’t been together for many years now. We just never got around to a divorce.”

      “I suggest that you do. You understand, of course, that he could cause,” he hesitated, looking for the right word, “issues as your legal husband if you were to receive the inheritance and then opt for a divorce. My suggestion to you would be to obtain signed divorce papers before the transfer proceeds.”

      Hannah nodded, “I don’t think that will be a problem… once I track him down.”

      “You don’t know Mr. Crawford’s location?”

      “No. I haven’t seen him in ten years.” Hannah shrugged, she really hadn’t thought about him for an entire decade. They broke up a month before she left for medical school, and neither of them had been in contact with one another since.

      “Well, I suggest you locate him. My understanding is that these funds will enable you to start your own medical practice?”

      Hannah nodded, “Yes… and pay off my student loans.”

      “Admirable. I hope it proves a fruitful endeavor. I will have the divorce papers drawn up for you by next week. Once you have the co-signature, we can reconvene and transfer the funds.

      “Okay. Well, great.” Hannah rose from her chair, and shook her lawyers hand. “Thank you for your help, Mr. Moore.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Dr. Cooper.”

      

      Riding the elevator down from Delaney, Smith and Wexler LLP, Hannah felt dizzy. She had hoped that one day she’d have the financial means to open her own practice specializing in family medicine, but never in her wildest dreams did she imagine that day would come so soon. Thank you, Uncle Henry. May you rest in peace.

      All she had to do now was get a divorce. She slipped on her RayBans as she stepped out of the office building and into the bright Chicago sunshine, heading towards a Starbucks across the street. Hannah wasn’t on call, so this was only the second cup of the day. If she was going to start trying to locate Brad Crawford, she reasoned, she’d need all the help she could get.

      As the barista smiled at her mechanically from behind the counter, Hannah contemplated her options. She knew that neither of her parents had heard from Brad in years, and she wasn’t really in touch with anyone from High School. That was one of the drawbacks of medical school; you could forget about maintaining old friendships during the four years of intensive study, as lab partners and classmates became the only faces you ever saw. The four years of residency that followed had been no easier, but at least Hannah had shared an apartment with two other young doctors who understood the need to get shit-faced drunk the first day you lost a patient, that black-out conditions were mandatory during the day if you were on night shifts, and that the fridge needed to be stocked with Diet Coke twenty-four seven.

      Hannah figured her best bet for tracking Brad would be to start with his sister. A few months ago, Hannah was sure she’d seen a new baby announcement on Facebook with Brad’s sister tagged in the group. Lila, that was her name. Lila Crawford. As far as Hannah could recall, she still lived back in Montana, so maybe Brand was near that area too. It would be nice to visit. Maybe she could pop by and see her parents.

      With renewed vigor and a tall steaming black Columbian coffee, Hannah set off back home to her apartment.

      

      “Lila?” Hannah asked when she heard a confused ‘hello’ at the other end of the line.

      “Speaking. Who’s this?” Lila’s voice sounded sleep heavy.

      “It’s Hannah Cooper. We went to High School together.” Hannah prompted.

      “Oh, yeah. Brad’s wife.”

      “Yeah,” Hannah paused. She hadn’t exactly expected a warm reception, but Lila’s tone was particularly cold. “I was actually looking for Brad. Do you know where he lives now?”

      “Not really. I haven’t heard from him in over a year. No surprise there.”

      Hannah made a sympathetic noise, “Any idea where I might find out?”

      “Why are you looking for him anyways? You two haven’t seen each other in years.”

      “I just wanted to catch up with him, see how he’s doing…” Hannah trailed off. “I also need him to sign some divorce papers. We never really got around to it, before, you know?”

      “You getting hitched again?” Lila asked.

      “No, no, just getting my paperwork in order.”

      There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. Eventually Lila sighed.

      “Well, last I heard, he was in Alaska.”

      “Alaska?”

      “Yeah. He was doing odd jobs here and there. No idea where he’s at now though.”

      “Okay, thanks Lila. Do you know what area?”

      “Port Ursa.”

      Hannah had never heard of it. So much for her trip to Montana.

      “Great. Thanks, Lila, you’ve been really helpful.”

      “Anytime.”

      The phone went dead before Hannah had a chance to say goodbye. Hannah stared bemusedly at it. Lila had always been a bit of an oddball, and as far back as Hannah could remember, she’d never gotten along with her own brother.

      The Crawford siblings hadn’t exactly had the Leave it to Beaver upbringing, though. Brad may have been the all-star favorite on the school basketball team, but he had also been a wild card–constantly in trouble, forever in detention, and he often missed long periods of the school semester. It was that wildness that had attracted her to Brad in the first place. Hannah smiled to herself, remembering her days as a straight-laced high school student. She had been forever studying, positively obsessed with getting straight ‘A’s. Brad had caught her attention during senior year, and they had started dating casually.

      When High School came to an end, they and a group of their friends decided to celebrate their freedom with a cross-country road trip. Predicated by a night of free drinking at a casino, and Hannah’s first actual falling-down drunk, Brad and Hannah had found themselves in an Elvis Chapel in Vegas, pledging their future to one another.

      Hannah went into her bedroom, and dug out a shoebox from beneath her bed. It was full of old photos and mementos. She searched through the piles, till she came to the cheaply framed picture of her wedding day. Brad had insisted on dressing up in a Rhinestone body suit. It still made Hannah laugh. He looked ridiculous, but she didn’t look any better. Having drunkenly decided to go “full Vegas,” she’d found the tightest, shortest mini dress she could find and the highest stilettos. In the picture they were surrounded by their friends—people Hannah hadn’t seen in years. She looked at the picture fondly. Brad had been troubled, no doubt about that, but he had been fun. The foolish marriage aside, she would never regret that vacation. Her last hurrah, a taste of much needed freedom before she buckled down to carving out her career.

      She was intrigued to see what had become of Brad. She was actually surprised that this much time had passed without him contacting her to get the marriage annulled. Hannah’s dating landscape had been pretty barren, solely due to her working hours and somewhat narrow-minded focus on her job, but she would have thought Brad would have found a nice girl to settle down with by now.

      “Do we have any ice-cream?” her roommate, Laura, stood in the doorway looking utterly miserable.

      “No, honey, we don’t. Are you okay?”

      “No,” she pouted, “Long shift working with Grayson. It was horrible. He yelled for hours, and I was so tired I didn’t even know what he was yelling about.”

      “Yuck. I’m sorry, that sounds rough.” Grayson was the Chief of Staff at the general hospital where Hannah and Laura where finishing off their residency. He was an acidic demon, and getting on the wrong side of him would lead to shifts ending in tears. For Laura, it always necessitated buckets of ice cream.

      “Come on,” Hannah ushered her into the living room, and wrapped her up in a blanket on the sofa. “I’ll go out and get some.”

      “Really?” Laura’s eyes lit up, “Thank you, thank you. I’ll do your laundry duty next week.”

      Hannah laughed, “No you won’t–you never have time to follow through on that promise, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      Laura smiled sheepishly.

      “By the way, “Hannah continued, “have you heard of Port Ursa?”

      “In Alaska?”

      “Yes! Do you know it?”

      “Not really. My dad went fishing there once. I think it’s a bit of a nightmare to get to–like, one of the islands you can only get to by boat or bush plane or something.”

      “Of course it is,” Hannah sighed, “Salted caramel?”

      “Can you get that and a cookie dough one?”

      “Don’t push your luck.” Hannah picked up her keys and purse. “Be back in five.”

      Laura gave her a helpless wave from her position on the sofa.

      Hannah marched down the stairs, mildly annoyed that the one rare week she got off would be spent traipsing around in Alaska, no doubt freezing her ass off, trying to locate her legal husband.
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      “I think we should expand,” Colton Sterling leaned back in his chair, idly scratching his lean torso as he waited for his brothers’ response.

      “It’s risky, Colton,” Wyatt spoke in measured tones, “It makes me nervous that we couldn’t cover it with the income from the current fishery.”

      “But we can easily cover it with Sterling Outfitters,” remarked Colton, “We’re running a multi-billion-dollar chain. What else do you want to do with the profits?”

      Colton’s brother sighed.

      “Come on, Wyatt. You know he’s right.” Tucker Sterling broke the silence, “He was right the last time, he’s right this time, and he’s going to be right next time.”

      The three brothers sat around the table. They had been playing a game of poker, but talk had turned to business as it so often did. The whisky had stopped being poured as they tried to reach a solution, the game on pause while each man carefully considered the options.

      Years ago, when their father died, the three brothers had been left running the family’s small camping goods and outdoor supplies store right in the heart of “nowhereville” Alaska. Colton alone had seen the bigger picture; Alaska was growing its tourist influx every year. Visitors poured in seasonally for adventure and nature watching in the brutal, pristine Alaskan wilderness. All the small towns had an outdoor goods supply shop, but the quality varied, as did the stock. Colton’s brainstorm had been to take over each of these mom and pop stores, one by one, whilst keeping on board the experts who had been running each shop, as employees. It meant more income for them, as well as access to superior quality products. Thus, Sterling Supplies became Sterling Outfitters, Inc. and within a few years, new stores popped up in various locations in a chain that encompassed Alaska, Canada, and most of the lower 48 states. Sterling Outfitters was now a household name. No one could deny that Colton had a mind for business that bordered on genius.

      Now, Colton was keen to replicate the model in the fishing industry.

      “You know it’s not just the money, Colton,” Wyatt reminded him, “The Jackson pack aren’t pleased with our stronghold here. Purchasing the fishery that previously belong to their pack isn’t going to help politics.”

      “Shit, Wyatt, Jackson drank that place into the ground. If it’s not us, that place will just go to waste. There’s no one here that has the inclination to take on a place with so much bad debt attached.”

      The brothers were at a stalemate. Both Wyatt and Colton looked to Tucker, waiting for his input.

      “Look, let’s talk to Joe about it, see what he says. I agree with Colton, this is a good opportunity and it shouldn’t go to waste, but we also need to think about what the consequences are going to mean for relations between our clan and the wolves. I don’t want more shit from Jackson and the rest of them cocksuckers.” Tucker reached for the bottle of whisky. His action decreeing that the subject was now closed.

      Joe Sterling was the uncle of the three men. When their father, Joe’s brother, died, Joe took over as Alpha of the bear clan. Tensions between the wolf pack and bear clan had been growing steadily more precarious. Their father, Jeremiah Sterling, had died in his car, driving back home from work. The investigation into his death wasn’t much at the time. Port Ursa had been such a small town that the police and legal infrastructure hadn’t amounted to much, and the car had been deemed faulty. The death was recorded as an accident. The Sterling clan had their suspicions, though, grounded in the fact that two of Jackson’s pack members had reportedly been seen hanging around the lot where Jeremiah’s car was parked that day.

      Tucker poured each of his brothers a drink, and then raised his glass.

      “To the Sterling clan. Long may we prosper.”

      “Long may we prosper,” echoed Colton and Wyatt, before each downing the golden liquid.

      “How’s that woman you’re seeing from San Fran?” Tucker asked.

      Colton had spent the last two months opening a store on the San Francisco coastline, whilst simultaneously catching the attention of a local lawyer.

      “She’s great. We’ve had a good time,” Colton shrugged.

      “Let me guess – you won’t be seeing her again?” Tucker laughed, rolling his eyes at his younger brother.

      “Woman in every port, huh, bro?” Wyatt commented, his smile wry.

      “Come on, neither of you can talk. Wyatt, when was the last time you even went on a date? And Tucker, you know you’re as bad as I am. I can’t believe you’re both giving me shit for this.”

      “Believe it, brother. We know we’re all doomed to perpetual bachelorhood, so we might as well laugh about it,” Tucker replied.

      “Yeah, well, I’m too busy making money for you two, to think about settling down.” Colton stood up and shrugged his coat on before either of them could think of a comeback.
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* * *

      Colton stood at the dock, it was about ten in the evening but still not dark. The perpetual half-light of the spring evenings had begun, and would continue till September.  He could still see the light of the horizon, just a sliver, where dawn was breaking over some far off point on the North Pacific Ocean.

      The Alaskan spring had brought some warmth with it, but the evenings still remained viciously cold, and Colton pulled his jacket tighter against himself as he gazed out onto the swaying bulks of the commercial fishing ships rocking in the bay.

      Colton had a good feeling about the fishing investment. He’d eventually want to expand their catchment all the way to Japan, but for now he would be content with the Alaskan coast. As much as his brothers’ hesitation frustrated him, rationally he knew they had good reason.

      The Jackson pack wasn’t just at odds with the Sterling clan, they were also fighting within their own ranks. Drake Hansen, a wolf that had been brought up in Alaska as part of one of the oldest Yupik packs, had returned from the military to find his pack had been taken over by Simon Jackson’s faction. At the time he’d had no choice but to fall into rank, but since the death of Jeremiah Sterling and the civil unrest this had caused between clan and pack, Drake had seen an opportunity to divide the pack and reconsolidate Yupik power.

      The days of Port Ursa being a small, local and peaceful town were drawing to a close. As Colton had predicted, the town had grown rapidly in size–almost too quickly for local infrastructure to keep up. The police department was still based a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Port Ursa, which included a ferry trip, and that was on a good day. During winter, it was better to take a bushplane.

      Colton sniffed the air, clearing his senses. He could detect an out of season snow rush coming. Earlier this week, he had considered inviting the lawyer to Alaska for the weekend. He had too much work on to travel, but if the weather was going to be bad it was wise to wait. A couple of nights with the woman would have done him the world of good, but he didn’t want her getting stranded for an entire week. A week would be entirely too much together time. Better to remain solo this weekend and get on with persuading the rest of the Sterling family that fishing was the next frontier.
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      In the southwestern town of Burden, Texas, good ol’ bears Hawthorne, Wyatt, Hutch, Sterling, and Sam, and Matt are livin’ easy. Beer flows freely, and pretty women are abundant. The last thing the shifters of Burden are thinking about is finding a mate or settling down. But, fate has its own plan…

      She-Shifters of Hell’s Corner (Six Book series)

      In the late 1800’s, on a homestead in New Mexico, a female shifter named Helen Cartwright, widowed under mysterious circumstances, knew there was power in the feminine bonds of sisterhood. She provided an oasis for those like herself, women who had been dealt the short end of the stick. Like magic, women have flocked to the tiny town of Helen’s Corner ever since. Although, nowadays, some call the town by another name, Hell’s Crazy Corner.

      Rancher Bears (Six book series)

      When the patriarch of the Long family dies, he leaves a will that has each of his five son’s scrambling to find a mate. Underneath it all, they find that family is what matters most.

      Shifters of Denver (Three book series)

      Nathan: Billionaire Bear- A matchmaker meets her match.  Byron: Heartbreaker Bear- A sexy heartbreaker with eyes for just one woman.  Xavier: Bad Bear - She’s a good girl. He’s a bad bear. 

      Kodiak Island Shifters (Three book series)

      In the Port of Ursa in Kodiak Island Alaska, the Sterling brothers are kind of a big deal. 

      Self-made billionaires, they grew their late father’s little backwoods camping supply shop into a nationwide chain of outfitter retail stores.

      The only thing missing from the hot bear shifters’ lives are mates! But, not for long…

    

  

cover.jpeg
\GHELLS CORNER





