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    SUMMARY


    The Norseton Wolfpack’s newest guard recruit, Arnold, never ignores premonitions from his goddess, but her latest missive could have him turning werewolf culture on its ear.


     


    His rescue of runaway new mother Leonora quickly escalates to untamed infatuation after Arnold accidentally gives Leo a mating bite. Unfortunately, being married already—sort of—Leo doesn’t want another mate. Her old one was the reason she’d grabbed her baby and left Wyoming with little more than the clothes on her back.


     


    Although Arnold promises Leo that she can have the independence she wants in Norseton, she’s not convinced real freedom is possible. Try as she might to ignore the allure of her goddess-sent rescuer, he holds her in thrall as only a true mate could. Her ex’s reckless stunt to force Leo back to Wyoming leaves Leo with little choice but to trust not only her unwavering mate, but to put her faith in her stalwart new pack, too.


     


    Disrupting the status quo is a dangerous prospect for wolves, but the Norseton pack can’t back down—not if they ever want to put their broken families back together.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    “Fucking visions.”


    Rolling his head from one side to the other, Arnold let out a quiet growl at the aches in his body, and shook out his tingling fingers.


    Arnold’s premonition had led him to an isolated thicket in the middle of Roosevelt National Forest in Colorado. He was far from home—a strange feeling for sure, seeing as how he hadn’t had a home in more than ten years. He’d been kicked out of his wolfpack at fourteen and had been out, navigating a cruel world with only his twin sister, Petra, for companionship until a couple of weeks prior.


    Petra had driven their truck into a tree and had been in a coma. She was alive, but shouldn’t have been. What the staff at the small Oklahoma hospital where she’d been taken saw as a medical miracle had really been werewolf genetics at play. They’d been so astounded by her durability that when a stranger called the hospital switchboard looking for John and Jane Does, the nurses had slipped up. They gave away just enough information that the members of a New Mexican wolfpack could guess that Petra wasn’t quite human.


    That was what they’d been looking for—not-quite-humans in need of saving.


    They’d sent a couple of their wolves to scoop up Petra and Arnold before anyone at the hospital looked too deeply into Petra’s physiology, and then offered them a home in their community.


    Norseton.


    He’d said yes. Wolves needed homes.


    But the last time Arnold had seen Petra, she’d been—finally—awake from her healing sleep and was upright and shouting at folks. The shouting hadn’t concerned him. Petra only had two volumes most of the time, and they were loud and louder. Normally he would have stuck around to make sure she was fine, but Arnold had had to go.


    He’d had a vision.


    The full moon was calling for him to shift into his wolf’s form, but he had to resist the call. Holding off on a shift was never good for a moon shifter’s health, but he needed to be on two legs and thinking with his human brain. As a wolf, he’d rely more on instinct than logic, and Arnold needed to be able to tap into both. He was strong enough to resist for a night.


    That lady—she wasn’t.


    The lady was why he was in Colorado.


    Rolling his shoulders back and flexing his fingers, he knelt silently beside a large tree and stared at the familiar spot he’d seen in his vision. There was a small clearing with a large boulder marking one edge.


    If the scene played out the exact same as in his premonition, she’d lay her baby down there, and she’d answer the moon’s call. When she shifted back, he’d be ready for her.


    He turned his wrist over and risked hitting the small button to illuminate the screen of his watch.


    Nine.


    She wouldn’t be able to resist much longer. She likely hadn’t had his practice with avoiding moon shifting. There was no way she could have been on the run for as long as he’d been.


    He didn’t know what she was running from or who, only that she was running, and that their paths were supposed to cross.


    Arnold had never considered himself to be the knight-in-shining-armor type, but the idea of a troubled lady being out in the wild with a baby gnawed at his gut. Reminded him too much of his mother’s struggles, maybe.


    The sound of a tiny protest across the clearing tugged Arnold out of his reverie and made him take his mind off the aches and pains in his body. He pinned his focus on the stumbling blonde with the bundled infant.


    She looked bad off to Arnold—clawing at her clothes with one hand while clutching the child for dear life against her chest. Eyes sunken, with dark hollows beneath.


    She needed to shift. She couldn’t resist.


    The fact she had to shift at all meant she belonged to some man and was probably running from him. Wolf women couldn’t shift until they’d had their mate’s bite, and once they’d been bitten, they were stuck.


    They were property, not people.


    She set her precious bundle down next to the rock and kicked off her dirty white canvas sneakers.


    The baby shrieked, and the lady bent, whispering a useless, “Shh. Shh,” and powdering the child’s faces with kisses.


    “Ugh.” She rolled back her shoulders, gave her head a hard shake, and stood. She undressed quickly.


    Faded blue jeans gone.


    T-shirt gone.


    By the time she stripped out of her panties, she was moving with real purpose, evidently unavailable to avoid the moon’s pull any longer. Her socks flew off next. Her bra last.


    Arnold dug his fingers into the bark of the tree behind him and tried to keep his thoughts chaste and pure. He knew he shouldn’t have been ogling her like that. Nudity didn’t provoke most wolves because they saw each other naked too often. Most were immune to seeing all that flesh, but Arnold hadn’t had much practice in avoidance. The only wolf Arnold had been close to in more than ten years had been his sister. He and Petra had an agreement: “You shift here, and I’ll go way the hell over there.”


    He couldn’t stop staring at the woman with the baby. She had to think no one was looking, so she didn’t bother covering the slight droop of her full breasts or the way her belly—still softly round from a birth that mustn’t have been all that long ago—protruded.


    She sat on her heels, eyes closed and mouth hanging open in pain. She kept one hand on her baby even as her skin began to ripple and her limbs morphed.


    Her shout was muted as the noise transformed into a pitiful howl, but through the whole ordeal, she kept touching the child as if the touch would make a difference.


    Maybe it will, he mulled.


    So much depended on whether she got her bite before or after she’d had the baby. If after, she was probably afraid that in her wolf form, she’d forget that the little human-looking child was hers.


    Arnold wouldn’t forget, though. While she ran, he’d take care of the child. He’d be sitting, waiting for her with the child in his arms whenever she returned from her run, and then he’d take both mother and child back to Norseton with him.


    His visions rarely made a hell of a lot of sense before they were fulfilled, but he knew—for once—that he had a humanitarian purpose and not a self-serving one.


    What she was doing was reckless and dangerous. If she were running, he’d give them a place to go. He’d had practice with running. She, apparently, didn’t. Not if all she had with her was that one overstuffed backpack and a diaper bag.


    That was no way to live with a baby.


    The gray wolf she’d become shot into the woods, opposite of where he was crouching.


    He moved quickly across the clearing, cracking his knuckles and his neck and ignoring his inner wolf’s compulsion to run after her.


    The baby was swaddled tight, but fighting the blankets, squabbling red-faced and protesting with all the might he or she had in his or her tiny lungs.


    Her, probably.


    The blanket had pink stars and purple unicorns. He wasn’t curious enough yet to pull back the corner to see if the filling matched the wrapper. The swaddling job looked pretty complicated, and he doubted he’d be able to recreate the folds and tucks if they became undone.


    “Hey. Everything’s okay, see?” he cooed at the hollering baby, and then scooped the bundle up off the cold ground.


    He plopped his tired ass beside the boulder and rocked, as much to soothe himself as the baby. The wolf wanted out. The wolf wanted to run and to sing to the moon, but someone with two arms and two legs needed to stay with the baby.


    “Your ma should have listened to the stories,” he said to the baby.


    Fairytales should have taught the blonde long ago that the woods weren’t safe for women and children. He didn’t know if there was a pack anywhere nearby, but he knew that most weren’t as decent as the one in Norseton. If the wrong sorts found her, they’d take her and the baby in without question. They’d make her someone’s broodmare or put her to work, earning dues for the alpha.


    Arnold wanted her to know she had options. She didn’t have to go back to that kind of life unless she wanted to, and no woman in her right mind would have wanted to. She’d run, so there was a chance she hadn’t been completely brainwashed. That was what he was hoping for.


    The baby had stopped squalling, though his or her little lips were quivering. A pitiful sight that tugged at Arnold’s heartstrings.


    Apparently, the full moon had made him soft.


    “Your ma will be back.” He rocked from side to side, eyes closed, humming some rhythmless tune he made up on the fly. “She didn’t abandon you. She just had to go. My ma used to do the same.” He cringed. “Well. Kinda. She didn’t have a bite, but she still liked to run on two legs with the pack. She wasn’t all alone like your ma, though.”


    His mother had never left him and Petra up to their own devices. Their father had been around, for a little while. And then there were friends and aunties who also didn’t shapeshift that she got to watch them. Or young girls from the reservation looking to earn some extra cash. Obviously, the blonde had no such support system.


    The baby stared up at him through swollen eyelids, lips stuck out in a pitiful pout, and cheeks bright red from exertion.


    “You think you’re tired? I’m gonna be the one feeling the pain in the morning and all through the day. I probably won’t get to sleep until we get down to Norseton. Ten-hour drive from here. Did you know that?” He gave the baby’s nose a little tweak.


    The baby made a sucking sound at him. He couldn’t tell if that was baby language for “yes” or “bug off, fool,” but as long as the child wasn’t screaming his or her little head off, he figured they’d get along just fine.


    “I took a nap before sundown,” he said, rocking a little more. “Before the moon started to pull. I probably won’t get to sleep for twenty-four hours. We’ll hit the road as soon as your ma shifts back.”


    He noted the pile of clothes she’d left near the rock. Clean and soft, but a bit abused. Her faded jeans were coming apart around the back pockets and at one of the side seams, and her T-shirt—a simple, stretchy cotton that had been printed with rosettes and bows—had a couple of visible bleach stains.


    He pulled the top closer and ran his thumb along the hem, wondering if that frilly motif was her style, or a hand-me-down she’d had no choice but to take. Petra had been wearing Arnold’s hand-me-downs for ten years. She didn’t seem to mind, but Petra freely admitted that she didn’t have any taste.


    He set the shirt, rife with the blonde’s scent and that pungent one of her mate that most any male would have recognized, atop the blanket to comfort the baby.


    The baby worked out a little fist and gathered enough of the fabric to push into his or her mouth.


    “Gnawing on the sleeve? Really?” Arnold shook his head. “Hope you’re not hungry. How often do babies eat, anyway?”


    He pulled the diaper bag closer, unzipped the top, and then rooted through the contents. Diapers. Wipes. A few changes of clothes—sized three months. A bunch of little socks and some toiletries. No formula. No bottles. There was a clear plastic bag with some papers inside, though.


    He took the bag out and massaged the contents with his thumb, scanning for anything important.


    There was a crisp new social security card, printed with the name KINZY PHILLIPA BANKS. A girl.


    “Hey.” He tweaked her nose again. “You’re a girl.”


    A birth certificate indicated that Kinzy was about nine weeks old, and listed Leonora as her mother and Samuel as her father. The document had been issued in Wyoming.


    “Wyoming.” Arnold closed his eyes again and clucked his tongue. He couldn’t remember anything at all about the wolves in Wyoming. He and Petra had certainly driven through there on occasion looking for seasonal work, but they’d never stuck around for long. Lone wolves did everything they could to avoid packs. Encountering organized packs was risky business. An insulted alpha could have killed Arnold, or Petra could have been snatched up.


    Leonora—whom Arnold assumed was the blonde—probably hadn’t run from very far. Just across state lines, if she’d been in southern Wyoming.


    He tucked everything back into the diaper bag, pulled the zipper closed, and then shifted Kinzy to his other arm. “Where’s your ma going, huh? Do you know?”


    Obviously, Kinzy didn’t give a flying fig. She nodded off, sucking on her mother’s shirt, and Arnold battled with his brain to not follow her lead.


    Shift or sleep.


    His body screamed for him to do one or the other, but he had to remain alert and vigilant. He needed to be awake for whenever Leonora finished her wolf run.


    Chances were very good that she’d return growling and ready to claw him up, but she couldn’t really fight him. If he shifted, he’d be bigger, stronger, and more acclimated to his wolf’s body than she was to hers. She would barely be able to get a swipe in, but she’d try anyway to get him away from her baby once she remembered the baby was hers.


    If he were lucky, she’d return on two feet—not four—and he’d be able to rationalize with her. He’d tell her, “I’m here to help,” and maybe she’d go along nicely.


    He scoffed, and occupied himself by counting the stars he could see over the forest.


    No way in hell was she going to go along nicely. That would make his life easy for a change, and gods forbid that ever happen.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Leonora hated the shift back to her lady shape from her wolf form. The transformation hurt pretty badly when she shifted in the other direction, but—somehow—getting back into her human skin seemed even harder on her parts. One ordeal was like being stretched out on a torture rack. The other was like being crushed by a building.


    She felt very flat, very broken, and, when she noticed there was some dude holding her wolfy princess, she felt very pissed.


    Unfortunately, by the time Leo had noticed the guy, she’d been mid-shift in the clearing, and the warning howl she’d sent out to him ended up sounding like a gurgling water hose being choked.


    He stood slowly, gripping her quiet baby to his chest, as Leo scrambled to her feet and attempted to cover herself.


    “Give her to me. She’s mine!” she shouted, even while contemplating taking cover behind a nearby tree.


    He pinned a bottomless dark gaze on her. He didn’t say anything. Just quirked an eyebrow. Didn’t smirk. Just stared. She knew that stare. It was the, “Are you freakin’ stupid?” stare.


    She was a frequent recipient.


    She cleared her throat and tried to put on the meanest face she could affect, which probably looked pretty silly. “If you did something to my kid—if she’s not breathing—”


    Why isn’t she crying?


    She thunked her forehead with the heel of her palm.


    And why the heck am I just standing here?


    She charged across the clearing with her arms extended to grab her baby and her teeth bared, and yet still, he wore that face.


    Naturally, he sidestepped her when she approached, but he was close enough that she could feel the shifter energy rolling off him. Strong, too. Stronger than her “husband.”


    Maybe even stronger than Alpha’s.


    She sighed. “Dang it. Can’t shake a stick without hitting a werewolf, can I?”


    “I’ve never known that to be the case,” came a deep voice from luscious lips that barely moved, “but you pegged me right.”


    Oh boy.


    Kinzy let out one of those plaintive, “Doesn’t anyone love me?” whimpers that she always did when she was hungry.


    Of course she’s hungry.


    Leo hadn’t fed her since before she’d had to shapeshift, and the poor little milk leech still liked being fed around the clock. Leo’s ex, or current husband—depending on whose opinion she asked for—said she’d spoiled Kinzy, but Leo hadn’t understood that accusation. Where she’d grown up, folks practiced attachment parenting as a matter of necessity. Being poor was fun like that. Ladies kept their kids in their beds because there wasn’t anywhere else to put them but the floor, and no one in her right mind was going to put her baby to sleep on the floor.


    Leo cleared her throat and cocked her chin. She didn’t feel very confident, but she could pretend for long enough for the jerk to give her baby back. “Give her to me.”


    Another long stare from Mr. Dangerous.


    He smoothed one of his big hands down Kinzy’s back, and the baby quieted again.


    Leo realized then why Kinzy had gone silent so quickly when she noticed her shirt tucked into Kinzy’s blanket. It was covered with drool.


    Apparently, if Kinzy can’t have milk, cotton will do. Huh.


    Leo shook her head at the child. “Just as batty as your mother, aren’t ya?” she muttered.


    “Get dressed,” he said. “We’re leaving.”


    “Ha. Sure. And who the heck are you, anyway? Werewolf CPS?”


    Being snarky when she was standing there naked and probably with a few twigs in her hair probably wasn’t having the effect she’d initially hoped for, but she had no other defenses. She’d use what she had, and she’d always had quite the mouth.


    Crossing her arms over her torso, she cleared her throat and shifted her weight. “Not letting you take her anywhere. Not to an orphanage, or wherever you people from the state take kids nowadays, and certainly not back to Wolverton.”


    “Wolverton,” he said in that low rumble and raised his other eyebrow.


    “Uh-huh. You know. Wolverton, Wyoming. Population 133 werewolves, give or take a few persistent ghosts. You should visit one day on your next trip through the middle of nowhere.”


    “I’ve been to a lot of places like that, and will be driving through plenty more, I imagine.” Still, he made no movement to hand the baby over.


    Leo considered kicking his shins, or slapping him or something, but she didn’t think she’d experience the success from that endeavor that she required. He probably had her by a foot in height, and she’d always considered herself to be perfectly average in that department. While he wasn’t the broadest jerk she’d ever met, his presence still managed to be imposing and forbidding.


    Or maybe what halted her aggressiveness was the way his eyes looked, or his expressionless face. He had perfect features. She couldn’t help but to look because she was apparently having a staring contest with him.


    She couldn’t hold it.


    Dang it.


    She’d always sucked at staring contests. She couldn’t even win one against Kinzy.


    “Get dressed,” he repeated.


    “Where are you taking us?”


    “Not to Wolverton.”


    “Oh. Where to, then? Where do agents of the state dump their runaways?”


    “I’m not an agent of the state, though I can’t help but to question if you need one. What the hell were you thinking, living a baby unattended?”


    She scoffed and, reflexively because she was that stinking angry, gave the guy a hard poke to his shoulder.


    He didn’t budge an inch.


    Of course. Of freakin’ course.


    She threw up her hands, but then quickly covered her chest again, because her boobs were like missiles, totally fueled and ready to launch.


    Yeesh.


    “Ugh. Come on, guy.” She stomped. “What choice did I have? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s no babysitters’ club out here in the middle of the forest. I did what I had to. Was the idea the best one? No. But I didn’t have a heap of options. You do what you have to do when you’re alone in the world, but I bet you wouldn’t understand that.”


    His pretty jaw grated side to side for a few beats.


    She gave her head a shake and tapped her foot impatiently. “I mean, look at you. You don’t look like you’ve ever missed a meal, or lost a fight, either. You’ve been living it up, haven’t you? And now you make your living harassing single moms who are just scraping by.”


    “Scraping by is one thing. Any rational person would tell you that what you’re doing is reckless.”


    “So what do you suggest I do, Mrs. Doubtfire? Hole up in a motel and call a babysitting service before I find some little patch of woods to run howling into?”


    “If you knew the moon was coming, why did you leave Wolverton?”


    Leo had never once lifted a middle finger to a person because her mother had taught her that the gesture was unforgivably vulgar, but she’d never been more tempted in her life to let one rip.


    Two, actually. She had two middle fingers.


    But to show them, she’d have to peel her arms away from her chest, and that was becoming less of a good idea by the moment. Kinzy needed to be fed, and Leo was leaking.


    Leo didn’t doubt for a moment that the man had seen his fair share of naked tits and then some, but she wasn’t in the mood to be ogled. She’d gotten enough of that crap from her “husband.” “Stand right there so I can look at you, Leonora.”


    Dirty bastard.


    She rolled her eyes.


    “The longer we stand here quibbling over nothing,” the guy said, “the more time will pass before Kinzy gets fed.”


    “Nuh-uh. You don’t get to say my baby’s name.” She wagged a finger angrily at him, and then realized how silly and pedantic she must have looked, so she dropped her hand. She wasn’t a schoolteacher, after all. She was a broodmare with ambitions.


    Unfortunately, those ambitions weren’t thought out very well before she’d grabbed her baby and fled into the backcountry, but she didn’t think anyone could really fault her for that. She was doing the best she could.


    “Where’d you learn her name?” she asked, chin jutted aggressively. “Did my ex or one of his flunkies feed it to you? I wouldn’t trust a thing any of them say. They all have a habit of talking out of both sides of their mouths.”


    The stoic giant narrowed his almond-shaped eyes slightly.


    Apparently, she’d said too many words for him. If he was confused, she couldn’t really fault him. She had a habit of talking too much, but she couldn’t help it. She’d grown up in a house with six kids, and she’d been right in the middle. She’d had to learn to get the words out the moment she had a chance to speak them.


    “Her birth certificate is in her diaper bag,” he said after too darn long.


    Leo blinked. “Oh. Duh.”


    “Get dressed, so we can go.”


    “I’m not doing anything until you tell me where you think I’m going with you.”


    “Somewhere safe.”


    “Safe for who?”


    “All of us.”


    She nodded slowly. “Okay. You’ve got to excuse me for being skeptical, but I suspect your idea of safe may differ somewhat from my own. Give me some more words, smiley.”


    He closed his eyes and forced an exhalation through his nose. “New Mexico,” he said. “There’s a pack in New Mexico that will take you in.”


    “Yeah, nope. That’s not the way things work with wolves. That’s why I’m out here seeing the beauty of America on my own two feet with a baby strapped to my knockers.”


    At the utterance of the words, Leo’s left breast gave a sharp pain of, Gonna blow soon. Better get ready! The left one always leaked. Leo had recently come to resort to stuffing baby socks in her bra along with nursing pads to wick the moisture.


    “Give me my baby so I can feed her,” she said on a whine.


    “No,” he said. “Get dressed first. We need to get on the road. Got a lot of driving to do before tonight, unless you want to find yourself shapeshifting in the backseat of a pickup truck.”


    “What?” She furrowed her brow at him. He still wasn’t doing a very good job of explaining anything.


    “And I’m well aware of the way wolfpacks operate. In spite of what you may assume about me—and your assumptions are extremely cute, I must say—I’ve spent the last ten years of my life scraping by. More often than not, the roof I had over my head was that of a vehicle, and not even a trailer sort of vehicle.”


    “A trailer sounds real nice right about now,” Leo muttered.


    He blinked at her again.


    “Oh, for goodness’s sake.” She stomped around him, found her underwear and bra and put those on first thing, whimpering a bit at her bra’s punishing compression. Then she put on her jeans, found a shirt in her backpack that wasn’t held together by baby spit, and tugged on a pair of socks.


    “Say I go with you,” she said, zipping up her bag. “Not that I am, but say I do. What makes you think this place will take me in?”


    “Because that’s what they do.”


    “Uh-huh. Well, I’ve never heard of there being any packs in New Mexico.” She stuffed her tender feet into the hiking boots she’d stolen from her sister, and risked a glance up at her newest male annoyance.


    He was stroking the back of Kinzy’s fuzzy little head, perfectly calm, and the baby didn’t seem to mind so much, either.


    “Baby probably has bad eyes and a bum nose,” she muttered as she gathered her bags. “Can’t tell that’s a dude holding her. She should be wailing.”


    “I’m parked about a mile from here,” he said. “I’ll take the bags. You take the baby. Feed her while you walk. Do you have a carrier of some sort?”


    Duh. She gave him a long blink. She figured turnabout was fair play.


    “Either you carry her, or I will,” he said flatly. “She needs to be fed. If you’re not up to the task, we can get her some formula when we get on the road.”


    “You’re not giving my kid formula. I don’t care what the government says. Formula has mind-control agents inside.”


    She was joking…sort of. Still, Kinzy hadn’t had a single swallow of formula since birth, and Leo didn’t plan on starting a new habit just yet.


    “I believe I suggested you feed her,” he said. “You’re nursing, are you not?”


    “What gave it away? The porn star ta-tas? Not that I’ve watched much porn in my life. Didn’t get good cable where I grew up. I assume that’s the way most porn stars are built, though.”


    “They come in all shapes and sizes.”


    Her jaw dropped.


    He stared.


    “Did you just confess to watching porn?”


    “I didn’t confess to anything. Sex workers are people, and people are all different. Ergo…” He ground his teeth and scooped up the diaper bag. “And your scent would have told me you were nursing, even if your appearance didn’t. Let’s walk. I’ve got water and some granola bars in the truck. We’ll have to wait to get something more substantial.”


    “You’re really taking us to New Mexico?”


    “Of all the things I am, a liar isn’t one of them.”


    “Why?”


    “Why aren’t I a liar? That’s a strange question.”


    “No, why’d you come looking for me if my ex didn’t send you?”


    “Because I had to.”


    “Oh, for goodness sakes.” Leo tugged her shirt’s hem down and started winding the stretchy fabric of the baby wrap around her torso. “I bet next you’re going to tell me you can’t explain any further, except to say that you’re here on the will of the Fates or some such nonsense.”


    The guy clutching her kid leaned against the rock and kept his lips zipped as she secured the wrap around her. He kept his mouth shut tighter than Leo’s ex kept his wallet closed until she was done, at which point he asked, “You don’t believe that the Fates pull strings?”


    “Sure I do.” She held out her arms for Kinzy.


    He made no immediate movements to hand her over.


    “Come on, dude. You said you wanted to get moving, so give me the baby so we can move.”


    “I asked you a question.”


    “And you’re not gonna give me Kinzy until I answer to your satisfaction, huh?”


    “I’m not concerned with my satisfaction. I’m not used to the luxury of it. I’m simply trying to discern where your head is at so I can make appropriate decisions.”


    “And you think I’m gonna help you make those decisions?” She plopped her hands onto her hips and gave her head a hard shake. “Well, you’ve got another think coming, bub. In case you’ve forgotten already, I don’t know you. I don’t plan on getting to know you, and I don’t want to know you.”


    That last part might have been a lie, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. When Leo got into certain moods, there was no changing her mind about things, and standing there in the forest staring at Mr. Tall, Dark, and Hotness, she was in a mood, all right.


    A very confusing one.


    She wasn’t sure if she should jump him or hump him.


    And he blinked at her again.


    She let out an exasperated breath and held out her arms. “Gimme. Come on. A child needs her mama.”


    “And in my experience, sometimes a child gets on just fine without her mother, because she has no choice.”


    “Are you threatening me, you smug jerk-face?”


    “Simply stating an observation. You should know how wolves get on. Children being separated from their mothers before they’re ready isn’t an unusual occurrence, especially for the boys.”


    Oh. Leo thunked her forehead again. Duh.


    He’d been talking about himself, and she’d been so eager to put him in his place that she wasn’t thinking straight.


    She held her arms out again.


    He didn’t blink at her, at least. He reached for her big backpack and slung it up to his shoulder singlehandedly.


    “Get the diaper bag,” he said. “I don’t trust you not to run. I’ll hang onto Kinzy. You can have her back when we get to the truck.”


    “Nuh-uh! Where I come from, that’s called a bait-and-switch.”


    “You can call it that if you want.” He started walking, and not at a leisurely, come-on-catch-up kind of pace, either. He had to be walking a good fourteen-minute mile, in spite of the foliage and uneven terrain, and all Leo could do was follow him helplessly.


    “Damn it. One of these days, someone’ll listen to me,” she muttered.


    “Don’t assume that just because you’re not getting your way that the people around you aren’t listening. Trust me.” He squeezed between two tight trees without even skimming the bark. “I’m listening.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Every time Arnold peeked at his borrowed truck’s rearview mirror, he caught Leonora giving him narrow-eyed looks that might have been ball-withering if her face hadn’t been so sweet. Heart-shaped, with pouty lips and a few freckles across her nose.


    If she hadn’t been a lactating werewolf with that “vicious” snarly mama thing going on, he might have described her as happy-go-lucky. Wolf women with young children had a shit-ton of hostility triggers. He couldn’t blame her for being pissed, but hoped she’d feel much better when they arrived at Norseton. She was smart to think he was trying to play her in some way—most wolves encountered in the wild weren’t trustworthy—but he had to be careful, too. She was an unknown entity and, though he’d pieced together a few facts about her, he needed to exercise caution. She’d rely on instincts to keep her baby safe. She’d certainly run with the slightest provocation.


    Arnold was doing his damnedest to not give her an opportunity to run—a show of restraint that had the side effect of creating a fun problem for his bladder. They were approaching the Colorado-New Mexico border, and Arnold needed to take a leak. His liquid composition was likely far more coffee than blood plasma, and that wasn’t sustainable in the slightest bit. He had a lot more driving to do before nightfall, but he wanted to arrive in Norseton with his bladder intact and having had no embarrassing accidents.


    “We’ll stop for lunch just up ahead,” he said, risking a glance into the mirror.


    She wasn’t looking at him, for once. She was fiddling with her shirt in a way that indicated she was about to nurse, so he quickly put his gaze back on the road.


    “Go on and eat,” she said. “Take your time. We’ll stay in the truck. Nice truck, by the way. Is it new? Looks new.”


    Arnold was pretty sure the truck was new. The vehicle belonged to one of the wolves at Norseton. He hadn’t had time to explain why he’d needed to borrow the vehicle, only that he’d needed to leave immediately. Colt had passed the keys over without a word.


    Arnold ignored her second question, and said, “We’re all getting out. We’re going into the rest stop. You go freshen up. Change Kinzy’s diaper. Do what you have to do. Then we’ll grab something to eat and bring the food back to the truck.”


    “I bet you’re going to stand outside the stall to make sure I don’t abscond, right? Like I’m some kind of violent offender who needs constant supervision.”


    “Well, I don’t know how violent you are, but you certainly need supervision. Leaving your baby unsupervised for eight hours? For God’s sake, woman.”


    “I already told you, I—”


    He scoffed, effectively silencing her protest, and slung the truck into the lot, pulling up beside a gas pump.


    She reached for her door handle with one hand, holding Kinzy awkwardly with her other arm. She hadn’t even fixed her shirt.


    “Nope.” He hopped down from the truck and peered into the window she’d let down an inch. “You wait here until after I’ve gotten gas.”


    She narrowed her eyes again, which she couldn’t seem to do without crinkling her nose.


    So freaking cute.


    He pinched the bridge of his own nose and groaned.


    “What if I need to go?” she asked.


    “If you really needed to go, I think you would have said something long before I approached this lot. You haven’t kept your mouth shut about any other thing, after all.”


    “You’re not a nice person. You know that?”


    He scoffed again and twisted off the gas cap. “Lady, you have no idea how nice I am.”


    “Nice is a relative thing when we’re talking about werewolves.”


    Arnold glanced behind him and beyond the truck, scanning to area to ensure that there were no mundanes within earshot. As far as human beings were concerned, werewolves were fables depicted in horror flicks or teen television romances, and wolves generally liked to keep mundanes in the dark about their existence. People hated what they didn’t understand.


    He shoved the nozzle into the tank hole and shifted his weight while the gauge counted gallons. The sound of sloshing liquid made him think of his bladder and its precarious state.


    Leonora scooted over to the window and leaned her forearm onto the sill. “So, tell me about this place you’re taking me to. Are there phones there? Running water? Police?”


    He grunted.


    The Norseton Wolves were the police in Norseton, in a manner of speaking. They had a few actual cops in town to handle minor municipal stuff, but for the most part, the Vikings who owned the place tended to self-regulate pretty well. The wolves had been hired as security for the higher-ups, and as the pack expanded, so did the community’s built-in law enforcement staff.


    “The place we’re headed to is modern enough,” he said after a minute.


    The gas pump’s gauge click, click, clicked—not moving nearly fast enough, in Arnold’s opinion.


    Pressure must be low.


    “What’s there?” Leonora asked.


    “In Norseton? Everything you could want.”


    “That’s perfectly vague.”


    “Best I can do.” He hadn’t had much time to explore the place himself. He’d made sure his sister was settling in okay, and he’d left as soon as he’d had his vision.


    “Tell me about it,” she said.


    “I will.” The gas finally stopped trickling. Arnold set the nozzle back into its storage compartment, grabbed the fuel receipt, and twisted the truck’s gas cap back on. “Once we get back to the truck. Come on.” He canted his head toward the gas station.


    Leonora sighed, shifted Kinzy to her other arm, and then grabbed the diaper bag.


    Once she was out, Arnold took the bag from her and locked the truck door. “I’ll just hold onto that until after I’m done.”


    “Oh, give me a freakin’ break, dude. You’re gonna hold a diaper bag as collateral? Of all things?”


    He didn’t respond. Just pulled the gas station door open for her and waited for her to walk past him.


    He nodded at the bored-looking teenager behind the counter and guided Leonora toward the hall where the restrooms were situated.


    He’d been to that particular gas station once or twice before with Petra. Petra, though, had volunteered to be his travel companion. He hadn’t had to worry about her staging escape attempts every time he turned his back. He and Petra had always had the same goals.


    “I’ll go first,” he said, pulling on the men’s room door. Then he thought better of closing it. He doubted she was going to run off without her diaper bag—especially since Kinzy’s vital records were inside—but she could tell the clerk she’d been kidnapped. The highway patrol would probably need a good half hour to get to that remote outpost, but all the same, Arnold wanted to avoid having law enforcement on his tail.


    “Actually—”


    He pulled her into the empty men’s room, baby and all, and locked the door.


    “Come on, dude!” she whined.


    “Stand there for three minutes. You won’t die of exposure, or anything like that.”


    He hustled to a stall, unfastening his jeans as he went.


    “My child is going to be traumatized by this. Mark my words.”


    “Your child isn’t even going to remember this.” He let out a small moan of pleasure as his bladder emptied. “Your child isn’t even three months old yet.”


    “You never know what kids’ll remember. I remember crazy stuff from when I was really little.”


    “How little?” Talking to a lady while he taking a leak was weird as hell, but apparently, he needed to stop thinking of Leonora as normal. She was falling more and more into the category of “kook” with each passing minute.


    She’s got a mouth just like ma. Jeez.


    “Like, really little,” Leonora said. “Little enough that I wasn’t much taller than my grandma’s knees. I remember grabbing her skirt so I didn’t get lost at a community event.”


    “You could have been two or three. Not exactly an infant.”


    “Meh.”


    “Right. Meh.” He tucked his junk away, flushed, and then headed for the sinks.


    She gave him a sideways stare as he headed out, as if she’d expected him to emerge uncovered and indecent. “I’m sure I could remember other stuff if I tried,” she muttered.


    “Uh-huh.” He scrubbed his hands and then handed her the diaper bag. “There you go. Handle business. I’ll get grub.”


    “Aren’t you going to ask me what I want?”


    “I get a sneaking suspicion you were going to volunteer that information whether or not I asked.” He unlocked the door, pulled it open a few inches, and checked the hallway for customers.


    No one was there.


    He nudged her out and turned her toward the ladies room. “Pretty sure there’s a changing table in there if you need one.”


    She stopped in front of the door. Shifted her weight. Cringed.


    “What?” he asked.


    She sighed and held out the baby. “Can you hold her while I…you know.”


    “Oh.”


    “Normally, I wouldn’t ask. Smart wolves don’t hand their babies over to dudes, whether they know them or not, but given the circumstances, I don’t see where I have a choice.”


    “I’m not going to hurt your baby. If I were that kind of wolf, you would have seen evidence of my untrustworthiness already.”


    He wasn’t so naive as to think those wolves didn’t really exist. They did. To many male wolves, women and children were just possessions—bartering chips. And sometimes, the children were inconveniences they didn’t want to be bothered with. Male children got sent away. Female children got bartered.


    She handed Kinzy over slowly. Other than a short whimper of a complaint, likely about being shuffled between the two adults, Kinzy didn’t seem particularly bothered. Apparently, one pair of arms was just as good as another as far as she was concerned.


    Leonora stood staring at him with her hand pressed against the door.


    “What?” he asked.


    “Held many babies in your life?”


    “Not that I can remember.”


    “Huh.” She stepped into the restroom.


    Arnold stood waiting outside the door for a moment, and then realized he could be using his time more productively. He needed to be getting caffeine into him, for one thing, and he didn’t want to spend another ten minutes dawdling in the store when Leonora was done. He wanted to be back on the road as quickly as possible.


    Stepping in front of the drink coolers, he called up to the bored clerk, “Can I just make a pile on the counter? I’d get a basket, but I’ve only got one free hand.”


    “Yeah. Sure.”


    He grabbed some sodas, cold coffee drinks, and juices. Packs of nuts, jerky, and dried fruit. He was squinting at the display of prepared sandwiches trying to make out the expiration dates when Leonora emerged from the bathroom hall.


    “Let me have her.” She held out her arms.


    She’d fixed her hair a bit. Her pale ponytail was straighter, and face a bit dewy. She’d likely cleaned up the best she could using the sink.


    “I bet you’d love a hot shower,” he said.


    “Excuse me?”


    He slid the case open and pulled out what looked like the newest two sandwiches. “A hot shower. You were tromping through the woods with a baby. I’m sure you’d like a hot shower and a soft bed.”


    “Oh. I thought you were trying to tell me I smell.”


    “I’m doing all I can not to sniff you on purpose.”


    “Because I stink of my mate, right?”


    He ground his teeth and gave a slow nod as he straightened up. “Yeah. That’s why.”


    Basically a lie. The mate scent was the least of her issues. Her milk scent was driving him to distraction. The fact of the matter, though, was that she was some other wolf’s mate, and her baby was some other wolf’s problem.


    He gave Kinzy to her. “Want anything in particular? I’m going to check out.”


    “Um.” Leonora scanned around her, then shrugged. “Just water, I guess. Need to stay hydrated.”


    “Right.”


    Because she’s nursing.


    She padded away, cooing at Kinzy as she went, and Arnold backtracked to the drink coolers.


    His phone buzzed as he grabbed two water bottles by their necks. He shifted everything to one arm and rooted his phone out of his pocket as he walked to the counter.


    “Yeah?” he said after accepting the call.


    “Gods, Arnold. Where the hell are you?”


    Petra.


    He grunted and set the new items in front of the clerk. “Actually, I’m glad you called. Could you tell A—” He’d been about to say Alpha, but the clerk was staring Arnold right in his damn mouth. “Uh. Adam. Tell Adam I’m bringing someone back? Clear it with him?”


    “I asked you a question.”


    “I’m near the border in Colorado.”


    “Doing what?”


    “I’ll explain when I get back.”


    “You had a vision, didn’t you?” His sister’s tone was only half accusing, which meant she was probably in a good mood. He’d worried about her when he’d taken off in a rush. She’d been recovering from severe injuries. Normally, he wouldn’t have abandoned her to near-strangers—and especially not in a brand new pack—but his visions didn’t wait. He’d had to act.


    “Yeah, I did,” he said. He rooted out his wallet and watched the total price tick higher and higher.


    Gonna have to get a job sooner than later.


    Petra sighed. “When should we expect you?”


    “Trying to get there before nightfall, for obvious reasons.”


    “Is the person you’re bringing back aware of your obvious reasons?”


    “Yep,” he said.


    “Does this person have his or her own obvious reasons?”


    “Yep.”


    “Gotcha. I’ll tell Adam. Be careful.”


    “I always am.” He ended the call and stuffed the phone back into his pocket just as the clerk looked at him expectantly.


    Arnold sighed and swiped his debit card.


    If his new alpha didn’t place him into a gig soon, he was going to have to dip into his emergency fund—something he tried to avoid doing at all costs. Wolfpacks were fickle things, and Arnold never again wanted to be turned out on his ear without a penny to his name. Next time he got sent away, he’d be prepared. He wouldn’t have to sleep outdoors unless he wanted to, or have to beg strangers for money or food.


    He didn’t have to be indigent.


    The fact that Leonora had seemingly chosen that life grated at him.


    Running into the woods with a baby…


    She had to either be desperate or nuts.


    He took the bags from the clerk and waited at the end of the hallway for her.


    “Desperate or nuts,” he muttered.


    It was high time he found out which.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Leonora took another sip of water and stared at Arnold’s profile as he drove silently.


    They were somewhere in New Mexico. He’d told the truth about that much. That was all she knew. If she’d had one of those fancy new phones like his, she might have been able to open a map app and see their exact location.


    Probably doesn’t matter, anyway.


    Her being far away from home was a good thing, actually. She hadn’t exactly left Wolverton with the blessings of her “husband,” or anyone else. She wasn’t supposed to leave town unescorted, and up until her great escape, she’d never left at all.


    Cringing, she settled lower in the seat and shifted Kinzy to her other arm.


    So tired of the silence.


    “Been lucky so far, right?” she said. “No cop’s pulled us over for not having a seat for her.”


    “Oh, they probably can’t tell she’s back there.” He glanced at her in the rearview mirror and put his gaze right back on the road. He had to be pushing the truck to seventy, and apparently they were making very good time. The man was a machine of some sort.


    “We’re higher off the ground than most police vehicles, for one thing. For another, she’s on your lap. They can’t tell you’re holding her. Risk would probably be higher if she were upright and staring out the window or something.”


    “I never bothered to buy her a seat. Didn’t think I’d need one. Lady wolves from my town so rarely ever go anywhere.”


    “Yeah, that’s the case across the board. I think most of the ladies in Norseton have driver’s licenses, though. My sister does, for sure, but she hasn’t lived in a pack for a long time.”


    “Where was she?”


    “With me. We both left our pack at fourteen.”


    “Why?” Leo knew she was pushing her luck, peppering the man with questions the way she was. Ladies were supposed to be seen, not heard. And to be seen as little as possible, at that. They did their best to stay out of the men’s way, but every now and then, paths crossed, and some jerk got his knickers in a twist.


    “I was sent away from my pack, and she went with me. We’re twins. Until she died, our mother raised us to do pretty much everything together. After that, all me and Petra had was each other.”


    “Oh. I’m sorry. I don’t know what that’s like, losing someone. I’ve been lucky, I guess. At least with that.”


    He shrugged and glanced into the mirror again.


    His eyes were so dark that she couldn’t make out the pupils in them. They should have been menacing, but they just weren’t anymore. They were warm and…curious.


    She was curious, too. Not staring at him was hard, and if she’d been the slightest bit decent, she wouldn’t have wanted to. After all, she was married.


    Kind of.


    He fixed his gaze back on the road, and that quiet descended into the truck cab again.


    She was capable of quiet, for the most part, but the lack of noise had always made her uncomfortable. She was a talker. Her mother always cringed whenever Leo opened her mouth. You’re gonna get yourself in trouble, Leo, she always said. One of these days, you’re gonna open your mouth and some impatient wolf is gonna snap. Don’t make the same mistakes as me. Save your words for home. Do all your talking with me, okay?


    So, that was what Leo had done up until Samuel showed up in town looking for a mate to collect.


    She rubbed her eyes and sighed.


    “What’s wrong?” Arnold asked.


    “Nothing. Just thinking about stupid wolf stuff.”


    “The moon pulling you to shift already? I’ve never heard of anyone being sensitive so early in the day, but I guess you’re new to it.”


    She grimaced. Grunted.


    “How long?” he asked.


    “Not long. The dirt bag bit me right after Kinzy was born. My milk had barely come in when he did it. I was so angry.”


    “What the hell did he do that for?”


    Leo might have been wrong, but Arnold sounded to her like he didn’t approve of what Samuel had done. She could hear the judgment in the cadence of his words. Any other male wolf she knew might have high-fived Samuel for his accomplishment.


    She let out a breath and stared at the desert zipping by outside her window. “That was his M.O., I guess. The way he always does it.”


    “What do you mean always? How many times has he been married?”


    “Depends on who you ask.”


    “I’m not following what you’re getting at, Leonora.”


    “Leo,” she said flatly. “The only person to call me Leonora regularly is Samuel.”


    “And who is Samuel?”


    “The wolf who bit me.”


    “Your husband.”


    “That title is what’s up for debate.”


    She didn’t turn to look, but she was certain that if she’d risk a glance up to the mirror, Arnold’s brow would be furrowed. And she’d feel defensive and like she needed to explain herself, when—in truth—nothing that had happened had been her fault.


    She’d followed the rules. She’d done what she was supposed to with varying degrees of compliance.


    Until she ran.


    “You got a story you want to tell me?” Arnold asked.


    “Don’t know. You got one for me?”


    “Mmm. I’m sure I could think something up if you insist, but I suspect whatever you have to say will be far more entertaining.”


    “Try me,” she said.


    She wanted to trust him—needed to trust someone—but she had a baby to worry about. Leo needed to be careful with her words, like her mother always warned her.


    “Um. How ’bout you tell me something first?” Leo said.


    “Is that how we’re gonna play it? Okay.” He made a clucking sound for a few seconds. Drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Smiled a little, even, and she was pleased to see he was capable of working his face that way, though she hoped he did as little smiling as possible. The dreamy sight made her eye twitch and tits hurt.


    “All right,” he said. “Maybe this is cheating, though. It’s really more of my sister Petra’s story than mine, but at least you know how we ended up in Norseton. We started in Oklahoma.”


    “What happened?”


    “We were making our annual drive to our mother’s grave. I was asleep, and Petra was behind the wheel. One minute, I was dreaming about porterhouse steaks and mashed potatoes, and the next, the front of the truck was making out with a big tree, and my sister was laying on the ground ten feet from the front. Flew right through the windshield. Me, I just got pinned.”


    “Gods! What happened?” She clutched her chest over her thrashing heart. Exciting stuff like that didn’t happen around Wolverton. Wolverton may as well have been the sleepy town of Mayberry.


    With werewolves.


    “Someone called 9-1-1, I guess. I remember someone cutting me out of the truck, and paramedics whisking her away.”


    “How did she survive that? Even for a werewolf—”


    He chuckled. “Yeah. I know. I guess, Petra and me, we’re just built of sturdier stock than most. Typical of my grandfather’s line. You can never tell how the genetics will shake out when you’re a halfsie, though. We were lucky.”


    “You’re only half wolf?”


    When he didn’t immediately respond, she worried that maybe she’d gone and stuck her foot into her mouth again, but she risked a look up into the mirror, anyway.


    “Sorry,” she muttered. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”


    “Don’t apologize. I was just trying to get a read on you.”


    “Why?”


    “Some folks behave a certain kind of way when they find out you’re not pure.”


    “Yeah, well, some folks behave a certain kind of way when they find out you’re battier than a barrel of Louisville Sluggers.”


    “You talkin’ about you?”


    “Wheee.” She sighed and let her lips sputter. “Ditzy blonde. That’s me in a nutshell. My father used to say that I talk the way a fish breathes—that I just can’t stop. He was wrong. I just need to talk to people sometimes. I don’t think he understood that. Or maybe most other wolves are better at shutting up than I am.”


    “So, what?” Arnold asked through clenched teeth. “He thinks the fact that you talk more means you’re stupid?”


    He might have been trying to get a read on her, but she was having a hell of a time getting one on him, too. She didn’t know why what she said would have peeved in him in such a way.


    She fondled the end of her braid and shrugged. “Stupid. Yeah. I think most wolves would accept that assessment as truth.” She cozied her back against the door, slung her right leg up atop the seat, and settled Kinzy into the crook of her right arm. Holding a baby for a short drive was one thing, but Leo’s arms were starting to go leaden due to the length of their trip.


    “You gonna tell me what happened?” he asked.


    From her low position behind his seat, she couldn’t see him anymore, and she was glad. If she were looking at him, she wouldn’t be able to force her brain to think up a good lie if she needed to.


    She sighed again and slung her free arm across her eyes. “Does it really matter? All that’s important is that I’m not there anymore, and you’re not gonna let me flee.”


    “Yes, the story matters. Stories always matter, because our pasts mold our power. And if you get to Norseton and decide you want to leave, no one’s going to hold you there, including me.”


    “Then why are you taking me, if the probability is so high that I’ll leave?”


    “Because I have to.”


    “Says who?”


    “I didn’t pull the strings, Leo. I’m just going where they tug me. Sometimes, those strings make me move other people into the places they need to be, at least for a while. If you want to leave Norseton, you can leave. Folks will worry about you, but at least we’ll have given you the chance to make a choice about where you’d like to be.”


    “So, that’s what you think you’re doing? Kidnapping me so you can give me a choice?”


    “No. I’m taking you to a safe place so you can see for yourself how a functional pack runs—a pack that’s a little more integrated into the community it lives in.”


    “And if I decide to stay, then what?”


    He gave no immediate answer, but she was starting to get used to that.


    She pulled her arm away from her eyes and sat up so she could see him. “Well?”


    He was grinding his jaw and flexing his grip tighter around the steering wheel.


    Probably not a good sign.


    “Trying to make up a good lie?” she asked, exasperated.


    “No. I just can’t imagine why anyone would want to leave once they get there, unless they were afraid of being a little bit normal for a change.”


    “Werewolves don’t get to be normal.”


    “No. We get to create our own version of normalcy, though. Don’t you want that? Don’t you want Kinzy to have that?”


    Leo expelled a petulant harrumph, and then slouched away from his mirror-reflected gaze again. “Don’t bring Kinzy into this.”


    “She’s already in the mess. She’s right there in your arms, and in this truck. Obviously, things weren’t going so well for you in Wolverton, or else you wouldn’t have run off with a tiny baby to the middle of no-damn-where, so what’s your deal? Where were you running to? Or what were you running from? You gotta tell me some things.”


    “No, I don’t,” she muttered. “I didn’t ask you to pick me up. I don’t even know how you found me. You claim the folks back at home didn’t send you. And you claim you’re not working in any official capacity, and yet you honed in on me as if I were a missile on radar. How? And why?”


    “How? Because that’s my gift.”


    “Pardon?”


    “Same way I can survive inside a pickup truck that gets squashed like an accordion. I’m the descendant of powerful wolves. I see things. I have sight.”


    “Sight?” She didn’t think he was talking about how well he could see the road he had the truck screaming down. But what he was talking about didn’t exist. Psychic stuff wasn’t real.


    “My mother had them, too, and my grandfather. It’s why folks left them alone, for the most part.”


    “You’re pulling my leg.”


    “I don’t see what the good of that would be.”


    “Okay, but even if I believed you really had the sight, why would you be getting images of me?”


    “The visions aren’t supposed to make sense, but I’ve learned that ignoring them isn’t wise. They always guide me to where I need to be, or where I can help someone. Last time I ignored one, I nearly got struck by fucking lightening. Didn’t see that coming.”


    Wide-eyed and more than a little petrified, Leo settled Kinzy atop her chest and stroked her downy hair as she slept.


    Yikes.


    Leo had always thought the Wolverton pack was a little less backward than some, but she could admit every member had his or her biases about the outside world. Until she’d met Samuel—or had been forced to meet him, rather—she hadn’t had much interaction with women from other packs. The only ones she’d met were new brides brought in from distant groups, and they were always expected to integrate quickly and leave their old ways in the past. The ladies rarely talked about their old packs, but Leo had always gotten the impression that nothing was all that different about them—that they were all filled with the same kinds of plain-old wolves.


    In a nutshell—people like Arnold weren’t supposed to be real.


    Maybe he’s not.


    She narrowed her eyes and stopped patting Kinzy’s head.


    Maybe he’s just feeding me lies.


    If that were the case, she could lie, too. Just until she knew talking was safe. For all she knew, he could have been testing her just to see how ditzy she really was.


    She wasn’t falling for his ploy. The less she said, the better. If she were lucky, he wouldn’t have anything to report back to whoever had sent him.


    Lacking ammunition against her, he’d have to leave her alone. Keeping a lady wolf who technically belonged to a man from another group could get a pack in a lot of trouble. Leo was counting on the fact that her stoic abductor knew that.


    She pinched her lips, closed her eyes, and forced herself to ignore him sitting so close to her.


    She couldn’t, though. His energy thrummed like a homing beacon and compelled her to open her eyes, to look, to talk, to know him.


    But she wouldn’t. She wasn’t stupid, and she wasn’t going to start acting like she was, either.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    Arnold snatched his phone out of the cup holder and, with his hand shaking and vision blurring, somehow managed to tap out his new alpha’s number.


    He gripped the truck’s steering wheel like a vise with his left hand and tried his damnedest not to blink. If he blinked, he’d want to sleep, or worse—the wolf that was nagging at him for his chance to be let out to run was going to force a shift, whether Arnold was ready or not.


    He couldn’t put off shifting for another night. He’d ignored the previous night’s call by the moon and his body was paying the price. He didn’t think he could hold out much longer, and needed to get the truck brought to a stop and Kinzy stowed away.


    Although Leo seemed fine at the moment as she hadn’t skipped her shift the previous night, he didn’t doubt for a moment that if she saw him shift, she wouldn’t be able to hold back her beast. Wolf brains were susceptible that way. It was kind of like sympathetic vomiting. Once someone hurled, a poor bystander might feel the urge to do the same.


    “Arnold, is that you? I’m guessing by the area code.” Alpha asked when he came on the line.


    Arnold cleared his thick throat and let out a raspy, “Yeah. Listen. Hate to be terse, but could you have whoever’s at the gate pull the bar up so I can drive right through? I need to stop this truck and shift, and don’t want to do it until I get back to wolf housing.”


    “Hold on.” Alpha must have put a thumb over the phone’s speaker, because Arnold couldn’t make out the muffled words from behind it. “Colt’s at the gate,” Alpha said when he came back on the line. “I guess he’d recognize his own truck.”


    “Thank the gods.” Arnold took the right turn-off toward Norseton and kept his gaze on the gate and how the bar was moving so slow.


    Come on, come on.


    His body was burning, and the moon through the windshield was taunting him. Ha ha, stupid, it seemed to be saying, and, I bet you won’t do that again.


    He gritted his teeth and inched the accelerator pedal down more as he approached the gatehouse. “One more thing,” he said to Alpha.


    Arnold waved at Colt as he passed.


    “I’ve got a lady in the truck and she needs to shift, too. Someone who’s not running tonight needs to watch her baby.”


    “Wait a minute—” Leonora started from the backseat.


    Arnold risked taking his eyes off the road to turn and look at her. “You can not just leave her laying around while you run, and you haven’t been able to shapeshift long enough to stop the change from happening.”


    “But—”


    “They’ll watch her.” With his gaze back on the road, he leaned his head left then right, willing the burning warnings to hold off just a few more minutes. Alpha had been saying something into the phone, and he hadn’t caught a single word.


    “I’m sorry, Alpha. Repeat that?”


    Arnold sped around the Norseton downtown area and pinned his hopes on the cluster of adobe houses in the near distance.


    Almost there.


    “Someone will take the baby,” Alpha said. “We’ll figure out who when we get to the truck. I see you coming now.”


    Arnold tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and concentrated on breathing, and on holding his body together.


    At the rate he was going, he was barely going to get the door open before the wolf came out.


    The truck squealed to a hard stop in the cul-de-sac, and the wolves who’d scattered out of the way moved closer in again.


    Some on four legs, some on two. He didn’t recognize any of the four-legged ones. He hadn’t been at Norseton long enough to do a full moon run with them.


    He hastily unfastened his seatbelt and pushed the door open.


    He tugged at his shirt, kicked off his boots, and held his body in his human form until one of the two-legged ladies scooped Kinzy out of Leo’s arms.


    Then the wolf burst free, and Arnold ran, glancing behind him at Leo as he went. He kept watching until she shifted, too, and then he put his head down and ran hard toward the moon.


    ___


    Arnold shifted against the cold ground he’d apparently collapsed onto the previous night, and groaned.


    He rubbed his eyes and rolled off his belly. The rough ground was burnishing his dick, and not in the way he liked. He’d turned halfway when his body hit a soft, warm thing.


    The thing yipped and moved.


    Not a thing, but a soft warm person, and Arnold’s nose said that person was Leo. He would have recognized her sweet, maternal scent anywhere.


    “What in the hell?” He sat up, rubbed his eyes, and then opened them to peer at the soft glow of the morning sun in the desert around them. They’d apparently collapsed about a quarter mile from wolf housing, but Arnold couldn’t remember that. He usually remembered everything that happened during his runs. Further, he must have been really out of sync to have not felt someone tossing a blanket over the two of them.


    “What happened?” Leo asked, still flat on her back with her face toward the sky. She kept her eyes closed and one arm clamped over the blanket.


    “Don’t know. I guess we conked out during the run. I don’t think I’d ever put off a shift for that long, so my wolf’s thoughts aren’t attaching to my short-term memory as they should. The memories will probably catch up to me soon.”


    “Memories. I—” She sat up in a hurry and yanked the cover away, wrapping the blanket around her body. “My baby! Where’s my baby? Who took her?”


    Bracing a hand on the ground, Arnold stood and tried to knock some of the red dirt off his body, to no avail. He looked like he’d been swimming in mud.


    Did it rain last night?


    He looked up to find Leo’s pale eyebrows pushed up into the stratosphere and eyes went wide as saucers.


    She sure as hell wasn’t looking at how big his feet were, either.


    He shook his head and shifted his weight. “Standard equipment. You should know that, having been made a mother.”


    She looked away and tightened the blanket around her.


    Then she muttered some incoherent things under her breath and started stomping toward wolf housing.


    “Pretty sure Leticia took Kinzy,” he called after her. “Head for the house with the yellow door.”


    She picked up a little speed as she approached the cluster of houses, quickly scanning all around until her gaze settled on the right one.


    She knocked, hitched her blanket up higher, and pressed down her hair as she waited.


    He shook his head again and took a slower pace to the houses. He wasn’t in any urgent hurry to put clothes on, nor was he so eager to have Petra rip him a new asshole for having disappeared on her.


    By the time he stepped onto the concrete walkway around the house he shared with Petra, a bunch of wolves had poked their heads out their doors, likely checking to see what all the commotion was.


    Alpha’s throaty laugh echoed through the desert, and Arnold didn’t bother turning to look. Someone had pulled open the yellow door, and Leo had stepped quickly inside the house.


    “Was wondering when you’d get up.” Alpha stepped across the courtyard with his hands jammed into the pockets of his dark cargo pants and a with smile tugging at the corners of his lips.


    Arnold let his breath out in a sputter of his lips and raked a few bits of the desert scenery out of his long hair. “What time is it?”


    “Only seven. If you were going to be out there much longer, I might have had to dump a bucket of water on you to try to get you up so you didn’t fry under the sun.”


    “Appreciate the concern.” Arnold ground the heels of his palms against his eyes and sighed. He wasn’t much of a sigher, but the reaction seemed necessary and appropriate. “I have no idea what happened last night.”


    “Yeah, well, that makes a whole bunch of us. You missed a lot and, obviously, so did we.”


    “I’m sorry for going off like that without saying anything. That was probably rude of me, seeing as how you so kindly offered my sister and me a place to stay, and—”


    Alpha slashed a dismissing hand through the air and turned on his heel. “Let’s talk over breakfast. Lil’s making omelets.” He stopped. Turned. Tapped his chin in that I’m thinking way he did sometimes.


    Oh hell. Let me have it.


    “You might want to avert your eyes as you enter your house. I’m not sure where Paul slept last night.”


    “Paul? I’m sorry, what?”


    “Your sister’s mate.”


    “My sister’s mate?” Try as he might have, Arnold couldn’t quite conceal the note of incredulity in his tone. As much as he loved his twin and wanted the best for her—part of the reason he’d allowed Alpha’s niece to transport them to Norseton—he’d never once considered that Petra would take a mate. She was just too…Petra.


    Alpha shrugged in a don’t know what to tell ya, man kind of way, so obviously Arnold wasn’t alone in his opinion.


    “I wasn’t even gone that long,” Arnold said.


    Alpha shrugged again. “Doesn’t take long. We’re werewolves, not Victorian aristocrats. Sometimes, we let nature take its course, and nature isn’t the kind of thing that likes to wait around.”


    Arnold cut his gaze toward the quiet house he and Petra had been assigned, and held up a hand. “Don’t tell me anything else.”


    “I was just warning ya. Anyhow, shower fast. Lil has to get to work, so I don’t imagine she’ll hold breakfast long.”


    “Thanks.”


    Alpha continued on his way to his house.


    Arnold went to his, not sure it was really his anymore. If Petra had started shacking up with some guy in the few days Arnold was gone, Arnold would have to find someplace else to live. Being roommates would be too awkward. He and Petra had shared a lot of motel rooms in ten years, but they had always been very careful to keep their love lives private. He hadn’t even been sure Petra’d had a love life.


    Now she has a mate. Unbelievable.


    And that mate was standing right at the kitchen counter in Arnold’s house, warming a cup of coffee between his hands atop the counter, and apparently having lost his shirt.


    Arnold cleared his throat and let the screen door rattle shut. He nodded at the Viking doctor—a member of Norseton’s Afótama clan—and cleared his throat. “Paul.”


    Paul nodded back. “Petra has some words for you.”


    “Cool. I’ve got a few for you.”


    “Not worth the breath, though, are they? Any argument you could make, you’d likely immediately decide for yourself is fallacious.”


    “Doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try to kick your ass, anyway.”


    Paul sipped his coffee. Grunted. Drummed his fingertips atop the counter. “Okay, so let’s run down the Mind-Your-Own-Business list all at once and get the chore out of the way. Number one—your sister is twenty-five years old. Even if I weren’t her mate and she weren’t stuck with me because of my weird psychic shit, she’d still have the right to fuck whoever wants to fuck her. She’s not a little girl.”


    Arnold groaned and moved to the sofa to grab the afghan off the back. He couldn’t have that conversation while he was naked.


    “Number two,” Paul said. “Yes, I was her doctor. I was treating her injuries. I did not take advantage of her.”


    “All right. You’re doing a good job with that list. What else do you have?”


    “We’re getting married.”


    Arnold closed one eye and crossed the other one.


    “What do you have against marriage?” Paul asked.


    “Nothing, for some folks. To a lot of folks, the institution doesn’t mean much. Hell. My parents were married, and that didn’t stop my father from leaving my mother.”


    His mother had been unwilling to change herself for anything or anyone, and their grandfather had never suggested that she try to fit in. In fact, he’d been proud of her, and could regularly be heard muttering, “Get mean, girl.”


    “I know all about that,” Paul said quietly. “I know everything that happened, because of what I am. I know your sister better than you might think, and I know you, too. She worries about history repeating, and me bouncing on her because she’s a wolf, but I’m Afótama. We don’t give up our partners without a fight. I’m not going anywhere, even if she is furry a few nights per month.”


    “Petra shifted? She—”


    “Yes.”


    Paul moved to the coffee machine and refreshed his cup. Obviously, he knew Arnold’s house better than Arnold did. He held the coffee pot up to Arnold.


    Arnold shook his head. His stomach was too jittery for coffee. Normally, he would have wanted to mainline the stuff and get caffeine into his bloodstream as soon as possible, but he was too nervous. He needed to unpack some of the chaos in his brain first.


    “I don’t understand how she could shift,” Arnold said. “She needed a bite, and you’re not a wolf.”


    Paul was a witch, or…something. Arnold hadn’t been in Norseton long enough to understand the nuances of what the Afótama were, exactly, but he knew for damn sure they were far from mundane.


    “If you’re looking for me to explain your magic to you, you’ve got the wrong guy.” Paul slipped the coffeepot back into the machine right as Petra entered the kitchen, scrubbing her hair with a towel and giving Arnold a nasty squint.


    Arnold sighed for the second time in a day.


    “Oh, hey. Look who decided to turn up,” Petra said snottily.


    “I had to go, Petra. You know how it goes.”


    “You could have said something. You left me here. I was conked out trying to heal myself, and when I woke up, you were gone. You could have at least left me a voicemail. Anything.”


    “I know. I’m sorry.”


    She plopped her hands onto her hips and looked to Paul, then to Arnold, and then back to Paul. “I don’t see any blood. That’s a good thing.”


    “Yes, because I’ve got to go to work and I’d like to not be my first patient this morning.” Paul sidled around Petra with his coffee mug, paused to kiss the top of her head, then disappeared into the back of the house.


    Arnold had never seen his sister blush, but apparently there was a first time for everything. The day seemed to be chock full of firsts.


    She shifted her weight.


    He cocked his head.


    She cleared her throat.


    “How about we just not talk about it?” he said.


    “Yeah. That’ll work.”


    “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m curious and everything, but honestly, there are just some things I don’t want to know.”


    “Ditto.” She reached for a coffee mug, and paused her hand halfway inside the cupboard. “No, I take that back. Not ditto. I want to know what’s up with the lady you brought back.”


    “Honestly, P, I don’t know much about her.”


    “Yeah? ’Cause you bit her last night.”


    “Whatever.”


    If he and his sister kept on at the rate they were, Arnold was going to take his chances with the coffee.


    “You did,” Petra said. “I remember, because I damn near fell into a gully when you performed the act.”


    “That doesn’t make any fucking sense. Why would I bite her?”


    Petra shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’m way behind the learning curve on the wolf stuff. Mom would have taught me all the lady stuff if she hadn’t died. I’m pretty much relying on the kindness of strangers to fill in the gaps for me. You bit that woman. You really don’t remember that?”


    “I don’t remember anything about last night’s shift, and you know how unusual that is for me. Must have been because I didn’t shift the night before. Fought back the urge, and I guess my wolf went into autopilot mode as soon as I got here.”


    “Maybe I’m putting too fine a point on this, but you bit someone else’s mate. She’s someone else’s mate, right? I’m guessing that’s the case, since she could shift before she even got here.”


    “Like I said, I’m not sure what her deal is. I don’t get that kind of information in my visions. All I knew was that she and Kinzy needed to be scooped up, that she’s from Wyoming, and that she has a questionable marital status.”


    “Uh-huh.” Petra pulled down a mug and splashed some coffee inside. “Kinzy.”


    “That’s her daughter. Leonora’s, I mean.”


    “Mm-hmm. And Leonora didn’t, maybe, smell a certain kind of way to you?”


    “Did she smell like she had a mate? Yeah.”


    “From what I’m hearing, that’s usually a strong enough deterrent to keep a wolf from sniffing around a lady.”


    “Petra, I already told you that I don’t remember shit about last night. You say I bit her? Well, I don’t remember biting her, and I have no idea why I would. I’ll apologize to her later.”


    “There’s a chance she won’t remember, either.” Petra took a long sip of her coffee and rolled her gaze toward the ceiling. “Gotta say, it seemed to me like she wasn’t putting up much of a fight. She may as well have rolled over and painted an X to mark the spot right on her neck for how submissive she was.”


    “Leo? Submissive?” Well, damn. Arnold dragged a hand through the hair at the top of his head.


    Petra grunted. “Yeah, maybe she won’t remember.”


    “Maybe,” he said through a cringe.


    He’d fucking bit some other man’s mate. That was more than a gaffe. That was trouble just waiting to happen.


    If Leonora ever decided to go home, everyone would know something was off about her. The men would certainly know at first sniff.


    She’d be labeled an adulteress, or a whore. Her treatment in her old pack could deteriorate to an even worse place. She’d already had a reason to run, and suddenly, she had even more. Worse—her predicament was entirely his fault.


    “Shit,” he spat.


    “Yep,” Petra said cheerily. “Shit.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Leo had never been invited to sit at her alpha’s table before. In fact, she wasn’t even sure if the alpha in Wolverton actually knew her name, beyond the fact that she was, “One of those Hughes girls.” Adam Carbone, on the other hand, seemed to have an open-door policy as far as his house was concerned. More than half of the people in it at the moment were female, and they weren’t even afraid of him.


    Weird.


    She should have been eating. Her omelet was going cold in front of her, and she was famished. Kinzy was nursing away, oblivious to her mother’s disoriented state, and taking what little energy reserves Leo had left.


    Wincing, she picked up her fork with her free hand and tried to ease back into the flow of conversation Adam was having with his son.


    “That’s not what Lora said,” Vic told Adam. “She said Muriel would want to pay for the meeting house out here, because she’d need to make sure the construction was up to Norseton specs.”


    “We didn’t ask them to pay for the building, though,” Adam said. “It’d be for our use. There’s no good reason to keep having them subsidize things that don’t fall under the category of housing. They’ve been too generous already.”


    “The way Lora explained Muriel’s insistence to me was that any place where the queen might put a foot needs to be equipped with a safe room.”


    “And so they’d pay for the entire structure on the off chance Queen Tess might come visiting?”


    Vic shrugged. “Probably just an excuse, but don’t you prefer that to them bossing us around outright? Let them pay for the building if they want to. They’ll probably find some way to write the whole mess off on their taxes.”


    Leo couldn’t take the suspense anymore. She leaned into the dark-haired young beauty beside her—the one who’d been tirelessly minding Kinzy all night—and whispered, “Who are they talking about?”


    “Oh.” Leticia leaned in to whisper back, “The Afótama. They’re the clan who own this huge tract of land. They’re the reason we have a safe place to roam around. They let us live here in exchange for the work we do in the community.”


    “Oh. Right. I seem to remember Arnold saying something about them, but so much of yesterday was a blur.”


    “What do you remember?”


    “Being so tired, but that’s nothing new. I’ve been tired since Kinzy was born. Oh, darn it.” Leo snapped her fingers, suddenly remembering she’d never made her follow-up appointment with her obstetrician. She was supposed to have gotten checked at six weeks, but when the doctor had told her to schedule the visit during her final prenatal check, Leo had simply nodded and pulled her panties up. Healing wasn’t supposed to be a problem for werewolves.


    “Why am I so tired?” she muttered. “I need to get checked.”


    “There’s a midwife-nurse practitioner in Norseton who all the ladies here see. I’ll give you the number to the clinic after breakfast. What else do you remember, though?”


    “Well, I remember the drive, of course. And then I remember arriving, and Arnold going all furry.”


    “And then you went all furry, too.”


    “Right. I don’t remember anything after that. That’s funny, though, because I remember my run from the night before last. I haven’t been able to shift for very long, but I thought I was getting better. Last night seemed like a step backward.”


    “Hmm.” Leticia tickled the top of Kinzy’s head and clucked her tongue. “I don’t know what that means. Maybe one of the other ladies would. I wasn’t out there, and I didn’t see what happened. Heard things, though.”


    “Heard what?” Leo set down her fork and leaned in. “That I wasn’t in my own head?”


    Whatever Leticia was going to say got preempted by an alpha werewolf jangling a set of keys.


    Leo had to blink several times before grasping that he was holding them out to her.


    “They’re for you,” he said.


    “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”


    He shrugged. “We’re a little short on housing here right now, but Jim gave the okay for us to move his things into one of the apartments in town where the non-wolf guards live. That house should be all right for the time being.”


    “I still don’t understand what you’re telling me.”


    “You need someplace to stay, don’t you?”


    “Well…” Leo broke Kinzy’s latch and tugged her shirt down over her belly. “I hadn’t given any thought to staying. All I’ve had time to think about today was getting the desert dust and cactus prickles from last night cleaned off of me. I didn’t expect to be here. I didn’t expect to be anywhere.”


    He walked around the side of the table, picked up her hand, dropped the keys into her palm, and then closed her fingers over them. “For until you decide to go, then. Might as well have a roof over your head and a door that locks, right?”


    “Why are you being so nice to me?”


    “Why wouldn’t I be?”


    “Because niceness isn’t profitable. I’m pretty sure that’s one of the Ferengi Rules of Acquisition.”


    Alpha pushed up both of his bushy, gray-streaked eyebrows.


    Leticia snickered behind Leo.


    “What?” Leo asked.


    “Ferengi?” Leticia snickered again.


    Leo shrugged. “We got three channels at my parents’ house. One was PBS, the second only seemed to work at night when infomercials came on, and the third played Star Trek reruns all day. I’ve seen them all, probably three or four times each. Enterprise would have been my favorite of the franchises if it weren’t for how abruptly the series ended. Voyager wins out because of that. Love me some Chakotay, even though they rarely gave the guy a decent hook-up opportunity until the end.” She pinned her gaze on Vic. “What was up with that, anyway? Even Harry Kim got more alien tail than he should have.”


    He nodded. “Harry Kim. Right.”


    She waved a dismissive hand at him. “Oh, you’ll see what I mean. Get the DVDs.”


    “I’ll put that on my to-do list. Right after—” He leaned around, ostensibly to see Leticia. “What’s that other thing you girls keep telling us to watch?”


    Leticia cleared her throat. “Never mind. We changed our mind because they killed off the heroine. I’m not ready to talk about it yet. Still too mad.”


    He nodded again, and then looked to his father. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ve got an overnight trip. Call me if you need me back urgently.”


    “Vic, I don’t think that’ll be an issue. Don’t feel like you need to hurry back for anyone except your wife and kid.”


    “All the same. Don’t wait to call if anything happens.” Vic waved goodbye to them all, and left the spacious dining room. No sooner had he passed through the doorway did Arnold step in with his hair wet and his face freshly-shaven. She hadn’t thought he could get any prettier, but obviously, she’d been wrong.


    She made some sound that was half whimper and half sigh and pulled her gaze down to her cold omelet. Great googly-moogly.


    “Did you have plans for me today?” he asked Alpha.


    “Nope. Can’t do anything with you until you’ve been through the HR song and dance. Go see Nixon, and he’ll get you squared away.”


    “Where are you working?” Leo asked.


    Arnold looked at her as if she hadn’t spoken English.


    But then she remembered that she wasn’t supposed to speak at all. Yet again, she’d butted into a conversation she had no business being in. Her sense of self-preservation had always been lower than average for a full-blooded wolf.


    She looked away from his dark brown eyes, to anything she could stare at that wouldn’t make her seem like she was just heeling. She was far too contrary for that.


    At the electric prickle down her side that made her toes curl, she looked back and found him looming behind her. He had his arms out and was wearing a smile, of all damned things.


    “Can I hold her?” he asked. “I think we bonded a little bit yesterday.”


    “The baby?”


    His grin broadened. “Well, I didn’t mean Leticia.”


    “No, you sure didn’t,” Leticia said in an undertone.


    Leo craned her neck to look at the muttering brunette. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “I was gonna tell you, but, well…” she shrugged. “That dude walked in.”


    “What’s him walking in have to do anything?”


    Leticia pushed her seat back from the table and picked up her empty plate. “Oh, you know how stuff goes. One thing that’s the same in this pack as with all the others is the ladies like to do their gossiping out of earshot of the men.” She gave her head the slightest nod in Arnold’s direction.


    “Yeah, I’d prefer if you’d talk about me where I can’t hear you,” he said dryly. He put his butt against the edge of the table and extended his arms. “Come on. Give me the girl. You eat the eggs.”


    Leo looked to Leticia, who was rounding the table, for a clue.


    Leticia darted her gaze toward the door and pointed at it discreetly.


    Oh.


    Leo transferred Kinzy to Arnold and waited until he’d sat and settled her into the crook of one arm.


    No whimper from the baby. Not even a hiccup or a coo.


    “Weirdo,” she said.


    Alpha chuckled and shook the contents of a couple of sweetener packets into his coffee mug. “Some folks are just naturals.”


    “Not male folks.” She picked up her plate and stood. “I’d venture to guess that wolf babies are biologically encoded to repel the attentions of the male of the species. That’s the only explanation I can devise for how poorly they seem to bond with them.”


    “Nah,” Alpha said. “That’s just the culture.”


    “Really?” Leo said from the doorway. “Because Kinzy didn’t seem to care for her father very much. She probably couldn’t even see him clearly, and she didn’t like him. She got so upset that she spat up all over him the first two times he held her. Made that last family portrait very interesting.”


    Alpha’s friendly smile drooped.


    Creases formed in Arnold’s brow, and he gripped the chair’s armrest tightly with his free hand.


    There I go talking too much again.


    She stood very still waiting for the fallout, and that was hard for her. Silence was always hard, and she usually found herself backpedaling—trying to recant what she’d said before people decided to act.


    “I mean, I didn’t ask him to hold her,” she said. “He was like that in all the portraits. With the other wives, I mean. Always held the newest baby.”


    At the sound of Alpha’s chair creaking backward, she stepped more into the hallway.


    Talking too much. Just go.


    But she couldn’t go. Arnold had Kinzy.


    Get Kinzy, then go.


    Swallowing hard, she took a wide arc around Alpha, set down her plate, and held out her arms for the baby. “I’ll take her.”


    Arnold handed her over without a word, but the furrow between his eyes deepened.


    Time to go.


    She managed to get one foot away before Arnold’s firm grip on the waistband of her jeans tugged her back.


    “Stay put, woman.”


    She gulped again, and risked a glance at Alpha, who stood at the end of the table with his arms folded across his chest. Usually, she did an okay job at reading the mood in a room, but her thrashing heart and involuntarily quick breaths had her nerves far more frazzled than they should have been. Her gut clenched and brain may as well have been wolf chow given its poor performance.


    “I—”


    Can’t read them.


    “You said wives,” Alpha said.


    Leo closed her eyes and suppressed a cringe. That word might have come out of her mouth somewhere in that stream of garbage she’d spewed, but she couldn’t remember for sure.


    “I’m just trying to make sure I heard you right,” he said. “We don’t know very much about you, Leonora, and I’m wondering if we need to take certain safeguards.”


    “I could leave.”


    Arnold tugged her back more, until her calf bumped the leg of his chair.


    She opened her eyes in time to see Alpha shaking his head and dancing his thumbs over his phone screen.


    “I didn’t ask you to leave. I need to know where you’re from—whether you’re from one of those places me and the boys always did our best to steer clear of.”


    “Uh, Wolverton wasn’t much different than any other one-stoplight town.” She nudged a bit of lint on the carpet with the toe of her shoe, and added in a mumble, “Except for the polygamy thing.”


    Arnold’s next yank had her on his lap, clutching Kinzy for dear life.


    “Are you freakin’ kidding me? That’s what you meant by ‘depends on who you ask’ when I asked you how many times your husband has been married?”


    The growly quality of his voice seemed to penetrate her like a Wyoming wind through a cheap coat.


    She winced, and then gulped again.


    He was too close for her to think, and he smelled too good—like a newly opened Cracker Jack box or something.


    Biteable.


    She rolled her eyes at the silly wolf in her head. The beast would have probably had Leo gnawing on him like a chew toy if she weren’t vigilant.


    Concentrate on the baby.


    Kinzy seemed entirely unaffected by the goings-on around her—a benefit of her extreme youth. Leo’s mother said Leo had been able to sleep through Armageddon at the same age. A little commotion probably wasn’t likely to startle Kinzy.


    Arnold gave Leo’s left arm a squeeze. “Answer me.”


    “Dang it. Ugh, maybe I disagreed with his tally, is all.”


    “In what way?”


    “That it was too high by one.”


    “That one being you?” Alpha asked.


    She nodded. “Not gonna lie or try to hash my words, I guess. I think everybody knew I wasn’t cut out for the job, but he got his hooks into me before I could get away.”


    “No one knew you were thinking of leaving?” Alpha asked.


    “I just bided my time. Went through the song and dance. The stupid little so-called wedding ceremony, because what choice did I have, right? And then came the so-called wedding night, and two weeks later, I found out I was stuck.”


    “Stuck,” Arnold whispered. “You mean you were pregnant?”


    “Yeah. I didn’t think running was a good idea then, which is dumb, I guess. Running would have been easier then when I was a little pregnant compared to after I’d had Kinzy and the jerk had bitten me.”


    Alpha retook his seat, forcing out a harsh exhalation in the process.


    Leticia stepped back into the dining room doorway and made a well? gesture at Leo. Then she mouthed, Never mind, obviously seeing that Arnold held Leo in a bit of a quagmire. Not that she wanted to move.


    She should have moved. She hadn’t been raised to sit on strange men’s laps, but he’d been the one to put her there and, again, he smelled nice.


    Wait…


    She turned a bit and tried to look at him. “Don’t I stink of my mate to you? Isn’t me being this close to you hard on your wolfy nose?”


    Arnold rolled his eyes and let out a ragged breath. “No.”


    “Why not?”


    Leticia heaved a dramatic sigh from the doorway. “We might have had a little chat about that if you’d come and nuked your omelet in the kitchen like you were going to.”


    “Well, tell me now. I hate feeling so behind the curve.”


    Leticia rolled back her upper lip and groaned. “With Arnold sitting there, maybe you should— Actually, you know what? I’m gonna go make another pot of coffee.” She zipped away.


    “Coward!” Leo called after her.


    “Yep.”


    Leo craned her neck around and looked at Arnold again. “What happened last night?”


    His lips were so close, and he had the nicest pair of lips she’d ever seen on a man. The top was a perfectly formed archer’s bow with a dip in the middle, sized just right for the press of a fingertip. Her fingertip, to be precise. The bottom lip wasn’t too bad, either. It looked pillow-soft and sweet enough to lick.


    “But I won’t, because I’m holding a baby and that’d be weird,” she said.


    “Pardon?” he asked.


    “Huh?”


    “You said you won’t do something because you’re holding a baby. Won’t do what?”


    Derp.


    She cleared her throat and scrambled away from him. “You’re hearing things.” Fortunately, he let go of her, sparing her another awkward plop onto his lap.


    “Pretty sure I heard you too,” Alpha said, “but that doesn’t matter. Let’s clear some things up. First things first, you left your husband?”


    Leo gave Kinzy’s diaper a testing squeeze, hoping she’d soaked herself and gave her mother a good reason to flee from the room.


    Dang it. Dry as a bone.


    Leo groaned, and her shoulders fell with resignation. “Okay, first of all, I don’t consider myself to be his wife. That dishonor goes to the first lady who got saddled with him.” She added in a mutter, “The poor wretch.”


    Alpha snorted. “Duly noted.”


    “And, yes, I left him. Or really, I left the home he put me up in. He wasn’t there at the time. Contrary to what you might think, he didn’t have us all in the same house. We were really spread out, and he’d hop around from one wife’s little shack to the next one.”


    Arnold made some noise that was either a supremely disgusted scoff or a very controlled sneeze.


    “What?” she asked.


    He shook his head and made a go on gesture.


    She narrowed her eyes at him. “What?”


    “Forgive me for taking umbrage.”


    “He can’t help it,” Alpha said.


    Leo pulled her gaze back to him. Before she could spit out the obvious follow-up question, he said, “So you learned his wife schedule?”


    “Well, sort of.” She shrugged. “I figured he’d have one, because that would make sense. That way, all the broodmares are equally miserable, right? But the best I could tell, he went to whoever’s house he felt like at any given time. He might stay a few nights at one lady’s, go to another, and then go back to the first one. Totally unpredictable.”


    “How did you know when to run?”


    She cleared her throat, and glanced back at Arnold, who was toying with the point of a steak knife and grinding his teeth. “What?” she demanded.


    “You gonna tell me you ran right after he left your house one day, aren’t you?”


    “I wasn’t gonna tell you.” She gestured toward Alpha. “I was gonna tell him. He asked.”


    “So did I.”


    “No need getting cranky about it.”


    “The least thing I am is cranky.”


    On that inscrutable note, a small woman with long dark hair and a profile that looked remarkably like that of the scowling wolf beside Leo poked her head into the room. “Oh. There you are.”


    “No bloodshed yet,” Alpha said with a chuckle.


    “I guess that’d be hard to manage with her holding a baby. Arnold, you don’t need me here, do you?”


    “Nope. Why?”


    “That consulting doctor is in town to run some tests on me. They want to rule out epilepsy as a diagnosis.”


    “Petra, you never told me epilepsy was one of the options.”


    Petra. Ah. The twin.


    She was pretty, but Leo shouldn’t have been surprised at that. It would have been a travesty if Arnold had gotten all the looks.


    Petra shrugged. “You weren’t here. You were out mate-snatching, I guess.”


    “Snatch mate say what now?” Leo balked.


    “He bit you, by the way,” Petra said, wriggling her dark eyebrows. “Bit you when you were on four legs. I witnessed the event. Ask him if you stink to him.”


    “Petra,” Arnold said in a scolding voice.


    “I already asked him that!” Leo exclaimed.


    “What’d he tell you?” Petra asked.


    “Said I didn’t stink.”


    “Well, there you go. Now, you stink of him. I can’t say if that’s an improvement, though. He’s my twin, and I can’t smell his hormones one way or another. He smells neutral to me. But, anyway.” She gave Arnold a little finger wave. “I’ll be either at the hospital or at Paul’s for the next couple of days. I figured I’d do you the courtesy you didn’t do for me, and keep you informed of where I was.”


    “You bit me?” Leo asked Arnold.


    Arnold didn’t respond. He was too busy giving his sister a death glare and pinching the bridge of his nose.


    Petra’s grin widened and she waved once more. “See ya later.”


    Alpha put his head in his hands atop the dining room table. His palms covering his mouth may have muffled the sound of his ensuing chuckle almost completely, but he couldn’t hide the shaking of his shoulders from his barely-restrained laughter.


    The last time Leo’d had an alpha laugh at her had been the day she’d recklessly suggested to her old one that perhaps he should pick another blonde to be Samuel’s next mate, seeing as how they were all pretty much interchangeable.


    Her alpha hadn’t been laughing because what she’d said was so funny, but because she’d dared to think she had a say in where she went—that she’d dared to think that she had ownership over herself.


    She didn’t think Adam was laughing for the same reason, though. She didn’t get that megalomaniacal energy off of him. He was just amused by his pack members, and she wasn’t used to that.


    She turned slowly toward Arnold. “You bit me.”


    He shrugged and set down the knife. “Apparently, I did. I don’t have memory of the event, however. I was too tired when I got here last night. Just like you, I don’t remember my run, but I don’t believe anyone here would lie that I bit you if I hadn’t.” He ground his teeth for a few beats, and then added in a mumble, “There were supposedly several witnesses beyond Petra.”


    “And I have your scent.”


    “Apparently.”


    “I let you bite me?”


    He shrugged again.


    Leo pulled out a chair beside him and flopped onto the seat. “Gods! This is like one of those books where people wake up married in Las Vegas, but instead of getting plastered last night, we got wolfy.”


    “The question now is what do you want to do about it?” Alpha asked.


    “She stays with me,” Arnold said.


    At the exact same time, Leo declared, “Let me think about that.”


    Arnold leaned his elbows onto the table and pinned an unforgiving stare on her.


    She gave her head a hard shake. “Nuh-uh. No, sir, don’t make me think I have an option and then yank it right away. Don’t joke with me like that. I can’t take that mess. And I don’t like you squinting at me like that.” She reached over and gave his shoulder a hard poke. “You were nicer yesterday. Go back to being that way.”


    “I hadn’t bitten you yesterday.”


    “Isn’t that weird? One would think you’d be nicer now that you have, but I guess wolves don’t make a hell of a lot of sense in general. Samuel was nicer before he bit me, too, but I guess that isn’t saying much.”


    “Do not compare me to him.”


    “Why not? You’re doing the exact same thing he did—asserting your will on me and taking away my ability to make choices.”


    “Woman, I’m not taking away your ability to choose. I told you in the truck that if you got here and decided that you want to go, no one would keep you in Norseton. That hasn’t changed. I just think giving this thing a shot for a while is a reasonable request.”


    “What thing?”


    “I bit you. You’re my mate.”


    “I’m Samuel’s mate.”


    Arnold scoffed. “Bogus. Looks to me like you had his baby and then ran, so do you really think that’s what you are? And you don’t smell like you’re his anymore. You smell like you’re mine. Maybe I don’t remember biting you, but I don’t regret that I did. I think that’s why I was sent the vision to fetch you in the first place. You’re supposed to be mine.”


    “Always someone’s. Why can’t I be no one’s?” Her voice came out in a pathetic whisper she hardly recognized as her own, but she wouldn’t take the words back. She’d meant every one.


    She took a deep breath, and pressed Kinzy tight against her chest. Kinzy was the most sure, solid thing in Leo’s life. Holding her was almost like medicine at times, even when Leo was so tired and uncertain. Kinzy made her want to persevere—to be better, because Kinzy deserved better.


    “I’m a person,” Leo said. “I have feelings and opinions, and I’m so tired of not being allowed to express them. I’m tired of people not caring.”


    “We care,” Alpha said.


    “Do you really?”


    “Of course we do. That’s the entire purpose of this pack, Leo. We’re scratching out a life for ourselves here, far away from where any of us were born, because we want to do things a different way. We want to be free to do what wolves naturally do, without having some alpha’s perverted drive for power and money and whatever else spoiling things. Everybody should have a chance to be happy, right? Not just the one or two fools closest to the top of the power pyramid.”


    “Sounds wonderful, but that’s fairytale stuff.”


    “That’s real life here,” Arnold said. “And that’s the life I want. Don’t you?”


    Of course I do.


    She wanted that life more than she wanted the next breath she had to breathe. She didn’t want for her little girl to grow up only to be told that choice was a luxury afforded to a few, and that she’d never get to be one of those lucky ones. But Leo was practical. Had to be, because survival demanded such of her.


    “Wanting is one thing,” she said quietly. “Possibility is another.”


    No one said anything, either because they knew Leo had told the truth, or because she was flat-out wrong and they didn’t know how to break the news to her.


    As always, the silence gnawed at her, but instead of saying more immediately, she stood again, fixed Kinzy more comfortably in her arms, and looked from Arnold’s handsomely neutral expression to her new alpha’s.


    “I’m going to give this place a shot,” she said after a minute of quiet. “If you’ll allow me to stay, I’ll find some way to contribute, and I’ll do all I can to not lure anyone here looking for me. I won’t mess things up for you. But can I ask you for a promise, too?”


    Alpha’s nod came slowly. Maybe he knew as well as she did that the promise wouldn’t be for him, but for one of the wolves under his jurisdiction. The other man in the room.


    “Let me decide to stay first,” she said. “Before you ask me to do anything else, let me decide that. Please.”


    She didn’t dare turn around to look and Arnold. She didn’t want to be swayed by the look on his face, or see the defensiveness in his body language. As thrilled as she was to know that a wolf like him had staked a claim on her, she needed to consider Kinzy’s future. Kinzy’s best chance would only come from them starting with a blank slate. No attachments.


    Adam kept his gaze locked on Leo, and nodded again. “All right. Welcome home.”


    “Thank you, Alpha.”


    She started moving and didn’t look back. Was afraid to. She didn’t stop moving until she’d reached the kitchen, where Graciella was leaning against the counter sipping coffee. Then, Leo finally let herself really breathe.


    “Show me around?” she asked, voice shaking, but convincing enough.


    Graciella set down her mug, and straightened her posture. “You decided to stick around, huh? Cool. Well, okay, then. Let’s go.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    “If you’re about to open your mouth to tell me I’m looking rough around the edges,” Arnold said to his approaching sister, “I’d prefer for you to do me a favor and keep your mouth shut.”


    He set down the gun he’d been cleaning and leaned his forearms back onto the blanket he’d been sprawled out on. Sunshine and fresh air hadn’t exactly been luxuries for him in the past few years, but there was something so magical and sublime about being outside with no external forces pushing him to run, and then run some more.


    Except for his alpha.


    Arnold’s probationary period for guard duty required a five-kilometer run three times per week, but he didn’t mind. The running distracted him from the thoughts that made him snarl and growl.


    Petra knelt beside the blanket and draped her fingers over her knees. “I didn’t come all the way out here to tell you that, actually, but I may as well. You look like shit.”


    “Fuck you, too.”


    “You need to take better care of yourself.”


    “Perhaps you have some suggestions as to how I should do that when I can’t even sleep without thinking about that woman—without the wolf in me trying to subvert even the smallest plans of mine because his instinct is to be near his mate. I’ve been purposely putting at least fifty feet between her and me for the entirety of the two months since I brought her here. I can’t deal.”


    Petra sputtered her lips and raked a hand through her messy hair. She always looked something like a wild woman with her uncombed hair, just like their mother always had. Looking at her sometimes made his heart ache. Their mother would have loved Norseton—she would have loved the freedom and the opportunities. If she’d lived, they could have thrived there together.


    He pinched the bridge of his nose. He couldn’t afford sentiment, not when the wolf inside him was already so short-tempered.


    “Hey. I understand how you feel a little,” she said. “I don’t like being far from Paul, either. I’m about to go have lunch with him now and came here to see if you wanted to come along.”


    “No thanks. Watching my sister make kissy-face with her husband when I’m trying to eat isn’t my idea of a good time.”


    She shrugged. “Figured I’d ask. Haven’t spent much time with you in a while. We never hang out anymore.”


    “Things change.”


    “Yeah. That doesn’t mean you have to isolate yourself.”


    “I’m not isolating myself. I’m giving her space.” He sat up and started to put his gun back together. “Choices. That’s what I’m giving her.”


    “Well, the way you’re going about this looks a lot like mate abandonment to me.”


    “That’s not my fault.”


    “I’d say it is. I thought you didn’t want to be like Dad.”


    “Don’t go there. Don’t even go there. Actually, you know what? This conversation isn’t going anywhere, anyway, so leave. Enjoy your lunch.”


    “No.” Petra collapsed onto the blanket next to him. “Come on. I’ve never known you to be the type who’d give up.”


    “Think, P. I wasn’t all that invested in the first place, right? I get some stupid vision telling me to go snatch a lady and her kid from the woods. So I go get her and bring her back to this place where I’d barely been living in for a week myself. Come to find out she’s some nut job polygamist’s seventh wife or something, and has been on such a short leash all her life that she won’t even entertain the idea of letting a man get close, much less the wolf who bit her.”


    Petra plucked at a bit of desert weed growing beside the blanket’s edge and stared at him.


    “Don’t give me that stare. You know damn well I’m right.”


    “No. You’re not.”


    “Okay, fine.” He shrugged. “Whatever.”


    “You want to know what I think?”


    “Not particularly.”


    “Well, I’m gonna tell you anyway,” she said. “Just like when you gave me unsolicited opinions about my medical condition, I’m going to give you one about your relationship.”


    “That’s hardly the same thing, and you know it.”


    “Doesn’t matter. This is what Ma brought us up to do, right? Be so annoyingly enmeshed in each other’s personal business that we’re not sure if we love each other or if we each want to dig a grave to roll the other into.”


    “Me worrying about you having blackout seizures is a reasonable sort of nosiness. You insisting that I should harass a lady who’s just not that into me is unreasonable. Do you see the difference?”


    Petra reached over and plucked the side of his forehead.


    “Ow!”


    “You’re stupid, Arnold. I told you that you didn’t need to concern yourself with my health because Paul is monitoring me.”


    “So I should give up any and all responsibility for you now, right?”


    “You were never responsible for me. In case you forgot, I left our old pack voluntarily. I didn’t need you to be my protector. I left because we were better off together than separate. But we’re not in a place anymore where nobody cares about us. And you think I don’t know what you’re doing, but I’m on to you. Don’t try to change the subject and distract me. This conversation is about you and what you’re not doing to get your mate.”


    “I thought that discussion ended when I informed you that she wasn’t into me.”


    Petra closed her eyes, forced out a sharp exhalation through her nose, and clenched her hands into fists at her sides. “You know,” she said quietly. “I started taking up meditation a couple of weeks ago. Helps me sort through the overflowing psychic crap that bleeds over from Paul.” She opened one dark eye and fixed it on him. “The practice was his mother’s idea. She doesn’t really understand wolves at all, but she comes up with ideas, anyway.” Petra opened her other eye so both orbs were focused on her brother. “Sometimes, her ideas aren’t so bad, and that’s why I don’t dismiss them out of hand. She’s just trying to help as an outsider to the relationship who can maybe propose different things because she’s not as caught up in all the noise as Paul and I are.”


    “What are you telling me, Petra?”


    “I’m saying this not as your sister, but as an outsider looking in. Most of the wolves here didn’t know what functional relationships looked like until they had a chance to form some with people they actually liked. You and me, we’re no different from them. Our parents didn’t stick it out, and so we think, why would anyone? But the thing is, we’re biologically coded to be faithful, and to stick around when we’ve found the right person. I’ve never been surer of that.” She gestured toward the houses around the wolf courtyard. “They’re not just playing around. This isn’t an experiment for them. You had an inside edge, Arnold. You were sent to fetch the person you’re supposed to be with, and yet you’re sitting here screwing around with a gun instead of trying to ingratiate yourself with her a little bit. Two freakin’ months you’ve avoided her, Arnold? Really?”


    “She was clear that she wanted to be left alone.”


    Petra rolled her eyes, muttered something incoherent under her breath, and then stood. “Let’s go. Now.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Lunch. Put your crap away and let’s go. This pack only has room for one loner wolf, and Darius already has that title.”


    She jutted her hand down toward him. The stubborn crease between her eyes suggested that she wasn’t going to give him any room for negotiation.


    Fortunately for her, he was too tired to argue. He hoped that if he did what she said, he could finally get some sleep.


    ___


    Arnold twisted the corner of his paper napkin into a crude shape and ground his teeth, giving his sister the same evil glower across the diner table that she was giving him.


    “That was dirty as hell, and you know it,” he said.


    Paul, seated beside Petra and opposite Arnold in the booth, scoffed and dumped sugar into his black coffee. “Of course she knows. You’ve known her for twenty-five years. You should be aware by now that she doesn’t play by the rules.”


    “And yet you married her.”


    Paul shrugged and sipped. “There’s someone for everyone.”


    “You didn’t tell me Leo works here.”


    Petra picked up her menu, thereby blocking his view of her face and the eye-roll she was probably performing. “You didn’t ask.”


    Leo walked over, smiling and wearing her hair pulled high in a bouncy ponytail, and a sweatshirt that looked straight out of the eighties. Strawberry Shortcake and all her delicious friends danced across the front.


    “How are you liking the job?” Paul asked before Arnold could think up a suitably benign thing to say to his mate besides “Hi.”


    “I like it a lot, actually. I get to meet everyone in the community, the restaurant is an easy walk from my house, and the tips aren’t bad.” She beamed.


    Arnold just bet the oh-so-generous males in the Viking clientele were more than willing to open their wallets to make a pretty waitress’s day.


    “Where’s Kinzy?” he asked flatly.


    Petra gave his shin a hard kick under the table.


    He glowered at her. Perhaps his delivery had come across sounding a bit hostile, but that wasn’t his fault. The wolf living in his head was in a shitty mood, and some of its impulsivity was leaching over to the man part of Arnold.


    Leo tucked a loose swath of hair behind her ear and wriggled her order pad out of her apron pocket. “Babysitting co-op. A bunch of the young moms in the community take part. That way, we get to keep more of our take-home pay. We trade off watching each other’s kids.”


    “I would have watched her. I work nights.”


    “I—” Leo shifted her weight and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.


    Say something.


    “Leo!” one of the other waitresses called from behind the counter. “You’re up again.”


    Arnold thought the lady had just been reminding Leo to get an order out to a table, but Leo had turned and was staring up at the television mounted in the corner at the end of the counter. The words written at the bottom of the screen read: MISSING INFANT. The picture behind them was of Kinzy, not long after birth. She still had on her hospital bracelet.


    The next image was of Leo, and the words overlaid on her picture were: LAST SEEN WITH HER MOTHER.


    Some dipshit was offering a reward. The news program had even interviewed Leo’s mother, who very tersely explained that she didn’t know anything, but that she just wanted her daughter and granddaughter back. She looked uncomfortable on the screen, but Arnold imagined she had to be, if a certain man had put her up to speaking.


    “Damn,” Petra whispered. “National coverage for a couple of missing people from a small town in Wyoming? That doesn’t make sense.”


    Leo turned, sighed, and wrested a pen out of her pocket. “Samuel’s got a lot of money. He’s probably throwing it at whoever he can. He looks at this like he’s losing out on an investment. Costs a lot of money keep a wife, you know. Not that I ever saw any of it. What are you having?”


    Seriously?


    Arnold pushed his menu aside and put his back against the window. “Who could eat? Also, why doesn’t him putting out an APB on you bother you more?”


    “Because that same segment has been running for three days, and everyone here knows the score. No one’s gonna rat me out for that pittance he’s offering as a reward.”


    “No one here,” Paul said, “but what if you ever need to leave the community?”


    “I haven’t had to in two months. Besides, in a little while, this’ll all blow over and folks will forget about me. Kinzy’s picture is already outdated, and, as far as I go, one blonde looks pretty much like another, right?”


    Is she fucking serious?


    She blinked at him. “What?”


    “You don’t get how this scenario could be dangerous for you?”


    “Of course I do. I’m the one who ran away from him, remember?”


    “You can’t just sweep this under the rug and hope nothing happens. You’ve got to be proactive.”


    She nodded slowly. “Okay. So, what do you propose I do? Hitch a ride up to Wolverton and wait for Samuel to show up? Explain to him that I’m all right, and apologize for the inconvenience?”


    “Call the news. Tell them you’re fine and that you left on purpose, and that you don’t want your location known.”


    “That’d be all well and good if this mess were only about me, but Kinzy is all caught up in the chaos, too. Samuel may not be able to get on television and publicly state that I’m his wife —”


    “You’re not,” Arnold muttered.


    Leo drummed the end of her pen against her order pad and gave him a quelling stare.


    He put up his hands. “Fine. I’ll shut up.”


    “As I was saying, he can’t go on television and say I’m his wife, but he can still raise a stink about Kinzy. As her father, he’s got rights.”


    “Utter bullshit,” Paul said. “I really suggest you consult a lawyer.”


    “To what end?”


    “You need someone to work on your behalf who can keep your whereabouts discreet,” Petra said. “Someone who can present your case to a judge without revealing that they’re dealing with a scenario involving folks who aren’t quite human. If folks knew what women in most packs endured, they’d never expect you to take Kinzy back to Samuel.”


    “But we can’t tell people that we exist,” Leo said.


    “No, but you can still make a case. There are plenty of other reasons for you to not want to go back there.”


    “You might be able to get him to back off with the mere threat of you filing the paperwork,” Paul said. “If he’s smart, he’s not going to risk anyone going up there to investigate. If polygamy is rampant in the pack up there—”


    “Packs,” Leo corrected. “Wolverton doesn’t have one unified pack. There are loose collections of large families located around Wolverton. The alpha is the mayor, and for the most part, senior male wolves maintain order in their own family groups. My father wasn’t interested in taking more than one wife, but he didn’t have a problem with giving me and my sisters up to those losers.”


    “Okay,” Arnold said. “So, we’ll be careful.”


    “You’re going to help me?”


    “Why do you sound so surprised? I told you I’d give you a chance to choose. As far as I’m concerned, this is just an extension of that promise. If you want to live life however you see fit, then you shouldn’t have to do it confined to this small community. You should be able to come and go as you please, not just for your sake, but Kinzy’s, too. She deserves to get out into the world. The world is much larger than most wolves ever get to know.”


    Probably, no one would have been as surprised as Arnold that he actually believed what he was saying. For ten years, he and Petra had banded together against the dog-eat-dog world and had, maybe, more than a little derision toward “normal” people. He was becoming one of those normal-enough people, and he didn’t want any other wolf to ever have to suffer the alternative.


    “I want that for Kinzy,” Leo said after a minute. She pinned her gaze on the television once more, then with a final shake of her head, poised her pen over her notepad and looked to Paul. “How do I find a lawyer?”


    “I know one in Norseton who’d probably be interested in the case. I’ll get you his number after lunch.”


    “Make the appointment,” Arnold said to her. “I’ll go with you.”


    She nodded slowly, not meeting his gaze, but that was all right with him. At least they were on speaking terms.


    “’Kay. What do you want to eat?”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Four days later, Kinzy clutched to Arnold’s shirt as if he were a long-lost friend she’d been deprived of, and made cooing noises at him.


    Leo sighed, crossed her legs at the knees in front of the absent lawyer’s desk, and shook her head at Arnold.


    “What?”


    “You’d think she gets neglected all day for how clingy she is. I happen to know the ladies in the co-op hold her pretty much nonstop.”


    “Maybe that’s all it is. One warm body means pretty much the same to her.”


    “I doubt that,” Leo muttered.


    Kinzy put her head back and blew a raspberry at the ceiling.


    “She’s getting heavy.” Arnold bounced her on her little perch on his forearm.


    Kinzy opened her mouth and showed him all her gums in a smile.


    “’Lil pork chop. Always wants to nurse. Keeps me up half the night. I think she’s hitting another one of those growth spurts, but who the heck can tell with wolves? The baby books say infants are supposed to have them at certain times, but Christina and Ashley both said to ignore those charts. They’re either earlier or later, depending on what’s developing.”


    “Lot of up and down at night, huh? Getting up to feed her?”


    “Nah. She still sleeps in my bed, mostly, so she pretty much just rolls over and latches on.”


    At Arnold’s raised eyebrow, Leo pointed a finger at him in warning. “Don’t even say it.”


    “Say what?”


    “Don’t tell me how dangerous co-sleeping is and that I’m gonna roll over on my baby in my sleep and suffocate her. I read enough of that fearmongering on the Internet. I’ve been trying to transition her to the crib.”


    “I wasn’t going to say anything. I think most of the women in my birthpack co-slept. They didn’t really have a choice, though. Limited space, and no money for fancy gadgets you attach to the bedside. My mother would never confirm it, but I think one of the reasons my father left was because he didn’t have enough room on the bed.”


    Leo snorted, imagining what that picture must have looked like. A no-nonsense lady werewolf, two babies, and a very tired, frustrated, non-wolf father in a cramped bedroom.


    She reached over and patted down a wild flap of Kinzy’s hair. “I miss her whenever I try to get her to sleep in her crib, and I think the vibes from my pitiful guilt are what keeps waking her up. She can feel them from way down the hallway.”


    Arnold didn’t say anything, but his silences were generally eloquent enough. That moment was no exception. He kept bouncing Kinzy on his arm and cut Leo a sideways look.


    Before she could ask him what she’d done to deserve this stink-face, the secretary pushed the door in and smiled warmly at her. “He’s coming now. He got hung up on some business for the queen that turned out to be more urgent than expected.”


    “Oh, well, for goodness sake, tell him not to rush.”


    “He’s done. I promise. He can wait a little while to follow up with her now that the task is done. Do you mind if his paralegal sits in? She’d be the one slinging most of the paperwork around, but if you’re not comfortable—”


    “No, that’s fine. She’s Afótama, right? She knows we’re not random humans from outside of Norseton?”


    The secretary made a waffling gesture with her hand. “Not Afótama, but close enough. Suffice it to say, she’s had years of experience keeping her mouth shut about things that require discretion.” She pushed away from the doorway, and said, “Here they are now.”


    The lawyer stepped in first looking very un-lawyerly with his untucked button-up shirt, wrinkled slacks, and untied dress shoes.


    The woman who stepped in with him, though—there was nothing unkempt about her.


    For the first time since Leo had arrived in Norseton, her brain automatically associated the woman with what she would have been called a thousand years ago: Viking.


    She had the fearsome blonde thing down pat. Leo may have been a victim of fair coloring that the Norseton sun didn’t smile kindly upon, but the lady took blonde up a notch. Her hair was so fair that it was nearly white, her eyes the palest blue Leo had ever seen, she had to be nearly as tall as Arnold, and on top of all that, she looked to have a Marilyn Monroe figure beneath her two-piece suit. Further, she had a perfect bronze tan that set off a pair of killer dimples.


    Leo might have noticed the lawyer sticking his hand out to shake if she hadn’t been glowering at the smiling bombshell beside the desk.


    “You okay, Leo?” Arnold asked.


    She turned her head slowly toward her companion and suppressed the unusual compulsion to suck her teeth. That wasn’t one of Leo’s tics—it was one of Leticia’s. Whenever Leticia was minutely pissed at something or someone, she sucked her teeth. Leo’s inner wolf must have picked up the useless habit.


    He furrowed his brow, and then canted his head toward the attorney. “He was introducing himself. That’s Sheldon Dent.”


    Leo closed her eyes and gave her head a slight shake before opening her eyes again. “Sorry. Had a rough night last night, and my brain’s about as useful as a pitchfork with one tine. I’m Leonora Banks.” She shook his hand.


    “Nice to meet ya,” Sheldon said. He sidled around his desk and gestured toward The Blonde.


    Leo expected him to introduce her as “Gretel” or “Freya,” or something like that.


    “That’s Mary.”


    “Mary?” Leo slapped a hand over her mouth. She hadn’t meant to sound so accusatory. The name just didn’t fit.


    Mary laughed quietly and pulled a chair over to Sheldon’s desk. “Long story, and not even an interesting one. Let’s just say that my parents disagreed on what I should be named, and I have a very long string of middle names as a result.”


    Sheldon slid his glasses up his nose and pushed away some of the papers piled on his desk in front of him. “Mary’s been with us for about six weeks. She grew up in our sister group in Nevada, and had been working in Vegas for the past five years. She wanted the opportunity to work for Tess, and here she is.”


    “Yep, here I am,” she said sunnily. “Trying to get my family out here, too, but they may never leave Fallon.”


    “No wonder I hadn’t seen her,” Leo muttered. There was no way in hell she would have missed a lady like that, strutting around town like a Viking supermodel.


    At least she’s wearing clothes.


    Leo crossed her arms over her chest to hide the screen-printed kitten on her T-shirt. The ladies in the pack had agreed the shirt was cute, and they’d actually let her walk out of the store with the thing. She wasn’t feeling so cute all of a sudden, not with the way Arnold kept peeking up at Mary, and Mary kept pulling her red lips into a smile at him.


    Leo sucked her teeth again, and naturally, everyone in the room turned to look at her.


    She chuckled nervously and made a go-on gesture. “So, I guess you know about my case?”


    Sheldon grunted. “Sounds like a pretty interesting situation. I don’t see any reason why I wouldn’t want to take it on. Before we get started, though, are you comfortable enough having him here?” He indicated Arnold. “Is he a friend, or…”


    Arnold scoffed and muttered something under his breath that not even Leo could catch with her wolf’s sense of hearing.


    “Speak up a little, why dontcha?” Leo said through clenched teeth.


    He narrowed his eyes at her. “You don’t want that.”


    “Are you a couple?” Mary asked. “That would either complicate some things, or simplify them.”


    “Yes,” Leo said.


    The word came out at the exact same time that Arnold said, “No.”


    Leo’s inner wolf wanted to claw her way out of Leo’s skin and swipe the guy right across his pretty jaw.


    “Ohhh-kay. Which?” Sheldon asked.


    Arnold let out a breath. “This isn’t what you want to hear, probably, but it’s complicated.”


    Sheldon sputtered his lips and leaned back in his chair. “Explain the situation to me in a way that a guy who’s missed lunch would understand.”


    “He’s my mate,” Leo said.


    “Oh, I am now?” Arnold asked.


    “You bit me. Remember? Have the rules changed in the past couple of months? I know I’ve been busy, but I figure someone might have passed along the news so I could behave accordingly.”


    “Rules haven’t changed. Only your concession of them.”


    “Oh, boy,” Sheldon said. “I said, ‘explain in a way a guy who’s missed lunch would understand.’ Remember?”


    Arnold rolled his eyes and fixed his gaze on the ceiling, lips tightly clamped.


    Apparently, he was leaving all the explaining up to Leo.


    Ass.


    She sighed, and turned her knees back toward the desk. “A lady wolf generally becomes the mate of the guy who bites her. His bite overrode my hu—” The word “husband” caught in her throat and made the taste in her mouth go sour.


    Bleh.


    She swallowed hard and searched her brain for an alternative. “Uh. Samuel. Arnold’s bite overrode Samuel’s, so I carry Arnold’s scent, I guess. I can’t exactly smell myself to make sure, but that’s what all the ladies who aren’t Petra say. He bit me when we were both in our wolf forms, so while our wolves may recognize each other as a couple, the people halves of us—are…”


    She glanced over at Arnold, and he was giving her that wicked side-eyed look again.


    Help me out here, guy.


    He kept his lips zipped.


    Thanks a lot.


    She sighed and batted a hand through her ponytail. “Still working some things out.”


    “Ugh.” Sheldon winced. “Give me something I can actually put on record. Not that this would sound any better, but are you cohabiting?”


    “Nope,” she and Arnold said in unison.


    “Are you in a committed, stable relationship, at least?”


    Neither answered.


    Leo didn’t think there was a good answer.


    “Come on, kids. Give me something,” Sheldon said.


    After a few seconds’ pause, Arnold opened his mouth and said, “True mates almost always mate for life.”


    True mates…


    She turned toward him, gripping the armrest as if for dear life. It wasn’t like she was going to fall out of her chair, but her head and belly didn’t seem to know the difference. She would have thought she was falling, given how off-tilt she felt. “Is that what you think we are?”


    He tipped the hand that had been on Kinzy’s back in a gesture Leo read as, That’s my opinion.


    “Huh,” Sheldon said. “Well, I can’t write that down anywhere, either.”


    “We’ll have to play with the language a bit,” Mary said, “but the gist is that Arnold is likely to be a continual influence in Kinzy’s life.”


    “I’d say that’s accurate,” Arnold said.


    Leo was glad he’d said it, because she didn’t have any words at all, about anything. She suspected that whatever came out of her mouth would be indistinguishable from gibberish.


    Most of the ladies in the pack had gotten used to Leo’s particular brand of gibberish and knew how to translate it for the most part, but she needed to try harder for the people in that office. They didn’t know her. Arnold didn’t know her.


    She ran her tongue across her dry lips and straightened up a bit in her seat. “Um. Yes. Kinzy adores him, for whatever reason.”


    “For whatever reason, Leo? Really? You don’t think that, maybe, she recognizes my scent as a comforting one? Or the sound of my voice? I’m not a stranger to her, even if you insist on making me one to you.”


    “So this is all my fault?”


    Mary pointed her pen at Arnold, obviously unaffected by Leo’s tart tone. “You’d adopt her?”


    Arnold shrugged. “Sure. I don’t see why not.”


    Mary jotted down notes.


    Leo tapped her foot impatiently and glowered at Arnold. Fortunately for him, he wasn’t looking. He was making little waves in Kinzy’s hair with his breath.


    “You could certainly stave off some problems if you actually did get married,” Sheldon said. “I mean, legally. Your illustrious ex may contest the legitimacy of the union, but unless he’s gonna cough up some valid paperwork showing he got there first, he can’t really publicly state that you’ve stepped out on him.”


    Leo cut Arnold a sideways look to see what he thought about Sheldon’s proposal.


    Leo had no particular drive to be married. But then again, she wasn’t really avoiding the institution, either. Her and Samuel’s union hadn’t been a typical one. They hadn’t lived together most of the time. She ran her little household on her own, and spent most of her days alone until Kinzy was born.


    She had different responsibilities in Norseton, though. She had a job that people gave her money to do, and she liked watching the balance tick higher and higher in Kinzy’s little college fund. She had friends who forced her out of the house to do things—fun things—and she didn’t need to get anyone’s permission before she went. There was no one giving her flack about how she’d styled her hair immodestly, or how she was drawing too much attention to herself.


    Life was good.


    Life was also really hard in a lot of ways. Finding personal balance had never been her forte, and she’d never had a good shot at practicing it before.


    She fiddled with the strap of her purse and looked from Sheldon, to Mary—who was raising a querying eyebrow at her—to Arnold.


    I could marry him.


    She’d marry him just to get him off the market before some pretty young wolf moved to Norseton and snapped him up. Or even a pretty young Viking who smiled too easily.


    Leo didn’t care if that was petty of her. Just because she didn’t necessarily want to be under some man’s thumb didn’t mean she didn’t want to have a say in who got him.


    She cleared her throat and straightened up a bit. “I’m sure wolves have gotten married for far less noble reasons.”


    Arnold didn’t say anything, but Leo didn’t particularly want to look and see what he was doing with his face. He wore his opinions too openly in his expressions.


    “Clerk’s office is open until five,” Sheldon said. “You can get a license today if you’ve got all the right records, and then see if your alpha will do the honors for you. He’s licensed to marry people. He’s done it for some non-wolves, too. Can’t beat his rates. Last ceremony he did, he only charged the groom a tank of gas.”


    “That sounds like Alpha,” Arnold said.


    Leo finally looked at him. His expression was perfectly neutral. Perfectly perfect. Everything on his face was exactly where it should have been, except for his nose, which Kinzy was idly squeezing as she nodded off.


    “Well, give that some thought.” Sheldon patted the papers atop his desk into a pile and tapped their bottom edges against his desktop. “Me and Mary’ll look into the custody issue and see if we can call off the news hounds. They’d probably get bored on their own soon enough, but let’s see what we can do to nip the sensationalism in the bud now.”


    “I’ll call you when I have more information,” Mary said. “I won’t keep you waiting long. I understand the situation is urgent, and that you’d like to resolve it as soon as possible.”


    “I do.” Leo pushed her chair back a bit, stood, and held out her arms for Kinzy.


    Arnold’s sideways look might have warned a less entitled woman off, but Kinzy was Leo’s, and Leo needed her. She needed her baby in her arms to squeeze and fuss over so she didn’t have to think, and so she didn’t have to have any important conversations with Arnold just yet. She was afraid to hear what he had to say.


    He handed Kinzy up to her and stood, too.


    Then he shook Sheldon’s hand and reached for Mary’s.


    Leo left before she could see him touch her.


    The wolf inside her was all worked up, and she had much stronger feelings about Arnold’s proximity to the Amazon than Leo-the-Lady was letting on.


    The wolf thought Arnold deserved a bite to the rear end, but Leo-the-Lady thought—hoped—he was just a friendly man with decent public manners.


    She kept telling herself that as she passed through the outer office and stepped outside onto the sidewalk.


    Never in her life had she been so unsettled and agitated.


    Over a man?


    She scoffed and started a brisk trot down to the bakery. She needed a bear claw pastry or an éclair, and soon, or she wouldn’t be able to control what came out of her mouth next.


    What the heck is wrong with me?

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Arnold’s job tended to be pretty quiet, given his nighttime shift. Surprisingly, most Vikings liked to turn in long before eleven. Norseton was quiet in the evenings, save for the occasional hare darting across his path, or planes passing overhead.


    He walked a slow square around the executive mansion’s grounds, checking to make sure all the secondary doors were locked and that nothing seemed out of place. His routine was to repeat that once every hour, and then spend the rest of his time at the security desk watching the live camera feeds for trespassers and other threats. He was responsible for half the cameras, and whoever was at the gatehouse was watching the other half.


    “Should probably see who’s there tonight,” he mused quietly.


    Back at the security desk, he picked up the phone receiver and punched the extension for the gatehouse.


    “Everything all right?” Jim answered on the first ring.


    Arnold didn’t know Jim very well. He spent most of his time away from the compound, assessing outside threats to the Afótama, but he seemed to be a friendly enough guy from what little Arnold had seen of him.


    “Yeah, everything’s all right,” Arnold said. “I was just seeing who was working on the other end tonight.”


    “I haven’t been on gatehouse duty in forever. Lonely as fuck up here in the dark. I know better than to wish for a little action, but after a while, you start hearing things.”


    Arnold chuckled and checked the time. They were barely an hour into their respective shifts. Jim was going to be hearing things for a long while to come.


    “Well, if you start seeing things, too,” Arnold said, “give me a call, and I’ll give you a reality check.”


    “Since you’re here, maybe you can give me one right now.”


    “About what?” Arnold glanced at each little video image on his two monitors, paying especially close attention to the feeds from areas that abutted Jim’s.


    “I heard a rumor that you have visions.”


    Arnold snorted and leaned back in his rolling chair. “Yeah? Who’d you hear that from?”


    “Pretty reliable source, in my opinion. Your own sister.”


    “You shouldn’t trust anything that comes out of her mouth when she’s smiling. Was she smiling?”


    “No. She was eating a cheeseburger at the time.”


    “Where did you get to see my sister eating a cheeseburger?”


    “At the diner earlier. You know how it goes. I was stalking a certain lady wolf and she happened to be sitting with your sister.”


    “Leticia, you mean.”


    “You know the one, then.”


    “What’s the holdup with that, anyway? She’s over eighteen. If you wait much longer to make a move, Colt’s gonna start up another one of his betting pools and let folks guess when you’ll finally get your shit together.”


    “He probably already has. I’m not waiting on any particular thing.”


    “So…”


    Jim didn’t respond, and Arnold wasn’t going to goad the guy. Arnold wasn’t exactly an expert on werewolf relationships, as evidenced by his own difficulties securing a particular one.


    He’d never heard of a wolf who had a mate but whom he wasn’t with. Apparently, though, that was what Leo was used to. Arnold didn’t like it.


    “You were asking about my visions,” Arnold said.


    “Yeah. How do they work? Do you get to pick what you see?”


    “Nah. I suppose I see whatever the wolf goddess thinks is important at any given time. Mrs. Carbone says I’m an oracle, whatever that means. There was no word for what I can do back in my old pack. My mother got visions, too, and so did my grandfather. They were outsiders, kinda. Folks more or less left them alone.”


    “We didn’t have anything like that in my old pack, either,” Jim said. “But there wasn’t a lot of magic flowing around there in general—not like here.”


    “Why’d you get kicked out?”


    “Same reasons as every other guy here, I guess. I was a threat to the alpha. Only difference from most is that the alpha was my father.”


    “Oh, shit, man.”


    “Yeah, well. Can’t change the past. He actually tried to send me away sooner, but my mother wouldn’t let him. She could only intercede for so long.”


    Arnold whistled low. “I guess everything turned out okay in the end though, right?”


    “We’ll see.” On that inscrutable note, Jim clucked his tongue and then grunted. “Back to work I go. There’s a truck coming. Looks like the nightly grocery delivery. I’ll hit the patrol buzzer if it’s not.”


    “Understood.” Arnold disconnected. He checked all his feeds again, and then allotted himself exactly one minute of thumb-twiddling before he started fixating on shit.


    Mate shit, mostly.


    Fifteen seconds into idly circling his thumbs, he growled and picked up his cell phone.


    11:46.


    He called her, anyway.


    “Hello?” Leo answered sleepily.


    “What time do you work tomorrow?” he asked.


    “Huh?”


    “What time do you work?”


    “Arnold?”


    “You don’t recognize my voice? I would have thought the wolves here would have been easier to tell apart, but I guess I can’t fault you for your inexperience.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Only that you haven’t spent much time on the phone with men, right?”


    “I haven’t.”


    Digging a hole here.


    He wasn’t even sure why he’d called, only that he’d had to. His inner wolf was getting impatient, and Arnold didn’t want to risk the beast running the show when he was still in his human form. His animal half had a knack for making enemies when he didn’t get his way. That might have been all well and good back when Arnold and Petra had been unaffiliated, but they’d gained a pack and he wanted to fit in.


    Arnold took a breath to clear his head and tore a fresh, innocent sticky note into rough strips. “Let me try this again. Sorry for calling you so late, but I can’t stand being so unsettled all the time.”


    “Me neither.”


    “Oh?”


    “I mean, maybe I don’t show that I’m off-center. I’m a mess even on the best of days, but more so now in particular. The girls tell me it’s normal.”


    “What is?”


    “That if you spend too much time away from your mate, you get…cranky.”


    “Cranky?” The word seemed too mild a term for what Arnold was actually feeling. He felt vicious, and the only reason he wasn’t acting out his aggression was because he was drawing heavily on his human half. He doubted he’d have the same control if he’d been a full-blooded wolf. Apparently, there were a few advantages to mixed genetics.


    “I didn’t want a mate,” Leo said.


    Arnold clamped his teeth and pressed his lips tightly together. Nothing he could have said at the moment would have moved the conversation forward in a positive way.


    “And I think that’s the wedge between us right now. I never wanted one, but then I got one I didn’t want, and then another who doesn’t even remember biting me.”


    Again, he kept his mouth shut. He wasn’t going to tell her that he wished he hadn’t bitten her, even if that was what she wanted to hear. He’d never been a liar.


    “I always dreamed I’d spend my life on my own, with no one interfering with my…ugh.” She yawned. “With my day-to-day routines, or having a say in what my plans were. I imagined that I’d wake up every morning energized and ready to do my own thing. I was gonna challenge myself to do something new every day, just because I could.”


    Arnold zoomed in on the camera image of Second Street and watched a refrigerated truck reverse into the grocery store’s back lot. He knew the truck was safe—Jim had already checked the compartments at the gate. Arnold was just fascinated by how anyone could back a vehicle of that size so precisely into a spot. “And?”


    “And then I grew up, I guess. Or was made to. I became some guy’s wife and then had a baby. I wouldn’t give up the baby now, but I could have done without the man. Hard not to look at Kinzy and think about him. I think about him less every day, though.”


    “I hope that you’ll get to a point where you don’t think about him at all,” he said, and scrolled to an image of Main Street. There was always someone at the park, either making out in the gazebo or stargazing. Norseton was a perfect place for stargazing. There was so little light pollution.


    “You’re not gonna recant that, huh?” she asked.


    “No, Leo, I don’t see the point. Like any wolf, I have more than my fair share of pride. I’d rather think that my mate is pondering a future with me than regretting what she did with the man who came before me.”


    “I guess that’s reasonable.” She yawned again, and Arnold wanted to kick himself for calling her. She probably didn’t get much sleep. Kinzy was so young that she probably still woke a lot, and he’d gone and stirred Leo from what might have been actual REM sleep.


    “I’ll make it up to you,” he said softly.


    “Make what up to me?”


    “I woke you up. I’ll watch Kinzy when I’m off so you can get some sleep.”


    When she didn’t respond, he thought she had fallen asleep. He was going to disconnect the call, but then her tired voice came through clear as day. “Okay. Maybe tomorrow? I’m still thinking about what Mary and Sheldon said. Maybe we could talk about things tomorrow before I go to bed.”


    He didn’t know which part of the discussion she was referring to, but he wasn’t going to press her. His intuition said to let her sleep. They could talk later. They’d made a little progress, in his opinion, and any progress was better than none.


    “Okay,” he said. “Tomorrow.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    The best Leo could do when the doorbell chimed and she was up to her elbows in baby funk was shout toward the door. “It’s open!”


    She cringed, and then added, “I think.”


    Very rarely could she change a diaper without some small disaster occurring. The phone would ring while she was reaching for a wipe, or she’d hear a pot bubbling on the stove. She was still working on mastering the multitasking-mommy thing.


    The doorknob jiggled, and heavy footsteps sounded through the foyer soon after. “Keep your doors locked, Leonora,” Arnold called to the back of the house.


    “Yeah, yeah.” She sighed and grabbed another flannel wipe out of the bin the very industrious wolf Christina had given her. Christina made the softest wipes out of the men’s old shirts. Apparently, she didn’t ask the men for their cast-offs. She just took their holiest ones off the clotheslines with their wives’ permission and cut them up before the men could tell her no.


    “I’m used to keeping it open,” Leo said over her shoulder the moment she sensed the wolf’s energy in the nursery doorway. She didn’t dare take a longer look at him. She had firm intentions of getting truly restful sleep, and there was no way in heck that would be possible if a certain pretty male was lounging across her imagination like a werewolf Fabio on a chaise.


    “You let folks access your house in Wolverton as they saw fit?”


    “Yeah. I mean, it’s not like there were ever that many people visiting. Mostly just my mother and sisters, and a few friends who weren’t afraid to be seen with me.”


    “Why would anyone be afraid to be seen with you?”


    Leo slipped a diaper under Kinzy’s bottom, and shrugged. “Oh, you can guess. ‘Leo runs her mouth too much,’ and, ‘Leo’s gonna get you in trouble if you’re not careful.’ The usual crap. Makes you wonder why anyone would have condoned me being paired off with any guy in the first place.”


    She got Kinzy’s onesie snapped closed, scooped up the baby, and then held her out to Arnold—still managing not to look at him by crossing her eyes slightly. “Hold her while I wash my hands, will ya?”


    “Sure.”


    She probably needn’t have asked, but old habits were hard to break. Most men didn’t like having needy babies thrust at them.


    She gathered up the dirty diaper and wipes and carried them to the bathroom with her. “Make yourself at home, if you like,” she called down the hall. “My sofa’s pretty comfortable. If Kinzy tries to nod off, give her a little tickle. I need to feed her. Maybe the spoiled little thing will actually sleep for more than three hours. She used to sleep so much better before I moved her to the crib.”


    “So, you’re doing it for real now? How long ago did you decide?”


    Leo washed and dried her hands, then squinted at her reflection in the mirror. “Bleh.” To Arnold, she called out, “I decided a few days ago, but have been trying to do it in unenthusiastic fits and starts. I figured I should just buck up and do what needed to be done. Christina said it’d take a while for Kinzy to get used to the new routine, but I’m not feeling so confident right now.”


    Leo tried to pinch a bit of color into her cheeks, but all that did was make her look ill and spotty. “Ugh. I used to be cute,” she muttered.


    She fluffed up her hair a bit in the front and tried the best she could to disguise where it was falling out in clumps. She’d expected there to be some shedding—something about postpartum hormones tapering off. The rest of the clumps coming out were most definitely attributable to stress. Contributing to her flat-lining self-esteem was the knowledge that her mother never looked anything but immaculate.


    The obvious immediate solution to Leo’s distress was to turn off the bathroom light, which she did. She also pondered covering all the mirrors in the house, but that sounded even to her like overkill.


    Arnold had his feet up on the coffee table, his legs crossed at the ankles, and Kinzy sitting forward on his lap attempting to gnaw on one of the feet of her onesie.


    She wished she’d remembered her vow not to look at him, because apparently, he’d decided to go and mutilate himself. “Um, Arnold?” She pointed accusingly at him. “Where’s your hair?”


    “My hair?” Brow furrowed, he raked a hand through what was left. He’d kept a little length on the top, but the sides were nearly bald. “Oh, yeah. I forgot you hadn’t seen me since I got a cut. I was overdue for one.”


    She stood still, lamely silent for probably a minute with her lower lip quivering and tears building up at the corners of her eyes. “You cut your hair.”


    He shrugged. “It always grows back.”


    “Your beautiful hair. Why would you do that? You should have come to me first. I would have talked you out of it. And you went to that barber who only knows the one cut? Too many of the local Vikings have that cut, and I don’t like it on them, either.”


    He had the temerity to laugh at her, and she growled. Her inner wolf had opinions about that hair, too. She’d wanted to play in it and he hadn’t given her a chance.


    “It’s gone,” she whispered, pouting again.


    “Leo, are you all right?”


    “Uh-huh. Sure,” Leo said as she fumed her way into the kitchen. She yanked open the refrigerator door and fixed her gaze on the shelves within. She ground her teeth.


    I wish I still had chocolate frosting left over so I could properly grieve.


    She sighed.


    He’s still pretty, though.


    She drummed her fingers on the top of the fridge door, took a deep breath, and imagined that she was blowing away her hormonal silliness on an exhalation.


    That seemed to help clear her head. Thank goodness. “Hey, do you want anything?”


    “What’s good?” he asked.


    “Nothing, really. Frosting’s gone.” She sputtered her lips. “My routine is still pretty scattered. I’d like to get to a point where I can adapt to my schedule changes a little better, but I haven’t had a chance to cook anything this week. I can make you a sandwich or something, though, if you want one.”


    “Nah. That’d be too ironic.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You making me a sandwich.”


    “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”


    “I guess you were more or less out of the pop culture loop in Wolverton, huh?”


    She got out meat and cheese and condiments, anyway. Maybe he didn’t want a sandwich, but she did, and that deli meat wasn’t going to good for much longer, regardless. “I must have missed that particular reference,” she said.


    “I guess it’s become something of a running gag on the Internet and on television. If a person—usually a male person—wants to demean another, he’ll tell them to go make him a sandwich. It implies that the other person’s place is in the kitchen and not out where big, important people are talking.”


    “Ugh.” Leo slathered some mayo onto whole wheat bread. Some Viking lady in the community had made the bread. She maintained a little bakery on Main, and also owned a larger factory that made bread for distribution throughout the Southwest. Leo loved knowing where her food came from—probably a holdover from having grown up on a farm. “Turkey okay?” she asked him. “Whenever I go into the grocery store, I get so overwhelmed by the options since I’m just feeding me. I always feel stupid buying a quarter-pound of this and a quarter-pound of that.”


    “I doubt the folks behind the counter care.”


    She shrugged and tore some lettuce leaves off the head. “They don’t seem like they do, but I’m used to folks acting one way, yet thinking another.”


    “From what I’ve witnessed about the Afótama, they’re generally lacking in the pretense department.”


    “That’s what everyone says.” She dropped what was left of the meat onto Arnold’s sandwich and tossed the empty wrap into the trash. “Hard getting used to that, too.”


    “But you want to get used to it, right? You want to stay?”


    “I like this place. Kinzy would have a happy childhood here, and I want to see what the town looks like as it grows.” She chuckled and rooted a long knife out of the utensil drawer to cut the sandwiches. “I want to see how this little wolf utopia expands in the coming years, too. I know I’ve just barely gotten here myself, but I’m eager to see who’ll come next and what they’ll be like.”


    She stacked the sandwiches on one plate, grabbed a bag of chips from the pantry, and bottles of water from the fridge.


    “I’ve heard rumbles,” Arnold said.


    Kinzy had progressed to gnawing on her other foot, and seemed to be getting a youthful introduction to feminine multitasking, too, because she was also staring intently at Arnold’s face.


    Better her than me.


    Leo set the plate on the table and handed a water bottle to Arnold. “What kind of rumbles?”


    “I heard Alpha and his missus chatting with their niece—Esther—and Queen Tess this morning.”


    “Where?” She settled onto the sofa cushion beside him and set the plate between the two of them. “And why Queen Tess? She’s super busy.”


    “She is busy, but she’s a creative thinker, and she happens to like when the wolf ladies call her for stuff. I think she’s used to Afótama folks thinking she’s unapproachable.”


    “But because the wolves aren’t looped unto their weird psychic network, we don’t read her the same way her own clan does.”


    “Exactly.”


    “What were they talking about?” She handed him a sandwich half, and somehow managed to suppress a yelp when his fingertips skimmed hers. The man had seen her nude and had bitten her, and yet the tiniest little touch made her come apart at her seams.


    He chuckled and turned the sandwich around to point a corner toward his mouth. “I wasn’t technically supposed to be listening.”


    “But you were.”


    “Well, they were right there.”


    “Where?”


    “Coffee shop. Central meeting spot, and all. Seems there’s always at least one wolf there nowadays.” He took a bite. Chewed.


    She drummed her foot impatiently, waiting for more info. She hated being left in suspense. Maybe Arnold had visited to give her a chance to rest, but she wanted to talk. She wanted to gossip and know everything she’d been missing out on when she’d been fretting about her not-husband and massaging the blisters out of her poor feet after work every day.


    He was about to take another bite, and she growled at him and gave his shoulder a poke. “Stop that!”


    He threw up a hand. “Stop what? You gave me a sandwich, and now you expect me not to eat it?”


    “Multitask. Talk with food in your mouth. I won’t mind.”


    “You’re that curious?”


    “Duh. Tell me stuff.”


    He chuckled and took another sandwich bite, somehow navigating the morsel around Kinzy’s questing fingers. She didn’t have teeth, but that didn’t stop her from trying to get her hands on “real” food.


    Crap. Still gotta nurse her.


    Leo shoved more food into her mouth and waved Arnold on. “Come on. Tell me,” she said through all that meat and bread.


    He nodded, and then swallowed. “Okay, you know how Esther and Anton sneaked their family and the rest of their kind of wolf out of their Jersey pack?”


    “Uh-huh?” Leo had been pretty busy, but she’d caught the gist. Alpha and his family were descended from a different subspecies of werewolf than most of the folks in the pack. The few remaining families of that species were scattered across the country, not fully integrated in their packs. Other wolves were wary of them because they didn’t have to shift for the full moon like everyone else.


    “Well, Arnold said, “they’re looking to find whoever’s left and bring them here. After centuries in this country, they would all be in one pack again.”


    “Where are they gonna put them all?”


    Arnold chuckled and wrapped an index finger around one of Kinzy’s. She was still trying to get at his sandwich.


    Too soon for you to be setting your sights on solid foods, baby girl. Stay little a while longer.


    “The more pressing concern right now is finding them all,” Arnold said. “Except for the packs we’re already aware of—like where Darius and Colt came from, and of course the Carbones and Denises—the rest are scattered. Esther thinks she knows where a few might be. Queen Tess has promised that if we get them here, they won’t be homeless for long. They’re already parceling off tracts for more housing out here.”


    “That’d make for an interesting pack, that’s for sure.”


    Arnold grunted and popped the remnants of his sandwich half into his mouth.


    Leo wouldn’t have bet money on it, but she thought she heard Kinzy heaving her very first sigh.


    Well, the kid is a wolf.


    Leo set down her sandwich and held out her arms. “Hand her over. I think I’ve just about mastered the art of feeding her and myself at the same time.”


    “You sure?”


    “Sure that I can do it, or sure that I want to take her?”


    His smile could have melted the heart of even the sourest old crone. His was a sexy, teasing smile that always made Leo wonder if he knew all the secrets of the world, and was keeping them all to himself for leverage. Like one of those gods Leo had read about on the back of the kids’ menu at the diner—Loki. The trickster.


    She narrowed her eyes at Arnold. “You’re not trying to play tricks on me, are you?”


    “No. No tricks. No trick questions, either. I’m just asking if you want to finish your sandwich before you take her.”


    “Oh.” Leo pulled her gaze away from his intense one and slid an arm under Kinzy’s back. “Um. I’ll manage. She’s used to having crumbs fall on her. Sometimes, she’ll even ignore them.”


    As Leo got Kinzy latched on, Arnold gave Leo a sideways look while toying with the remaining half of his sandwich.


    “What?” she asked.


    Leo’s chest was more or less covered, but given Kinzy’s propensity to play with her food, Leo didn’t think that would last long. Wolves didn’t tend to have hang-ups over naked bodies in general because of their shapeshifting imperatives, but Leo’s pack apparently hadn’t been like most others. The pack had segregated runs on full moon nights. Ladies went one way. Gents went another. Most of the wolves in the Norseton pack had probably become desensitized to flesh, but being looked at was a new thing for Leo.


    As was looking back at someone.


    Granted, Arnold was completely covered up, aside from the gap at his neck and chest where he’d left his shirt partially unbuttoned. Those two little unfastened buttons may as well have been a neon sign inviting a night of debauchery, given the way her cheeks blazed.


    “What are you doing tomorrow?” he asked softly.


    She tried twice to untangle her tongue and get some words out, but it stuck to the roof her mouth, dry and cottony, even if the wolf inside her was panting. “I, uh—” She forced down another unproductive swallow and nibbled at a bit of lettuce from her sandwich.


    Tomorrow, I’m…


    She couldn’t remember.


    She closed her eyes and gave her head a rousing shake. “Why do you ask?”


    “Just wondering if I should keep my schedule open. Adam said he could marry us if we wanted to do the ceremony tomorrow. Just need to rustle up a couple of witnesses.”


    “Not like that’ll be hard. Half the pack would probably like to rubberneck for the blessed event.”


    “They meddle because they care.”


    “Yeah, they do.” She kept her gaze fixed across the room at the tiny red light on the cable box. “You know, I didn’t have a copy of my own birth certificate until last week. I had to order one from Wyoming Vital Statistics. My parents had to turn my original one over to the pack alpha after I was born. He kept all the records in case folks might want to run off or something.”


    “He didn’t think anyone would leave without them?”


    She shrugged and swirled her fingertips around a curly loop of Kinzy’s hair. “I guess he didn’t think any of us were resourceful enough to want to try. Anyhow, I have mine now, so if we want to do the deed, I guess we can.”


    “The decision is up to you, Leo. I’m not pushing you. I wouldn’t have brought the arrangement up at all if Sheldon hadn’t suggested that you being married would make your case for custody a little stronger for whenever you get around to making it.”


    “Still need to make up a good story about how we met for the people who aren’t werewolves.”


    “Could always lie and said we met online.”


    Leo snickered and tickled the bottom of Kinzy’s chin when she stopped nursing. She was too busy staring at her talking mother to finish the meal she was supposed to be having.


    When Kinzy resumed her suckle, Leo settled a little lower on the sofa and sighed. “Everyone in Wolverton would know how hard that would have been. Most of us didn’t have cell phones, and the only computer access I got had a pretty restrictive firewall. I wouldn’t have been able to get to any dating sites. Could you imagine the scandal if I’d been caught trawling around on one of those?”


    “Okay. I see your point, but maybe we didn’t have to have met on a dating site. Could have been anywhere.”


    “Like where?”


    He tapped his chin and made a hmm sound. “Maybe we were arguing in the comments section of some stupid article, and you just couldn’t let your side of the debate drop.”


    She snorted and then pinched the bridge of her nose. “So, what? I emailed you to berate you some more? That actually kinda sounds like something I would do.”


    “That’s why I said it.”


    “Ugh.” She reached over and plucked his arm. “Big meanie. What were we arguing about?”


    “In our imaginary Internet debate?”


    “Yeah. Were we arguing about anything good? Or were we wasting time on one of those trashy celebrity gossip sites?”


    “I would never admit to visiting one of those. Wouldn’t cast me in the greatest light in a court document.”


    “Right.” She snickered and moved Kinzy up to her shoulder. Either the baby had gotten full, or was bored. No matter which, Leo was burping her and putting her to bed. Kinzy may have thought she was too cool for schedules, but her mother didn’t agree. “So a site with legitimate news, then.”


    “Hmm. Maybe something moderately political, like—I dunno. Water rights.”


    “Hey, folks might buy that I would have been reading up on that. My father had some issues with one of our neighbors over the same thing.”


    “Well, there you go,” Arnold said.


    “So, the story is that I sent you a scathing email telling you that you were wrong about everything, and we just hit it off?”


    “I’m certain that stranger things have happened.”


    “Yeah, like a psychic werewolf finding me in the woods and hauling me off to New Mexico.”


    “I thought we were plotting a story that we could actually tell plain-old humans.”


    She shrugged. “You’ve got to admit that the werewolf-in-the-woods story has a little more pizzazz.”


    “Some folks might call it pizzazz. Petra might call it ‘what-the-fuckery.’”


    “That sounds like Petra, for sure. I love her. I think she’s the only person here who even begins to approach my level of quirkiness.”


    “You make quirkiness sound like a bad thing.”


    “Yep.” Leo clenched her teeth and got moving toward the nursery, patting Kinzy’s back as she went. “Suffice it to say that being a little weird wasn’t a valued trait in Wolverton.”


    Leo was happy Arnold didn’t follow her. She needed a moment to herself to reorder her thoughts that, in barely fifteen minutes of conversation, had turned into what amounted to alphabet soup.


    Arnold wasn’t hard to be around, and that was what made his presence so frustrating. She needed pushing him away to be an easier thing. With every one of his smiles, every one of his laughs, and every overlong stare, she wanted to cling even more to him. She wasn’t used to connecting to people like that—wasn’t used to the people she was attracted to being nice to her.


    “I think I more than like him,” she whispered as she laid Kinzy on her back inside the crib.


    Immediately, the child’s head lolled to one side and her eyes drifted shut.


    “Seriously? Just like that, you’re gonna go to sleep?”


    Kinzy didn’t stir.


    “Any other night, you’d make me pat your belly for half an hour.”


    Still no stirring from the traitorous child.


    “I guess I can’t count on you for a distraction.”


    Kinzy smacked her chops in her sleep, as if she were dreaming of the turkey sandwich she couldn’t have.


    “I guess you’ll be up in thirty minutes, wailing away like every other time I’ve tried to put you in your crib.”


    Kinzy obviously wasn’t talking back, and Leo was starting to feel pretty stupid antagonizing an infant who wore a onesie that had a huge, felt chihuahua appliqué on the front.


    “I’m weird,” she muttered.


    She flicked off the lamp, stepped out into the hallway, and pulled the door almost closed.


    For a moment, she pondered finishing her sandwich, but she couldn’t. She didn’t think she’d be able to keep resisting the man who she wasn’t quite certain of why she was resisting in the first place.

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    When Leo hadn’t returned from putting Kinzy to bed, Arnold occupied himself by watching the television on low volume and swapping text messages with Jim, who was bored and growing paranoid at the gatehouse.


    But when the show Arnold was watching ended and there was a lull in messages from Jim, Arnold stretched out his stiff limbs and stood from the sofa.


    He had a typical wolf’s heightened sense of hearing, and had been listening to Leo toss and turn for the better part of an hour.


    She was either having a nightmare or couldn’t get to sleep. Concern about either seemed to be reasonable enough excuses for him to poke his head into her room.


    He knocked first, softly. “You all right?”


    She sputtered her lips, and then sighed. “Yeah. Might as well come on in.”


    He pushed the door in and waited for his vision to adjust to the dim light. She was sprawled spread-eagle in the center of the bed with the covers tangled all around her.


    Chuckling softly, he closed the door and then sat on the bed’s edge. “Can’t sleep?”


    “My body is willing, but my brain won’t let me.”


    “Thinking too much?”


    “Trying not to think at all.” She pushed up onto her elbows and forced her eyes open. “What time is it? Did Kinzy get up?”


    “It’s around two. And, no, she’s still asleep. I checked on her a little while ago, and she seemed pretty relaxed. Very still.”


    “I think this is the longest she’s slept on her own.”


    “Maybe she just needed a little background noise or something. That usually does the trick for Petra.”


    “What does she do? Sleep with the television on?”


    “Yeah. Used to drive me nuts when we had to share motel rooms. I prefer silence, but she’s gotta have a little something happening. I guess silence is too loud for her.”


    “Huh. I wonder if that Viking of hers is able to sleep through all the noise.”


    “For all we know, he makes the noise.”


    Leo flopped back onto her pillow and sighed. She didn’t close her eyes, though.


    He twirled some of her loose hair around his index finger slowly. It almost seemed to glow in the moonlight against the contrast of his darker skin. “You didn’t come back to finish your sandwich,” he said. “I ate it.”


    One little corner of her mouth crept up into the smile zone. “I forgive you. I figured I’d try to get a head start on getting some sleep. Kinzy went down so easily that I just knew she’d be hopping back up soon. I think I’ve gotten fifteen minutes of sleep in four hours.”


    “How good was that fifteen minutes, though?” he asked.


    “Sucked.”


    “Sorry.”


    “I don’t think I’ve slept well since I moved Kinzy into the nursery.”


    “That’s logical, if you really think about it.”


    “Ugh,” she groused. “I guess so.”


    “Would having another body in the bed help?”


    She squinted at him, and he tried to keep the smile off his face. His mother had always said that he usually looked like he was up to something, even when he wasn’t. He’d always been in trouble as a kid. He didn’t really want to be in trouble with Leo.


    “Are you coming on to me, wolf?” she asked.


    “Just being helpful.” He knew damn well, though, that some wolves’ idea of helpful were other wolves’ idea of lascivious. There was a slight possibility that Arnold was both.


    “Yes,” he said, shrugging.


    “Whatever.” She lifted the top edge of the messy sheets and sighed. “Go on and get in, then.”


    “You gonna give me a little room along with that corner of the covers?”


    “Jeez. You look like you take up a lot of space.”


    “As far as male werewolves are concerned, that’s usually a good thing.”


    “You’d take up more space than Kinzy.”


    “That’s a given, Leonora.”


    Yet again, she sighed. “Ugh, say my name again.”


    “Why?”


    “Just ’cause. If butter had a voice, it’d sound like you.”


    If he wasn’t smiling before, he certainly was then. “You are a mess, you know that?”


    Had Leo have been any other woman, he would have assumed she was flirting with a statement like she’d made, but Leo didn’t flirt. Leo hardly even looked at him at all.


    He claimed the tiny little sliver of bed she offered him and pulled the covers snug.


    She inched to the right, giving him just enough space so that his ass wasn’t half-dangling off the bed.


    “Last lady I shared a bed with had sharp nails and no regard for personal space whatsoever,” he said.


    “Yeah, I’m sure the trollop was all up in your personal space, and trying to take even more,” Leo muttered.


    “Trollop?” He cringed. “Ouch, girl. Believe it or not, Petra and I do try to give each other a wide berth whenever we can. There’s a such thing as too much togetherness when it comes to siblings.”


    “Petra. Oh, dang. Sorry. Don’t tell her I accidentally called her that.”


    “Don’t worry, I won’t. You think I’d be spinning yarns about the other chicks I’ve shared a bed with? I’m smarter than I look.”


    “Some men would,” Leo said sleepily. “Samuel did all the time.”


    “That’s disgusting.”


    Arnold felt the bed shudder slightly near the top—likely Leo shrugging. But he was coming to know something about Leo, and that was that often when she pretended not to care, she cared way too much.


    He rolled onto his side and propped his head up on his fist.


    Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t looking at anything in particular. The ceiling, or maybe the air vent mounted high on the wall on the other side of the room. “Not everyone wants to be mean to you, Leo.”


    “I know that.” Her gaze shifted and focused onto him.


    Finally.


    “I know the theory, anyway,” she said.


    “Hard to let go of the habits and routines you’re used to. I understand that.” He picked up an end of her hair again and plied it between his thumb and forefinger. “Petra and I could have found some place to settle down in years ago if we really wanted to. I know that’s rare for wolves, to actually find a place where they feel safe enough to stay.”


    “Why didn’t you?” Leo whispered. She rolled over, too, so she was the one encroaching on his limited personal space and not the other way around.


    He didn’t mind. He wanted her close enough to reach so he could touch. All he needed was an invitation. He wanted one from the lady, not her inner wolf. Her inner wolf didn’t get a say again for a while. She was half the reason they were in the mess they were in.


    “Didn’t feel right,” he said as her probing fingertips traced the shape of his lower lip. The urge to grab her hand and kiss the front and back was strong, but so was his mind, for once. He resisted.


    “That doesn’t mean the place didn’t seem safe,” he said. “The folks were nice. Owned a farm. They were older, and could have used a couple of self-starters like Petra and me to keep the place running. They offered us a place to stay in exchange for work and then a little money on the side. Would have been a good deal. Most folks around there would have left us alone, and not been so interested in our comings and goings. I guess the situation was as ideal as anyone could ask for.”


    “Mm-hmm.” Her fingertips were grazing down his Adam’s apple, and her gaze followed them. And he watched her—curious about what she felt, wondering if she liked what she was touching.


    She probed down his chest until she reached the first of his fastened shirt buttons. “Go on with your story.”


    “Isn’t much of a story.” And he was far more interested in the story her fingers were telling.


    “Tell it anyway,” she said. “I like when you tell me stuff.”


    “I’ll tell you whatever you want if that’d make you happy.”


    “As long as what you’re saying is the truth.”


    “Why lie, Leo? Lying requires effort, and I’d rather use my mental energy for more productive things.”


    She pushed the button through its hole and flicked his plackets a little farther apart. “Some folks are so used to the lies that the truth becomes some kind of endangered species. They’d hardly recognize the truth if they heard it. It’s like a caribou or a lynx or something. Things that were once widespread, but you have to go searching high and low for now.”


    Arnold chuckled, and then quietly moaned at the press of her lips against his chest. So gentle. So curious, as if he were more an experiment than a man she should have known would have done her bidding with just a whispered command from her.


    “I think you’ve been watching too many wildlife documentaries on PBS,” he said softly.


    “Yup. Nice to be able to watch what I want for a change. And finish your story.” She worked her hand down farther, so slowly and tentatively that he wondered if she thought he wasn’t paying attention.


    He couldn’t help but to be hyperaware. She had every hair on his body standing on end, and he kept moving his hips farther back to keep the other thing on him that was standing on end away from her body.


    “There isn’t much story left,” he said. “Like I said, the place felt safe, but…”


    Another kiss—right on his nipple, followed by a nibble of the same.


    Drawing on a well of self-restraint he hadn’t realized he had, he managed to keep his hands off her. He kept the one that was propping up his head where it was, and balled the other into a fist at his side.


    She released another button.


    He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. He wished he could do the same for his nose. The scent of her arousal overwhelmed him, and he wouldn’t be able to hide his own attentiveness for much longer.


    She was insinuating herself ever closer to him. There was nowhere to hide, unless he got off the bed, and he wasn’t so eager to give up the little piece he’d finally claimed.


    His bed. His woman. He suspected that he had to wait for her to arrive at that same conclusion on her own, or she’d never buy it. Skepticism was a useful trait in female werewolves. Given the culture, they needed to question every damn thing to make sure they weren’t getting screwed two ways.


    “Uh, the farm felt safe, but Petra and I just didn’t feel settled. We felt like we had to keep moving, and we both agreed we felt a little different about leaving than we ever had before when leaving a place. There was a sense of—”


    She lashed her tongue across his other nipple, as she probed into the waistband of his jeans.


    Fuck.


    He sucked in a breath and tried to will his tense body to relax, even if he felt like he was going to explode.


    Touch me, and I just might.


    He usually had a little time to talk his body into behaving for him, but he hadn’t gotten into Leo’s bed looking for a fuck. He’d just wanted to hold her so she’d sleep.


    “Bittersweetness,” he said through clenched teeth as she whisked her fingertips across his cock head.


    “What happened to them?” She moved down, along with her hand. She was firmly gripping him as she settled her kisses lower. And yet she wanted him to tell stories. With her hand on him like that, he could barely remember what the story was supposed to be.


    Shit. He gave the bed a little pound with his fist. “We—we found them someone else.” He forced out a ragged breath and closed his eyes as she pulled her clench upward. If she were going to keep milking him, story time would be over sooner than she expected. “Found them someone else, and hit the road again. We were eighteen then. Leaving felt like shit, but we both knew we had to. Getting too comfortable would have made things harder for us in the long run.”


    “It’s so satiny.”


    “Huh?”


    “This,” she whispered as she swished her thumb around the end of him. “I would have thought it’d be hard and not so pliant, but it’s silky. Do you feel anything when I touch you there?”


    For fuck’s sake.


    He tipped his head back and curled his toes. “Gods, you have no idea, do you?”


    “Can I unfasten your pants? I mean, do you mind if I touch you?”


    “Mind wouldn’t be the word I’d use.”


    “Is that a ‘yes’ or a ‘no?’”


    “You can do whatever you want to me, Leo. Just be nice.”


    “I’m good at trying to be nice.”


    His jeans were old and well broken in, so she had no problems at all with freeing his button, and then letting down his fly.


    “You are nice,” he said. “To mostly everyone. Not always to me.” He wrapped his fist around the bottom of her ponytail and gave it a light tug.


    She sighed, and then rolled him onto his back, closer to the middle of the bed.


    Half mine, now. Just a little more, baby.


    “It’s okay to be nice to me,” he said. “And I’ll be nice back. In fact, I’ll be nice even when you aren’t.”


    “Hush.” She straddled his legs and pressed her hands to his chest. Her tongue peeked out of the corner of her lips and her brows were knit, as if she were plotting out some diabolical scheme.


    Or likely just figuring out how best to torture him with all her restrained exploration of him. He tended to like his explorations to be a bit more exerting.


    “Do you want me to hush, or do you want me to tell more stories?” he asked.


    “No chance of you doing both at the same time, huh?”


    “Unfortunately, no. What story do you want me to tell you next?”


    “Hmm.” She eased back on his legs, tugging his jeans down with her, stopping at the tops of his thighs. Her brow furrowed again, and he didn’t think her confusion was because his cock was playing jack-in-the-box. She’d already seen him. Not fully erect, perhaps, but what she was looking at shouldn’t have been all that surprising.


    “Like I told you before,” he said. “Standard issue cock.”


    “Hardly,” she muttered. “Where are your underwear?”


    “You’re seriously concerned about my drawers?”


    “Where are they?”


    “I rarely wear any.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because they’re inconvenient.”


    “For who? You, or the women who are trying to get into your pants?”


    “I assure you, no one except you has been trying to get into my pants recently.”


    Her series of slow blinks suggested to him that perhaps she didn’t believe that.


    Chuckling, he laced his fingers behind his head and shifted to the exact center of the bed, forcing her to move along with him.


    “I can’t tell if you’re pleased or displeased about that,” she said.


    “Maybe a little of both.”


    She made a small motion to get off him, but his reflexes were better—faster. He grabbed her wrists, placed her hands back on his cock, and got them moving up and down.


    “I don’t want to have sex with anyone else, Leo, but you’ve been ignoring me.”


    “I haven’t been ignoring you.”


    “Yes you have. You’ve been neglecting your mate, and I let you, because I thought you needed time and space. That wasn’t really what you needed, was it? You needed someone to talk to you. You needed more words, more reassurance. Squeeze me harder, baby. You’re not gonna break me.”


    She tightened her grip around him—hardly punishing, but infinitely more stimulating.


    “I should have been talking to you in all that time. Lubricating you with my buttery voice.”


    She rolled her eyes, but he caught the flush of her cheeks, even in the room’s dim light. The surge of her arousal hit his nose with the power of a prizefighter’s punch, urging him on. He had no problem with giving her dirty talk, but he wanted to give her real talk, too.


    “Petra was right,” he said. “I should have been telling you all the things you needed to hear. Not promises, but truths. I should have been telling them to you over and over again, because you needed to hear them. You needed time to believe them.”


    “Maybe I still don’t believe them.”


    “And that’s fine, but here we are, anyway. We’re touching, and that’s a start. You like touching me, don’t you?”


    “I don’t see how anyone wouldn’t.”


    “You’re touching me like you’ve never had a chance before.”


    “I haven’t.”


    “You’ve had two months to take chances.”


    She groaned and loosened her grip on him slightly. “I don’t mean just with you. And I don’t want to talk about—about him.”


    “So don’t talk about him. I’ll talk, and you can tell me if I’m wrong.”


    She grimaced.


    He was going to talk, anyway. “You got fucked by a man you didn’t get to touch, and you’ve never touched anyone else.”


    “I just lay there until he was done. I didn’t want to touch him.”


    That confession made Arnold want to spit nails, and he was glad there was an entire state between him and Samuel. Arnold would do everything he could to ruin the man if he ever saw him. For him, it’d be a matter of honor. Samuel had offended Arnold’s mate, and Arnold didn’t care that he hadn’t even met her yet. She was always meant to be his. Fated to be.


    “You didn’t want to touch him,” he said after pulling in a calming breath, “but you’re touching me.”


    “I want to.”


    “I’m not stopping you. Touching me is your right.”


    “It is?”


    “Mmm.” He gave her a nudge. “Tell me a story, Leonora.”


    “Ugh.” She rolled her eyes and unhanded him.


    He put her hands right back where they’d been and got them moving again. “Tell me a story about what you want to do to me. I’m here. My body’s here for your pleasure. Cost of admission to this playground is just your words.”


    “Why are you so mean to me?”


    He chuckled and fisted the ends of her hair again. “I’m so, so mean, aren’t I?” He tugged her down, and she did that little sigh again. “Give me a kiss, and then start talking.”


    “Talking? Oh. I’m good at that, supposedly.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Leo was stalling, but Arnold didn’t seem to mind, and the stalling was quite nice. She’d been staring wantonly at his lips for months, and she was finally getting to kiss him. Kissing was easier than talking, even if she wasn’t what she would consider a champion smoocher by any stretch of the imagination. She couldn’t remember Samuel ever kissing her. He likely found such a tenderly intimate thing to be perverse.


    Leo stuck her tongue farther into Arnold’s mouth and threaded her fingers through his hair.


    I’m happily perverse.


    She sipped him, tasted his lips, let her tongue tangle with his, and ate every little noise of pleasure that sounded from his throat.


    Down below, her body squirmed and writhed on top of his. She was riding his leg like some sort of sex-starved beast, and she remembered that she sort of was.


    Awkward.


    “Kissing you is nice,” he said when she’d accidentally given him a moment’s respite. “But I asked you to do something else.”


    She cleared her throat and landed a few more light kisses across the stubbled line of his jaw. “You hadn’t given me a chance.”


    “I said ‘and then.’ You did one thing. Now do the other.”


    “You’re bossy.”


    “You like bossiness from me, don’t you?”


    “No.”


    “Yes, you do. You know my brand of bossiness isn’t the same as what you were used to. You do what I ask because you want to. Sure, at first, you may resist because you’re one of the most contrary wolves I’ve ever met, but you follow along as soon as you think I believe whatever we’re doing was your idea.”


    “No more kisses for you, then,” she said quietly.


    “Oh, I think you’ll be kissing me plenty.”


    She bit down on her bottom lip and kept her words at bay. She was going to say, “No I won’t,” but she would, and she knew it. She’d probably be kissing him every chance she got, both publicly and privately.


    “Come on,” he cooed. He slid his hands from their perches on her hips and up the sides of her ribs, his dark gaze pinning her speculatively. “Don’t forget about that cost of admission.”


    She swallowed hard, and then licked her dry lips. “I—I don’t know how.”


    “Just tell me what you want to do to me.” He inched his thumbs up to bracket her breasts, and all the air in her body flowed out in one shameful whoosh. “Or what you want me to do to you.”


    “That would be easier,” she said quietly.


    “Why?”


    “Because I have no idea what I’m doing. I should be embarrassed to admit that, but I think you would have figured that out on your own quickly enough.”


    “Okay. So there’s a learning curve. Granted, it’s not much of one. If sex was so hard, the human species would have died out ages ago.”


    “Sex is easy, but making it worth having isn’t.”


    “In my opinion, all sex is worth having, but I could see why you’d disagree.” He eased up the hem of her shirt and pressed his hands to her belly.


    Her abs clenched beneath his touch, and he slid his rough palms upward without pause until he covered her tender breasts with his large hands.


    She curled her toes, and, reflexively, grabbed his wrists. “Um. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m, um…”


    “Soft and insanely touchable?”


    She forced another swallow down her constricted throat and let go of his wrists. “I was going to say nursing.”


    “I haven’t forgotten. I want to touch you. I want to make you squirm, and you’ll squirm because you like the touch, but are afraid of what’ll happen if you let me have my way.”


    Oh.


    “See how easy that is?” He nudged down the cups of her bra and massaged the undersides of her breasts.


    She kept her teeth clamped and gaze on the ceiling, both terrified and titillated.


    “I told you what I wanted,” he said. “Now you do the same.”


    “What if I don’t know?”


    “You don’t have to know all at once. Start with one thing, and then think of the next. For instance, I’m going to take your shirt off, and your bra, and I’m going to put you on your back and try to find where I bit you when I was in my wolf form. I think I know, but maybe I won’t take the most direct route to get there for my confirmation. Maybe I’ll take some detours.”


    She’d been so busy watching his luscious lips move that she didn’t notice where he’d had his fingers and how they’d been poised to pinch.


    At the startling jolts to her nipples, she dug her fingers into his chest and snarled at him. He’d nearly launched her off the bed. “How dare you?”


    “You like that,” he whispered. “You want me to do that again, or should I move on in my narrative?”


    “I thought I was supposed to be the one telling stories.”


    “So go on, then.” He dropped his hands from the inside of her shirt and laced his fingers together behind his head.


    Leo didn’t like backing down from a dare, so she pulled her nails out of his flesh and sat up a little so she could stare him down. “You’re not always going to get your way.”


    “Is that what’s happening right now? I’m getting my way?”


    “I think you are.”


    He shook his head slightly. “No, baby, if I were really having my way right now, you’d be on your knees facing the headboard, my cock would be inside you, and you’d be saying my name like a curse word into the mattress.”


    “Oh, dear lord.”


    He shrugged. “Real talk. I don’t see you running.”


    She blinked at him and, instinctively, snarled again. Her inner wolf was feeling a little petulant.


    “Still not running,” he said.


    “This is my house. My bed.”


    He pushed up an eyebrow. “Are you telling me to get out?”


    She had no good quip for that, so she kept her mouth shut.


    “See. I don’t think you are. I think you like me being in your bed, even if you don’t want to admit it. You want to play house with me.”


    Lucifer probably hadn’t had a smile as charming as Arnold’s.


    “You’re deluded,” she muttered, even as she idly traced circles around his nipples.


    “You can admit it, Leonora. You can say that you like the idea of living with someone—of there being someone around, making noise and messes. Maybe you didn’t think you’d ever want a man in your house after what you went through with Samuel, but you do, don’t you?”


    She hung her head rather than answering.


    Arnold was right. But…he usually was, and not just because he was some kind of weird psychic. She was probably easier for him to read than one of Kinzy’s squeaky baby books.


    “It’s okay to want that,” he said. “There’s no reason having me here will obliterate your ambitions to live independently. You can still get satisfaction from that, but you can let me in, too. I’m not going to get in the way of you accomplishing things on your own. I just want to be there to see you do them.”


    “I’m not used to that.”


    “I know. That doesn’t mean what you want is impossible. Independence and companionship aren’t mutually exclusive. I think they’re complimentary, otherwise Petra and I wouldn’t have survived being around each other for as long as we did.”


    “I want you here.” Leo’s heart stuttered at the words having flown from her mouth. “I mean—you want me, right? Not just because the wolf in you says that I’m open and available?”


    “The wolf in me has a lot to do with me wanting you. Not gonna lie about that. If I weren’t a wolf, I probably never would have been sent to you. And, yeah, that part of me likes you a lot and wants to keep you, but the human part of me is just as invested in us paring off.”


    “Alpha always says that every wolf likes having his own little pack.”


    Arnold shrugged again. “He’s right. There is a draw to going home and having dominion over something. A place to belong, and people who belong to you.”


    Belong.


    The word triggered a reflexive shift away from him. She wasn’t going to belong to any man ever again. That was what she hadn’t wanted.


    “Leonora, please, be still.”


    “I’m not going back to that place again, Arnold. I’m not gonna be somewhere where people think my value is based on the sum of my body parts, and that I’m not good for anything else but making babies and washing dishes. I’m not gonna—”


    “Leo, you’re misreading me.”


    “Don’t you dare try to minimize what I’m feeling. I—”


    “I don’t want to make a habit of interrupting you, baby, but you are overreacting. You’re responding to my words and not the intent behind them. You want to be mad at me because that’s easier for you than being compliant, right?”


    “You’re just trying to soften what’s already been said.”


    “No. I’m not. Once I put words out there, I don’t take them back. I own them, and will humbly apologize if I’m in the wrong, but I didn’t say anything wrong. Stop trying to run from me. You don’t like the words I used? Give me different ones.”


    “Doesn’t matter what words you use. They’d mean the same thing.”


    “What do you think I’m trying to tell you?”


    “You want to own me.”


    Arnold closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “No, Leo. Just—no.”


    “That’s what you said.”


    “No. I said you’d belong to me. I understand why you’d interpret my words that way, but there are other ways to belong to people.”


    The part of her that was wolf was calm, and perhaps even a little bored by the conversation. That part of Leo didn’t think Arnold had any ill intentions. If he had, he would have probably demonstrated them weeks or months before. He’d been incredibly patient, and patience was so rare in wolves.


    Try harder, Leo.


    She closed her eyes, counted to three, and swallowed hard.


    “Tell me what you meant,” she whispered.


    “I think you know already. You can belong to people or things without being owned by them. Just like we belong to this pack. The pack doesn’t own us. The pack doesn’t tell us how to behave, or who we should be with. The pack doesn’t demand that we ignore the people we innately are. Families are the same way, right?”


    Leo opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on his pleading stare. He wasn’t asking her for much. Hadn’t asked her for much, except for a chance to get close. No one in the past had bothered to ask. They just took.


    And took. And took.


    Ask, not assume, Leo.


    “When you say,” she started haltingly, “that I belong to you, what do you mean?”


    “The usual stuff. That I’m responsible for you. That I care about you. That I’m invested in your wellbeing, and your happiness.”


    “I’m afraid the happiness will go away,” she whispered. “I’m just now starting to get used to it.”


    “Oh, Leo, why would I do anything to make it stop?” He dragged the pad of his thumb across her lower lip and wore a soft smile. “I like seeing you laugh and grin. I like seeing how the people around you respond to your brightness. Your happiness is infectious.”


    “My father always told me I’d get myself in trouble if I kept drawing attention to myself.”


    “Well, he doesn’t get to see you smile anymore. His loss.”


    Loss. That’s right. I’m worth being missed.


    She’d never let herself believe she was worth anything.


    She choked back a sob and nodded slowly.


    “They all lost me,” she said. “They’re too stuck in their ways to change anything, even if everyone would be happier for it.”


    “And would me belonging to you make you happy?”


    Leo batted her sloppy bangs out of her eyes, stalling. She didn’t want to tell him. Was too afraid.


    “Leo.”


    “Dang it.” She groaned. “There’s no good answer to that. If I tell you yes, I become a possessive shrew. If I tell you no, I’d be—”


    Lying. I’d be a lying-ass-liar.


    “Why lie?” she said quietly.


    “I wish you wouldn’t.”


    “This isn’t what I thought I wanted, and I’m afraid that accepting this huge freakin’ change means I didn’t know what I wanted in the first place. Or that I’m fickle and indecisive.”


    “But how could you possibly be expected to know what you want when you haven’t been exposed to all the potential options? You can’t want what you don’t know exists.”


    And she hadn’t known people like Arnold existed. If she had, she would have wanted him for sure. She would have ran sooner to go looking for him.


    “How’d you get so smart?” she asked in a quavering voice.


    Arnold settled his hands on her waist and just looked at her for a long moment.


    The compulsion to try to tidy up her hair or rub her face was so strong, but she kept her hands still and let him look.


    “You and Petra can argue about whether or not I’m smart,” he said after a minute. “I don’t know if I am. I just do what makes sense, and try not to hurt anyone in the process.”


    “Don’t hurt me.”


    Everything coming out of her mouth was admittedly pretty pitiful, but if he wanted her to talk, she was going to tell him what she needed him to hear. She didn’t want to belong to things that would hurt her.


    “I can’t promise that I never will,” he said, “but I’ll do everything I can not to hurt you intentionally. People aren’t perfect, but I won’t stop trying to be. For you.”


    The truth wasn’t extinct yet. Arnold harbored it, and wondered if that was part of the reason she’d been trying so hard to avoid him. The truth was scary, but she believed him. Trusted him, as much she did Mrs. Carbone and any of the other lady wolves, and she was tired of running away from him. They all had something good with their mates, and Arnold was offering Leo a shot at the same. He was offering her a true mate, and not just treating her like a woman who’d been assigned to him.


    She eased his hands down to her waistband and helped him wriggle her pajama bottoms down her hips. “You wanted me to talk, so here you go.” She knelt up so he could slide her pants to her knees. As she carefully pulled her legs from each hole, she said, “I want you to touch me like you see me as an individual, and like you know that I can feel things. I want you to look me in my eyes sometimes, so I know you remember that I’m still here.”


    She tossed her pants onto the floor along with her panties, and then retook her seat atop his legs.


    He slipped his palms up her thighs, stopping at the bottom of her shirt, which he tugged.


    Off, he seemed to be saying.


    But she still had some more words for him.


    “I want you to do things to me that feel good, and I don’t know what those all are, but I want you to ask if they do. And I’m going to touch you, too, if you let me. Because I think you’re pretty, and I want to.”


    “You’re a mess, Leo.”


    “At least one of us looks good.”


    “Not what I meant.” He slowly unfastened the last of her shirt buttons and pushed the top off her shoulders. “Damn.”


    Her first thought was to cover herself, but before she could put thought into action, he’d clamped her arms to her sides and sat up easily, because he obviously had fully functional abdominal muscles and not what amounted to werewolf hamburger meat thanks to having given birth to a nine-pound baby. Apparently, speedy shapeshifter healing didn’t do diddlysquat for pregnancy trauma.


    She let out a reflexive titter as his warm chest crushed her breasts and his lips traced a searing line down the side of her neck.


    “So soft,” he whispered. “Love that.”


    She swallowed down her rebuttal. She always had one raring to go, even if she really didn’t need to say anything.


    “And your smell, Leo—shit, it does things to me. Can’t even get close to you without wanting to do unmentionable things to you.”


    “Like what?”


    “I’ll tell you some other time.”


    “Do some mentionable things to me, then.” Please.


    He scooped her up by the ass and turned, depositing her onto her back.


    A moment later, his pants were gone, as well as anything else he’d been wearing that she simply hadn’t been paying attention to.


    She tried to keep her focus above his waist, which had plenty of pretty things to look at, but she’d been denying herself of her mate for ten weeks, and her mind had suddenly narrowed to a single track.


    And I’m going to marry this guy.


    “Holy—”


    He climbed onto the bed between her legs and grabbed a pillow from the head. She let him wedge it beneath her ass and then watched him thread her legs around his waist.


    “Are you still going to marry me?” she asked.


    “You don’t hold anything back, do you? You just ask things as they pop into your head?”


    “I should talk less, and I’ve been trying to, but around you, I—”


    He laughed and leaned down, taking her mouth in a kiss that seemed simultaneously possessing and gentle. She didn’t mind the possessing part so much because he was so gentle.


    “You can talk all you want,” he said. “And yes, I’ll marry you if you’re sure. I can’t give you my name, though.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t want anyone I love to have my father’s name. I haven’t legally dropped it, but I will one day.”


    “Oh. Well, we could make up something for both of us. Change at the same time.”


    He nipped at the lobe of her ear, and the rumble of his chest as he moaned stirred her arousal and made her grip him more tightly around the waist. She pulled him toward her core, desperate to have him inside, finally.


    “Surname by committee?” He slipped his hand between their bodies, and suddenly he was inside her, and she couldn’t breathe.


    Oh. My. Dang.


    She didn’t know how long she lay there blinking at him, but by the time he moved again, her body was soft as putty, her muscles slack and useless, and her mouth open to release some sound that was half moan and half wail.


    He didn’t thrust so much as stroke—long, slow strokes of his thick length in and all the way out of her, again and again, until she stopped making that noise and breathed.


    The weight of his body atop her was inconsequential. The slight smothering added one more sensation to the already overwhelming mix. And she wanted more.


    She dug her fingers into his backside to quicken his thrusts, and shorten them, too. She wanted more sensations, and faster ones. More exhilaration. Less control. She wanted to lose control for a change, and with someone who wouldn’t mind if she did.


    “Careful,” he said into her ear. “I need to outlast you. You’re making that hard, baby.”


    “I can’t help it. I—I like it.”


    “There’ll be more chances. Every day, if you want, and different every time. I don’t belong to anyone else. Just you. I’ll always come home to you.”


    “Aww. That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”


    Leo had never expected to sob her way through her first orgasm, but so much in her life had been unpredictable in that way.


    The lingering postpartum hormones probably weren’t helping, either.


    “It’s all right.” Arnold kissed her tear-tracked cheeks, never missing a beat down below. He kept moving into her, faster and faster, and then less rhythmically. She gripped him even tighter when his liquid heat filled her, and his fangs broke the skin of her shoulder.


    She couldn’t feel the pain, just the pleasure.


    She already belonged to him, so the bite wasn’t necessary. He’d just given her one that she’d actually remember.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    The wolf goddess showed Arnold two choices. Usually, there were no choices—just a single path for him to follow if he wanted to keep her favor. But in his dream she gave him two, and afterward, he lay in Leo’s bed, clutching her sleeping form tight as the options played out in his head on repeat—until he chose.


    Choice one: do nothing. He could stay put and pretend he didn’t know there’d been options. He could let Sheldon do his job, and watch the custody mess drag on for months in the courts, risking exposure of them all. Certainly, someone would eventually slip and say the wrong thing, or perhaps one of Samuel’s other wives would get jealous and step forward to talk.


    The second choice was to confront Samuel. Arnold could challenge the man, and they could fight it out as wolves, or upright in their human forms. If Samuel submitted, he couldn’t push for custody of Kinzy, and nor could his family. They’d lose any claim over her. Samuel had other wives to concern himself with, anyway. He couldn’t possibly love Leo enough to deserve to keep her.


    The problem with the second choice, though, was that a challenge like that would be a ripple through the wolf grapevine. There were unspoken rules that packs followed, and interfering in the dealings of other packs just wasn’t done.


    But the dealings were wrong. Wolves in general were wrong, and the culture would never change unless people started to challenge the status quo.


    He looked down at Leo, who was sleeping deeply with her body half on top of his, and wondered how anyone could ever want more than her.


    But he already knew the answer. Greed. Greed motivated too much of wolf behavior. His grandfather had always said so. He’d said that greed was a slow-spreading cancer that no one feared enough to look for a cure, because the cancer felt too good.


    Everyone had thought his grandfather was crazy when he talked like that, but he wasn’t crazy. Like Arnold, he saw too much.


    And Arnold was seeing a way to make a small stand that could have long-lasting repercussions.


    He couldn’t just be idle. He needed to be proactive and fight for the kind of life he wanted, and that wasn’t selfish. He wanted that life for his sister, too, and all the other wolves in Norseton who’d done so much to make rejects feel at home.


    Home was worth fighting for.


    He laid kisses across the top of Leo’s forehead and carefully shifted her onto her belly. He fixed the covers around her, found the baby monitor’s receiver, and then turned it on.


    He grabbed his clothes and dressed quietly in the living room, planning out the note he’d leave for Leo. She wasn’t like Petra. Leo wasn’t yet used to him running off to fulfill tasks laid out in visions from the goddess, and he didn’t want Leo to think he’d run away from her.


    He’d meant everything he said about them belonging to each other, but he had to act. Had to call off the dogs. Kinzy would never truly be safe until he did, and he didn’t doubt for a moment that when Samuel realized what he’d lost, he’d play dirty to get Leo back, too. Arnold sure would have.


    ___


    Arnold had assumed that Adam would deny him permission to go confront the pack in Wyoming, but he didn’t. He’d sent Arnold on his way with a wad of cash for gas, his blessing, and the instruction to take a buddy along for backup.


    Arnold and Jim hit the road at sunup, and Leo tried calling his cell not long after. He ignored the call.


    “What’d you say in the note you left her?” Jim asked.


    He’d barely had time to throw some weapons in a bag and brush his hair following his night shift, but when Arnold had asked, he didn’t hesitate to tell him yes. He was a good friend. Arnold had never had such a support system when he and Petra had been on their own. He wanted every wolf to have one, but he knew many would be too scared to fight for it. That made him sad.


    “I told her I was going to make it so Samuel rescinded the hunt for her,” Arnold said. “I didn’t go into too many details.”


    “Probably smart. She’d worry too much. Alpha gave you permission to use the pack’s name in your confrontation?”


    “Yeah.” Arnold let out the stale air he’d been holding in for too long and then took a long sip of the black coffee he’d picked up on the way out of Norseton.


    “He’s a mysterious guy,” Jim said.


    “Sure as hell is. I think there’s only one other pack who’ve had more than a superficial awareness of the wolves in Norseton, and that’s only because Alpha’s son married an old enemy’s daughter. I was young when I left my pack, but I’ve never heard of an alpha condoning what could turn into a potential pack war.”


    “But he’s like you, isn’t he? He sees things?”


    “Nah. Not like me, unless he’s lying about the extent of his abilities.”


    “The goddess talks to him, though. I know that for sure.”


    “Yeah. That’s true. For all we know, she told him not to give you a hassle.”


    “He’ll never tell us if she did. He keeps that stuff so private.”


    “I guess that’s the burden of a true alpha, huh?” Jim’s voice tapered off at the end, and Arnold looked over to see the other man with eyes closed and pinching the bridge of nose.


    “You all right?”


    “Yeah, just thinking about old shit. I think we both know nothing good rarely comes of that.”


    They were mostly quiet the rest of the trip up to Wyoming, which suited Arnold well. He needed time to think, and Jim needed to get some sleep.


    The next time Arnold’s phone rang, he was navigating through road construction in Colorado, and marveling at how Jim’s snores sounded in time to the beat of the song on the radio.


    Arnold answered when he saw that the caller was just Petra. “Yeah?”


    “Where are ya going?” she asked. “Alpha was being vague. I mean, he’s usually a little vague, even on the best of days, but he was being more mysterious than usual. What are you up to?”


    “Just making sure this mess with Leo gets nipped in the bud. Gotta make a stand somewhere, you know?”


    “Meaning what?”


    “Meaning, I’m driving up to Wolverton, and I’m gonna find that guy Samuel and whoever the alpha is up there, and I’m gonna make sure they back the hell off.”


    Petra—the woman who would never let an opportunity for having the last word pass her by—was curiously silent. Arnold risked a glance away from the road to look at his phone screen. It said the call was still connected. He put the phone back to his ear. “Petra?”


    “And Alpha let you go?” she asked, voice tinged with some quality Arnold couldn’t quite identify. Perhaps half fear, half wonder.


    “Yeah. He knows what might happen.”


    “Damn. That explains why the guys here have been so quiet and tense all morning. They’re not the chattiest bunch in general, but they’re acting weird, and all the ladies have been commenting on their behavior.”


    “They wouldn’t tell you?”


    “No, and I’m not gonna tell them, either, now that I know. No use in getting them all worked up over something that might not turn out to be a problem.”


    “Yeah.” He hoped it wouldn’t. “So…have you seen Leo?”


    “I saw her first thing this morning when I was pushing Paul out the door for work. She went tearing out of her house, looking pissed and not making a hell of a lot of sense. I didn’t understand what she was going on about until she showed me the note. Way to be vague, bro. She’s freaking out, thinking you won’t come back.”


    “I very specifically said I would be back.”


    “Yeah, but look at things from her perspective. Any woman would freak out if her mate went off adventuring the morning after he bit her.”


    “Bit her again.”


    “Whatever. In her estimation, the first one didn’t count. Anyway, what do you want me to tell her?”


    “Nothing. I don’t want her to worry. I don’t want her to think that anything bad that could happen is her fault. If you’re gonna do anything at all, just keep her busy. I’ll be back as soon as I can. No one’s done this before, so I can’t say what’s gonna happen, only that it shouldn’t be allowed to happen anymore.”


    “Yeah. You’re right.” Petra sighed. “Mom would be proud of you.”


    “You think so?”


    “Yeah, I do. She’d be pleased that you’re bucking the trend when the trend doesn’t make sense.”


    “She did that, too, when she didn’t beg our father to stay.”


    “Yeah,” she said softly—a rarely used volume for her. “Like Granddad, Mom wasn’t afraid of being an outcast, I guess. Maybe her decisions put us in a bit of a shitty place after she died, but I think we’re better off now because of everything that happened.”


    “Yeah. Outcasts with no names.”


    “Nuh-uh. I have Paul’s name. You have to get your own.”


    “Working on it.”


    “You could always take Granddad’s. I think that was what Mom was going to do if the divorce ever got finalized. She was going to revert to her maiden name.”


    “Hmm.” Arnold had actually given that some thought before—erasing the name he didn’t want and reknitting his family tree to respect the ancestors he honored. “You don’t think ‘Graywolf’ is a little trite, though?” he asked.


    Petra laughed. “Maybe a little. It’s descriptive, at least.”


    “I’ll have Leo try it on and see what she thinks.”


    “Leo Graywolf has a certain irony. Or it’s an oxymoron or something. I think I skimmed that particular home school unit.”


    “It’s funky,” he said. “I think she’d appreciate the built-in joke.”


    “Well, there you go. Drive safe. Call and let Alpha know what’s happening when you get up there.”


    “Will do.”


    Arnold disconnected and set the phone into the cup holder beside his empty coffee cup.


    The last time a Graywolf had confronted an alpha, there’d been a pack war. James Graywolf had been the winner, but the victory had been a hollow one. He hadn’t gotten back his mate and his child who’d been taken away—the reason he’d made the challenge in the first place. He’d died not knowing where they were—without learning what wolf had taken them, only that the alpha had arranged for their removal, and that he’d done so because James was weird.


    Weird like Arnold.


    Like James, Arnold didn’t plan to lose the challenge. Maybe Leo wouldn’t like him by the time all was said and done, but he hoped that one day, she’d understand why he had to do it.


    Families shouldn’t have been torn apart. Wolves were made stronger by keeping families who loved each other intact, and that was the gospel Arnold would go around preaching, even if he had to do it with his fists and fangs.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    “Hello?” Leo whispered into her cell phone. She was at work and shouldn’t have answered, but the area code on the incoming call was the same as her old Wolverton number. She didn’t know who could possibly be calling her new number from there.


    “Leo? That you?” came the whispering voice.


    “Mama?” Leo gestured to the server sharing her dinner shift, and he nodded and went to cover her table.


    She stepped outside and moved out of visual range of the windows.


    “Yeah, it’s me,” Mama said. “That man gave me your number. Told me to call you and say that he’s okay, so I borrowed someone’s phone.”


    “What man gave you the number?”


    “I didn’t catch his name. There was too much happening too fast. He just said to call when I got the chance.”


    “One of Samuel’s friends?”


    “Oh, no. He’s Native American, I think. Or maybe Mexican.”


    Leo stopped in front of a patch of decorative succulents in a memorial planter and clutched her chest. “Does he have lips like a Calvin Klein model?”


    “Uh. Sure? I mean, I guess that could be the case. Tall guy.”


    “Hack job of a haircut?”


    “Looks all right to me,” Mama said.


    “Looked better before the doofus cut it,” Leo snarled. “He’s a wolf, right?”


    “Oh yeah. Definitely a wolf. Took a chunk out of Mitch’s hide.”


    “What?” Leo sat quickly on the wooden side of the tall planter so she wouldn’t fall flat on her face from shock.


    “Mitch was talking mess. You know how he is, and the guy said he wanted to see Samuel. Wanted to talk to him about you, and Mitch was trying to be the big, bad alpha, telling him to buzz off.”


    “Oh my gods. That’s Arnold.”


    “And you know this Arnold, I take it?”


    “He’s my mate.”


    “You already had a mate.”


    “No, Mama. My mate-mate. My true mate.”


    “What? You’re joking!”


    “I know my sense of humor could use an upgrade, but I’m being dead serious, Mama. Where is he? Is he all right? What the heck is he doing up there?”


    “I already told you that. Weren’t you listening?”


    “Okay, you told me he bit Mitch, but what happened after that? He didn’t tell me what he was doing. Oh my gods, what is he doing?”


    “Probably kicking a hole in Samuel’s head or something, I dunno. Mitch finally gave in and told him where to find the guy.”


    “Hold up—Mitch submitted?”


    “Yep.”


    Leo scratched her head and bobbed her knee, trying to force her brain to make faster connections. There were rules and procedures for leadership turnover, but alphas were so rarely ousted, she couldn’t quickly put her finger on what was supposed to happen. Thinking she knew, she snapped her fingers. “Wait—Arnold is your alpha now?”


    “Uh-huh. I hope he stays. He’s real nice-looking.”


    “Yeah, he sure as heck is, but he doesn’t belong there. He’s not staying there.”


    “Well, shoot, what are we supposed to do with no alpha?”


    “You have two choices, the way I see things. You can let Mitch have his job back, or you find someone you like and who you think would do a better job.”


    “Huh,” Mama said. She said the word in that way that Leo could imagine her rubbing her chin and narrowing her eyes. She had her thinking cap on, and Mama was nothing if not a dangerous thinker, even if she didn’t do her thinking out loud the way Leo did. “Where’d you find this Arnold guy?”


    “I ran. He found me. I wasn’t looking.”


    “Never seen a wolf fight for a woman who isn’t even around.”


    Leo sniffled and rubbed her eyes with her free hand. Such a stupid time to cry. “He likes me. Wants to marry me and adopt Kinzy.”


    “Is that what you want?”


    “Yes. More than anything, Mama.”


    “Maybe he’ll get Samuel to do the right thing then. Oh, shoot.”


    “What? What’s happening?”


    “I’m in town right now. Peeking out the grocery store window. I think Mr. Hot Lips found your stud wolf.”


    “What do you see? What are they doing?”


    “Well, hold on. Samuel’s coming out of the hardware store with one of his wives—Bertha, I think. She’s the one with the red hair, right?”


    “That doesn’t matter. Tell me what’s happening!”


    “Let me step outside so I can hear. Arnold’s got his hands in his pockets and is following them, calm as he pleases, and Samuel’s doing one of those fast walks like he has to pee real bad. Okay, I’m outside now.”


    “Katie,” came Leo’s father’s voice through the speaker, “Go back inside the store until this mess is resolved. And whose phone are you on?”


    “Mind your business,” Mama snapped.


    Leo felt her eyes bulge. She’d never heard her mother talk back.


    “’Scuse me?” he said.


    “Move. You’re blockin’ my view, and I’m trying to explain to my daughter how her old mate has had the fear of the goddess put into him by her new mate.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “I’m talking to Leo, butter brains. And that guy—the one who’s technically our new alpha—is her mate. Say thank you to Leo, sunshine. There are gonna be some changes around here, if I have anything to say about it.” Mama’s hand must have muffled the phone speaker, because the “Hey, you. What’s your name?” she said next came out in a muffle. “You’re with him, right?”


    “Mama?” Leo asked. Her heart was pounding hard and muscles coiled as if she were right there and ready to spring to action, but she couldn’t see anything. “Mama! Tell me what’s happening.”


    “Oh. Sorry. A guy came with your Arnold. Name’s Jim, apparently. Is he one of yours? Where are you, anyway?”


    “New Mexico. And, yes, Jim’s one of ours.”


    “Nice fella. Haven’t seen him shapeshift, but he can swing a shovel like nobody’s business. Hopefully Nicky will wake up in time for his birthday party next week.”


    Leo pinched the bridge of her nose and choked back a laugh. “Samuel’s brother, Nicky?”


    “Uh-huh. He tried to jump that Jim guy, and the shovel was convenient. Nicky’ll be all right, I guess. He needed to be taken down a peg, anyway. Thought he was all that, and has been sniffing after your sister, looking for his next piece of meat, even though she already has a mate and three kids.”


    “Now, you’ve gone too far this time,” Daddy said. “We do things the way they’ve always been done. If a man’s got the means to provide for one of our girls—”


    “Oh, shut up. I swear, I’m not in the mood right now. Go somewhere else if you’re not gonna be useful.”


    Daddy didn’t respond. Leo imagined he was standing and staring stupidly at Mama like she’d grown a second head. Leo probably would have been, too.


    “Hey, Grant!” Mama shouted.


    Leo held the phone back from her ear a bit before Mama could scream again, and lowered the volume. There was only one Grant in town, and that was one of Leo’s brothers.


    “Yeah, Ma?” came Grant’s winded reply. Leo figured he’d run over from somewhere else.


    “You wanna be the pack’s Alpha?”


    “Say what?”


    Leo snorted.


    “Job’s up for grabs,” Mama said, “and I don’t think your daddy has the stuff.”


    “Now, hold on a minute—” Daddy started, but Mama was allowing no obstacles to the plan that was obviously coming together in her head.


    “Go on down to the Mayor’s office and tell them you’re the alpha now. I doubt anyone here will challenge you. Go!”


    Leo clasped her hand over her mouth and let herself laugh. Grant wasn’t the worst contender for an alpha job, at least for the interim. He might not have been the most aggressive wolf, but he had a heart, at least, and he wasn’t afraid to ask people for help. He had potential.


    “Mama, where’s Arnold now?” Leo asked. “Is he all right?”


    “Oh, he’s fine. He’s standing on the sidewalk across the street. Still has his hands in his pockets. Samuel hopped into his truck and squealed the tires, driving away. Left his wife and kids standing right there under the awning, the bastard.”


    “What’d Arnold do to him?”


    “No idea. Does it matter?”


    Leo hated feeling so petty and vindictive, but she had to be honest. Honesty brought peace.


    “Nope. Doesn’t matter one dang bit,” she said.


    ___


    Leo was waiting in the gatehouse with Kinzy, who’d conked out in her stroller, when Arnold finally returned to Norseton late the next evening.


    Jim, driving the truck, slowed at the gate and let down the window.


    Alpha strode to the truck and leaned his forearms onto the windowsill. “Well?”


    Jim shrugged. “I don’t think you need to worry about most of that pack. It’s Samuel and the rest of the folks on the fringes who might cause trouble later. They’ll need time to regroup, though, if they do anything at all.”


    “Wanna tell me how you two managed to evict an alpha?”


    “He started the fight,” Arnold said. “All I wanted to do was talk. I wasn’t gonna stand there and let him kick my ass.” He turned his head a bit and muttered, “Or try to.”


    “So, that’s your story?”


    “It’s the truth.”


    “You sure?” Alpha asked.


    “Yep.” Arnold’s grin hinted that he may have telling the spirit of the truth, but may have been ignoring some minor details.


    Alpha squinted at him. “You don’t have any designs on being a pack alpha, do ya?”


    “No more than any other fool here.”


    Alpha looked at Jim. “And you?”


    “Nope,” Jim said around the toothpick he held between his teeth. “I’m not a people person that way.”


    “Then by all means, go on home and clean up,” Alpha said. “Someone fired up the grill. I hear there’ll be steaks tonight.” He leaned inside the gatehouse and hit the switch to raise the gate.


    Jim crept the truck through, and stopped just in front of the descending metal arm.


    Arnold hopped out of his side of the truck, closed the door, and then thumped the side.


    Jim got moving.


    Arnold sauntered over with his hands in his pockets and leaned down to peer through gaps in the stroller’s sun canopies. “Sleeping.”


    “Yep,” Leo said. “She didn’t sleep all last night. I guess that makes up for her sleeping through the night before.”


    He raised his eyebrows and rocked back on his boot heels. “I feel like somehow you’re gonna blame me for her sleeping schedule.”


    “Yup. Mine, too. I couldn’t sleep, either. Why didn’t you come back last night?”


    “I was busy making sure your brother didn’t get his ass handed to him by some eager upstart before he’d even had a chance to settle in.”


    “Oh,” she said quietly.


    “Good enough reason?”


    “I guess so.”


    “Sorry I didn’t call you back. Forgot to take my phone charger.”


    “You were in a pretty hot hurry to leave.”


    “Had to be done. When I get visions, I don’t sit around and wait for the goddess to say ‘never mind.’” He gestured toward the road. “Long walk to the wolf village. Better get started before the meat’s all gone.”


    He started pushing the stroller, and Leo stood lamely, watching him go. She would have never thought a man pushing a lavender stroller that had ruffles could be so sexy.


    Alpha gave her a gentle push after him. “When you get down there, tell my missus to save something for me, eh? Starving up here.”


    “Yeah, I’ll tell her.”


    Leo caught up to Arnold and, nervously, slipped an arm around his waist. She didn’t know what to say, but she had to touch him. Touching didn’t require thought.


    He bent down and kissed the top of her head. “Hey.”


    “Hey.”


    “Everything all right here?”


    “I think so.”


    “What’d I miss, besides folks not getting any sleep?”


    “Apparently the Amber Alert for Kinzy has been called off.”


    “Hmm, I wonder why that could be.”


    “Yeah, me, too,” she said. “I suspect for the same reason Samuel called Mary, asking what kind of papers he needed to sign, though.”


    “Huh. Imagine that.”


    “Yeah. Mary said he sounded very hostile.”


    “I doubt she cared.”


    “Nope. That Viking Amazon is unflappable. So…”


    Arnold gave her a brief squeeze around the shoulders before returning his hand to the stroller handle. “So, how do you feel about the name ‘Graywolf?’”


    “Graywolf?” She laughed. “Where’d that come from?”


    “It was my wolf grandfather’s last name, and my mother’s, before she got married.”


    Mine. I’ll take it. It’s mine.


    She pushed her too-long bangs out of her eyes and cleared her throat, trying to be cool—even if she wouldn’t have known the feeling if it’d bitten her on the behind.


    She shrugged with feigned nonchalance. “Oh, well, I guess Leo Graywolf has a certain—quality.”


    “Figured you’d think so. If you don’t like it, we can come up with something else.”


    “No. He was the last Graywolf, wasn’t he? Petra told me there weren’t many of you.”


    “Yeah. Last one.”


    “Well, now he won’t be.” She looked down at the road and kicked a couple of small rocks. The question she wanted to ask would have been so inconsequential back in Wolverton, and she needed to get used to things being different—to relationships being different. “So…do you think he would like me? Your grandfather, I mean.”


    “You kidding? Granddad would have loved you. Your sense of humor reminds me of his.”


    “Really? Poor guy. And poor you.”


    “Baby, don’t feel sorry for me. If the worst thing you ever do is make me groan from telling bad jokes, we’re gonna do just fine.”


    Leo gnawed on her lower lip for a few seconds as they started the descent on the path to town. “Would the goddess happen to have anything to say about us?”


    “Hasn’t she already said enough? Are you waiting for her to change her mind? She never does.”


    “I’m used to people changing their minds.”


    “No, you’re used to people not respecting you, but you’re not in that place anymore.”


    “I’m home now.”


    “Yep. And I’m not gonna change my mind about you. That’s a promise.”


    “Aww,” she whimpered.


    “Just ‘aww?’”


    “What do you want me to do, cry? ’Cause I could cry. Don’t make me cry. I won’t be able to stop, and all the wolves will be asking what you did to me, and they won’t believe me when I say ‘nothing.’”


    He laughed and pulled her closer to her side. “Nah, I don’t want you to cry. I’m just learning your language, I guess. I’ll take aww. I’ll take whatever you give me.”


    She buried her face against his side and let out a quiet, “Aww,” and then cried, anyway.


    She didn’t think she could blame hormones, either. She was just being Leo, and thankfully, Arnold didn’t mind.

  


  
    SERIES NOTE


    Dear Reader,


     


    This is the third and last Norseton Wolves/Reckless Desires novella, but don’t worry—we’re not done with these wolves. There will be plenty of wolf stories coming in the future, including a holiday catch-up story this winter where we get to look back at all the pack has accomplished in the two years since they arrived in Norseton (and we might even see how Leo’s brother is coping up in Wolverton).


     


    “What about Jim and Leticia?” you ask?


     


    You’ll have to wait a little while on that couple. Because the Norseton Wolves series takes place on the same timeline as The Afótama Legacy (the stories with the psychic Vikings) I have to be careful not to push the pack too far ahead. We’ll check back in on the wolves after Queen Tess and the crew catch up. In the meantime, checkout the story world’s origin in The Viking Queen’s Men (it’s a hot ménage!).


     


    You might be asking now, “What is ‘Reckless Desires,’ anyway?”
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    In a nutshell, it’s the first cycle of a multi-author collection of stories about physically or emotionally wounded alpha shifters and the beauties who soothe them. My Norseton Wolves stories Elder, Scout, and Seer are all a part of that collection, as are fifteen stories from authors Anna Lowe, Jacqueline Sweet, J.K. Harper, Elianne Adams, and Olivia Arran. They’ll be releasing a couple of times per week through the end of June 2016.


     


    Learn more about the Reckless Desires collection at the series website.
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    Scout


     


    Turn the page for a peek of The Viking Queen’s Men.


     

  


  
    THE VIKING QUEEN’S MEN


    Contessa Dahl has spent most of her life in a haze. A rudderless orphan, most decisions involved her fists and feet: should she fight or should she run? At twenty-eight, she’s ready to clean up her act, but Tess might be a bit premature because she’s destined to be a special kind of leader.


     


    Born into a group of desert-dwelling telepathic descendants of Vikings, Tess was meant to become a link for them all—their queen and conduit. Her kidnapping and the subsequent death of her parents meant her people, the Afótama, have had a hole in their web for too long. Now that she’s back at home, it’s Tess’s job to mend it. But, she can’t do it alone.


     


    She needs a perfect mate to fill in her psychic gaps, and two men claim to be fated for the job. Harvey Lang, her childhood champion, and the group outsider Oliver Gilisson would fight to the death to win her. However, to gain full control of her considerable power, she must find a way to keep them both.


    ___


     


    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Contessa Spry bent to fix the fishnet stockings that had begun sagging at her ankles after six hours of wear. She didn’t know why she bothered with the things at all, really. They didn’t prevent her feet from blistering in her borrowed stilettos, nor did they provide any protection for her legs from the unseasonably cold breeze off the Gulf of Mexico. Maybe it was that they provided the illusion of coverage. Men were much more likely to keep their hands off her ass when she wore them, though she still got groped far more often than she liked. She hated being touched.


    A vehicle to her left honked, and she rolled her eyes. A bad habit, for sure, but she had worse ones. She hadn’t been brought up to have manners. She’d grown up fighting for security and a sliver of personal space. There’d always been someone in her face. If not her social workers, her foster “parents.” Also, cops, court-appointed lawyers, and judges.


    Whatever. None of them got it. She was just another hardheaded bitch with no respect for her elders. Not that they’d ever shown her any respect. She’d never asked to be coddled or spoiled. She’d just wanted enough trust to be left alone when she needed it, because her mind was such a tangled place. She was smart, she’d swear on a stack of Bibles that she was, but no one believed her when tests said it wasn’t ADHD or dyslexia. But she knew better. She thought of too much at once and couldn’t organize it all when people were breathing down her neck. She needed space and quiet to decompress and process it all, but she was never given it, so she ran. A lot. She didn’t even have a hometown because she ran so much.


    “Not that kind of girl, buddy,” she mumbled toward the vehicle following her. She gave up on fixing the fishnets and straightened up to tighten the sash on her trench coat.


    The car honked again, and she started a brisk pace. Maybe they wouldn’t follow.


    “For fuck’s sake, get lost.”


    All she wanted after a long night on her feet serving drinks to men who should have been taking their money home to their wives was to soak in her tiny tub and maybe finally get that pile of laundry off her bed. It’d been out of control ever since she’d picked up the second job, and she’d had to pick up the second job because she’d gotten so far behind on her bills after coming off probation.


    She felt like she’d been paying off the bail bondsman forever, but really, it’d only been a year. The entire legal system was a ridiculous racket. She’d only been in jail for a couple of days on that bullshit charge, but still, she had to pay, and pay, and pay some more. There were the fees to her probation officer every two weeks. Rent. The monthly payment for the few pieces of furniture she leased. Oh, and somehow, she had to feed herself. A girl couldn’t live on bar pretzels and wasabi peas alone.


    She rounded the corner of Bourbon Street in the opposite direction of her apartment and quickened her pace. Stealing a glance behind her, she saw the large, dark SUV creeping slowly toward her.


    The only people she knew that drove like that were undercover cops, gangsters, and child abductors. At least it couldn’t be the last thing because, while she may have looked really fucking great for twenty-eight, her hips and sway should have made her adult status very clear to anyone with functioning eyeballs.


    Could have been a cop, though, trying to get her to solicit him so she’d get locked up yet again for some minor crime she hadn’t actually intended on following through on.


    “Nope. Nopity-nope,” she sang to herself, and turned right again. If they wanted to follow her in circles until she could sneak away—so be it. She had all night, and the only things holding her back would be her barking dogs. She’d abandon the shoes if she had to, though her coworker undoubtedly wanted them back.


    The SUV honked yet again, and she shook her head. “Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want,” she shouted without turning.


    “Tess, please stop.”


    That voice.


    She knew it…or had known it once.


    She turned, because it couldn’t be him. After the way they’d parted company the last time, she didn’t think she’d ever see or hear from him again.


    And she would have deserved it.


    Sure enough, Harvey Smith leaned out of the back right window, and grinned at her in that knowing way he always did. Of course he would. He knew way too much about her, or had up until a couple of years ago. She hadn’t changed any of her old tricks since then, though. Maybe she never would.


    “Aren’t you going to say hi?” He gestured for her to approach him, but Tess couldn’t move. She was frozen in place in her painful shoes and ill-fitting fishnets.


    He couldn’t have possibly changed that much between twenty-eight and thirty, so maybe she’d had her head too far up her ass to notice. They’d known each other for too long and had come up through the Texas foster care system together. She’d known him as a scrawny little boy, and later knew him as a tall, capable adult, and all the stages in between. But, she’d never really paid any attention to the fact that he’d become a man.


    And holy fuck, he was a man, and of the rare please bend me over and fuck me without saying hello sort. There was something about that captivating green gaze that took her breath away and scrambled her already scattered thoughts. His dark blond hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and he wore a dress shirt that was unbuttoned at the collar. That was all she could see, but if she had to guess, she’d say he was wearing immaculately pressed pants and shoes that weren’t scuffed.


    Unlike Tess, he’d always had ambitions beyond juvenile hustles and short-term gigs. He’d even gone and gotten himself a damned good education. Brown University. He’d claimed he only picked it because it was by the sea, but Tess knew better. She knew what kind of school it was, even if she didn’t let on that she did.


    She couldn’t get jealous about such a thing, and knew she wouldn’t thrive there even if she could get in. She’d never been cut out for structure. Or maybe structure wasn’t cut out for her.


    “Doll, come here.” He waved her over, and her cheeks burned at hearing that old nickname reprised.


    He’d always called her “doll” when they were kids because he’d always thought she’d look like a china doll with her pale skin and huge halo of curly hair. She figured one day she’d cut it, but it had become a bit of a security blanket during her adult years. It was familiar and predictable and probably the healthiest relationship she’d ever have.


    She approached the curb, eying the big beast of a vehicle warily. The dark tinted windows gave her pause, but perhaps it was a hired car. Or maybe Harvey was doing far better for himself than she’d initially thought.


    He opened the door. “Don’t be shy. You look like you could use a lift, so get in. I was just headed to the airport. Come on and chat with me. Let’s catch up.”


    “Airport? Leaving already?” She climbed up into the vehicle and brushed past Harvey’s long legs.


    He closed the door, and as she sat, the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood on end and prickled.


    She turned and sighted the redheaded woman sitting at attention in one of the third row bucket seats. She wore her hair shaved up on one side, and a colorful, intricate tattoo licked up her neck from her exposed collarbones. Her tank top’s collar dipped low enough that Tess could see a boat’s square sail jutting up from a mast drawn between her breasts. The tat must have been massive if there was a ship to go along with that striped sail. It probably wrapped around her torso, and the work must have hurt like a bitch.


    Tess must have been staring too long at the woman’s chest, because she cleared her throat. Tess looked up to see the woman raise her chin in what seemed to be a begrudging acknowledgement.


    “Um. Hello.”


    The redhead fixed her gaze pointedly on the window to her left.


    “All right, then.”


    Harvey draped his arm over her shoulders as she turned to face front. Had anyone else touched her, she might have shrunk away. Anxiety would have had her clinging to the door handle, but Harvey had always been like a buoy for her. Not only that, but her buffer from the world.


    She took his free hand and squeezed it. “Who are your friends?” she whispered, eying the men in the front seats. Like the woman, the driver had a shock of bright red hair. He wore mirrored Aviator glasses and an open smile. He caught her stare in the rearview mirror and waved. “I’m Joe.”


    She let go of Harvey’s hand and gave Joe a small wave in return. “I’m Tess.”


    He nodded. “I know.”


    Tess looked to Harvey for an answer, but his expression gave nothing away. His fingers danced along her left cheek as he twined them in her loose hair.


    Closing her eyes, she leaned into his caress and accepted his tacit offer of comfort. It had always been that way between them. It’d start with twirling of her hair or a massage of her palm. He always knew exactly what she needed based on her response, whether it’d be a chaste night spent inside his arms, or just holding hands for a few minutes.


    But now his touch was different. Although it still conveyed a promise of comfort, it also stirred up an unfamiliar longing. Her breath left her body in a long exhale as he skimmed down her neck and fingered the collar of her coat. His fingers seemed to ask, “What’s in here?” and she had one mind to show him.


    Her nipples jutted painfully against her bra’s lace, and a heavy warmth spread down her core and settled in low. She shifted uncomfortably, silently cursing her fishnets’ torturous chafing of her engorged clit. She’d picked a hell of a day to not wear panties.


    “You all right?” his quiet voice should have conveyed concern, but the press of his right hand on her thigh suggested he knew what was wrong with Tess and that he liked being the cause of it.


    She dragged her tongue across dry lips and swallowed. “Feeling a bit…claustrophobic.” She looked toward the front seat again, and this time caught the man riding shotgun looking back. One of his dark eyebrows inched up to the bottom of his knit skullcap, and his full lips pulled up ever so slightly at the corners. Whether he was suppressing a smile or a grimace, she couldn’t tell. There was no privacy barrier, no wall between them. He could see where Harvey’s hands were and guess from her hot cheeks how she felt about them.


    Given how she was dressed, they probably thought she was a prostitute.


    “God.” She squirmed out from Harvey’s touch and moved as close to her door as she could.


    The man raised his sunglasses onto the top of his head and studied her without a greeting.


    And, as awkward as his unceasing assessment was, she couldn’t bring herself to look away. He was familiar, somehow. He stuck out in her brain. His face was like a sticky note she’d put on her calendar to remind her to do some thing, but she couldn’t remember what the thing was or why it was important because her note had been too vague. Those silver-blue eyes had seen her before, though she couldn’t speculate on when and where. She’d gotten around a lot since aging out of foster care.


    “Nan was right. She’s totally offline,” the man said. He turned around in his seat and pulled the seatbelt across his body.


    “Once it gets out that she’s back, all sorts of characters are going to crawl out of the woodwork trying to edge in,” Joe said. He moved the SUV into traffic.


    Tess wrapped her fingers around the door handle and gave it a pull before realizing the lock was engaged. She reached for the lock, but Harvey wrapped his hand around her wrist and pulled her back to him. “It’s all right.”


    “I’m not taking your word for it.” She reached for the lock with her other hand, and Harvey grabbed that one, too.


    “Have I ever hurt you?” He held her wrists together in front of her belly in one sure hand. “Eyes up here, Tess.”


    She let her gaze track slowly from his large hand, to the muscular thighs his slacks hinted at, up his trim waist, past his loosened necktie, beyond the succulent lips pressed into a tight line, to his pale, narrowed eyes.


    “You like making me wait, don’t you?” he asked.


    Somehow, she didn’t think the question had to do with her circuitous route to eye contact, so she shook her head.


    “Have I ever let you get hurt?” Gone was the familiar, teasing tone she’d known from childhood. In its place was a quiet confidence. No, dominance. He expected capitulation, and he earned it time and time again. He didn’t make demands before he’d proven he was worthy of trust. He ran his business that way and was a rich man because of his vision. It made sense he’d be the same way in his personal life. But, why hadn’t she seen that before?


    Maybe she hadn’t been looking…or maybe, just maybe, he’d been hiding it.


    “Answer me,” he said. Her gaze fell to his lips, and he gently nudged her chin up to put her stare back where it should be.


    “No.”


    “No, what?”


    She swallowed again, her will weakening every second she had to stare into those hypnotizing eyes. “No, you’ve never let me get hurt.” Simple truth. He’d always stuck his neck out for her, even when she didn’t deserve it.


    “That’s right. I need you to remember that, okay? And I need you to stay in this truck and come with us.”


    “It’s just a ride to the airport.”


    He gave his head a slow shake.


    Joe had picked up enough speed now that even if she could get the door open, the chances of her rolling safely to the ground were nil. There was also the minor issue of getting run over by the vehicles behind them. She’d end up in the hospital with no insurance. She didn’t need more bills.


    “If not the airport, then where?”


    “We’re going to the airport. I haven’t lied to you.”


    She flexed her bound wrists, clenched her hands into fists, and meditated on the sharp feel of her nails against her palms. That helped her concentrate and break things down into sensible nuggets. She’d never been the kind of girl who was good at jumping to conclusions. Her brain was bogged down by too much murk for her ideas to get off the ground, but one took flight.


    “You’re flying me somewhere?” She whipped her head toward the men in the front seat. “Are they bail bondsmen or Marshalls or something?” She yanked her wrists, but Harvey wouldn’t let go. Oh, God. She may have had some outstanding charges in other states she didn’t know about. Hell, the probability was actually pretty good. She’d always done what she could to get by, and worried about the legalities later.


    “Tess, look at me,” Harvey said.


    She didn’t take the bait this time. She couldn’t get her hands free, but she still had her feet. She leaned back as far as she could and lifted her right foot, planning to smash his shin, but the sharp prick at the left side of her neck stopped her in her tracks. A burn seared her muscles, then spread up her neck and down her chest.


    Her lips went numb, tongue heavy.


    She turned her head in time to see the woman behind her draw back an empty syringe.


    “What the fuck did you just do?”


    The redhead capped the needle and dropped the spent syringe into a plastic bag without answering. She looked out the window once more.


    Eyelids drooping and muddled mind fogging even more, Tess turned back to Harvey. “You said you wouldn’t let anything happen to me. You said…”


    He caught her as the earth beneath her opened up and swirled, and held her head on his lap. He smoothed her hair back from her cheek and stroked her jaw. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I was outvoted. I said we should go slow, but they didn’t think you’d agree to come.”


    “Who didn’t? What’s happening?” She tried to lift her head so she could nuzzle her cheek against his hand, but gave up when the oddness of the action struck her. She shouldn’t be cuddling with someone who’d just facilitated her abduction.


    “You’re finally going home, Tess.”


    “I don’t have a home.” She could hardly keep her eyes open.


    He chuckled. “I always thought you were the queen of every-damn-thing, but now I know for certain that it’s true.”


    “What the blazing hell are you talking about?”


    He stroked her face some more, softly and lovingly, and she practically purred under his touch. So very odd. “You’re descended from royalty, Tess. Chieftains and queens. You’ve got the most revered of the Norsemen in your blood.”


    “I don’t know about revered,” Joe said. “That may be too kind a word given the circumstances.”


    There must have been some good shit in that syringe, because she was having a hard time comprehending simple English.


    “Norse-who?” she muttered.


    “Vikings, Tess. The real deal. We’ve been here longer than anyone else can prove. We’d like to keep it that way, because there’s a reason our ancestors left Denmark and then Iceland. We’re not like normal people.”


    One of the men up front chuckled at that, and her head had gone so echoey she couldn’t even tell from which side. Probably Joe, though. Not that stoic motherfucker in the beanie hat. Who the fuck wore beanies in September?


    “Wha…” Her tongue had gone so sluggish she could hardly push back spit to swallow. “Whas tha mean?”


    “You’ll learn soon enough, doll. Trust me. I won’t let anything bad happen to you. Never again.”


    “You keep saying that,” she said. Vaguely, she registered that she should try a bit harder to get away.


    But she couldn’t. She couldn’t do anything, except black out.


    Get The Viking Queen’s Men now.
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