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      I turned the key again, hoping this time it would start the car. The snow was growing heavier, and I was getting later. Nothing. Not even a choking sound. “Damn it.”

      “Damn it,” Langdon echoed from the backseat.

      I turned around. “Don’t repeat what Mommy says when she’s upset.”

      He smiled. “Damn it.” This time the words were accompanied by laughter.

      I closed my eyes and tried to relax. It wasn’t my three-year-old’s fault I couldn’t afford a new car right now. He hadn’t been the one stupid enough to a have a fling with a drifter. That had been me. I was the idiot who fell for Ryder’s bright blue eyes and jet black hair that went almost to his shoulders. It had been the hair I noticed first, and then I’d gotten sucked in by the eyes. Before I’d known it I was accepting a drink from a stranger, the first of many cardinal rules I broke that weekend.

      I turned back around and tried the key. This time it turned. I sent up a silent prayer. At least something was going my way.

      I backed out of the parking spot, sliding on the icy pavement. Maybe one day the landlord would remember to salt the night before a storm. Maybe one day I’d find a better place to live. Complaining was out of the question. Finding a place to live hadn’t been easy, and I wasn’t ready to start the search again.

      “Damn it.” Langdon repeated as I made the turn onto the interstate. At least the larger roads were salted and plowed, but by the looks of the storm they wouldn’t be clear for long. I was already tired of winter, but spring was still months away. It was only December after all.

      “Stop saying that.” I kept my voice as level as possible. I didn’t want to fight with Langdon right before I dropped him off. I’d never spent a night away from him since he was born, and I wasn’t looking forward to changing that now, but I didn’t have a choice.

      I took the exit to my best, and only real, friend’s house. She rented the garden apartment of her cousin’s building. It was a much nicer apartment than mine, and her cousin gave her a great discount. I had to keep the jealousy in check when I was around Nancy. I didn’t need a fancy apartment. I had Langdon, and he was the one thing in my life I could never live without.

      I drove slowly down her street and parallel parked along the curb. I was sticking out, but I wouldn’t be there long enough for it to matter. At least I hoped not. All I needed was more car trouble. I weighed the benefits of trying to parallel park again. It wasn’t worth it. I pushed open my door and stepped out into the cold air. My sweatshirt didn’t provide much warmth, but I had forgotten to grab my coat in my rush out the door. I’d have to live without it because I had no time to go back for it.

      I helped Langdon out of my ancient Civic and grabbed his duffel bag, trying to stop the tears that threatened to spill.

      It was only going to be a few nights, but even one night seemed like too long.

      “Come on in, it’s freezing out!” Nancy ran out into the snow wearing only a tank-top and yoga pants. She picked up Langdon and hurried back inside.

      I closed the car door and followed behind.

      “Thanks for doing this.” I closed the door to her apartment behind me, careful not to knock off the wreath precariously hung on a single hook.

      “Watching my favorite little man?” Nancy hugged Langdon before setting him down on the wood floor. “I don’t mind, but you need to find him, Lex. Don’t give up until you do.”

      “All I have is an address I got from someone who knew someone. He’s probably not there.”

      “He said he was from Forest Ridge. Now you have an address. What else do you need?” Nancy put her hand on her hip. “What you’re doing is stalling.”

      I was stalling, but I also worried the handwritten scrawl of an address would be a complete dead end. I didn’t have the time to search the whole town, and it would be dangerous. The address was the only clue I had to find Ryder: the man also known as Langdon’s father. At least in the biological sense.

      “I’d go with you, but—” Nancy started.

      I interrupted. “It’s better if you watch Langdon. I don’t know what I’m going to get myself into.”

      “I still can’t believe you slept with one—” She lowered her voice to a near whisper.

      “A shifter. You can say the word, Nancy. My son is one of them.” It had taken me a long time to accept. I’d known there was something different about the sexy man who’d taken me home that night—but I’d never imagined he was something other than human. Everything about him had called to me. It was physical attraction at first, but it only grew each moment we were together. By the time I ended up in bed underneath him I didn’t care what he was. I only cared that he was there with me.

      Nancy looked down at Langdon. “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “You haven’t seen him on a full moon.” I had, and that was my main motivation for hunting his dad down. I’d never have been willing to search for Ryder if I didn’t think Langdon needed him. I didn’t need Ryder even if my body ached every time I remembered the two nights we spent together.

      “There’s another full moon coming up.” Nancy wiped her damp feet on the rug. Only she would have gone outside in the snow while barefoot.

      “That’s why I’m going now.”

      “You could wait out the storm. Give it another day,” Nancy suggested. “I know I said you were stalling, but waiting a day won’t change anything.”

      I shook my head. “I’d just chicken out.” I watched my son. He was petting Nancy’s grey striped cat while sitting beside her Christmas tree. The cat would have bitten the hand of anyone else. “I don’t want to leave him.”

      “Langdon’s going to be fine. I have the whole weekend off, and I can take him to his day care on Monday if need be. You have all the time you need.”

      “I know he’s safe with you, but I’m going to miss him.” I only hoped the time apart would be worth it in the end.

      “The sooner you find Ryder, the sooner you can come back.” Nancy patted my shoulder. “You’re doing the right thing. Don’t lose sight of that.”

      “I’m going to call you tonight. Ok?” Waiting until the evening would be hard, but calling too often wasn’t fair to Langdon or Nancy.

      “Call anytime and I’ll put him on.” She nodded toward the door. “You have to do this.”

      “Langdon?” I called out his name.

      He turned and ran over with a huge grin on his face.

      I blinked back the tears that refused to stay away. “You be a good boy for Aunt Nancy. Mommy has to go somewhere, but she’ll be back soon.”

      “Don’t go.” His eyes widened.

      “It will only be for a few days.”

      “Take me.” His eyes pleaded as much as his words.

      “I can’t.” I wanted to, but it was too risky. I picked him up and hugged him close to my chest. “I love you.”

      He rested his head on my shoulder. “Mama, what about Christmas?”

      “I’ll be back by then. It’s only going to be a few days.” I struggled to stay composed. If I started to cry he would too.

      “You promise, promise?”

      “Pinky promise.” I mustered the biggest smile I could.

      “Ok, Langdon. Let’s find something fun to play with.” Nancy took him from my arms. “The sooner you leave, the sooner you get back. Besides, the snow is getting worse.”

      “You’re right.” I didn’t want to leave, but that didn’t matter. I had to. I owed it to my son to get answers, and the only place I could get them was from his father.
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      Another night, another city. That’s how my life was starting to feel. My pack thought that also meant another girl. But it didn’t. Not since the weekend I’d thought I’d met my mate—but she’d disappeared before I could know for sure.

      I knew nothing about her except her first name and she was from somewhere outside Philadelphia. There were thousands of Alexs out there, and none of them was the one I was looking for. I was starting to think she’d given me a fake name.

      It had been four years, and I was no closer to finding her now than I was when I woke up to find my bed empty. Everywhere I went I’d looked for her, but she was never there. My brother had me half-convinced I’d made her up—and I would have believed it if it weren’t for the memories that played through my head each and every time I went to sleep. She was my mate. I knew for sure—otherwise I’d have gotten over her by now. I’d find her one day; she couldn’t hide from me forever.

      I packed my bag in yet another nondescript hotel room. I’d done the work I’d been hired to do, and after a few weeks on the road I was ready to head back to Forest Ridge. There wasn’t much waiting for me there, but as the Alpha of my pack I had to show my face once in awhile. I also needed some new assignments. The Dragons were good at keeping me busy.

      I grabbed a cup of coffee at the only place open in the tiny town. I didn’t bother getting a table. I went right up to the counter, ignoring the garland that covered half the counter top. The young waitress hurried over to serve me.

      “How are you doing this morning?” She smiled far too wide for the early hour. She was wearing a Santa hat that was jarring when compared to the dim lighting and brown tones of everything else in the diner.

      “I’m doing fine, Crystal. Yourself?” I used the name printed on her name tag. I found people really liked when you used their names. My job took me to a lot of dark places; I had to find light wherever I could.

      Her smile grew even bigger. “Can’t complain. What can I get you?”

      “A cup of coffee. To go.”

      “You leaving?” Her voice fell.

      “Yeah. My work here is done.”

      “Lucky you,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “Not as lucky as you think.” I took the cup of coffee and headed out to the closest place I had to home.
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      The snow was heavy. It was thick and swirling as I drove down the interstate. I was lucky to be avoiding side roads, but it was hard to see, and all I wanted to do was turn back around.

      But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do that to Langdon. He deserved more. He needed more than I could give him. I didn’t mean the material things. I made enough to cover all the basics, but I knew nothing about shifters other than what I read in books. The books didn’t cover how to deal with kids that seemed to want to shift during a full moon.

      I had only a few days until the next full moon. I needed to find Ryder, and I needed to find him fast.

      I turned on the radio. Music distracted some people, but it helped me focus.

      Christmas music. I changed the station. More Christmas music. I switched it off. I didn’t need to listen to that. I tried to stay positive about the holidays for the sake of Langdon, but it was hard to do after I found his letter to Santa that he wrote with Nancy.

      Dear Santa,

      All I want for Christmas is for my Daddy to come back. Mommy needs him too.

      It had nearly broken my heart and filled me with guilt. It was usually hard enough to find him the toys he requested—and to afford them. But even if I found Ryder, I couldn’t bring him into Langdon’s life. How could I explain the concept of a fling to my son? I couldn’t.

      By the time I pulled off at the exit to Forest Ridge my fingers were stiff from gripping the wheel. I drove through the unfamiliar streets slowly, hoping I wouldn’t get too incredibly lost. Thankfully I had a GPS on my phone, but I knew from experience that sometimes even a GPS got directions wrong.

      I followed the GPS carefully, turning onto a narrow street that desperately needed to be plowed. I drove as slowly as possible, gripping the wheel tightly as my wheels slid over a sheet of ice.

      Somehow I managed to pull into the gravel parking lot. The unplowed lot gave no hint to where the actual parking spots were, so I pulled in a few feet away from a large pick-up truck. The only vehicles in the lot were pick-ups and large SUVS. In other words vehicles far better equipped than mine to handle the weather.

      3445 Marshall Road South. I took a deep breath and read the address again. That’s all the piece of paper said. I’d been lucky to have gotten any lead, so I couldn’t complain.

      The building in front of me was nothing like I’d expected. Not that I’d really expected anything, but a bar wasn’t exactly what I was thinking. However, that’s what it was if I believed the name on the neon sign: Sal’s Pub.

      I looked down at my old jeans and faded black hoodie sweatshirt. I figured it didn’t matter what I was wearing since it was three o’clock in the afternoon and any patrons at a pub that early shouldn’t care. Besides, this was the shifter side of town. Being human would make me stand out more than my wardrobe.

      I was glad I’d worn boots as I took slow and deliberate steps over the snow and ice mixture that covered the ground. All I needed to do was to fall and break something.  Miraculously I reached the door uninjured. I pulled it open.

      Three pairs of eyes fixed on me as soon as I walked in. Two sets were male, one female, and none were friendly.

      “Hi.” I waved in greeting. “Are you open?”

      “No.” The girl crossed her arms. She was wearing a tank top that showed off tanned arms with muscles about twice as large as mine. The men’s arms were even bigger.

      “Oh.” I thought fast. What now? I had no plan. How could I have driven five hours without a plan? “If it’s okay with you, I’ll just ask you a quick question, and then I’ll leave.”

      “A question?” The younger of the two men furrowed his brow. “What kind of question do you want to ask?”

      “I’m looking for someone.” I went directly to the point.

      “What someone are you looking for?” The older man grinned, revealing white and very sharp looking teeth.

      I took a deep breath. “His name is Ryder.”

      “Ryder what?” The man stepped toward me.

      I resisted the urge to step back even though I was ready to bolt. “I don’t know.”

      “There’s no Ryder here.” The girl turned her back. “So get out.”

      “You don’t know any Ryders?” I mustered all the confidence I had despite the fact that I knew any of these three could kill me. No one needed to tell me they weren’t human. “None at all?”

      “What do you want with him?” A man walked out from a door behind the bar. “This Ryder you’re looking for?”

      “I need to talk to him.” I forced myself to make eye contact. I hadn’t come this far just to chicken out.

      “Talk to him about what?” He crossed his arms and stepped out of the dark space behind the bar.

      I took a good look at him. His face was the same shape as Ryder’s; he had the same bright blue eyes. “It’s private.”

      The girl laughed. “Private? You mean you slept with him?”

      “So you do know him?” I knew I was treading on thin ice, but I’d left my son and driven through a snowstorm. I wasn’t giving up yet.

      “Come here.” The one who looked a little like Ryder ordered.

      “Why?” I mustered as much confidence in my voice as I could.

      “Just come here.” He gestured for me to walk over.

      I took in another few deep breaths. I needed to find Ryder. Now wasn’t the time to get defensive. I took a few steps.

      “What’s your name?” He walked around to the front of the bar.

      “Why do you ask?” I raised my chin.

      “Just tell me your name,” he demanded.

      I froze. Did I give him my full name? My usual nickname? Or the one I’d given Ryder all those years ago. “I’m Alexandra, but I have a couple of different nicknames.”

      “What nicknames?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Lexie, Lex, Alex.” I listed them off including the one only used once—by Ryder. I’m not sure why I told him I was Alex. It had been an impulse, and it had made me feel sexier. Stronger. I’d gone to the bar that night to escape a loneliness that went so deep into my heart I wasn’t sure I could ever shake it. I’d latched on to Ryder’s attention, and I didn’t want him to know the real me. The weak me. I knew if he had he’d have turned the other way.

      “Alex?” The man tensed.

      “Yes.” I tried to calm my rapidly beating heart. The name meant something to this man.

      “Let’s go for a ride.” He came around the bar.

      “A ride?” That changed things. Getting in a stranger’s car sounded like a very bad idea. “Where are we going?”

      “You think your brother knows this girl?” The older of the men asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Ryder’s look-a like studied my face as if to make sure I was real. “But I need to find out. Keep this to yourselves please.”

      “Why?” The girl scowled. “Why should we?”

      “Because you all want Ryder to owe you a favor.” He glared at her. “He’s very good at repaying favors.”

      “He’s a wolf. He works for us. I don’t care what anyone else says.” The younger of the two original men spat on the floor.

      “He is good at what he does.” Ryder’s brother narrowed his eyes. “Keep it to yourselves, and you will be rewarded.”

      “Maybe we will if you get out of here.” The older man ran his eyes up and down my body in a way that made me completely uncomfortable.

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to get in your car.” I kept my feet firmly planted. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “I’m Norm. You know my name now. You came here to find Ryder, right?” He took a step toward me.

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “Then it’s a good idea.” He grabbed my arm and towed me out of the bar. I got pulled along in a blur. Could it have been this easy? Had I found Ryder’s brother already? Nothing in life was that easy, which is what made the situation even scarier. There had to be a catch.

      Norm opened the door to a shiny black truck. “Get in.” He glanced at the bar. “And fast.”

      “What about my car?” I hesitated beside the open door. “I can’t leave it here.”

      He went around to the driver’s side. “You really worried someone is going to take that thing?”

      “Not exactly, but it’s my only way back home.” What I really meant was it was my only way back to Langdon, but I couldn’t tell him that. I also couldn’t tell him that I wasn’t sure it could get me home. I’d barely gotten into the parking lot as is.

      “If you’re worried about being home, why are you here?” He patted the passenger seat.

      “I need to talk to Ryder. It’s important.” It involved the most important person in the world to me: Langdon.

      “Then get in the truck.”

      I looked back at the bar. The girl was on her way out. I had no idea who or what she was, but I didn’t want to wait to find out. I jumped in and pulled the door closed behind me. I was doing this for Langdon. I would have done anything to help him.

      Norm backed out of his spot and onto the road. “It’s been four years.”

      “You know who I am?” He’d recognized my name—or seemed to, but knowing specifically how long it had been was a more precise detail.

      “Oh yes, the one my brother has been pining over for years. You fucked him up royally.”

      And he’d knocked me up, so we were even. Even as I thought the words I knew I didn’t mean them. I wouldn’t have traded having Langdon in my life for anything.

      “So why are you looking for him?” He glanced over at me.

      “Where are you taking me?” I gazed out the window trying to make sure I memorized the roads we were taking in case I had to find my way back, but after a few turns I knew it was hopeless.

      “A place with less ears.”

      “Oh.” Fewer ears meant no witnesses. This might be bad. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

      He laughed. “Who said I was going to hurt you?”

      “You’re driving me off somewhere alone.” This was stupid. I was stupid. “In a snow storm.”

      “You’re the one who chose to show up during the storm.” He shot me a pointed look.

      “I need to see Ryder. This was the only time I had to come.” And I only had a few days before the full moon.

      “Why do you need to see him?” He once again took his eyes off the road to look at me.

      “It’s private.” I looked down at my lap. “Very private.”

      He slammed on the breaks.

      I grabbed onto the oh-my-god bar as the truck swerved, slipping on the snow before finally coming to a rest at the edge of the snow covered blacktop.

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and leaned toward me. “Listen to me, and listen closely.”

      I nodded. Too scared to do anything else.

      “Ryder is my brother. If you’re here to mess things up for him any worse than you already have, there will be hell to pay.”

      I started to nod but then stopped. Would telling him about his son count? “I might mess things up for him, but we still need to talk.”

      Norm’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head “Do you think I’m kidding with you?”

      I sighed. “No, but I’m trying to be honest. I have something important to talk to him about, and I can’t promise he’s going to love it.”

      “Tell me what you need to tell him.”

      I shook my head.

      “Then you’re not seeing him. I’ll take you back to your car.” He moved the truck into drive.

      “Please.” Tears slid down my face, and I lacked the strength to blink them back. “I need to see him.”

      Norm’s expression softened. “Oh, no. Seriously? You had to cry?”

      “Please.” I stopped trying to stop the tears. They were there, and if they could help me get to Ryder, maybe they weren’t so bad.

      Norm sighed. “Why can’t you tell me?”

      “He really mentioned me?” Before I revealed anything I had to make sure Ryder hadn’t completely forgotten about me.

      “He thought you were—” he stopped. “Never mind. You tell me why you’re here first.”

      I looked down at my lap and thought over my options. I could refuse again and return home without anything to show for it. Or I could tell him the truth and hope for the best. The latter option seemed like the better one. “It would be better if I showed you.” I pulled out my phone and clicked on a recent picture of Langdon. “This is why I need to talk to Ryder.”

      He returned the truck to park and grabbed the phone from me. “What?” He looked closer. “There’s no way.”

      “He’s Ryder’s.” I knew that 100% and hoped the resemblance was enough to convince Norm.

      “I know. I mean the resemblance is uncanny, but you—” He looked me over. “This is yours? He’s your son?”

      “Yes. He’s mine.”

      “Wow.” Norm looked again. Then handed the phone back. “Let’s start over. I’m Norm. Pleasure to meet you.”

      I laughed in surprise. “You’re re-introducing yourself now?”

      “Your kid is my nephew. That makes us family.” Norm stared down at my phone again. “This is unbelievable.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not here looking for family. I’m here looking for some help.”

      “Do you need money?” Norm appraised my clothing. “I can promise Ryder will take care of that.”

      “This isn’t about money.” And I needed to make sure no one made that mistake.

      “Wait.” Understanding crossed his face. “The boy is almost four, isn’t he?”

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “Things getting weird once a month?” Norm watched me expectedly.

      “Yes. Very.” There was no sense lying. I was here for help, and of all people Ryder and his brother would understand what was going on. “I thought I could handle it, but I need help. I only want what’s best for Langdon.”

      “Langdon?” Norm turned his head. “That’s his name?”

      “Yes.” I hoped there wasn’t some Langdon they knew and disliked or anything. Not that it mattered. Ryder wasn’t actually going to be involved in Langdon’s life. I only needed information.

      “Where’d you come up with it?”

      “I just liked it.” And I’d never met anyone with the name before. I wanted something fresh, a name I didn’t associate with anything or anyone else.

      “Ok.” He put the truck back in drive.

      “Where are we going?” I wasn’t as fearful of Norm now, but I still needed to know where we were headed.

      “To Ryder’s place.”

      “Is he there?” Now that the reality of seeing him was nearing my nerves set in. I hadn’t actually believed I’d get this far.

      “No, but he’ll be back soon.” Norm pulled back onto the road. “Where’s Langdon?”

      “With my friend. I was afraid to bring him.”

      “He safe?” Norm increased his speed and changed lanes.

      “Of course. I never would have left him otherwise.” Did he think I was a bad mom just because I hadn’t found Ryder sooner?

      “Sorry. Just checking. Langdon is more important than you realize.”

      “I realize how important he is.” I gritted my teeth. “It’s the first time we’ll be apart over night.” I looked down at my hands. I couldn’t afford to get upset, but I missed him.

      “You shouldn’t have waited so long.” Norm tightened his hands on the wheel.

      “I was scared.”

      “Ryder’s going to want a better explanation than that.”

      “I don’t have a better explanation.” At least none I could easily put into words.

      “I’m sure you do.” He shot me another pointed look.

      Fear was most of the reason. Fear of rejection and worried he would be angry that I left. But I’d left for the same reason. Fear.

      “Why’d you show up at the bar?” Norm turned down another residential street.

      “It’s the only address I had… I got it from a friend of a friend who knew someone.” And it seemed to have been spot on.

      Norm nodded. “We’re almost there.”

      My mind was spinning with thoughts and feelings I didn’t want to have as the snowy landscape flew by. Norm turned down another street where nearly every house was tastefully decorated with lights and wreaths for the holidays. Finally, Norm pulled into the driveway of a small craftsman style house. It was well kept with large trees anchoring both sides of the house. It was the only house on the street without decorations, but it was far nicer than what I’d expected. My only time with Ryder had involved a hotel.

      Norm got out, came around, and opened my door. I followed him up the walkway.

      He unlocked the front door of the house. “Stay here. Don’t leave. It’s dangerous on this side of town.”

      “Wait.” I tried to process everything. He was leaving me to wait alone for Ryder? This was in no way what I was expecting. “You’re leaving me here?”

      “Yes. I need to get back to the bar and make sure no one causes trouble for Ryder.” He nodded back toward where his truck waited.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Those were Dragons.” His eyes locked on mine. “You understand?”

      “Dragon shifters?” I knew that all kinds of shifters existed, but that didn’t mean I’d had any idea what those people are.

      “Yes. And that’s why you showing up there was so stupid. We aren’t the only shifters in town, and some shifters aren’t friends of ours.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear the reason. “Why aren’t they friendly with you?”

      Norm shook his head. “I’ll let Ryder explain. He should be home by tonight.”

      “So I’m supposed to wait here for him? What if he freaks when he finds someone in his house?”

      “He never has his phone on when he’s on the kind of job he’s been on. Nothing I can do.” Norm opened the door again. “Glad to meet you, Alex, or Alexandra, or whatever you call yourself. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.”

      And like that I was left alone. I really hoped Ryder would be glad to see me.
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      I hated driving in the snow. It’s not that I couldn’t do it, but the other drivers annoyed me to no end. They drove either way too slow or way too fast. The result was a stressful drive that took twice as long as it should have.

      I’d stopped an hour in to change my plates back to the real ones. You could never be too careful. I should have done it sooner, but I wanted to get home. I was tired and ready to get some actual sleep. I was good at what I did, but it involved making lots of enemies. One of these days I’d get killed—the question wasn’t if but when—if I kept this life up. But I found I didn’t care. I could never admit that out loud. I was Alpha, and my pack depended on me caring, but I couldn’t. Not anymore. I’d heard a wolf would lose his mind if he met his mate and didn’t claim her. I never believed it. I should have. But it wasn’t only his mind he loses. It’s also his soul.

      I replayed the two days I spent with Alex over and over in my head. I always started at the beginning.

      I noticed her from across the room. So beautiful, but so lonely. She stood there with her arms wrapped tightly around her as if she were cold. The bar was hot. Sticky hot, yet she appeared to be shivering.

      I’d watched her for several minutes, but then I couldn’t help myself. “And now I have a new mystery of the universe to uncover.” It was a dumb line to start with, but it was what came to my head. I could barely think straight around her.

      She turned to look at me. Her eyes widening before setting on my own. “I beg your pardon?”

      “It’s a mystery how a girl as beautiful as you could be standing here all alone.”

      “It’s no mystery.” She laughed dryly. “I’m destined to be alone.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “That’s impossible.”

      “And how would you know?” She unwrapped her arms, giving me a clear view of the body she was trying to hide.

      “Because you’re destined to be with me.”

      Her laugh wasn’t dry this time. It was loud and melodic. “Does that kind of line usually work for you?”

      “I’ve never used it before.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Likely.”

      “It’s true. Let me buy you a drink?”

      She hesitated, and I fully expected her to say no. Instead she smiled. “Sure. It’s your money to waste.”

      I shook the memories away. I had to stop torturing myself. Alex was gone, and I was going to have to find another way to go on.

      I turned on the radio. The first song was all Christmas music. So was the second. I switched it off. I was in no mood for Christmas. The only thing I wanted, I couldn’t have. Instead I thought of my pack and the work that needed to be done to build us back to the dominance we once had. Before I knew it I was pulling into my driveway.

      I knew something was off the second I got out of my car. I sensed someone inside my house. The closer I got to the house, the more confused I became. It was a human and a female. It was also achingly familiar. Now I could add losing my senses to my list of losses.

      I opened the front door and walked in quietly. I was good at sneaking around. It was part of my job.

      And that’s when I saw her. Curled up on my couch with a hand wrapped around a phone. I watched her, wondering if I was hallucinating. It couldn’t really be her, after all these years. But my senses were right. It was her. It was Alex.

      She looked so peaceful, and I kneeled down next to her, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her. Why was she here? After all this time? I couldn’t hold back any longer, I brushed some of her long blond hair away from her face. Her skin was still smooth as silk. All of her skin had been. Every inch of it. I’d made sure to memorize and touch all of it the last time we were together.

      She’d been so full of life and excitement. Everything I wasn’t.

      Her eyes flew open, and she sat up with a start, pulling her knees up to her chest.

      Neither of us said anything. We just stared at each other. I was full of so many conflicting feelings. Anger. Hurt. Need. Need was the strongest. I’d waited years to see her again. My imagination hadn’t built her up into something more: she was just as perfect as I remembered. My body ached for her. My wolf howled inside, begging me to claim her—to do what I failed to do four years earlier.

      “I can explain.” Her three words broke the silence.

      “Explain which part exactly?” I held myself together even though the distance was killing me. I didn’t care about anything but the fact she was back. And she was back to stay—I wasn’t letting her disappear on me again. She was in my home—exactly where she belonged.

      Her eyes were different. The lightness was gone. She licked her lips, making me think of the many things I wanted those lips to do. “I guess there are a few things to explain.”

      “Why did you leave?” I’d been trying to come up with an answer to that question over and over for years. She’d disappeared. We’d spent two nights together. Two nights connected by a day when we barely got out of bed. She’d enjoyed it as much as I had. We were connected and meant to be together, and our bodies had known it from the moment we met. Yet she’d left me. Left me lying in my hotel room naked and alone. I usually had sharp senses. I should have noticed she left, but I was so hungover from being with her I’d let myself relax.

      “I was scared.” She blinked a few times.

      “That’s not an answer.” It was hard to stay away. Even the small distance separating us was too much.

      “Your brother said you’d say that.” She looked away.

      “You’ve met my brother?” I was starting to get an answer to another question, how the hell she’d gotten into my house. Not that I minded she was there.

      “I went looking for you—and he brought me here.”

      “Where’d you look for me?” I had a feeling I wouldn’t like this answer.

      “A bar. Sal’s Pub.”

      “You went into Sal’s?” My body tensed. “Did anyone touch you?”

      “No one touched me, but yes I went in. It was the only address I had. Your brother found me, and he brought me here.” She lowered her knees and stood up.

      “I have more questions about that, but my brother brought you here?” My brother was insanely protective of me. It was funny because he was the younger one—but I was Alpha, so I guess it made sense.

      “Yes. I was worried you’d be mad, but he insisted I wait here. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Mad?” I closed the space between us. “Mad isn’t the right word.”

      “Then what word is?” She wrapped her arms around herself.

      “I’m not the best at using words to explain myself.”

      “How else could you explain?”

      “Like this.” I was done waiting. I crashed my lips into hers and pulled her into my arms. She was startled but made no move to stop me. I pushed for entry to her mouth, and she opened up to me.

      I explored her mouth—which was at once familiar and entirely new. I was hungry for far more and gently pushed her arms down to her sides. I needed to feel her body pressed against mine.

      Before I could get completely lost in her, I broke the kiss. There were things to discuss before I claimed her the way I should have four years before.

      She stared at me while she tried to regain her breath.

      “Why are you back now?” Kissing her had been impulsive and stupid. I’d unnerved us both, but I didn’t regret it. I’d never regret touching her.

      “His name is Langdon.” She chewed her lower lip.

      “Who the hell is Langdon?” Was she really here to tell me about some other guy? My muscles quivered.

      She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them. “Our son.”

      “Our son?” A million thoughts swirled through my head. “You can’t mean that.”

      “I can, and I do.” She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “Just look.”

      I accepted the outstretched phone, and my heart skipped a beat as I looked into the eyes of a little boy. There was a resemblance I couldn’t deny. “All these years you kept him from me?”

      She looked down. “You made it clear you were a drifter. Said you were always traveling.”

      “But you had my kid. You didn’t think that would change anything?” I would have stayed with her. I planned to and would have if she hadn’t run off. But this. A son? This really changed everything. My heart nearly beat out of my chest as I processed the revelation.

      “I thought you’d reject us anyway.” She looked down.

      “So you let your low self-esteem keep me away from my son?” I was being harsh. I knew it, but she’d kept him from me. She’d kept a part of me hidden away for nearly four years.

      “It was a mistake to come.” She reached for her phone.

      I held it away. “No. It was a mistake for you to wait four years.”

      “Please. I’ll just leave.” She clasped her hands together in front of her.

      “Leave?” My wolf roared at the thought. “You show up and tell me I have a son, and then you think I’m going to let you walk out of here?”

      She shivered. “I don’t know. But I need to leave. This was a mistake.” She wrapped her arms around herself again.

      “Where is he?” I lowered my voice. Scaring her hadn’t been my intent. “Langdon.” I practiced saying his name. I had a son. Something I had wanted for years but had given up on.

      “With a friend. I thought he’d be safer there.” She looked down again. “I wasn’t sure how hard it would be to find you.”

      “Does he think this friend is his dad?” I had to ask. I had to know what man had been raising my son in my place.

      She looked up with confusion. “No. He thinks she’s his aunt. And she is in name even if not in blood.”

      “She?” That changed everything. “There’s no man in your lives?”

      “No.” She wrapped her arms around herself tighter. “There’s been no one since you—and you know how short lived that was.”

      “It was only short-lived because you left.” I pulled her back into my arms. I couldn’t stand to see her looking so afraid.

      She laughed dryly. “Oh yes, because you would have stayed with me.” She didn’t pull away, and I took it as a small victory toward making her comfortable again.

      “I would have.” I ran my hand down her back.  “Have you been raising him all alone?” For the first time I noticed her worn out jeans and the small holes in her sweatshirt.

      “Yes.” She looked up at me. “I’ve done the best I could.”

      “You should have found me. I’d have been there.” I couldn’t stand the thought of my destined mate and our son struggling. They never should have wanted for anything. And they never would again.

      “At first I didn’t know how.”

      “Then how did you find me now? You said it was a friend of a friend?”

      “You told me you were from Forest Ridge. I asked around and was told the one place I’d find information on a wolf was at a certain address, which turned out to be a bar.”

      “You knew I was a wolf?” I’d carefully kept that information from her when we were together. I hadn’t wanted to scare her away.

      “I knew you weren’t human—and I thought wolves were the only ones affected by the full moon.”

      “How would you know I was—” Then it dawned on me. “Langdon? Is he already showing signs?”

      She nodded. “Yes, and it’s why I came looking for you.”

      “Is it the only reason?” I needed to know. Did she miss me the way I missed her? Did she wake up at night dreaming of me?

      She nodded. “It’s the only reason.”

      A pang of disappointment flooded me, but I shrugged it off. After the kiss we shared I knew she still felt something for me.

      “Would it be better to wait until morning to pick him up? Will it scare him if we show up in the middle of the night?” I knew very little about children, and I didn’t want to screw up our first meeting.

      “Wait, what?” She froze.

      “Langdon? When are we going to get him?”

      “We aren’t getting him. You’re going to tell me what to do, and then I’m going home.” She eyed the hallway to the front door.

      “Is that how you think this is going to work?” I smiled. I couldn’t help it. She had to be joking. “I’m going to give you advice and send you on your way?”

      “I mean we can stay in touch this time. If you want to meet him eventually we can arrange that, but I need time to prepare him.”

      “Meet him eventually?” My jaw dropped. “He’s my son.”

      She nodded. “I’m not debating the paternity, but I don’t expect you to actually help. I’ve raised him so far on my own, and I can continue. I didn’t come here for money or anything.”

      “He’s my son. He will be raised in my home.”

      She paled. “I’m not giving up custody! I never should have come.” She moved away from the couch. “Langdon is all I have. You’re not taking him away from me.”

      I grabbed her hands. “Away from you? Why would you suggest such a thing? You’re his mother. I understand that.”

      “Then why did you say he needed to be raised in your home?” She trembled.

      I released one of her hands and put an arm around her. “No disrespect to where you live, but this town is the best place for a young wolf. We will be raising him here.”

      “We?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. If you think this place is too small, we can buy something bigger. But it’s fine to start.”

      “We?” She repeated herself.

      “I don’t mean you have to pay. I’ll pay for everything from now on, but if you want to pick a new house that’s fine. I’m not picky.”

      “My concern isn’t the house.”

      “Ok, great. We have plenty of room for the three of us. Of course when the next pup comes along we might want to—”

      “What?” She flushed. “Next pup? Are you crazy?”

      “It happened quickly last time.” I tried to understand what was going in her head.

      “Wait.” She stepped away from me. “Do you think I’m going to move in with you? Not a custody share thing, but a ‘thing’ thing?”

      “We will officially mate. We will marry. We will raise our kids together.” I’d given up hope on having that life. That reality. But it was mine to have now. I’d found Alex, and she’d come with even better news than I could have dreamed of. I had three years to make up for with Langdon, but I would. I had enough money saved up; I didn’t need to take another job for a while.

      “No.” She shook her head. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m sure you have other women in your life. I don’t expect you to stop seeing them. That’s why I’d prefer if you just gave me the information I need. Your life can continue the way it has.”

      “My life can continue the way it has? You think I want that?”

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “Then you really have a lot to learn.”
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      He was crazy. Either that or he was messing with me. Move in with him? Become his mate? Have more pups? He was out of his mind. I’d do anything I could to help Langdon, but getting involved with Ryder again was not going to help.

      I decided to change the conversation in order to get the answers I needed so I could leave. “The biggest thing I need to know is how to help him. What does he need when he changes?” I would never forget the first time I noticed the change. He’d run a fever and spent the entire night awake staring out the window. Each time after that it was worse. The pediatrician was the one who made me understand what was happening. He asked if I really knew everything about the father, and to keep track of what day it was each month. He had no advice for me aside from finding Ryder.

      “I will be with him for the next full moon, so I can take care of everything.” Ryder sounded excited at the possibility.

      “The next full moon is in a few days.” He couldn’t meet him that soon.

      “And my son will be with me. My mate will be waiting here for us when we return.”

      “I’m not your mate.” I didn’t even like saying the word; it sounded too much like ownership.

      “We haven’t made it official, but you are. You were the one destined to be mine.” His eyes lit up, and he grabbed for my hand.

      I shook my head and kept my hand away. “There’s no such thing as destiny.”

      “I thought you were my mate before—and now I know for sure.”

      “What changed?”

      “You had my pup.”

      “He’s not a pup!” He needed to stop calling Langdon an animal. “He’s a boy. A human boy.”

      He cupped my face with his hand. “No. He’s not human.”

      “He is.” Whether he was part shifter or not, he was still human to me. “He’s my little boy.”

      “He’s yours, he’s currently little, and he’s a boy, but he’s not human.”

      Tears spilled down my face. Tears I’d been holding in for ages. This wasn’t the life I wanted for Langdon. He was my sweet little boy.

      “Why are you crying?” Ryder used his thumb to wipe a tear off my face. “He’s strong, he’s powerful. Nothing is lost by being a wolf, but so much is gained.”

      “Please tell me how to help him. Then I can leave, and you can get back to your life.”

      “That again? You want to know what my life is like?”

      I did. I wanted to know because he was Langdon’s father. And because we’d kissed, and now I remembered exactly how intense our connection was.

      “My life is nothingness. I work and I long.”

      “Long for what?” I couldn’t imagine someone as tough as Ryder longing for anything.

      “For you. But that’s over. That life is over. I’ve found you.”

      “I found you.” I’d been the one to track him down.

      “What matters is that you are here now in my house.” He emphasized this was his home.

      “I’m not here to get involved with you again.”

      “Why not?” He reached for my chin.

      I avoided his touch. “Because I’ve been fine on my own. You want to get involved in Langdon’s life, I won’t stop you. You’re his father, but he will be living with me.”

      “And both of you will be living with me.” Ryder’s expression darkened. “I was part of that kiss, Alex.”

      “So what? It was a kiss.” An amazing kiss I felt throughout my whole body but still just a kiss.

      “It was more than a kiss. We both know that.”

      “Are you going to give me the information I need?” I was close to begging. I needed to get the information and get back to my car before I did something I’d regret.

      He seemed to consider my words. “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Whether you agree to my terms.”

      “Your terms?” I put a hand on my hip. “This is our son we’re talking about. He may not be important to you, but he’s—”

      He put a finger to my lips. “Don’t ever suggest our son is not important to me. I have been kept away from him by no fault of my own.”

      “But then why make terms? Just help.”

      “I can’t help him from afar.”

      I searched his eyes. I saw nothing but honesty there. “Then you can come back with me.”

      “Are you ready to hear my terms?”

      “There are no terms other than mine.” I was his mother. I’d raised him so far.

      He shook his head. “There are terms.”

      “Or what?” Was he really going to play this game? “You won’t help?”

      “I’m not talking those types of terms.”

      “Then what are you talking?” I forced myself to stay calm. Getting upset wouldn’t help.

      “Hear me out.”

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms.

      “Stop that.”

      “What?”

      He gently moved my arms down to my sides. “That. You’re doing it because you’re uncomfortable. You shouldn’t be uncomfortable around me.”

      “Sure I can.” I was very uncomfortable around him because I didn’t trust the way he made me feel. No one should have had the kind of affect he had on me.

      “Nope.” He smiled. “Not around me.”

      I shoved my hands in my pockets. “Just tell me what you want to tell me.”

      “We both have different visions of how this should play out.”

      “Very different.” Mine involved getting information and leaving. His? Well, his involved something that was never going to happen.

      “So we’re going to play a little a game.”

      “A game?” I raised an eyebrow. “Are you kidding?”

      “I’m not kidding at all. This friend who has Langdon… you’re positive she’s trustworthy?”

      I nodded. “I trust her more than anyone.” I wasn’t sure what I would have done without Nancy over the past few years.

      “Good. Then we have a few days.”

      “Um… why do we need a few days?” Warning bells were going off.

      “Because that’s how long I want to convince you my way is better.”

      “Uh, I’m not quite following.”

      “You’re going to stay with me for the next two nights. Exactly the amount of time we had the first time around. If at the end of those two days you’re convinced you don’t want to be with me, then we’ll figure out a different parenting solution.” He grimaced as he said the last part.

      “What does stay with you mean exactly?” Because it wasn’t going to involve sex. Nope. Not even if my body was completely aware of how much pleasure that could bring.

      “It means you stay with me. In my house. We don’t leave for two days.”

      “And what’s that going to accomplish?” Other than driving me mad.

      “By the end of it you’ll see things my way.”

      “I’m not having sex with you again. That kiss won’t even happen again.” I crossed my arms.

      “You set the pace for the physical, but you will be sleeping in my bed.”

      “No way.” I shook my head. “I can sleep on the couch.”

      “No. You will be sleeping in my bed. With me. That’s how this is going to work. If at the end of the two days we haven’t had sex, and you don’t want to have sex—we will find an alternative way to raise Langdon. If in this time we do have sex—or you want to have sex, well then we do things my way.”

      “Wait, so if I don’t want to have sex with you at the end of two days, you give me all the information and help I need, but let me stay in my own town with Langdon? You won’t make us move?”

      He scowled. “I will be involved. I am not going to pretend to give up on that.”

      “And I don’t want you to.” Langdon deserved to have his father in his life no matter how hard that would be on me. Langdon needed his father. I didn’t need his letter to Santa to get that, but he didn’t understand what he was asking for. He didn’t understand the dangers it could bring with it.

      “But you don’t want me in your life?”

      “You’ll be in my life if you’re in Langdon’s.” That was crystal clear.

      “Then you don’t want me in your bed.” His words sent a thrill through me remembering exactly what it was like being in bed with him, but I could resist him. I didn’t need a man in my life. I was strong and independent, and I would never rely on someone else again. Ryder may not have been the man to break my heart, but he could do it just as easily. I’d made the mistake before, and I’d never make it again.

      “I don’t want anyone in my bed. Don’t take it personally.”

      He laughed dryly. “Trust me, sweetheart, no one else is going near your bed.”

      “Wait.” I held up my hand to stop him before he said more. “If I win our little game, you have no say over who’s in my bed.”

      “You just said it yourself. You want no one there.”

      “Doesn’t mean I won’t change my mind one day.” I wasn’t planning on it, but I wanted to make sure he understood no one was going to control my life.

      “Whatever you say.” He smiled slightly, which worried me.

      “Do the two days start now?”

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      “Ok. Let me call Nancy and tell her when to expect me back.”

      “Make sure to tell her you won’t be alone when you return.”

      “I will be.” I could resist him for two days. Couldn’t I?

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”
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      I wouldn’t lose. Whether she knew it or not, I did. I’d seen the way she looked at me. I’d felt the way she kissed me. She wanted me, but she was afraid. I’d push her fear away and make her understand she belonged with me. I would make her see it wasn’t weak to let someone take care of her.

      “How is he?” I walked over as soon as she hung up the phone. I wanted to talk to him. I wanted to hear my son’s voice, but first I had to convince his mother that we belonged together.

      “He misses me, but he’s having fun.”

      “Speaking of fun.” I smiled.

      “Yes?” She put her hand in the back pocket of her jeans. They were jeans I couldn’t wait to take off her.

      “We need to make our plans for the evening.”

      “I thought I was stuck here.” She pointed to the floor. “In your house.”

      “And that’s why it’s going to be so much fun.”

      Her stomach growled. I’d have to take care of that.

      “Ready for dinner?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

      “I just heard your stomach growl.”

      “I have no appetite.”

      “What are you in the mood for? I don’t have tons in the house, but I can throw something together. Or we can order in.”

      “I don’t need much.” Her stomach growled again.

      “This isn’t about need. It’s about want. We can get to your needs later.” And I would definitely be taking care of both her wants and needs.

      “I don’t have any needs in that department either.”

      “Only wants?”

      “Neither.” She crossed her arms.

      “I’m making you uncomfortable.”

      She looked down, noticed her arms, and quickly uncrossed them. “No. I’m just ready to go to bed so time will move faster.”

      “You don’t actually mean that.”

      “I do.” She raised her chin.

      I closed the distance between us. “You don’t.”

      She stepped back. “I do.”

      She wanted to play hard-to-get. I’d go along with it. “Ok. I’m going to make myself dinner because I admit I’m hungry.” I turned and headed down the hall to the kitchen.

      She didn’t follow. I didn’t need to look over my shoulder to know that. That was fine. She wasn’t leaving the house. She was too proud to give up this quickly.

      I opened a few cabinets and the fridge and made a decision: I needed to leave. I hadn’t gone grocery shopping in weeks, and I knew exactly what to make her.

      I found her seated on the couch. “I’ll be back in twenty-minutes.”

      “What happened to not leaving the house?” She looked up at me through her big brown eyes.

      “You’re staying here. I’m going out to buy us provisions for the weekend.”

      “Provisions. Right.”

      “You have something against being prepared?”

      “No, but this whole situation is a bit crazy. I should already be on my way home now.” She sighed.

      “You think it’s crazy for you?” I walked over to where she sat. “How about for me?”

      “I’m sure it’s all a little bit surprising, but…”

      “Surprising?” I kneeled down in front of her. “I just found out I have a three year-old son. A child I’d given up the thought of having. And the mate I’ve been craving. All of my dreams are now a reality.”

      “Except the mate thing isn’t a reality if you mean me.”

      “Of course I mean you. How could I possible mean anyone else?”

      “Don’t pretend what happened between us was the first time for you.”

      “It was the first time.” If she meant the intense connection.

      “You’d never brought a girl you’d just met back to your hotel room?”

      “No. I’d done that.” Not that I was proud of it. “But what happened between us was far more than a hook up. We both know that.”

      “You mean since you got me pregnant.”

      “No. That’s not what I mean.” I leaned close. “I mean the connection between us.”

      She leaned back against the couch. “There’s nothing special about us. We found each other attractive and had sex. The result was an amazing little boy, but that’s the end of it.”

      Listening to her write off what we had irked me to no end, but getting angry at her wasn’t going to help. “And that kiss?”

      “What about it?” She crossed her arms again.

      I reached out and moved her arms to the side.

      “Why does that bother you so much?” She frowned. “They are my arms.”

      “Because I want you to be comfortable around me.”

      “That wasn’t one of your conditions, was it?”

      “It was without me having to specifically list it. If you aren’t comfortable, you aren’t really giving me a chance.”

      “Who said I was going to give you a chance?”

      “I did.” I leaned in toward her. “You’re afraid. I get that, but eventually you have to let go of that fear.”

      “I’ve been here an hour. You act like it’s been days.”

      “It’s been years.” I put my hands on either side of her face. “Years. Don’t you think it’s time to move on from the fear?”

      Her eyes locked on mine. “I’m not who you really want. You think you want me because I had your son. But once that excitement wears off you’ll be tired of me, and then you’ll break my heart, and then what? I’ll be stuck seeing you all the time but know you never wanted me.”

      “What?” I couldn’t hide my shock. “Is that what you’re worried about?”

      She shrugged. “It’s what’s going to happen. I’m not special. You talk about us both knowing things. We both know that. I still don’t know why you picked me that night in the bar when there were easily half a dozen women interested, but you did. I couldn’t believe it, and it’s why I was stupid enough to leave with you. In the end it worked out. I got the greatest gift ever.”

      “I haven’t slept with a single woman since you.” I laid it out there hoping she’d understand how little I agreed with her. “And you are special. You are the most special woman in the world as far as I’m concerned because you were meant for me. You were born to be my mate.”

      “That’s impossible. It was possible our paths never would have crossed.”

      “That’s how fate works. Doesn’t it?” I’d been so angry at fate—four years of searching and hoping I’d find her again had filled me with anger. “Human or shifter—paths need to cross in order for two individuals to find each other. The difference for us is I never could have settled for anyone else. It had to be you. Only you.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I felt it. I suspected it the moment I saw you, but I was afraid to believe it. I couldn’t deny it once our bodies connected. And now that I know you’ve had my pup, it’s impossible to deny. You couldn’t have done that otherwise.”

      “You expect me to believe that the only girl you could get pregnant is me?”

      “The only girl who could have my pup is you. For he is a pup. Not a human boy.”

      “This is all too weird.” She turned her face away. Her stomach growled again.

      “I’m running to the store. You’ll be here when I get back?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes. But not one that makes sense for Langdon.”

      “Did you have to say that?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “And I’ll be back before you know it.” I kissed her on the forehead and got up. The sooner I left, the sooner I’d be back.
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      I sat in the same spot on the couch long after Ryder left. Had I really just admitted all of that to him? If he hadn’t already thought I was pathetic, he did now. But my concerns were real. If I hadn’t had his child, he could have cared less that I was back. All of his mate stuff was crazy. It had to be.

      I’d fallen for a man’s promises before. I’d opened my heart up, I’d taken a chance, and it had left me broken and alone. The last time I’d been practically a kid, only eighteen, and I’d destroyed my relationship with my family for him. It had been the biggest mistake of my life. He’d left me when he got bored and moved on with my cousin. I refused to ever feel that vulnerable and lonely again. It was that devastation that made me reckless. It was why I’d gone home with Ryder. In the end my recklessness had given me the greatest gift at all, but it was a one-time thing. Ryder and I had no future. We only had a past.

      I sent Nancy a text to check on Langdon. Everyone ok?

      Great. Stop worrying. How are things going with your wolf?

      Don’t call him that.

      It’s what he is.

      I know. I heard a key turn in the lock. Talk later. I stuffed my phone back in my pocket.

      “Honey, I’m home.”

      I tried to bite back the smile at Ryder’s corny words. “That didn’t take long.”

      “I told you twenty minutes or less. I meant it. When I tell you something, I’m going to deliver.”

      “That’s a good trait.”

      “You ready to admit you’re hungry?”

      He’d gone all the way to the store. I might as well get something from his efforts. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “You didn’t ask what I wanted before you left.” It was too little too late, but it surprised me. He was so big on making me feel comfortable.

      “You’ll like what I’m making.” He grinned before heading into his surprisingly spacious kitchen.

      “Can I help?”

      "Do you want to help?” He placed the paper bag of food on the counter.

      “Why else would I have asked?”

      “To be polite.”

      “Does it appear I’m making a huge effort to be polite right now?” I’d been pretty rude actually, but considering the situation I assumed it was acceptable behavior.

      He started unpacking the bag. “You never know. I don’t want you to feel pressured to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      “Except to stay here.”

      “I said to do anything you don’t want to do.” He crossed the room and stood next to me.

      “I know what you said.”

      “And you still contend you don’t want to be here?” He put his hands on my hips.

      A thrill ran through my body, reminding me of the kiss and the previous nights we’d spent together. “Yes.”

      “Really?” He leaned in. “So that means you don’t want me to kiss you right now?”

      “I…” What did I want?

      “Alex?” His lips were inches from mine. “Is that a yes or a no?”

      “Yes.” The answer came without me consciously meaning to say it.

      “Yes, you want me to kiss you?”

      I nodded, hyper aware of how easy it would be for him to kiss me. He was so close.

      And then it was happening. His lips were on mine, and his arms were around me. I opened up to him immediately, needing him, and wanting so much more than one little kiss. My hands tangled in his hair as he pressed me against him. I could feel his hardness, the evidence he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      In a whirl he picked me up and set me down on the counter. I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him as close to me as I could get.

      He broke the kiss and locked eyes with me before slowly unzipping my sweatshirt. He tossed it onto the floor beside us.

      I reached over and started to pull off his t-shirt. When I couldn’t reach any higher, he took it the remaining way and let it fall on top of my sweatshirt.

      I ran my hand up his chest, marveling at the muscular plains that seemed even more toned and defined than I remembered.

      He slipped his hand underneath the hem of my t-shirt. His warm fingers ran over my stomach in small circles that moved up my skin slowly. He ran his lips down my neck, finding my sensitive spot and giving it the most attention.

      His hand continued to move up my body, hesitating just below my bra. He slipped one finger underneath the elastic, as if teasing me about what he was about to do. I turned my head to the side, letting him know I loved what his lips were doing to my neck.

      Instead of slipping his hand under my bra, he unhooked the back first, giving himself easier access. He took one breast in his hand, running his finger over my nipple, slowly and teasingly.

      “Are you ready to admit you want to be here?” He breathed into my ear.

      I nodded, ready for his lips to return to my neck. Or my lips. Or anywhere else on my body they wanted to be.

      “Say it. Tell me you want to be here.” He thrust against me. Reminding me of his desire and my own.

      “I want to be here.” I was in a fog. A Ryder fog that made rational thought impossible.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” He pulled off my t-shirt and bra, tossing them on the floor before lowering his mouth to my breast. He grazed my nipple with his teeth. “I’ve missed you, Alex. I’ve missed you so much.”

      He was the only one to ever call me Alex. And I liked it. I liked that he had a private name for me no one else used.

      He bit down lightly on my nipple, and I yelled out. It had been years since a man had touched me, and the last man had been Ryder. It almost felt like picking up where we left off, but my body was different now.

      I wondered if he noticed the few extra pounds. That thought was sobering. What was I doing? I pushed him away. “Stop.”

      He stepped back. “What’s wrong?”

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to cover my bare skin.

      He pushed my arms down, far less gently than he’d done before. “Why? What changed in the last few seconds?”

      “I set the pace. You told me I could. I’m setting it.”

      “You do set it, but you’re going to answer my question. What changed? Was it something I did? Did you not enjoy having my hands and mouth on you?”

      “No. I enjoyed that.” I wasn’t going to lie. Besides, from what I’d heard, shifters had better senses than humans. He probably already knew how aroused I was.

      “Are you sure?” He leaned forward. “I mean I thought you did. I know you liked this.” He ran his lips down my neck. “And this.” His hand returned to my breast.

      “Yes.” I closed my eyes.

      “So was this the problem?” His mouth returned to my breast. With one hand he squeezed my breast hard while at the same time he bit down on my nipple again.

      I moaned.

      “Are you going to pretend you don’t like that?”

      “Oh. I like it.” I tried to calm down, but I was so turned on it was impossible.

      “Then why are we stopping again?” He unbuttoned my jeans and slid two fingers inside, running them over my panties. “Are you ready to tell me?”

      “Hmm?” I mumbled as his fingers moved further down.

      “Alex, you’re supposed to be telling me why we shouldn’t be doing this.” He slid his fingers inside my panties. His lips returned to my neck. “Alex.” He whispered my name as his fingers started to slip inside me. “What was it we’re not supposed to be doing? Was it this?” He slid his fingers further inside.

      I moaned as he found my spot.

      “What was that? I didn’t hear you, baby. Why shouldn’t we be doing this?” He added a third finger. “Tell me. I’m waiting.”

      “I.” I couldn’t speak through my heavy breathing.

      He nipped my neck with his teeth. “You what? I can’t hear you. Tell me. What do you want?”

      “I want you.” The words flew out.

      He removed his lips from my neck and slowly pulled his hand out of my jeans.

      I watched in shock, trying to contain my breathing while he buttoned my jeans.

      “What? Why are you stopping?” I was pretty sure my jaw was on the floor.

      “You’re the one who said we shouldn’t have been doing that.” He pointed at me.

      “Yes, but I changed my mind.”

      He grinned. “Only when my hands and lips got really persuasive.”

      “What do you want?” I covered my breasts. If he was going to leave me feeling that frustrated, he didn’t get to see them. “What do I have to do?”

      He pushed my hands down and left small kisses on each of my breasts. “You are going to explain to me why you asked me to stop to begin with. I want the truth.”

      I would have told or given him anything he wanted at that moment to get him to continue what he’d been doing. “I was embarrassed.”

      “Embarrassed of what?” His brow furrowed. “It’s just us.”

      “I know. But I don’t look the same as I did four years ago.”

      “No.” He cupped both of my breasts with his hands. “You look even better. Having my son changed your body. You have some more curves now, but that’s not a bad thing. I loved your body then, and I love it now. I’ll always love it.”

      “Really?” I got a fluttery feeling in my stomach. Was he for real?

      “Really. I love it so much I’m going to insist you spend the next hour completely naked.”

      “You mean we’re picking up where we left off?” I filled with excitement.

      “Not exactly.” He unbuttoned my jeans again, lifted me up slightly and pulled them off. He followed that with my panties, leaving me completely naked. Sitting on his counter.

      Instead of touching me he unbuttoned his own jeans, pulling them off and revealing that, just like the last time I saw him, he wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

      He was also aroused, and even bigger than I remembered.

      I reached out to take him in my hand. He closed his eyes for a moment before opening them and gently moving my hand. “As good as that feels, it needs to wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      “For us to cook and eat dinner.”

      “Then why did you get us both naked?”

      “Because we’re doing that naked.”

      My hand flew to my very bare chest. “You’re crazy.”

      “I’m not. I’m making sure you understand I never want to see an ounce of self-consciousness when we’re together. You are mine, and I am yours. That means there is never a reason to hide our bodies when we’re alone.”

      “I’ll say it again. You’re crazy. I’m not going to cook and eat dinner naked.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because. And is that even sanitary?”

      “Were you planning to use anything but your hands to cook?” He sent me an incredibly sexy, crooked smile.

      “No.” I tired to ignore the tightness in my belly caused by that smile.

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “If you want a girl who’s going to cook naked, then find someone else.” I attempted to cover all private parts with my hands.

      “That again?” He groaned. “There is no one else. There is you and me. Everything I want to do, I want to do with you. And I know everything you want to do, you want to do with me.”

      “I don’t want to cook naked.”

      “Fine. You may pick one article of clothing to wear.”  He pointed at the scattered clothes on the floor.

      “Great.” I hopped of the counter and picked up his t-shirt. I slid it on. “Perfect.” I felt a flood of relief.

      “Damn, that’s hot.” He gave me an appreciative look.

      “You just saw me naked, and now this is hot?”

      “You’re always hot, but seeing you wear nothing other than my shirt is incredibly hot. It’s also a tease because I know exactly what is waiting for me under there.”

      “Waiting for you?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” He stepped into his jeans. “Waiting for me. I saw your reaction when I stopped.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’ll always feel that way.”

      “Is that so?” He smiled.

      “Yes. I’m already over it.”

      “Over it you say?” He slid his hand under the shirt and cupped my breast while his other hand slid between my legs. “Should we find out just how over it you are?”

      “Hey, this isn’t fair. You’re more dressed than me.”

      “We both picked one article of clothing, and I let you go first.” He ran his hand up and down the inside of my thigh. “I must say not only is this hot, but it’s very convenient.”

      “Now who’s teasing who?”

      “Just admit you’ll be waiting for me after dinner, and I’ll move my hand.”

      “And if I don’t admit it?” I bit back the whimper that wanted to come out.

      “Do you want to know what happens?”

      “I’m not sure.” My stomach growled.

      “Saved by your stomach.” He removed his hand. “I’m taking a quick shower. Otherwise I’m not going to be able to keep my hands off of you.”

      “You really are the bigger tease.”

      “I promise to give you everything you want and even more later.” He kissed me on the cheek and disappeared from the room.
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      I turned the shower on as cold as it could get. Otherwise I was going to go back to the kitchen, pull off that t-shirt, and have my way with her right there on the counter. She wouldn’t object. I knew that, but that didn’t mean I could do it. She had to be ready. Completely ready. Because once I had her again, it would be forever. There would be no running away and trying to hide from me. It wasn’t if, it was when.

      The cold water wasn’t enough, but it was going to have to be for a while. If I got my way, the next shower I took wouldn’t be alone. After that thought I had to turn the cold water on again.

      Satisfied it was as good as it was going to get, I got out and dried off.

      I picked up my phone and noticed a text from my brother. Instead of texting I called him back. It would be faster that way.

      He picked up right away. “Find anything waiting for you at home?”

      “Thought you were being clever, didn’t you?”

      “Figured you’d enjoy the surprise.”

      “I did. I am.” There was no better surprise possible, even if it did complicate things. Anything was worth having Alex and Langdon. I had a family now.

      Norm laughed. “I don’t want to ruin the surprise, but did she come with any news?”

      “Yes. Wonderful news wouldn’t you say?” There was no sense pretending. I knew she’d already told him.

      “Very. This changes everything for the pack.”

      “It does.” I glanced into the hallway. “But first I need to take care of making Alex my mate officially.”

      “Did she tell you her real name is Lexie yet?”

      “What?” I didn’t bother to hide my surprise from my brother.

      “Well, it’s Alexandra to be fair, but from what I got most people call her Lexie.”

      “Then why’d she tell me she was Alex?”

      “Not my place to ask.” He laughed lightly but tried to hide it.

      “Do me a favor.”

      “Yes?”

      “Tell the others I’ll be back Monday, and I need everyone ready.” I liked to give my own orders, but sometimes I needed to use my second in command.

      “I can do that. Anything else?”

      “Go shopping.”

      “Shopping?” He didn’t hide his surprise at my words.

      “For anything a three-year-old boy would want. This is new territory for me.”

      “It’s new for me too.”

      “Yes, but I have other things to do at the moment.”

      “You can say thank you.”

      I could practically hear him smiling through the phone. “Thank you. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if you weren’t there.”

      “Luckily you don’t have to.”

      “You’ll find your mate too.”

      “Make yours official before you worry about me.”

      “I’m planning on it.” But I couldn’t rush things. I’d waited four years. Surely I could wait another few hours more.

      I walked slowly back toward the kitchen. Alex sat at the round table sipping from a glass of water. “Hey.”

      “Hi. I figured you wouldn’t mind if I helped myself.” She held up the glass.

      “Of course not. I should have offered you something before I took off.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      Her eyes seemed sad again. The lightness had disappeared.

      “You okay?” I sat down in the seat next to her.

      “Missing Langdon.”

      “I’m sure I’d miss him too if I knew him.” I already wondered how I was going to make up for the lost time. But first I needed to win his mother over.

      “I’m sorry.” She looked down.

      “Don’t be.” I took her hand in mine. “How about something to eat?”

      “Sure.” She looked up. “I think I’m ready to admit I’m hungry.”

      I released her hand and went over to the stove. “How do omelets sound?”

      “That sounds great.” She hovered beside me. Her presence was comforting and natural.

      “Ok, good.” I’d remembered a conversation we’d shared while tangled together in the sheets four years ago. I’d asked her favorite breakfast, and she’d said omelets—but she’d added they were even better for dinner. I hoped I got some credit for remembering.

      She got to work cracking eggs while I chopped up some peppers. We easily fell into a rhythm, and with the two of us cooking together, we had the omelets ready in no time.

      We each brought our plates over to the table.

      I didn’t touch mine at first. I just watched her. I’d never get tired of looking at her.

      “You can eat.” She gestured to my plate.

      “So can you,” I pointed out.

      “Not with you staring at me.”

      “I’m not staring.”

      “Then what do you call what you’re doing?”

      “Watching. Enjoying the view. You can have your pick of those.” And I’d never get tired of this view. I’d been imagining it in my head for years. Adding in the fact she was only wearing my t-shirt, and it was even better.

      “You’re staring.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      A blush crept up her cheeks. It was adorable. “Please stop.”

      “Stop what?” I feigned innocence.

      “Whatever.” She leaned back in her chair. “I guess I’ll just wait.”

      “My looking at you bothers you that much?” I needed to understand her. She was still the same gorgeous woman she was four years before, but she had lost so much of her confidence. I needed to bring it back. “You’re not even naked, so no excuse there.”

      “That doesn’t mean you aren’t making me self-conscious.”

      “Where did all this come from? You weren’t like this the last time I saw you.”

      “The last time I saw you I was high on you I guess.”

      “High on me?” I took a bite of my omelet hoping that if I ate she’d do the same.

      She blushed again. “Yes, in a way.”

      “Then maybe I need to get you high on me again.”

      “I’m a different person now.” She took a tentative bite of her omelet.

      “No. You’re not.”

      “How would you know?”

      “Because you’re still you. Yes, your life has changed, but you have the same heart, and that’s ultimately what defines a person.”

      She took another bite. “This is good.”

      “It is.” I ate another bite of mine. “We work well together.”

      “We can cook together. That’s doesn’t mean we’d do other things well together.”

      “You know as well as I do we do other things together very well.”

      “We used to.” She looked down at her plate.

      “So what was happening earlier?” I captured her legs with mine under the table.

      “It’s been awhile. I’m sure anything would have been, uh, enjoyable.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “Yes.” She seemed to be hiding a smile.

      “What’s he like?” I changed the subject. I’d prove my point later on in the evening.

      “Langdon?” She paused with a bite close to her lips.

      “Yes.”

      She smiled. Her face lit up again. “He’s incredible. So full of excitement about everything. He’s sweet, and loving, and likes to be a big helper.” She set her fork down, food forgotten. “That’s not to say he’s perfect. His new thing is to repeat everything I say, especially the stuff I shouldn’t say.”

      I laughed. “You? Say anything you shouldn’t?”

      “Very funny. And you would too if you had my car.” She shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “No. What were you going to say?”

      “Nothing important.” She hurriedly took another bite of food, probably to give her an excuse not to answer me.

      “Anything you have to say is important.”

      “Hardly.”

      “Come on, what about your car?”

      “It’s old.” She set down her fork. “That’s it. Nothing exciting.”

      “I’ll get you a new one.” I’d get her everything she needed.

      “See, that’s why I didn’t say it.”

      “Why?” I studied her. Why did my offer reward me with an objection too?

      “Because I’m not here for your money. I’m doing fine on my own.”

      “I never said you were here for that.” Had I inadvertently screwed up?

      “But don’t even think it.”

      “I have no thoughts on the subject. I know you’re here because of Langdon, and I’d like to think you’re here at the moment at least partially for me.”

      “Maybe a little. Well, why I’m still here.” She blushed. Man, I loved that blush.

      “Ok, I’ll let you eat.” I’d already finished mine. “I’ll stop looking.”

      “It doesn’t bother me anymore.” She took another bite.

      “Oh. That was fast.”

      “I’m just in a weird mood tonight.”

      “Hey, I have an idea.”

      “Oh?”

      “Did you bring a warm coat with you?” I hoped the answer wasn’t that she didn’t have one. I knew she could take care of herself, but I hated how much she’d had to sacrifice because I wasn’t there to help.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I packed everything for Langdon and didn’t worry much about myself.”

      “Ok. You can borrow a sweatshirt of mine.” I had a feeling that was the story of her life. She did everything for her son—our son— and forgot to take care of herself. That was about to change. I’d take care of both of them.

      “I thought we weren’t leaving.”

      “We aren’t—not really at least.”

      “Ok...” She furrowed her brow.

      “Here. Let me clean up.” I picked up the empty plates.

      “I can do it.” She stood up next to me and reached for the plate.

      It undid me. Seeing her standing there in my kitchen wearing just my shirt. Any thoughts of leaving the house went out the window.

      She must have noticed the change in my expression. “You okay?”

      The dishes were forgotten. Instead I picked her up and placed her back on the counter where she’d been before. I leaned in and kissed her, needing to taste her again. I sucked her bottom lip into my mouth.

      She moaned. I slipped my hand under the t-shirt, resting my hand on her thigh.

      I slid my other hand up to her breast. I cupped her breast, and she moaned again.

      I slid my hand between her legs, loving the easy access. She opened her legs up for me, and I teased her, running my fingers over her inner thigh.

      She sighed.

      “Still in a weird mood?”

      “I’m in a different mood.”

      “Oh yeah.” I moved my hand over just a little.

      She took in a sharp breath, waiting with anticipation.

      “What do you want to do tonight?”

      “Is that a joke?” She squirmed.

      “Well, I did plan to take you outside to see the stars. Maybe drive around to see some holiday lights.”

      “That sounds good.” She was struggling to hide her frustration. “Holiday lights are always pretty, and I’m feeling more festive now.”

      “You want to do that now?” I slipped a finger inside her. “You sure?”

      “Absolutely. We can go.”

      “Is that what you want to do?” I slipped two more fingers inside.

      She moaned and squirmed. I released her breast and pulled her shirt up over her head, revealing all of her to me. I took her breast in my mouth, running my tongue over her nipple. “Just say the word, and we’ll get dressed and head out to the truck.”

      “You like to tease me. I remember that about you.”

      “Correction. I love to tease you.” I bit down on her nipple.

      “Two can play at that game.” She undid the button of my jeans and slid her hand inside.

      I groaned as she took me in her hand. She pushed my jeans down, and I kicked them off.

      She stroked me, slowly at first, and then faster.

      I closed my eyes, taking in the sensation, but wanting to make sure nothing went too fast.

      “Let’s go to my room,” I breathed.

      “No.” She released me. “Let’s go see lights.”

      “What?” In my surprise I removed my hand and stepped back.

      She started to slide off the counter, but I caught her, putting her right back.

      “Hey, you said it was up to me what we did.”

      “You’re going to cut me off, here? Now?”

      “What do you think you did to me?”

      “Alex, baby, I think we’ve both had enough teasing.” There was no way cold water was going to help me this time. I needed her, and I needed her immediately.

      “Now you know how I feel.” She leaned her head back. Did she realize what that did to me? Revealing the skin I needed to bite to officially make her mine.

      I heard a loud knock at the front door.

      She froze.

      “Don’t move.” I pulled on my jeans and headed to the front. Whoever was interrupting us was going to get an earful. And if they didn’t leave immediately, a knuckle full.

      I sensed it was one of my pack. Grady. One of the youngest. What the hell was he doing here? I glanced back toward the kitchen to make sure no one could see Alex from the front door.

      I pulled open the door. “What do you want?”

      “We’ve got trouble, Ryder. Big trouble.”

      “What are you taking about?” My annoyance turned to worry. He wouldn’t exaggerate.

      “Word’s out you found a mate, and she had your pup. Is that true?”

      “First, tell me what the trouble is.” I stayed calm because I had no choice.

      “Adrian knows. He’s pissed. He knows the pup gives you the upper hand.”

      “Wait here.” The first thing was to make sure Alex was safe.

      She was already getting dressed. For once I didn’t mind that she hadn’t listened.

      I took her hand, and we returned to the door.

      Grady’s eyes moved up and down her body. She looked sexy even in old jeans and a hoodie. She’d looked sexy in anything. I glared at him. He straightened up. “Sorry.”

      “Tell me everything. How does Adrian know?”

      “Donna saw Alex at the bar. She told Theo, and it turns out Theo’s working for Adrian now,” Grady explained.

      “But how do they know about Langdon?” Alex looked up at me through worried eyes. “How did they know I’ve had your child?”

      “That’s a good question, but either way we need to get you somewhere safe.” I pulled her close against my side.

      “What about Langdon?” She paled. “If they know about him, can they find him?”

      “We’re getting him now.” There was no question. I had an obligation to protect my pack, but protecting my mate and son came first. But she wasn’t officially my mate yet. I shouldn’t have teased her so much. I should have made her mine, but it was too late for that now. Mating wasn’t meant for a quickie on our way out the door.

      “We need to get him.” Alex shook. “If anything happens to him…”

      “We’ll get there.” I took both of her hands in mine. “I promise.” I turned to Grady. “Gather the others. We’re going to have to be ready. And have them keep their eyes open for my son.”

      “Who is Adrian, and why does he care?” Alex asked. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      I pulled her out to my truck, and we got in. “I’ll explain everything on the way.”
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      I got into Ryder’s truck in a state of shock. Somehow we’d gone from fooling around to an emergency situation. All I wanted to do was get Langdon back in my arms. I called Nancy, but the call went to voicemail. If anyone touched my son. I couldn’t even comprehend the possibility.

      “He’s fine. He’s going to be fine.” Ryder took my hand in his.

      “You can’t know that. You can’t know he’s okay.”

      “No. I can’t, but I’ll make it okay. Adrian won’t hurt him. Even if they got him, we’d get him back.” He squeezed my hand.

      “Then why would he take him? Why does this Adrian guy even care that Langdon exists?”

      Ryder gripped the wheel tighter. “It’s kind of a long story.”

      “We have a long drive.” I needed to know. I’d inadvertently stepped into a mess, and I had to find a way out of it.

      “Fine, but no freaking out, okay?” He slowed down as a car cut us off. He said something under his breath, and I wondered if he was trying to avoid cursing around me.

      “There was a time when our pack was the biggest wolf pack for miles and miles. No one could touch us.”

      “Was the biggest?” I’d definitely noticed the past tense part. “Has that changed?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “But everything changed when the Dragons came to town. They pushed the Bears out who had always been in charge. Not everyone was happy about it.”

      I nodded to let him know I was following even though I still didn’t get how everything connected.

      “My father was Alpha, and his brother was second in command. It’s how things usually work.”

      I nodded again. Not sure what else I could say and eager to see how this somehow related to Langdon.

      “My father sided with the Dragons. He thought they were stronger and could help protect the entire shifter community from other paranormal creatures, but his second in command disagreed. He supported the Bears.”

      “But if your dad was Alpha, didn’t his brother have to follow his lead?” I’d done some research on shifters once Langdon began to show signs.

      “He should have, but the Bears saw their chance and killed my father.” Ryder’s expression darkened until his eyes were nearly black.

      “Oh my gosh.” I struggled to find the appropriate response. “That’s awful.”

      “But my uncle didn’t become Alpha like the Bears thought.” Ryder changed lanes to avoid getting stuck behind an 18-wheeler. “I did.”

      “So what happened? Did the Bears go after you?” Obviously he’d survived, so I kind of knew the ending. But I also realized there had to be a lot more of the story.

      “The Dragons protected me and my brother. They took power, and their Alpha raised us as his own.”

      “What happened to your uncle?” I already had a sinking feeling he wasn’t good for my situation.

      “Uncle Adrian left the pack and started his own. He left Forest Ridge, but every opportunity he gets he tries to take over the territory. We’ll never let that happen. The problem for him is by leaving the pack they lose their chance at finding their true mates. There’s a magic to these mating things. So their pack will never grow naturally. They have to continually recruit.”

      “So he doesn’t want you to grow your pack either?” I checked to make sure I was following.

      “Exactly. We’ve kept ours small and bided our time until we all found mates and grew it the way it should be grown. Adrian knows when that happens, he and his traitors will be history.”

      “Then how can you be so sure he won’t hurt Langdon?” As afraid as I was to hear the answer, I needed to. I had to be strong and face reality head on.

      “Because Langdon would be more valuable to Adrian alive.” Ryder put his hand on my leg. “He’d want to keep him in his pack. He knows Langdon will be strong since he’s the rightful oldest son of an Alpha.”

      “We need to get there. Faster.” I could barely breath. I needed to get to my son. Forget staying calm. I never should have left him alone.

      “I’m sorry.” Ryder’s voice was full of regret and sadness. “I should have protected you both better.”

      “How could you do that when I didn’t even tell you Langdon existed?” I was just as much to blame as he was. “This is my fault. I stayed away and then returned out of the blue. I still don’t get how they figured it out.”

      “Me either.” Ryder returned his hand to the wheel. “And I’m not used to being in a position where I don’t know.”

      “Could it have been—” I stopped myself from going further. I hated to plant a seed of doubt in Ryder’s head, but considering his uncle had turned on his father it seemed reasonable.

      “Norm?” Ryder finished my train of thought. “Is that what you were going to say?”

      “Yes.” I looked down. “Sorry, I just—”

      “It wasn’t him.” Ryder met my eyes before returning his eyes to the road. “I promise you that.”

      I wanted to ask him if he was sure. If he thought maybe he was being biased. Norm was the only other person in town who knew, but I also didn’t want to push Ryder’s buttons as we drove through the snow up to check on Langdon.

      “What if he isn’t there?” I moved on to my next fear. I had quite a few of them at the moment. “I mean where would Adrian take him?”

      “First we need to find out if he was actually taken,” Ryder pointed out. “We don’t know that for sure yet.”

      I tried Nancy again. It went right to voicemail. “Nancy isn’t picking up. She knows how nervous I get about Langdon. She wouldn’t do this to me.” Something was wrong. I felt it. I knew in the deepest part of my heart Langdon was in danger.

      “It’s also really late.” Ryder tried again to assuage my fears. “Maybe she forgot to leave her phone by her bed.”

      “You don’t believe that.” I called him out. I knew his false words were out of concern for me, but that didn’t change the fact they were false.

      “I don’t know what’s going on. I wish I did, but staying positive is the only thing we can do right now.” Those were more honest words, but staying calm was impossible. Langdon was everything to me.

      “You’re right.” I texted Nancy, just to cover all my bases. I stuck with just “Hi.” If someone else was with her, I didn’t want to tip him or her off.

      “What’s his favorite food?” Ryder returned his hand to my leg.

      “You want to talk about that now?”

      “Just tell me.” He squeezed my leg gently.

      “Pizza. Cheese pizza.”

      “Good taste. His favorite book?”

      “Anything with trucks.” We had piles of truck books at home. Books were the one thing I splurged on for him.

      “He likes trucks? What kinds?”

      “Anything big and involved with construction.” I smiled thinking about the way he pointed out any and all construction sites.

      Ryder continued with the questions, and I realized what he was doing. He was distracting me. This was a diversion I could accept.

      Before I knew it, we were closing in on Nancy’s place. I grabbed a hold of Ryder’s hand.

      He slowed down and turned onto her block. “When we get there, I’m going to go in first.”

      I nodded because I didn’t want to argue, but I wasn’t staying back. This was Langdon we were talking about, and that meant I was willing to take any risk.
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      I was as nervous as she was, but I couldn’t show it. I couldn’t risk upsetting her more. We would get Langdon back. That much I knew for sure, but how safe he was at the moment was out for debate.

      It was crazy how much I cared about someone I had never met, but from the moment Alex told me about him, I did. He was my son. I would do anything to protect him.

      “I’d tell you to stay in the truck, but I know you’re not going to listen.” She was headstrong. In general that was a good trait, but not in this emergency situation.

      “You are right about that.” She reached for the door latch.

      I touched her leg. “That doesn’t mean I’m letting you go first.”

      “What do we do if they’re not in there?” Her eyes were full of fear.

      I swore I would make sure that fear never returned again. “We take this one step at a time. No jumping the gun.” We weren’t going to find Langdon inside. I knew that already, but she had to stay calm.

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “He’s my son too, so not easy for me to say.” I didn’t know how to explain to her how much I already cared about him. The feeling only continued to grow.

      She nodded as if resigning herself. “Let’s not waste time fighting.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      We walked slowly to the door. I grabbed her hand and kept it securely wrapped in my own both to comfort her and to make sure I could pull her out of trouble if necessary.

      Her hand felt so small and cold in mine. She was worried sick about Langdon, and she had every right to be. And it was all my fault.

      I tried the door. It easily turned in my hand. I didn’t sense anyone or anything moving around, but someone was in the house. It was a human female. Despite how prepared I was for it, I had to shrug off the wave of disappointment that Langdon wasn’t there. I hoped the human was Nancy, and she’d have some clues to share with us.

      But I couldn’t be sure it was her. Adrian was a wolf of many tricks. I pulled Alex close to my side.

      “Nancy?” Alex called out lightly.

      I put a finger to her lips. We needed to make sure this wasn’t a trap.

      She nodded, and we continued to move into the house.

      I pushed Alex behind me as we walked into the kitchen.

      Alex ran over to a girl tied to a chair with a gag over her mouth.

      I pulled the gag off. Nancy let out a breath. “I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed down her face. “I did everything I could, but he said if I didn’t cooperate they’d kill Langdon.” Her face was distraught, and I didn’t doubt her sincerity for a moment. I’d seen enough fakers in my lifetime. This was true blue emotion. “I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to do.”

      “This isn’t your fault.” Alex fell to her knees in front of her friend, while I worked to untie her bindings. “But we have to find him.”

      “I know.” Nancy nodded. “I don’t know who they were. The men. They were awful. I don’t know how they got in. The door was locked. I swear.”

      “Describe them.” I didn’t bother with formalities. Every second counted. I could tell this women cared about Langdon, and I trusted her word. I untied her arms and legs.

      “It was three men. Each were over six foot, but not as tall as you.” She pointed at me.

      I nodded.

      “One had black hair, the other two had lighter hair. The one with the dark hair had a scruffy beard.

      “That’s Adrian.” Even thinking about him made my blood boil. I would kill him for daring to touch my son.

      “They said they weren’t going to hurt him if I cooperated. Please tell me this Adrian guy was telling the truth.” Fresh tears streamed down her face.

      “He has no reason to hurt him, but he has every reason to keep him from me and try to poison his mind against me.” Nothing would make Adrian happier. He blamed me for what happened, even though he was the one who turned on his own Alpha.

      “You told me not to jump the gun, but now it’s time. Tell me, where do we look next?” Alex stood up. She wasn’t crying. Her eyes were clear and determined.

      “I am almost positive I know where Adrian took him.” The fact that Adrian left Nancy behind said it all. He wanted us to find her and to know he took Langdon. He wanted us to follow him, and there was one place where he knew he’d have the upper hand.

      “Then why did we come here first?” Alex wrung her hands.

      “To make sure. Breaking into Adrian’s compound is going to be dangerous. We weren’t going to do it unless we had no other choice.” It was a place I never intended to go, but right now I would have gone to hell and back for my son.

      “His compound doesn’t sound like a great destination, but we have no other choice.” Alex appeared stoic.

      “No. It’s the only reason he would have left Nancy here. He wants us to follow.” That was dangerous, but it was also our only choice.

      “Then let’s go.” Alex tugged on my arm. “Stop wasting time.”

      “I’m coming with you.” Nancy rubbed her arms as if to ward off the cold. “You can’t keep me out of this now.”

      “Fine. But we need to go.” I opened the front door, and they followed me out. Having two humans with me to protect would be difficult, but we couldn’t leave Nancy behind. Maybe she’d also bring comfort to Alex and help keep her calm. Alex was going to need it. The situation we were walking into was one I’d never expected to face.

      Breaking into Adrian’s compound wasn’t going to be easy, but it was entirely possible. Besides, the risk was completely worth it. We would get Langdon back, and then I would do what I should have done years before—get rid of Adrian.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We had to park several miles from the compound so we wouldn’t be seen. Adrian would be expecting us, but that didn’t mean we had to make things any easier on him.

      It was cold, and a light sprinkling of snow fell from the sky, but neither girl seemed to notice. Luckily Alex had borrowed an extra coat from Nancy.

      Alex also carried a fleece blanket. Although she didn’t say anything, I was positive it was for Langdon.

      I took her hand. “We need to stay calm. Any rash movement might not only put us in danger, but it might but Langdon in danger too.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      The first mile went quickly. We walked silently, determined to get to Langdon but nervous about what was to come.

      I knew I could take Adrian, but could I defeat him and his pack mates while also protecting the girls? I couldn’t handle the thought of anything happening to Alex.

      We were a half-mile out when I sensed the first wolf. I slowed my pace and checked our surroundings as best I could.

      Before I could warn the girls, a giant gray wolf jumped out of the woods.

      I released Alex’s hands and moved a few feet away before I reached for my wolf. I felt the intense heat, and my vision tunneled as my wolf form took over. Within seconds I was fully transformed.

      I lunged for the wolf, going straight for his neck. I saw only in shades of red and black as I bit down on the wolf’s neck. I could taste his blood as his body went limp.

      Alex screamed, and I tossed the wolf.

      I turned around to find five more wolves circling around Alex and Nancy.

      I thought fast. I had to find a way to attack on the largest wolf, Adrian, as once their pack leader was killed, the rest of the wolves would retreat. Before I could act, a second group of wolves appeared: my pack.

      I could now focus on the biggest wolf, knowing my pack mates would take care of the smaller ones. They would show no mercy. Each wolf had wronged our pack—they’d threatened my mate and son.

      The large grey wolf stepped away from the others, waiting for me to make a move. He slowly circled around me.

      I waited until Adrian walked beside me, to make my move. I lunged for Adrian, knocking him to the ground. I kept him pinned to the ground with my paws while I exposed his neck. He was no match for my strength. I looked into his eyes as I ripped the flesh of his neck and watched as his life slipped away. The life in his eyes slowly faded, and I waited until I felt his heartbeat ceased.

      Maybe I should have felt something for my uncle, but after what he’d allowed to happen to my father, and what he’d done to my son, I didn’t. He would have killed my mate. He would have done anything to destroy my pack.

      I stared at the carnage of what was once my uncle until I was calm. Then I allowed my human form to take over.

      “Here. I think the women would prefer if you put this on.” Norm’s voice brought me out of the fight.

      Without turning around I accepted the jeans he held out. Thankfully he’d packed an extra from me.

      I turned around and found my entire pack in their human forms. As I’d expected, they took care of the rest of Adrian’s pack.

      I ignored them all and pulled Alex into my arms first. I held her against me, relieved that she appeared unharmed.

      After a moment I let go.

      Immediately Norm embraced me. “Brother, I am sorry we did not arrive sooner.”

      “Thank you for coming.”

      “I am sure you thought the worse. You assumed I—”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I did not doubt you for a minute.”

      “I did,” Alex admitted. “And for that I am sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I understand how all of this must have felt.” Norm looked her right in the eyes. “Don’t waste a moment worrying about it.”

      “But how did they find out?” Alex leaned into my side.

      “They traced your car and found out everything about you. Turns out you were right about leaving it.” Norm looked down at the ground.

      Alex shook her head. “It’s my turn to tell you not to worry. But we do need to find Langdon.”

      As if on cue, a tiny pup ran out of the woods.

      “Langdon?” Alex walked toward the young wolf.

      He ran right over to her, and she scooped him up. While she cradled him in her arms, he made the transition back to his human form far more gracefully than a wolf even years older than him normally would.

      Nancy helped her wrap him in the blanket. Alex pulled him tighter against her. “You’re all right, baby. You’re all right.” She rocked back and worth, holding him tightly. Tears streamed down her face.

      “Did you see that? I was a wolf.” Langdon asked with big eyes.

      “I know.” She nodded. “I saw.”

      “Is that bad?” He tilted his head to the side. “Are you mad?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “It’s good. You are just like your daddy.”

      “My daddy?” He looked around. “Is he here?”

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      I took my cue and walked over. He stared into my eyes. “Daddy?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you before, but I promise I will now.” I wasn’t going to blame Alex. She’d done so much for him. I wouldn’t take the chance of messing up their relationship just to make mine easier to build.

      He nodded. “Do you like trucks?”

      “I love trucks. I drive one.”

      He grinned. “Can I drive it?”

      I laughed. “Not for a few years, bud. But one day.”

      He nodded. “Mommy wouldn’t let me.”

      “It’s time to get you out of the cold.” Alex wrapped the blanket tighter around him.

      “I’m not cold.” Langdon shrugged off the blanket.

      “Wolves run warm,” I explained for him. He probably didn’t understand yet. “Now that he’s shifted he’s taken on that trait.”

      “Still, we need to get you somewhere warmer.” Alex cuddled him close to her chest.

      I patted his back. “In life you listen to your momma.”

      He wrapped his arms around her neck. “I know.”

      “Are you ready to go home?” Alex whispered to him.

      “Yes.” He snuggled against her. “Let’s go home.”

      I wondered what home she meant.
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      “This tree is the biggest ever!” Langdon held his arm up in an attempt to demonstrate the height of the douglas fir Ryder had finished setting up in the living room.

      “You sure it’s big enough?” Ryder picked Langdon up. “Maybe we should have gone taller.”

      “It almost touches the ceiling.” Langdon wrapped his arms around Ryder’s neck.

      “Almost.” I smiled. It was nice to see Langdon so happy. I’d always managed a small tree for him each year, but this was different. As were the lights strung up all over the outside of the house. And the red velvet stockings—each monogramed—hanging from the mantle. This was the kind of Christmas Langdon had never experienced before.

      “Can we decorate it now?” Langdon asked. “Right now?”

      Ryder chuckled. “In my family we used to wait until Christmas Eve, but I suppose new traditions are in order.”

      “I brought the few we had.” I held out an old shoe box to Langdon. “Want to start with these?”

      He grabbed the box and knelt down on the floor with them.

      I kneeled down beside him, and Ryder came behind me. He rubbed my shoulders. “You doing all right?”

      “Fine.” I was thrilled Langdon was so happy, but I didn’t know where Ryder and I stood. I didn’t know where I wanted us to stand. We’d spent two weeks together as a family, and it had been the best two weeks of my life.  But that didn’t mean this was going to last. I knew that the hard way.

      “Fine isn’t the word I was hoping for.” Ryder let go of my shoulders and moved beside me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t want to lose this.” I gestured to Langdon happily taking ornaments out of the box, but I hoped Ryder understood I meant us. The three of us.

      “Why would you lose it?” He looked deep into my eyes.

      “Because you’re eventually going to get bored. The novelty will wear off.”

      “Nope. Never.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand where your doubts are coming from, but you never have to feel them with me.”

      I glanced at Langdon. He had abandoned the ornaments and was now playing with the toy trucks Ryder had picked up for him. He was out of earshot. “I’ve been hurt before.”

      “I know.” He pulled me close to him. “Nancy told me all about it.”

      “She did?” I felt a tinge of annoyance that she’d shared my private history, but I was also relieved he knew.

      “Yes. But you need to realize I’m not that guy. This is different.” He gestured between us.

      “I want to believe you.”

      “You will. It might take time, but eventually you’ll understand.”

      “And until then?”

      “Until then I’ll keep working on convincing you.”

      “Thank you.” I brushed my lips against his. “For giving Langdon this.”

      “You’ve given him so much more than I could ever give.” He brushed my hair out of my face. “Don’t forget how much you scarified to give him everything he needed.”

      “But I could have avoided that if I came to you earlier.” I’d let fear get in the way of what was best for Langdon and me.

      He took both my hands in his. “Stop looking backward. Let’s look forward.”

      “Looking forward sounds perfect.” I squeezed his hands before standing up to retrieve the box. I took out the new ornament I had picked out for Ryder. “This seemed perfect for you.”

      He accepted the glass wolf howling under a full moon. “Absolutely perfect.” He kissed me lightly.

      “Oh, one last thing to hang up.” He dug through a bag by the fireplace. He pulled out something green and walked back over.

      “It’s not Christmas without this.” He opened his hand, revealing a strand of mistletoe. He held it over our heads.

      “Mistletoe?”

      “Yes. And you know what it means.” He didn’t wait for me to answer. Instead he pressed his lips into mine.

      I responded immediately, enjoying the sweetness of it.

      The sound of giggles had me pushing Ryder away.

      I took a moment to compose myself before facing Langdon. “All done with those ornaments?”

      “Yup. I’m ready for more.”

      Ryder took my hand in his. “Ok, bud. Let’s start with this one.”  He helped Langdon hang the wolf on a low branch.
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      It needed to be perfect. Everything about this Christmas needed to be. It was the first one I was spending with my family, and I was going to make sure it was one they remembered. Getting the gifts was easy. It was the rest that was hard.

      I’d decided to take my time. I wanted to claim Alex as my mate, but I wanted it done the right way. I didn’t want her agreeing to it out of a sense of duty to our son, or out of fear from what happened with Adrian. I would wait as long as it took, the only caveat being both Alex and Langdon were safe in my home. And to that

      she’d agreed immediately. She wanted Langdon safe, and she wanted my help now that he was shifting.

      I didn’t fight her when she chose to sleep in one of the twin beds in the extra bedroom instead of my bed. She was impossible to resist, but I could wait. She was back in my life, and she’d brought Langdon. I was truly the luckiest man alive.

      “Daddy!” Langdon ran into my room and jumped on the bed. “It’s morning.”

      “Are you sure?” I sat up and looked around my dark room.

      He crawled up the bed and sat down beside me. “It is. I know it.”

      “It’s not morning.” I glanced at the glowing red numbers on my clock. “It’s four a.m.”

      “A.m. Means morning Mommy said.”

      “Not really morning.” I rubbed my eyes. “But it’s Christmas so I’ll make an exception.”

      “Where did Mommy go?”

      “What do you mean?” The rest of my sleepiness disappeared. “She isn’t sleeping?”

      “Nope. She isn’t. I thought she might be in here, but she isn’t either.” He lifted up the blankets as if she might be hiding under them.

      “Stay right here. Don’t move.” I jumped out of bed. I searched the house. “Alex?” I called out.

      There was no answer. I looked out front where her car was still parked in the driveway, covered with a fresh layer of snow.

      I ran to the back door and yanked it open. And then I saw her. She was sitting out on the deck wrapped in a blanket and clutching a mug. I sat down beside her on the bench. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Merry Christmas.” She kissed my cheek. “And no, why would you think I was trying to do something like that?”

      “You disappeared. We had no idea where you were.”

      “It’s four a.m. Why are you even up?”

      “Why are you up? And why are you out here?”

      “I woke up and saw the snow had started again.”

      “And you decided to come out here?” My heart was still beating out of control, but I tried to relax. Alex was safe.

      “I made coffee first.” She set her mug down on the floor beside her.

      I scooted closer to her. “Merry Christmas. I suppose I should have led with that.”

      “Is he up?”

      “Of course. I told him to wait in our room, but I doubt he listened.”

      “Our room?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. It will be our room eventually.”

      “It will be.” She grabbed my hand and pulled it under the blanket. “Ready to go in?”

      “What do I need to be ready for exactly?”

      “Have you watched a preschooler open presents before?”

      “No. But there’s no time like the present to experience that.” I grinned. “And just so you know, you’re not getting your present until tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes. Is that okay with you?”

      “Absolutely.” She picked up her mug and stood. “But you didn’t need to get me anything. I told you that.”

      “And I told you I’m going to be buying you presents all the time, whether it’s a holiday or not.”

      She laughed. “All right, let’s find Langdon before he opens everything without us.”

      I brushed my lips against hers. “You’re amazing.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you have given me the greatest gifts in the world. I didn’t know this kind of happiness existed.”

      “Neither did I.” She rested her head on my chest. “Neither did I.”
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      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked, trying to hold some of my fear back. When Ryder dropped his plan on me I didn’t respond for a full minute. Letting Langdon out of my sight made me nervous. Letting him out of my sight for multiple nights starting on the evening of Christmas made me even more nervous.

      “Of course it’s a good idea.” Nancy gave me a stern look. “You two need some time together, and Langdon needs some Aunt Nancy time. You guys usually spend Christmas with me. I haven’t had a chance to spoil him yet.”

      “And Uncle Norm time.” Norm grinned. “Don’t forget I’m going to be there to watch out for him too.”

      “Although I am fully capable of taking care of him myself, as long as a crazy wolf doesn’t come after him.” Nancy’s expression darkened. She still felt guilty about what happened, but none of it was her fault. It was Adrian’s fault, and mine for waiting so long to tell Ryder the truth.

      “Of course you are,” I reassured her. “None of what happened was your fault.”

      “I am a wolf.” Langdon grinned. “I can protect you.”

      Nancy laughed. “I bet you can, but I’m still the boss.”

      “I know.” He gave a devilish smile that looked so much like Ryder’s it was eerie.

      “I want to spend time with him anyway.” Norm smiled. “Besides, does my hanging around bother you that much?”

      Nancy shrugged, and I wondered not for the first time if there was a little something brewing there.

      “But promise you’ll call and check in?” I was always going to be nervous about leaving Langdon. I think it just comes with being a mom.

      “And I’ll have my phone on,” Nancy added.

      Ryder rubbed my back. I appreciated he wasn’t trying to convince me of anything. He was leaving the decision up to me. Although he didn’t have to say anything for me to know his opinion. He was ready for alone time. And so was I. Besides, Langdon would have a blast with Nancy and Norm. It was only my own fear holding him back.

      “Ok. But only for the weekend.”  I bent down and opened Langdon’s bag to make sure he had everything he needed.

      “You’ve checked twice already, babe.” Ryder knelt down beside me. “He’s all packed and ready to go.”

      “I know.” I took a deep breath and stood up. “Ok, Langdon. I need the biggest hug ever.”

      He ran and jumped into my arms, nearly knocking me over.

      I held him close. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you too, but you’ll have Daddy.” My heart soared. It still seemed amazing how quickly Langdon took to Ryder. They had a natural bond that only grew the more time they were together.

      Ryder joined our hug. “You have fun, and come back to us with all sorts of stories.”

      “Ok. You take care of Mommy.” Langdon reached for Ryder and moved into his arms.

      Ryder hugged him. “It’s a big job, but I think I can do that.” Ryder set Langdon down.

      Langdon ran over to Nancy and Norm.

      “Love you!” I called as the three of them disappeared through the door.

      “He’s going to have a blast.” Ryder rubbed my back. “Remember that.”

      “I know.” He deserved to spend time with Nancy. They had a close relationship I never wanted to get in the way of.

      “And so are we.” Ryder pulled me into his arms.

      “I know that too.”

      “First things first.” Ryder put a hand on my hip.

      “What? Am I supposed to know already or guess?” I loved the feel of his hands on me. They made me feel so safe. When I pushed away my fears over him tiring of me, I couldn’t deny the way he made me feel.

      “Neither. It’s a surprise. I did promise you your gift was coming tonight.”

      “My gift is still a surprise?.” I tried to hide my disappointment, but it was hard to do.

      “Don’t you like surprises?”

      “Sometimes.” Very rarely. Surprises made me nervous.

      “Only sometimes?”

      “You know I get nervous about things.”

      “This is nothing to get nervous about.” He pulled me closer.

      “Promise?”

      “Do you really need to ask that question?” Ryder narrowed his eyes.

      “Probably not.” I shrugged.

      “Probably not? I hope you mean definitely not.”

      I looked up into his eyes. “I’m not crossing my arms.”

      He laughed. “Nope, but you’re doubting me.”

      “No arm crossing, no doubting, what other rules do I need to know about?”

      “The unequivocal trust when I tell you it’s a good surprise.”

      “How is that different than doubting you?”

      “It’s not really. Just a different way to spin it.” He ran his hands down my back in the way that gave me the good kind of chills.

      “Uh huh. I see.” I started to cross my arms and then stopped. “Is this surprise going to involve me getting naked?” With Ryder that was a good question to ask. He’d largely kept his hands to himself over the weeks since we rescued Langdon, but I had a feeling that was going to change now that we were alone again.

      “You will be naked eventually, but the surprise itself doesn’t require it.”

      “Ok. That eliminates a few things.”

      “How much I wish I could see inside your mind right now to figure out what you’re thinking.” He wriggled an eyebrow.

      “And that’s exactly why I’m sure glad you can’t.”

      “But you are going to have to be blindfolded.” He grinned.

      I groaned. “No. Let’s not go there. Blindfolds are not my friend.”

      “When were you blindfolded before?”

      “Sixth birthday party, pin-the-tail on the donkey. Don’t ask, but it didn’t go well.” I shook away the memory.

      “This is going to end completely differently from how that ended. By your reluctance I can only assume the ending was pretty bad.”

      “Beyond bad, but I’m going to trust you.”

      “Good.” He pulled a bandana out of his back pocket. “I promise this won’t end bad.”

      He tied the bandana over my eyes. I tried to stay calm. “Will any of this be bad?”

      “Nope.” He put hand hands on my shoulders and led me out of the room.

      I heard the squeak of the door.

      “Careful we’re stepping down.”

      “Wait, we’re going somewhere?” I froze on what I knew were the front steps.

      “Yes. Is there a problem with that?”

      “How long am I going to have this thing on?” I touched the blindfold.

      “As long as it takes to get where we’re going.”

      “Real helpful,” I mumbled.

      “Relax. It’s going to be worth it.” He led me down the rest of the steps and to the car.

      “People are going to think you’re kidnapping me if you drive me somewhere like this.” I tried to come up with any excuse to convince him to take the bandana off short of me refusing.

      “Who’s going to see us? It’s dark out.”

      “There are lights on the road.” Or not. Forest Ridge wasn’t big on them.

      He picked me up and put me in the truck. “Quit worrying. No one is going to arrest us.”

      “Fine.”

      “You should be excited.” He reached over and buckled my seatbelt.

      “I am.”

      “Are you?” In the next moment his lips were on mine, igniting the fire in me that was always lit by his touch. I reached out for him, pulling him closer. The blindfold made it hotter. Since I couldn’t see I focused on my other senses—mostly touch. He intensified the kiss, pushing into my mouth and demanding my tongue. I opened up freely and fully.

      Then just as suddenly he stopped.

      I groaned. “You and your teasing.”

      “This isn’t about teasing, it’s about getting where we need to go.” He kissed my forehead and closed the door to the truck.

      I waited for him to go around to his side and get in. I listened to the truck start, and he backed out of the driveway. We were on our way to whatever the surprise was, and I was no longer nervous. Ryder’s kiss had done the trick, and I was positive that was exactly what he’d been hoping for.
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      Ending a kiss with Alex was never easy, but I had to. I’d had the whole evening set up and planned for days. The timing was important.

      I’d gotten a little nervous when she struggled to say goodbye to Langdon. I understood her hesitation. I was reluctant to say goodbye to him too, but I needed time alone with Alex. Whether she knew it or not, she needed it too.

      I’d given things some time. I’d let Alex and Langdon adjust to life in Forest Ridge, but now it was time to do what I’d wanted to do for years—make Alex mine in the most significant way possible—to make her my mate.

      I put the truck in park and turned it off.

      “Are we there?” Alex put a hand on the side of her bandana. To her credit she didn’t take it off. She was taking this very seriously.

      “Yes.” I ran my fingers over her hand.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” Her voice was filled with excitement instead of nerves now, and I was pretty sure my kiss had something to do with that.

      I hopped out and went around to her side. Now it was my turn to be nervous. I hoped she liked the surprise. I’d taken a risk with it, and I hoped it paid off. I opened her car door and took her hand. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I can be for something I don’t know anything about.”

      “Works for me.” I guided her from the car and up the brick walkway.

      I situated her exactly where I wanted her and pulled off the blindfold.

      I waited anxiously as she blinked and took in the sight in front of her.

      She said nothing at first.

      “So, what do you think?” I watched her like a hawk, determined to witness all of her reaction.

      “Think? Did Nancy tell you I liked this house?” Alex pointed at the large white painted brick house in front of us.

      “No. Langdon did.” I smiled. He’d been very specific about how much his mommy wanted it and that I should buy it for her.

      “What?” Her eyes widened.

      “I’m getting good at knowing when you lie because you don’t want me doing things for you. I knew your whole ‘our current house is perfect’ thing wasn’t true. Langdon told me you loved this one.”

      “But it’s not for sale.”

      “No it’s not.” And I hoped it wouldn’t  be again for years. This was the house we’d raise our family in. “Unless you don’t want it.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Wait. You already bought it? Even though it wasn’t for sale?”

      “Most houses are for sale for the right price.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” She gaped at me, and then back at the house.

      “You like it, right? Langdon pointed out the right one?”

      “Oh, it’s the right one, but I can’t believe you bought it.” She put a hand to her chest.

      “I know I probably should have talked to you about it first, but every time I brought up getting a new place you shot it down. You also refused to change anything in the current house because you don’t consider it yours. I figured we needed a new place for our new family.”

      A slow smile spread across her lips. “Can I see inside?”

      “Of course.” I took her hand again and led her up the steps to the front door.

      I pulled out the key from my pocket and pushed open the door. “Do me a favor, and look around over here and in kitchen for a few minutes. I need to finalize things for the rest of the surprise.”

      “There’s more to the surprise?” She put a hand to her chest.

      “Yes.” I smiled. “Be right back.”

      I hurried off to the master bedroom to make sure everything was exactly the way it was supposed to be. I got to work lighting candles. When I was satisfied things were perfect I headed back out toward the main living area to find her.

      She ran her hands over the marble counter top. “This place is gorgeous.”

      “Yes, but it’s going to be even nicer once you put your touch on it.”

      “Thanks for not doing that part.” She grinned.

      “I do know you. I wasn’t about to take away any of your fun.”

      “Speaking of fun.” She raised an eyebrow. “Where’s that other surprise you were telling me about?”

      “Right this way.” I held out my arm to her. She linked her arm through it, and I led her down the hall to our new room.

      Her face lit up when she took in the candles surrounding the pile of blankets I set up.

      “Wow. This is beautiful.”

      “I didn’t want to buy any furniture without you, but I thought this was a perfect evening to try out the new room.”

      She walked over and pulled my head down to meet hers. “Absolutely perfect evening for it.” She kissed me.

      She may have been the one to start the kiss, but I quickly took over. I demanded access to her mouth, while at the same time slipping my hand underneath her sweater. Her skin was warm and soft, exactly the way it always was, but this time it felt even better because I knew what was coming.

      She broke the kiss and took a step back. I was about to complain, but she pulled off her sweater, letting it fall to the floor. “Make me yours.”

      “You’re ready?” I locked my eyes with hers.

      “Completely.” She unbuttoned her jeans and slid them off.

      I hurriedly shed my shirt and jeans and closed the distance between us. I unclasped her bra, and slowly slid it off, followed by her panties. I tossed both aside.

      I watched her, letting my eyes enjoy what my hands and mouth would be enjoying soon.

      She let me look. She made no move to cover herself up or hide from me. Her confidence turned me on more until I couldn’t wait any longer. I lowered my mouth to her breast, lightly grazing my teeth over her nipple. She moaned, and I slid my hand between her legs.

      She opened up to me, and I slid two fingers inside of her. She moaned even louder.

      I slid in a third finger, and she whimpered. I bit down on her nipple before releasing it so my lips could move next to her neck.

      She took me in her hand, and I closed my eyes for a moment, savoring her touch before opening my eyes and offsetting her hand. I slid my fingers out and stepped back.

      “No teasing me tonight.” She pouted.

      “There will be no teasing.” I gently helped her down to the blankets and lay beside her. “You comfortable?”

      “Perfect.” She ran her hand down my chest.

      “I’m going to make this as painless as possible.” I didn’t mean the sex. I meant the bite.

      “I want you.” She pulled on my back to move me toward her. “I need you.”

      “I need you too.” I moved over her and looked down at the most beautiful woman I had ever met. “I love you, Alex. I will love you forever.” I thrust into her slowly at first to make sure she was ready to take me.

      I continued to thrust, harder and faster until the entire length of me was inside her. We fit perfectly together, and we moved in perfect rhythm as I made things continually harder and faster.

      She moaned my name and thrust her hips into me, and I knew it was time.

      I bit down on her neck. She cried out in pain, but soon she was moaning again as I licked the wound to heal it. I continued to move inside her, bringing her to a level of pleasure I couldn’t have before I’d bitten her. She reached her release, but I made no move to stop. Bringing her to climax once wasn’t enough.

      I pulled her on top of me and rested my hands on her hips as she rode me. She moaned, the pain long forgotten as she became as lost as I was in the euphoria of our physical and supernatural connection.

      When she neared her second climax I rolled her over again so I was on top. I looked deep into her eyes as I met my release at the same moment she did just the way it was supposed to be. She was mine. I was hers. We were forever connected, and no one could ever take her away from me.

      I stayed inside her long after we were done. I wasn’t ready to separate.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m yours.”

      “You’ve always been mine.” I kissed her lips. “From the moment we met.”

      “Is that so?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Absolutely. It just took awhile to convince you of the truth.”

      “I am thoroughly convinced.”

      “Are you completely sure?” I ran my lips down her neck.

      “Maybe you should convince me some more just to be sure.”

      I grinned. “We have all night.”

      “No, we have all weekend.”

      She kissed me. “Best surprise ever.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You gave me the best surprise ever when you showed up and told me about Langdon.”

      “Hopefully we’ll have more surprises to share.”

      “I have one more for tonight.” I reached over to where I’d tossed my jeans. I pulled out the small black box.

      “Wait.” Her eyes widened. “What?””

      I got down on one knee in front of her, still completely naked and well aware of what was on display. It didn’t matter. She had all of me now.

      “Alexandra Mason, will you do me the honor of being my wife as well as my mate?”

      “Yes!” She reached up and pulled me down on top of her.

      I pushed the ring onto her left ring finger into the spot it would stay for the rest of her life.
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          Hunt

        

        The Grizzly Brothers Chronicles

      

    
    
      There's a new Alpha in town and he just found his mate, she just doesn't know it yet.

      Welcome to Crestview, Montana. Population ~1000 and not all of those are human.

      After his brother is murdered, Ian must step up to become Alpha of his bear shifter pack. At the same time law student Mara shows up in town, and Ian knows she’s destined to be his mate.

      When a rival pack lays claim to Mara, Ian and his brothers will stop at nothing to protect her.
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      In the space of a few moments I went from kissing Ian to being held in rough arms as I was carried up toward the sky.

      Disoriented and petrified, I watched Ian’s ranch disappear below. I tried to scream, but I was breathless from the shock. Instead I held onto the creature carrying me, both hoping he’d release me and terrified he would let go and send me falling to my death.

      Less than forty-eight hours before I was a normal law student. Now I was falling for a bear shifter and kidnapped by a guy with wings.

      It turned out my summer in small town Montana wasn’t going to be so quiet after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Mara

        

      

    
    
      No one should be laid to rest alone. Even if you’ve been forced to walk the road of life with no one by your side, you deserve to have someone present at your burial. At least that’s what my grandfather taught me when I was a kid. Somehow even at twenty-three I couldn’t shake the lesson, which is why I was standing in the pouring rain without an umbrella.

      The weather report hadn’t called for rain. I’d checked twice before leaving the house dressed in the black cotton dress I saved for these sorts of occasions. The material was too thin for the cool Montana morning, but I didn’t have any other options in my closet.

      I’d made the slow drive over to the old cemetery just outside of town for the first time since arriving in Crestview six days before. I’d witnessed far more burials in the same time period when I lived in Philadelphia, but it seemed most people in this small town had someone around to bury them.  I hoped people would be able to say the same thing about me when the time came.

      The rain had started innocently enough. A few drops landed on my wavy brown hair while I watched the gravedigger work. I ignored the water, watching the surprisingly upscale wooden coffin sit beside the hole in the ground that would become its new home. I’d been to plenty of these burials before, but this one felt different. Usually it was older people who had money but no family. This man was in his thirties. Had the dead man bought himself a high-end coffin before he died? Most thirty-year-olds I knew weren’t preparing for their own death.

      The small drops of rain became larger, but I refused to run back to my truck. It couldn’t take that much longer. These burials never did. There was no one around to make speeches or to play music. There was something beautiful about the simplicity even though the reason for it was depressing.

      The worker turned the crank and lowered the coffin into the hole. I walked closer, still keeping enough of a distance that he might not notice me. Explaining my presence was the most awkward part of these things.

      I looked up at the sky, letting large droplets of rain splash down my face. Was my Grandfather watching me? He’d never told me much about his belief in the afterlife. He’d always been more concerned about his life while on earth.

      “Miss?”

      I startled at the sound of a voice. The gravedigger paused with the coffin midway into the hole. He was older than I expected. At least seventy something with a weathered face that suggested he spent a lot of his time outside in the sun.

      “Yes?” I brushed my wet hair way from my face.

      “You should get on out of this rain.” The man squeezed water from his soaking wet t-shirt.

      “So should you.”

      He frowned. “This is my job.” Then his expression softened. “Unless. Are you a friend of his?” He pointed to the coffin.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve never met him.” And I’d been unable to find out anything about him. Some might call it stalking, but I called it honoring. I always researched the deceased in an attempt to know them in some small way. Even if you are alone at the end of your life, you still did something, and someone should acknowledge, even if silently, the imprint you left on the world.

      “Then why are you here?” He tilted his head slightly.

      “Because someone should be.” That’s what my grandfather used to say. Of course it sounded better coming from him. More sage.

      “Well, I’m here already, so why don’t you go ahead home.” He gestured with his hand for me to leave as if shooing a fly away.

      “Ok.” I accepted his logic half to be polite and half because the rain had picked up even more. “You do an important job.”

      His body stiffened. “No one has ever said that to me.”

      “Now someone has.”

      “Get out of this rain before you catch a cold.” His expression was serious.

      “That’s not possible.” I shook my head. “It’s an old wives’ tale.”

      “I believe the old wives. There was a reason for every story they told.”

      “There’s also a reason for science.” I may not have gone into the sciences, but I had a lot of respect for people who did.

      “Is that why you’re here?” His brow furrowed. “Standing in the rain at the burial of a man you never met?”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged before walking back toward my truck.

      And that’s when I saw him standing underneath the trees only a few feet away from me. Tall, dark, and with intense emerald green eyes so bright they almost gleamed. The intensity of his eyes was only matched by his scowl that seemed born more out of sadness than anger.

      I looked away, despite my desire to study his handsome face. Handsome faces brought heartache with them.

      I resisted the urge to look back as I made my way across the parking lot to my truck. I’d chosen to park in the furthest spot in the lot. Given the rain, it wasn't my best decision.  I manually unlocked the door and stepped up into the Chevy S-10 truck that had been my grandfather’s only months before. It was nice to have my own vehicle, but I’d had far preferred his company. I’d learned to drive in this truck, but somehow now that the title bared my name it felt different, less like mine.

      Choosing to spend my summer break working in a small town in Montana probably didn’t help matters, but it sounded good at the time. I needed to get out of the city. There is something soothing and healing about silent, dark nights. They are the kind of nights that only exist in the country, and even though I hadn’t lived in the country since I was eighteen, it still called to me in a way the city never would.

      Besides, it gave me the opportunity to spend more time with Connor—also known as Professor Daniels, the one person who knew my Grandfather almost as well as I did. And even if all my law school classmates were convinced I was sleeping with Connor, I didn’t care. I wasn’t, and I had no plans to ever change that.

      I pulled out of the freshly paved lot and onto the bumpy road. I was glad I had a truck with good clearance. I’d have bottomed out a regular car at least a dozen times already. I took a quick glance back out toward the rainy cemetery. I was too far away to see the grave, but I assumed it was being covered up. The attractive guy was gone, and a small voice in my head wondered if I’d completely imagined him. It wouldn’t have been the first time.
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      She didn’t look like a bitch. Nothing about her suggested she’d been involved with Jonovan or his death, but she had to have had something to do with him. Otherwise, why was she even at his burial? No one was even supposed to know about it. Normal people don’t show up at a stranger’s burial—especially not people who looked like her.

      I wanted to forget about the way her wet black dress hugged her body. And how her damp hair fell in her face hiding one of her eyes. None of that mattered. What mattered was finding out how involved she was with Jonovan and whether he’d planned to make her his mate.

      The old pickup truck didn’t fit her. It was as though she’d borrowed it from her father. Maybe she had. I wasn’t sure when she’d gotten to town, but it had to have been after I left a month before. I’d hoped my brothers would keep things under control while I was away, but as usual as soon as I left everything fell apart.

      I walked into the trees and shifted, waiting for the familiar feel of my bear to take over. He was stronger and more instinctual than my human form, and he was the only chance I had of catching up with her truck now that it had already disappeared around the curve of the road. My vision tunneled as I adjusted to my second form.

      I didn’t have any time to waste, so I took off through the trees that ran parallel to the worn road that led back into town.

      I caught up to the old truck quickly. She was driving slower than people normally would. Either she was being especially careful because of the rain, or she wasn’t used to driving these roads.

      I caught a glimpse of her through the window. She’d pulled her long brown hair back into a bun on the top of her head exposing her neck.

      My bear growled, and I became even more certain of her significance and her involvement with Jonovan. An image of him touching her came to my mind, and I wasn’t sure if my bear or human side growled louder. It didn’t matter. There would be others. I didn’t have to claim her as mine even if every part of me knew I should.

      She pulled into Mrs. Peterson’s long driveway, taking out a row of dark pink hollyhocks with her sharp turn. For someone who drove well under the speed limit she wasn’t cautious with her turns.

      She slowed down as if to assess the damage she’d caused before continuing up the driveway and over to the gravel extension that led to the guesthouse.  Mrs. Peterson had been renting out the place sporadically for years, but the girl’s presence there could only mean one thing: she wasn’t staying in town long. If she were she’d have rented a place far away from the watchful eyes of Mrs. Peterson. But it also meant something else. Mrs. Peterson would be able to tell me everything about the girl. Starting with her name.

      I stayed hidden in the thick woods that ran all around the back and side of the property. She sat in her truck longer than I expected. She could have been waiting on the rain to slow, but she was already soaked. She’d seemed unperturbed by the water at the cemetery. I didn’t imagine a little bit more water would change anything. But what did I know? I was as clueless about women as the next guy.

      She opened her door slowly and stepped out. She clutched a cream-colored envelope and held it against her chest as she dashed toward the front door of the small blue cottage.

      I couldn’t make out any writing on the envelope, but by the way she clutched it, I could see it was important to her.

      She closed the door to the house, cutting out my view. I had no clue who the girl was, but she was someone special. I’d find out who she was and get my answers. After that I’d either never let her go or pretend I didn’t want her. I already knew the latter would be almost impossible to do.
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          Dire

        

        The Dire Wolves Chronicles

      

    
    
      Gage was the first guy I ever wanted. He was my first crush and my first fantasy, but he wasn't my first in any other way because he never saw me as anything more than a friend— at least not until the night that changed everything.

      It was all Gage's fault. He insisted we drive through the storm and take the back roads. By the time the storm hit full force we had no chance. One night of snowbound sex changed our relationship forever. The problem was at the same time I caught another guy’s attention. This other guy happened to be the alpha of a pack of shifter wolves. I thought the wolves were the worst of my problems, but I was wrong. When things went from bad to worse I had to make a lifelong sacrifice to save Gage, but what price is too much to save the one you love?
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      A single howl made me stop short. “The wolves!”

      “Let’s hope they are farther away than they sound.” Gage tightened his hold on my hand and pulled me forward.

      Three more howls filled the night. “They sound closer.”

      We picked up the pace, and I chanced a glance behind me. That was a mistake. Several large grey wolves came into view. “Run!”

      Gage didn’t need to be told twice. He broke into a run without letting go of my hand.

      I ran as fast as possible over the frozen snow, but we didn’t get far before the wolves started circling around us. “Oh my god.” Could things get any worse?

      “You have to make a run for it.” Gage’s voice quivered. “They’re going to kill us.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” I tried to stay strong, and I kept my eyes locked on the wolves. There were five of them. All of them were massive, much larger than any wolf I’d seen before, but one of them was even bigger and had a large silver streak running down its back. That wolf seemed to be staring right at me.

      “I’ll distract them. You run. I’ll catch up.”

      I spotted an opening next to one of the smaller of the wolves and went for it. I didn’t make it far before one of the wolves stepped in front of me. I froze, paralyzed with fear, before my legs were knocked from under me. Suddenly, I was lying in the snow with a giant wolf hovering over me.

      “We’re fucked.” Gage voiced exactly what I was thinking.

      The silver streaked wolf stared down at me. It’s almost glowing eyes bored into mine. Was I really going to die as half-frozen food for a giant wild animal?

      Then things got hazy and the air seemed to buzz. Moments later it wasn’t a wolf on top of me—it was a man. A completely naked man with a faint scar across his face.

      “What the heck?” I tried to scurry back, but Hunter didn’t move. His very exposed parts nearly touched me. I didn’t want to notice his size, but I did. He was huge. He also didn’t look remotely concerned with the cold.

      His lips brushed against my ear. “Were you going somewhere?”
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      He wore black athletic shorts that sat low on his hips and gave me a fantastic view of his perfectly sculpted abs. I had a strong desire to touch those abs with my hands and quite possibly my tongue. His bare chest was equally as alluring, all muscle with just a little bit of sweat sliding down.

      “Thanks for waiting up for me.” He walked into his room and closed the door. “I was worried you’d have fallen asleep already.” He slipped off those black shorts and walked toward his bed that amazingly enough I was already tucked into. He pulled back the blanket. “And you’re wearing the lingerie I like best.” He grinned wickedly as he slipped in beside me.

      “Isn’t the best part taking it off me?” I bit my lip, knowing that it would only turn him on more.

      “You remembered.” He slipped the strap down off my right shoulder.

      “I remember everything about you. I always have.”

      “How’d I get so lucky?” He slipped off the other strap as he left tiny kisses from my shoulder up toward my neck.

      “You know you’re the only one I’ve ever wanted.”

      “I know.” He pushed my top down and out of the way. “I feel exactly the same way.” His mouth closed around my breast.

      “Mary Anne!”

      My eyes flew open as someone pounded on the door to my dorm room. I blinked a few times, trying to hold on to the remnants of my dream.

      “Mary Anne!” The voice yelled louder.

      I grudgingly dragged myself across the room and opened the door. I wasn’t surprised to see Genevieve standing there.

      “Finally!” She pushed into the room. I closed the door and cut her off before she could sit on my bed. I needed to make it first. I pulled back my jersey knit lime green sheets and navy blue comforter. As soon as I smoothed out the comforter, she took a seat.

      I sat in my desk chair and watched her. “As lovely as it is to see you, I’m guessing there’s a reason you’re here?”

      “Aren’t you a little grouchy this morning?” Suddenly her glossy lips twisted up into a smile. “Wait….you were dreaming about him again.”

      “Why do you have to say it like it’s a bad thing? Most women have some sort of sexual dreams. It isn’t at all abnormal.” I ran my fingers through my long red hair to get out the tangles.

      “Mary Anne, I’m only saying this because I’m a friend and I care about you, but you’re obsessed.” She crossed her legs. “Most women may have sex dreams, but they’re about celebrities, not a guy they actually know. Plus, the frequency is the crazy part.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with dreaming about Gage.”

      “There is. If you want him so bad, just get with him. It’s not like he’d say no. He’s gotten with half the girls on this campus already.”

      I groaned. “That’s not entirely true. I admit he has a reputation, but he doesn’t actually sleep with everyone. Plus, I can’t just sleep with him. We have a history. We’re from the same town.” Maybe claiming we had a history was a bit of an overstatement, but I had known him practically my entire life.

      “Is he still driving you home for break?” She leaned back on her hands.

      “Of course. Why would that change?”

      “I thought you might have considered taking Roy up on his offer to drop you off on his way home.” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Gage and I are going to the same place. It makes sense to have him drive me. Plus, my parents know him.”

      “Mary Anne.” Genevieve was in the habit of saying my name far more often than necessary. She was the best friend I had at Eastern U, so I didn’t remind her of how annoying the practice was. “You know what you’re doing, right?”

      “Are we still discussing my plans to get a ride home with Gage?”

      “More specifically we’re discussing your decision to say no to Roy’s offer. You’re chicken. You’re afraid of accepting an overture from a guy who you actually have a chance with. A guy who is really interested in you.”

      “I wonder why you want me to give Roy another shot?” I bit back the smile that was ready to come out. “This would have nothing to do with his best friend, would it?” I’d gone out on one date with Roy, and although there was nothing particularly wrong with it, I had no intention of seeing him again.

      “What?” She put a hand on her chest. “Of course not.”

      “Oh? It wouldn’t be convenient for you if I were dating Roy?”

      “Sure, it would be convenient to have an excuse to spend time with Tony, but that’s not why I want you to give Roy another chance. He’s a nice guy.”

      “He is nice. He’s also intelligent and cute, but that doesn’t mean I want to spend four hours in a car with him.”

      “Not when you can spend the same amount of time in a car with Gage.”

      “Gage drives a truck.”

      Genevieve sighed. “Same thing. My point is that you have no excuse to be sitting around pining over a guy when you have real, good options knocking down your door.”

      I didn’t take the bait. I was too stressed out to get into a fight about my love life. “I’m taking a shower.” I walked over to my closet and pulled down my favorite pair of worn in jeans. I took a purple thermal shirt from my dresser. December in Boston was cold.

      “I’m sure it’s going to be a cold shower.” Genevieve made no move to leave my room.

      “I hadn’t even gotten to the good part in my dream, so a hot shower will be perfectly fine.”

      “I’ll wait here.” She lay back on my bed. “We can walk over to the exam together.”

      I hesitated with my hand on the door knob. “That sounds great, but please no more overanalyzing my choice of men. I need to keep my mind focused on the test.”

      “You’re going to ace it. You know this stuff inside and out.”

      “Let’s hope. I refuse to become the first member of my family not to get the Youngston Fellowship, and I need to ace calculus to get it.”

      “You’ll ace it, but so what if you don’t get the fellowship? You’ll still get into grad school, and you’ll be able to do exactly what you want anyway.”

      “You don’t know my parents.”

      She sat up. “I’ve met them.”

      “Meeting them is different than knowing them.”

      “Yeah, but you said they wouldn’t mind you getting a ride home with Gage. That makes me question their sanity.” She laughed. “Ok, take that shower. We don’t have much time.”

      “I wonder why not.”

      “Don’t start. Your alarm would just be going off.”

      As if to prove her point, the dinging of my alarm started. Genevieve turned it off, and I headed down the hall to the bathroom. Four hours in the car with Gage. I could hardly wait.

      

      Dire is available now!
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