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    SUMMARY


    Having lost part of his leg in an oilrig accident, Nixon Tucker accepts his friend’s offer to join Norseton’s new wolfpack. At the age of forty-one, Nixon is finally ready for some stability, but the wolf goddess doesn’t make things easy for her favored ones. She drops a broken single mom of two kids onto his path, and immediately, his inner beast takes notice. In spite of Esther Denis-March bearing another man’s bite and scent, Nixon is more than willing let her complicate his life. She could give him the family he craves.


     


    With her abusive husband dead by her hands, Esther arrives in Norseton hoping her brother’s pack won’t send her away. She’s certain that Nixon is the rightful mate her husband wasn’t, but there are no guarantees he’ll keep her. Wolf women aren’t supposed to fight back, and she fears that telling Nixon what she’s done will send him running.


     


    She doesn’t know that Nixon’s got insecurities of his own. He thinks a woman like her deserves a physically strong mate. He was once a threat to other alpha wolves, but he doubts he ever will be again.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    “Hey, lady. That isn’t even on my map. That’s gonna cost you a hell of a fare, assuming there’s even anything out there.”


    “I see.” Esther Denis-March hitched her heavy backpack a little higher up on her shoulders and tried to meet the reluctant cab driver’s unflinching gaze.


    At thirty-two years old, she should have been more street-smart and travel savvy, but during every leg of the long bus trip between New Jersey and New Mexico, she’d had to rely on the kindness of strangers to ensure that she didn’t miss her connections. Werewolves were renowned for their superior sense of direction, but she’d never traveled across a country before. She’d never even left New Jersey before, but she’d run out of options. She had to make the daunting trek. Having nowhere else to go, she was counting on her brother to take her in.


    With two young children relying on her tenuous ability to hold herself together, she’d had no choice but to open her mouth to speak to the strangers who might have been able to help. Talking to the men was the hardest. In the wolfpack where she’d come from, women didn’t speak out of turn unless they were willing to endure the consequences. Insisting on being heard was a reckless endeavor. Silence was safer. She’d already had too many split lips and black eyes in her life.


    The last bruise she’d gotten had been her breaking point—the point when her reflexes finally motored on and she’d fought back.


    She’d never have the same fight again. Her husband was dead, and her pack didn’t want her. Both of those were good, but frightening things. So much of her life was uncertain.


    “H-how much?” she asked, flinching at her daughter Darla’s punishing grip on her fingers. The startling hisses coming from the parked buses in the depot—their brakes, Esther was pretty sure—had the child clingy and high-strung. The three-year-old probably wanted to be carried, but Esther was already carrying too much because of all the bags. Even little Kevin was stoically carrying his own duffel.


    Such a trooper through all this. Nothing like his father, thank the goddess.


    The driver stuffed the phone he’d been tossing from hand to hand into his pocket and, assessing her from head to toe, made a rude grunting noise. “Assuming there’s actually anything out there, we’re talking over a hundred miles. I’m not psychic or nothing like that, but I’m pretty sure you ain’t got that kind of money. You’d be better off renting a car.”


    At another of Darla’s clenches, Esther let out a long exhalation and bent to pick up the child.


    Just for a moment. The little girl probably wasn’t any more comfortable being around strange men than her mother.


    “As far as I understand the way those things work, you have to have a driver’s license and a credit card to rent a car,” Esther said.


    “And insurance. I imagine you don’t have that, either.”


    “Not that kind.” Other than the little life insurance policy her ex-alpha had insisted every member of the pack possess, she was woefully underinsured. If she’d actually had access to her late husband’s policy, she would have been better off, but Alpha held the reins. He’d be getting the check, not Esther. Esther was lucky to be getting away scot-free, seeing as how she was the one who’d pushed her husband off their balcony.


    The police report said that he got drunk—which was true—and that he fell. He’d fallen, all right, but he’d had some help getting started.


    “I don’t know what to tell you, lady,” the driver said. “I just can’t drive ya. Too far, and whatever I make driving out there I’ll pretty much lose on the drive back. I wouldn’t have a fare.”


    She forced down a swallow and set Darla back on her feet. “I understand. Thank you for your time.”


    She moved the kids away from the curb—out of the queue of Albuquerque cab drivers waiting for their next passengers—and maneuvered them toward a bench of questionable sturdiness.


    When the seat didn’t collapse beneath the kids’ little butts, she squatted in front of them, rooted through her canvas tote, and found the remnants of their lunches. She gave Darla the rest of her turkey wrap and Kevin the end of his sub, and allowed herself a moment of handwringing.


    Her cell phone was on a prepaid plan and only had a few call credits left. She figured if she could find a free Wi-Fi connection, she might be able to search the web for a phone number. Any phone number. She hadn’t been thinking clearly before she left Jersey, or else she would have gotten all that information before the trip. Her primary motivation three days prior when she’d had her friend drop her and the kids off at the bus station was to get away before Alpha changed his mind about letting them go.


    Norseton. That was where the pack grapevine said her uncle and aunt were, and if they were there, so were her cousin and her brother. They’d been expelled from the pack twenty years ago, and they’d made a new pack in a place called Norseton. Alpha’s daughter supposedly lived there. Ashley had stirred up quite a scandal when they’d learned the anonymous mate she’d traveled across the country to get claimed by was the son of Alpha’s longtime enemy, Adam Carbone.


    Uncle Adam.


    Esther had been so glad to hear he was still alive, and her cousin Vic, too. That meant Aunt Lilith was probably okay—her mother’s sister. She’d missed them so much, but when they’d been forced to leave, she’d had to stay. Such was the way in wolfpacks. They always sent away the males who could become threats to the alpha.


    “Mommy, I’m sleepy,” Darla whispered.


    Esther winced and took another scan of their surroundings. The child had barely slept in two days—only napping in short snatches here and there. She had a wolf’s wiring, and was a light sleeper. The baby needed rest. They all did.


    There was a motel about a block down. The sign advertised that rooms were $43 per night.


    Plus tax.


    Esther didn’t want to spend $43. She didn’t know how long they’d be stuck in Albuquerque, and she’d need to hold onto some cash to feed the kids. What little money was in her pocket had come to her courtesy of a very discreet collection by the other women in the pack. Her friends, her mother—even sympathetic strangers who’d caught rumblings of what had transpired. They’d all chipped in. They all told her to go and not look back—to leave New Jersey before the cops asked any more questions about how Michael found his way to the ground from the apartment balcony.


    She tried to put a little sunshine in her voice and smiled, even though the attempt felt false. “We’re gonna get settled in somewhere real soon. Just hang in there a little while longer. Finish your sandwich and we’ll go find some drinks, okay? Mommy needs to find someplace to get an Internet connection. Maybe there’s a coffee shop around here.”


    “They have Wi-Fi in there.” Kevin crooked his thumb toward the bus station’s door. “I saw the sticker on the counter.”


    “I didn’t see that.”


    His lips spread to reveal a checkerboard, the pink of his tongue filling in the voids where teeth were gone. “They put it low down. Said Wi-Fi available.”


    “Well, I’m glad you’re down there to see stuff for me.”


    Esther fiddled with her phone and tried to find the appropriate network, hoping her boy hadn’t read the sticker wrong. Finally, fortunately, something was going her way. The connection was there, and it was free, courtesy of the Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce.


    She wedged herself between the kids on the bench and surfed the slow connection. There was scant information online about the town of Norseton. No pictures. No address on the town website, aside from a PO box number. Everything nested inside the site was protected by a password that she assumed only residents had. There was a phone number at the bottom of the page, though. Esther had twelve minutes left on her calling plan, and those would have to be enough, as she didn’t think they’d accept a collect call from a stranger.


    She got her words straight in her head before she dialed, and then held her breath as the rings began.


    She counted them.


    One. Two…


    “Norseton switchboard,” came the cheerful voice on the other end.


    Esther may as well have been stone for the way she froze up.


    “Mommy, she’s talking,” Kevin said. The kids couldn’t shapeshift yet, but they could still hear as good as any wolf.


    “Um.” Go. Go. Go. “Please help me figure out who to talk to. My name is Esther. I’m at the bus station in Albuquerque right now. I—”


    At the last moment, she thought better of telling a stranger that she was a werewolf and looking for the pack in Norseton. Wolves weren’t “out.” For the most part, they kept their existence under tight wraps, and Esther had no way of knowing if that lady was aware of them. For all Esther knew, she could’ve called the wrong Norseton.


    “Ma’am?”


    Esther gave her knee a pound. Move your stinkin’ tongue. “Uh, sorry. I only have a few minutes left on this phone. I’ve traveled a long way with my kids and I can’t get a taxi to take me out there because no one quite knows where you are. The zip code doesn’t make any sense to them.”


    “Who exactly are you looking for, ma’am?”


    A name won’t hurt. Just a name.


    “Lilith Carbone. She’s my aunt.”


    “Ah, the muffin lady. Blueberry ones today. So good.”


    Esther let out an involuntary scoff. Thank the goddess.


    “I just saw her walk past a few minutes ago,” the operator said. “You don’t have a number for her?”


    “No. All the ones I had went dead years ago.”


    “She might be in the kitchen. Let me try that line. Hold on a sec.”


    Please don’t be gone long. Esther pulled the phone away from her ear and read the elapsed call time.


    Hurry, please.


    “Ma’am, she’s not picking up, but she might not hear the phone if she’s got the mixers on or something. Gets loud in there this time of day. She’s gotta feed a lot of folks. I can’t leave my desk, but I can take a message and have the next person who walks past my desk carry the note downstairs.”


    “You’re in the same building?”


    “Yep.”


    “Oh. Well, just—um, tell her I need someone to come get us. Tell her it’s—it’s Esther, and I’ve got my kids. Just the three of us, and—we don’t have anywhere else to go.”


    Her voice might have cracked at the end, but she’d gotten the words out, and she wasn’t going to cry in front of those kids. They’d seen her cry too much already in their three and seven years.


    “Just hold tight, honey. You got a number she can call you back at?”


    Esther relayed the digits, and also those of the nearby payphone just in case. Then the operator hung up.


    Esther waited.


    She was hoping Aunt Lilith didn’t keep her waiting for too long, because Esther was just as tired as Darla.


    The thing with not feeling safe for so many years is that a person couldn’t really sleep at night. Too many times, Michael had dragged her out of her sleep to yell at her about some stupid thing, and she’d learned to figuratively keep one eye open at all times. That was how she’d kept him from the kids. She didn’t know if he would have hurt them, but she hadn’t wanted to give him a chance to, either.


    An unwelcome tear tracked down her cheek, and she swiped the moisture away before the kids looked up.


    She was going to curl up around her kids and sleep for days and days as soon as she got a chance.


    Heaven help the fool who tries to wake me.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Nixon Tucker hadn’t even pledged his oath to his new alpha yet and the man already had him out running errands. Had his alpha been anyone but Adam Carbone, Nixon might have found that peculiar, but he and Adam went way back. They’d been friends for twenty years. Their paths would cross at irregular times and places, as they’d both been the kind of men to take jobs wherever they could find them. While Nixon’s jobs may have been more of the blue-collar sort, he didn’t fault Adam for the hired gun shit he and his crew of misfits got into. Perfect gig for men who lived on the road, but Adam and those boys didn’t live on the road anymore. They’d formed a pack in a place called Norseton. Nixon hadn’t been there yet. He’d been on the way there to check out the digs when Adam called. He needed Nixon to swing past the bus station in Albuquerque and see if there was a liar outside.


    “Yep?” Adam said when he answered Nixon’s call.


    “Well. There’s definitely a lady with some kids out there.”


    “What’s your opinion?”


    “They’ve got some beat-up bags. Kids have their heads on their momma’s lap, and she’s looking around at everything and nothing.”


    “Like a wolf, or like she’s guilty?”


    “The wolfy way.”


    “What’s she look like?”


    Like somebody else’s.


    Nixon didn’t generally spend much time assessing women who were obviously unavailable. The habit was supposedly typical of unattached wolf men over forty. Every woman he met was a potential mate, and he had to eliminate each one from the list of potentials quickly or his brain would explode or some such shit.


    He rubbed his eyes and fixed his gaze at the woman through his truck window.


    “Dark hair,” he said.


    “And?”


    “That’s about all I can see from here.”


    “Well, Esther had brown hair the last time I saw her, but she was just a kid then. That lady could be anyone.”


    “Want me to go talk to her?”


    “Yeah. Lil didn’t get to say much to her before Esther’s phone cut off. She wants to believe that’s Esther, but I told her not to get her hopes up. I didn’t even tell Anton. He’d be on the fastest thing smoking to go scoop her up, and I just want to make sure that’s really his sister.”


    “I understand. I’d probably do the same thing if I still had family ties.”


    “For wolves, most of the time, having no family is the preferable option.”


    “Got that right.”


    Like most male wolves with alpha potential, Nixon had been punted from his north Florida pack before his balls had fully stopped dropping. The culture in the States and up in Canada had been that way ever since Colonial wolves stepped onto American soil, and few folks wanted to fight the system. The men in charge benefited from the status quo too much, and their kiss-ass followers were afraid to rock the boat. The women and kids got the worst end of the deal. Things were different in the Norseton pack, though. Adam—being an outcast himself—didn’t tolerate that kind of bullshit. There was no caste system there. Everyone pulled their weight, and the women weren’t possessions to be traded or discarded on the whim of one power-tripping asshole.


    Whoever had started the rumor that a bunch of alpha males couldn’t get along in a single pack had been a bold-faced liar.


    “Going now. I think she’s spotted me,” Nixon said. “I think she finally noticed the truck and me staring at them.”


    “Do me a favor and take her picture. Hopefully she won’t refuse.”


    “I’ll tell her why I’m taking it.”


    “Send the photo to Lil, too. Esther used to look just like Lil’s sister, but you can never guess what genetics and stress will do to a face over twenty years.”


    “Yep. I’m sure she’s been plenty stressed.” Nixon disconnected and got out of the truck with no further ado.


    The lady on the bench kept her wary gaze pinned on him as he crossed the lot.


    He kept his hands where she could see them, and so she could see what was in them. His keys in one fist, his phone in the other.


    “You called Lilith?” he asked her.


    The two kids sat up and moved closer to their mother as he stepped onto the curb.


    Scrawny little things. Boy and a girl. Not very old. He couldn’t tell their ages, but he’d never been good at that. He hadn’t spent much time around children since being expelled from his pack. Most of his company in more than twenty years had been ranchers and roughnecks. Best he could tell, the kids were out of diapers and under ten.


    “I called Lilith.” Her tone was even—submissively neutral in the way female wolves defaulted to so they didn’t get themselves smacked by some dickhead on a werewolf power trip. Damn shame, in his opinion. A wolf like her shouldn’t have been submitting to anyone. If she was who she claimed to be, she would have been the same kind of big Eurasian wolf as her aunt and uncle. Intimidating as hell when they shifted. Peak-of-the-apex types of predators, and apparently she’d let some run-of-the-mill New Jersey wolf wear her down.


    Nixon could smell the man’s claim on her—the man whose missing ring left a bright white circle of untanned flesh around her fourth finger. She belonged to someone. Or had.


    He hoped had. If her mate didn’t give her away, he’d be stalking after her soon enough.


    She tightened her arms around the kids who were looking up at him in that petrified way all the little ones did—the ones who didn’t understand he wasn’t the kind of wolf they needed to worry about.


    Nixon had serious doubts that she was some kind of spy or plant from Adam’s old pack. She wouldn’t have brought those kids if she had been. Folks could say what they wanted about wolf women being doormats, but they tended to be ferocious when they had to protect their kids.


    “Nixon Tucker,” he said. “Me and Adam go way back. Pulled me out of the gutter a few times.”


    “He told you to come?”


    “I was in the area. Had been working in Texas for a few months and Adam finally caught up to my new number. Invited me out, and I was on my way west at the moment.”


    “That’s convenient,” she said quietly. Her gaze faltered. At first, he mistook her expression as a flinch, but longer consideration of the moistness of her eyes and the bags beneath them suggested to him that she was trying the best she could just to stay awake. She probably hadn’t had a wolf’s regenerative sleep in ages. She’d have to shapeshift to get one, and she likely couldn’t shift when the kids needed her.


    “Yeah. Real convenient.” He crouched in front of her and showed her the phone. “Adam asked me to take your picture. Hope you don’t take that personally. He just wants to make sure you are who you claim to be.”


    She ground her palms against her eyes, that naked ring finger of hers making his inner wolf spit and hiss, and let out a ragged sigh. “Go ahead. Maybe there’s enough of the old me left in here for him to recognize.”


    She entwined her fingers atop her lap and fixed her gaze somewhere toward the parking lot, chin down.


    Reflexively, his hand darted out and angled her face toward his. He hated that shit—a woman thinking she couldn’t look at him unless she was being spoken to. She could look at him whenever she wanted to, and he was probably going to do his own fair share of looking back, because behind that curtain of exhaustion and fear—behind the hunger and the wearing-down by years of humiliation and demoralization—was the prettiest woman he’d ever seen. Maybe he had a thing for dark brown eyes and nearly black hair on ladies. Or maybe it was the full lips she kept stretching tight as she ground her teeth. Or it was just the general refinement of her features. What was there between the scars he hadn’t noticed at first scan.


    Some asshole had put his hands—his claws and teeth—on her. Her neck was scratched up. He could see marks starting on her jaw and dipping down beneath the collar of her shirt.


    I’ll kill him. Whoever did that to her.


    He forced back the unbidden possessive threat from his inner wolf and tried to smile a little for her and the kids.


    He couldn’t hold the grin, though. She looked like a fucking fugitive countess or someone who needed protecting.


    What’s that make me? Bodyguard?


    He let out a quiet growl and snapped the picture.


    The picture wasn’t pretty. He was no photographer, and did well just to get an image in focus, but he was successful in capturing all the features that mattered. Her lovely face, the ringless hand rested atop the head of the little girl who leaned against her, and all those scars.


    He sent the picture to Adam and Lilith and forced himself to stand. His creaking knee gave its usual complaint.


    Don’t start that shit today. I don’t have the time.


    He leaned against the support post nearest the bench and watched the scared wolves watch him while he waited for his phone to buzz.


    Cute kids, I guess.


    Paying attention to some other wolf’s kids had always been on Nixon’s no-no list, but that man wasn’t there at the moment to give him any grief about looking.


    The little girl looked like her mother, just more scared—apparently, such a thing was possible. Nixon didn’t know who the boy looked like. Maybe no one.


    Hopefully no one. Not some other wolf.


    Nixon wasn’t even sure why he gave a damn.


    He looked down at his buzzing phone and squinted at the tiny text.


    ADAM CARBONE: Bring her on out.


    LILITH CARBONE: That’s Esther.


    “Esther.” Nixon tasted the word in his mouth, and let the name shape his lips, just because.


    She pushed a slow eyebrow up.


    “Your aunt and uncle say you are who you claim to be,” he said. “I guess they’d be able to tell.”


    NIXON TUCKER: Anything on the road between here and there? Kids look like they haven’t had a decent meal in a while.


    LILITH CARBONE: Don’t tell me any more. You’re just going to get me stressed out. And when I get stressed Adam starts growling.


    Nixon cringed.


    ADAM CARBONE: Going to be hard seeing her in person with her looking like that.


    LILTITH CARBONE: Do what you’ve got to. Take me out of the message thread, though. Just text me when you get close.


    That was typical Lil. She was a fretter.


    Adam apparently got the gist. He removed Lil from the thread and continued to text.


    ADAM CARBONE: Feed them before you leave town and make sure you fill up your gas tank. Norseton’s intentionally isolated, so you’ll be hard-pressed to find food and fuel in between Albuquerque and here. I’ll reimburse you for whatever you spend.


    Nixon looked up at the lady and the kids who were gathering up their bags and felt something in his chest seize up. His heart, maybe, but he’d convinced himself long ago that he didn’t have one.


    The little girl, clutching a stuffed wolf and standing barely higher than his knees, stared up at him with dark, bottomless eyes for a long moment, and her mother nudged her away—made her stop looking.


    Wolf shit. Fucking hate wolf culture.


    “What’s your name, honey?” he asked her.


    The girl looked to Esther, who grimaced, then nodded.


    “Darla.” Her voice was so very quiet that if Nixon hadn’t been a wolf, he wouldn’t have heard her.


    “You ain’t gotta whisper around me, honey. Do me a favor and speak up. I’m not as young as I used to be.”


    “How old are you?” the boy asked.


    Esther gave his shoulder a little pluck. “Stop that.”


    Nixon snorted and scooped up Darla’s overstuffed backpack. “That’s all right. I asked a question. It’s only right if y’all get to ask some, too.” He let out an exaggerated sigh. “And I’m forty-one. The AARP’s got me on their watch list. How old are you?”


    “Seven.”


    “Oh. Okay. Seven. I’ll call you seven, then.”


    “My name’s Kevin.”


    “Well, seven rhymes with Kevin. Or at least, I think it does. I dropped out of school so long ago that I can hardly remember the basics on most days.” Nixon shrugged. “I’mma call you Seven.”


    Kevin blinked, and then the tiniest corner of his lips turned up.


    That’s right, kid. I’m a good guy.


    Nixon even had the white cowboy hat in his truck as proof.


    He picked up Kevin’s bag, too, and gestured toward the truck. “Adam said I should feed y’all before we hit the road. Not much between here and Norseton, so if your belly’s rumbling, don’t be shy about saying so.”


    Esther opened her mouth and just as quickly closed it.


    “Come on, honey. Don’t beg off saying y’all’ll be all right until you get there. When’s the last time you had hot meals?”


    She let out a ragged breath, bent her knees, and heaved up her tote bag. “A couple of days ago. We’ve either been on buses or waiting for buses.”


    Which meant she not only wanted a hot meal and a bed, but probably a shower, too.


    “We’ll grab something quick. I know you’re anxious to get settled in, and I don’t blame you for that. Living on the road is no life at all for a lady.”


    “Then maybe I deserve it,” she whispered.


    As startling as that response was, Nixon didn’t turn around. He kept walking, wondering what kind of trouble she’d gotten herself into, and hoping he got her to Norseton before the rain came.


    The forecast didn’t call for rain, and New Mexico certainly didn’t get much in general, but the throbbing in what remained of the bone beneath his left knee indicated that the weather was changing. He’d want to get his prosthesis off in pretty short order. The padding in it had worn down or something. He hadn’t had a chance to have his prosthetist in Texas look at it again. He’d have to find a new prosthetist when he got settled in.


    He tossed the bags into the back of the truck, along with the ones Ester carried, and ushered them on around, limping a little as he went.


    Fuck this leg.


    Adam didn’t know yet. Nixon hoped that when he found out what Nixon had let happen to himself, he wouldn’t send him away. Not too many wolf alphas had much use for three-legged lieutenants.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Esther and the kids squeezed into one side of the diner booth and Nixon sat on the other, his starkly masculine features pulling into a grimace as he settled onto the hard seat.


    “You okay?” she asked.


    The waitress dropped some menus in front of them and muttered some assurances that she’d return.


    “Yeah, I’m okay. I’ve got an old injury that acts up sometimes. So,” he gave the top of his menu percussive thumps, “order what you like, and don’t feel you have to rush eating. We’re not going to get to Norseton before dark no matter how fast I drive, so you may as well get something substantial into you.”


    Before she could even start to count money in her head, he added, “My treat.”


    “That’s really not necessary. I can pay for ours.”


    “Sure you can, but I’m offering to.”


    “You’re treading in dangerous waters.”


    “Why? Have the rules changed since I got expelled from my pack?”


    Esther whipped her head around and scanned the diner patrons nearby. The closest ones were two tables away. Still close enough that they could hear—if they were wolves. But they weren’t wolves. She would have been able to smell them if they were. They were plain-old humans.


    She hadn’t been around many of those.


    “No one’s paying us any attention,” he whispered, smiling like a viper. Then he leaned back, adjusted the tilt of his cowboy hat, and raised his menu. “Last I heard, buying a lady and her kids a meal didn’t qualify as an act of war.”


    “Some wolves make up the rules as they go along. You should know that.”


    “Yeah?” He didn’t lower his menu.


    She couldn’t see his face, and was happy those startlingly amber eyes were obscured at the moment. Most werewolves looked perfectly human in their two-legged forms, but Nixon had a certain animalistic quality about him that should have made anyone recognize him as being far from mundane. She’d never seen a wolf like him before.


    “I’m not worried about some wolves right now,” he said. “There’s only one pack in this state, and we’re heading toward it. If there are any stragglers hanging around who are gonna go run and tell your old alpha you got spotted with some unfamiliar a-hole, more power to ’em.”


    “I’m—kind of between alphas at the moment.”


    “Oh yeah?” He set down his menu and raised one dark eyebrow at her. “How’s that possible?”


    Interesting-looking man. Handsome, really. She didn’t know how to behave around handsome men. Her Jersey pack hadn’t exactly been thick with them, and her late husband had been average enough. Most alphas preferred that the men in their packs were lesser in every way, looks included.


    Esther swallowed and fussed over Darla’s menu, chiding her to pick something from the kids’ column that wasn’t all bread.


    “I’ve never heard of a lady getting expelled from a pack. Women are commodities.”


    She cleared her throat. Licked her lips.


    “What happened to your husband?”


    Not answering that here.


    “He fell,” Darla said.


    Damn it. Esther squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d tried so hard to shield the kids from the event, but there was only so much damage control she could do. She’d kept them close, but she was sure they’d heard some rumors—maybe even that she’d been responsible for the event.


    “What do you mean he fell, honey?”


    “He died,” Kevin said.


    So now they want to talk.


    She gave Kevin’s little thigh a discreet pinch under the table.


    “Ow!”


    She cut him the look.


    He slumped a little lower on the bench and went back to scanning his menu.


    She didn’t really understand why the kids were saying anything to Nixon at all. They’d been pretty well trained not to speak unbidden to male wolves. They’d witnessed the consequences for other children who were careless with their tongues, and the treatment their mothers got for allowing the behavior.


    “Did your alpha let you leave, or did you run?” Nixon asked. “Just trying to figure out how much over the speed limit I need to be driving on the way into Norseton. Normally a lady who loses a husband would have been automatically given to some single guy in the pack. That’s pretty universal throughout the continent.”


    “Yes, that’s usually the case.”


    “So, what are you telling me? Don’t beat around the proverbial bush. I need information so I know how vigilant I need to be.”


    He would have to wait to concern himself with vigilance, because the waitress returned with her order pad poised and looked around the table.


    “Anyone ready?” she asked.


    “Go on,” Nixon said to Esther.


    Ether had barely looked at the menu. All those words and pictures hadn’t been much more than colorful blurs on the page. She was hungry, but too agitated to eat. Her stomach was in knots, but she had to try to get some sustenance. She needed to stay awake. “Um. Soups—what are the soups today?”


    “Vegetable beef and crazy corn chowder.”


    “I’ll take the vegetable beef with a BLT on the side, I guess.”


    Darla tugged at her sleeve and then pointed to some item far down the menu. “What’s that say?”


    It said, Personal Pan Pizza, but more important, in Esther’s opinion, was that it said ten dollars.


    The waitress peered around the menu and grunted. “Oh, don’t eat that. That’s shaken out of a box and cooked from frozen.” She tapped higher up on the menu. “That’s real good for little hands. Meat and cheese and crackers. Stack ’em up and make little sandwiches.”


    Six bucks.


    Still more than Esther was used to forking over per kid during their rare meal outings, but her baby girl had had a long couple of days. If Darla had picked out a steak with gold flakes sprinkled on top, Esther probably would have given the item at least a little bit of thought before saying no.


    “Okay,” Esther said.


    “I want a cheeseburger,” Kevin piped up. “With fries and stuff.”


    “Good choice,” the waitress said. She turned to Nixon and dipped her chin to her chest in that, Come on, bub kind of way.


    Obviously, his numerous charms were lost on her. She looked fresh out of give-a-damn.


    Or maybe he’s only alluring to wolves.


    She had no idea how natural wolf attraction was supposed to work. Her marriage hadn’t been a love match. She’d been taken to her late husband when she’d turned eighteen. He’d bitten her and, though his bite, added the enzymes to her body that made her able to shapeshift. She was a born wolf—everyone in her family was, going back hundreds of years—but female wolves couldn’t shapeshift until they’d received their mates’ bites. There was some evolutionary explanation of it that had always eluded her, but she did know that because of his bite, she’d be wearing the man’s scent for the rest of her life. She was used goods.


    “I think a cheeseburger sounds good, too,” Nixon said, “but make mine a double. Swap out the fries for chips, would ya? And bring us a pot of coffee, and milk for the kids, please.”


    Please. He said please.


    “Yep.” The waitress sidled away, taking the menus with her.


    Esther dug in her purse looking for something—anything—that would keep the kids engaged while their meals were being prepared. She found some scraps of paper and a nearly dry blue pen for Darla, and slid her phone over to Kevin. There were a couple of games on it he could play.


    Then she stared at her placemat, trying her damnedest not to meet Nixon’s too-curious stare. She could feel his gaze boring into the top of her head. She was used to that—of looking away and always having her head down. Eye contact was a dangerous prospect.


    “Did you run?” Nixon whispered. “Or were you allowed to leave?”


    “Allowed to.”


    “You don’t think your alpha’ll change his mind?”


    “He’s been known to be fickle, but—I can’t say. I didn’t tell anyone except my mother where in particular I was heading.”


    Her mother knew everything. She knew Esther had facilitated Michael’s fall. She knew how he got violent when he was drunk, and sometimes even when he wasn’t. Esther had tried to love him—really tried, for the sake of the kids—but Michael was too much a product of his upbringing. He would have never changed. His behavior was typical of men in the pack, and was celebrated for its normalcy.


    Idly, she raised a hand to the scar runnels on her chest and ground her teeth.


    “So, you left before your alpha could change his mind and find a new household to put you in.”


    She nodded.


    “Pretty sure Adam will get you set up in your own place. No roommates, unless you want one.” Nixon chuckled, but Esther was strung too tight to laugh.


    She wished she could laugh.


    “What kind of wolf are you?” Kevin asked.


    Esther pinched the bridge of her nose again. She risked a look up and found Nixon grinning.


    “Bit of this and that. No particular kind. Not like your ma and uncle.”


    “I’ve never met Uncle Anton. Grandma misses him a whole lot, though.”


    Nixon nodded. “I bet she does. I’m sure my ma misses me a little, too.”


    “Daddy was different.” Kevin stuck the tip of his tongue out of the side of his pressed lips and tapped away on his phone screen.


    “Different?”


    “Not the same kind of wolf.”


    “Oh. That’s ’cause your old pack took in a bunch of wolves like your ma a long time ago.”


    And then kicked out all our strong boys.


    She’d missed her brother terribly growing up. She worried about him. Expelled wolves didn’t tend to last long on their own, but Anton had Uncle Adam with him and Aunt Lilith. They, of anyone, would have cared for him as if he were their own. In the end, he’d probably been better off than she’d been.


    “Daddy said we were little mutts.”


    Gods, Kevin. Esther didn’t bother giving him a pinch that time, because Kevin seemed to be intent on running his mouth to the stranger across from him no matter what she did, and she was too damned curious about how Nixon would react.


    “Nothing wrong with being a mutt.” Nixon’s voice was more growl than bass. Annoyed, but not at Kevin.


    He was looking at Esther as if he were expecting her to say something in rebuttal.


    She had no words, and no desire to rebut, because she agreed with him. There was nothing wrong with the way her children were. She and Michael had fought numerous times over that very issue, and a couple of times, she’d actually gotten pissed enough to win. Normally, she might have gotten punished good for daring to lay a hand on her husband, but Michael had likely been too ashamed to report her to the alpha. He’d picked fights and lost them to an angry, shrieking woman.


    Fortunately, she didn’t have to say anything because the waitress returned with their drinks and pulled Nixon’s intimidating stare away from Esther.


    “Brought you some water, too. Just in case.”


    “Thank you,” Esther said quietly. “I underestimated how dry the air would be here. I’ve got a bit of a headache.”


    “I’m sure that’s not the only reason you have one,” Nixon said.


    “Too many reasons to count.”


    The waitress padded away again, greeting some probably familiar patrons at the door.


    Nixon pulled his phone out of his shirt pocket pointed the camera at her. “You mind?”


    “You already took my picture.”


    “Not yours. Although your aunt told me to buzz off for a little while, now she’s telling me that she wants me to send her pictures of the kids, as well as—” He squinted at the screen and worked the pad of his thumb across the bottom. “Oh. Needs to know their sizes. I think she’s rounding up stuff.”


    Esther let out a dry laugh and tore the paper cover off Darla’s water straw. “I don’t remember her being so efficient, but I guess I was too young when she and Uncle Adam left.”


    “Every time I’ve seen her, I always thought she was the one holding the whole crew together. Adam might be the alpha, but Lil’s the thinker.”


    “Sounds like you know my family better than I do.”


    He shrugged. Snapped a picture of Darla, then Kevin, and then grunted and mumbled something about bad focus. “Adam tried to adopt me into his bunch a few times throughout the years. Every time he ran into me someplace, he’d ask me if I was sure I didn’t want to join up. He’d started with just the two, right? Vic and Anton. He picked up Darius after he got thrown out of his pack because D’s momma gave Adam the heads-up that he was out in the wild somewhere. Took a while for Adam and them to catch up to him. They call Darius ‘Loner’ for a reason. He’s hard to find once he gets outside.”


    “Darius,” she whispered. She was going to have to remember those new names, and fast, so she didn’t offend them. Vic and Anton she knew, of course, but the others… They were wildcards.


    “Yep. And then there was Colt. Just the six of them for all those years they were on the road. They’ve picked up a few more strays since then—now that they’ve settled down.”


    “Who are the others?”


    “You’ll have plenty of time to meet them. Every one of them except Jim has a mate now, so you’ll have lots of new wolves to meet.”


    Jim? And all those mates.


    So many people, but there were women in Norseton, which meant people for her to take refuge with if she needed to.


    “How come you didn’t want to go with them?” Kevin asked.


    Esther nudged his knee under the table, and the kid furrowed his brow and scowled at her. “What?”


    “That’s a good question,” Nixon said. “Couple of reasons. For one thing, I was a little older than the other guys. I’m not sure who’s older—Anton or Vic—but I’ve got both by a couple—okay, quite a few years. I was already in a different place, lifestyle-wise, when Adam caught up to me the first time. I was lucky. I was always able to find a job of some kind. Worked on oilrigs and ranches. Mostly ranches. Easier to live in a place like that when you have to shift for the full moon and run off to where folks can’t see you.”


    “How come you’re going to Adam now?” Kevin asked.


    Esther fixed her gaze on the ceiling and pleaded for the goddess to intervene regarding Kevin’s loose lips.


    “Wolves need packs,” Nixon said, his curious amber gaze pinned on Esther’s face when she made the mistake of looking forward again. “After a while, they feel the urge to go home. I haven’t had one in a long time.”


    “Everyone should have a home,” she said quietly.


    “The home itself ain’t good enough. Need more than that.”


    “What more is there?”


    “How ’bout safety? Is that important?”


    “Depends.”


    “On what?”


    “On whose.”


    “Everyone’s, honey.”


    “That’s not the way things work,” she said. “The alpha does everything in his power to keep the pack protected from outsiders. He does what he must to preserve the status quo.”


    “That’s important, but that’s not what I mean. I’m talking about individual safety.”


    “An alpha doesn’t care about individuals unless they can do something for him.”


    “I guess you don’t know your uncle very well, then. I’d bet you a stack of pancakes he’s more alpha than your alpha, Madeira, ever was. Adam cares approximately equally about every single person in the pack.”


    “Approximately?”


    “Gotta cut the guy some slack. Obviously, he’s gonna have a special place in heart for his family. But Adam tries to do right by everyone. He doesn’t let the sh—” Nixon clamped his lips and looked at Kevin, then Darla, both of whom were watching him intently. “Uh. Stuff. He doesn’t let that stuff that goes on in the old packs fly in Norseton. Different kind of pack there. Doesn’t have a choice, really.”


    “Why not?”


    The waitress slipped plates in front of the kids.


    Esther assumed Nixon would give up his line of questioning, but when the waitress left to get the rest of the plates, he said, “You’ll find out when you get there. You’ll see for yourself.”


    She’d been about to mouth off about being unable to take men’s words for things, but apparently the goddess interceded and slapped Esther’s verbal filter into place before she could speak.


    Nixon had been unbelievably tolerant up to that point, but she didn’t doubt for one moment that he’d snap just like all the others when he’d had enough.


    His hand came up, and she flinched before realizing he’d just held his phone out to her.


    “It’s all right, honey,” he whispered. “I ain’t that kind of wolf.”


    She swallowed, and rolled her gaze down to the silver-toned device.


    “Tell her their sizes, okay? I’m not so good at guessing that kind of stuff, and she keeps asking.”


    She blinked and slowly, gingerly took the phone, being very careful not to graze his fingers. Her husband may have been gone, but old habits would take time to break. She couldn’t let a man who wasn’t her husband touch her. Wolves were serious about their scandals and vendettas.


    She set the phone on the placemat in front of her and scrolled up to the beginning of the thread, read her aunt’s words, and saw the little avatar attached to her name.


    Instinctively, Esther tapped the picture because she had to see—had to be sure the woman was as familiar to Esther as Esther was to her.


    Her throat constricted and a whine squeezed through it unbidden. She couldn’t blink fast enough to push back her tears.


    “What’s wrong, Mommy?” Darla asked.


    “Nothing’s wrong, honey.” Nixon leaned back and let the waitress deposit his meal in front of him. “She’s just feelin’ a little silly right now from being so tired. Your momma needs a nap.”


    Esther swiped her tears away and moved the phone so the waitress could set down the bowl of soup.


    “Do you need a nap, Mommy?”


    “Yes, baby, I need a nap.”


    She tapped in the clothing sizes for Aunt Lilith and slid the phone across the table to its owner. “Thank you.”


    “No sweat. Maybe she’ll stop fretting for a little while, but I doubt it. Lil frets about everything. Nonstop.”


    Esther broke a saltine into her soup and picked up her spoon. “Who—whose babies are those she’s holding? In the picture, I mean. I didn’t mean to snoop, but—”


    “Don’t worry. Photo was right there, right? Not like you went digging. And I don’t know which one’s which ’cause they’re about the same age, and they look so damned much alike. One’s Adam and the other’s Cecily. Adam is Vic’s son. Cecily’s Anton’s daughter.”


    “Anton had a baby?”


    “You didn’t hear, I take it?”


    Esther’s eyes started to burn again, and she didn’t bother trying to stem off the flow of tears. She had to believe that anyone would have been overwhelmed. Her brother had a baby and she hadn’t heard.


    But then again, he probably hasn’t heard much about me, either.


    “Your sandwich looks good,” Nixon said.


    “Pardon?” Esther swiped the sleeve of her sweater across her eyes.


    Nixon grunted and pointed with a potato chip toward her BLT. “Lot of bacon on that plate.”


    She finally looked down at the sandwich. There had to be at least six half strips of bacon between the lettuce and tomato. “Here.” She slid the plate across the table toward him.


    “I don’t want your sandwich.”


    “I thought—”


    “No. I was just admiring your bacon. If I want another sandwich, I’ll order one.”


    “That’s not what I’m used to.”


    “Yeah, I’m gettin’ that. I’d tell you to just be cool and pretend that everything’s normal, but you don’t know what that means, do you?”


    “I don’t know how any wolf can.”


    “You’ll find out soon enough. Like I told you, you’ll see when you get to Norseton.” He took a bite of his cheeseburger and waggled his eyebrows comically at Darla, who wouldn’t stop giggling.


    Esther couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard her baby girl giggle.


    Such a normal sound for a three-year-old, and Esther couldn’t pinpoint when she’d last heard it.


    Further, a man had made the girl laugh. A wolf male. Wolf men distanced themselves from the children in their packs as a matter of principle. And yet there was a man sitting across from her who was not only being tolerant of Esther’s children, but kind to them.


    No wonder he got booted from his pack. He’s an aberration. Just like Anton and Vic and Uncle Adam.


    She had no idea what that meant, but she was going to try to be optimistic for a change. At least for a little while. She had no way of knowing what would happen when everyone found out how Michael had died, though. They might not want her around, and if they sent her away, she’d have no place to go but back to Jersey. If she were lucky, her old alpha would accept her back into the fold without punishing her for having left.


    Kindness, though? She knew better than to expect that.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Nixon didn’t force conversation during the drive through the stark desert landscape toward Norseton. No matter how badly he wanted to hear Esther talk—wanted to ask her questions about herself and what she’d been through—she was already agitated enough. He couldn’t blame her for her skittishness, given what she’d likely been through, and the fact she was that way at all made him so fucking angry.


    She leaned as far away from him as he could—right up against the damned door—as if she were somehow invading his space from all the way on the other side of the F250, when in truth, he wouldn’t have minded if she got a little closer. Even if she did smell like she’d had some other wolf’s bite.


    The kids slept, mouths open and snoring softly.


    Esther struggled to keep her eyes open. She kept startling herself awake and pulling Nixon’s gaze away from the road with each jerk and gasp.


    He wanted to tell her to go on and sleep, but he knew she wouldn’t. Not when she had her kids to watch. While Nixon might have considered himself to be on Team Good Guys, she didn’t know him from a hole in the wall, and he sure as shit didn’t fault her for being cautious. She was doing what any decent mother would do, and he suspected she was a little more than just decent.


    He kept his words at bay, and turned the radio volume high enough to discourage casual conversation, but low enough not to wake the kids, feeling an unusual emptiness the rest of the drive. Not saying anything didn’t feel natural. He wanted to talk—to connect. He’d never felt that way before. Chitchatting wasn’t one of his hobbies.


    He carefully checked the GPS readout on his phone and let out a quiet grunt upon seeing that he’d lost any sort of data connection. He had no way of knowing when the feed had shut off. The phone was giving him its best possible guess as to their location based on the last time it’d been able to pull data. If he was lucky, he hadn’t missed any turns.


    “How the hell does anyone get a cellular signal out here?” he muttered.


    “They have to somehow,” Esther said quietly. “Maybe they use a different carrier.”


    “Could be. Can’t imagine who’d have towers out here in the middle of nowhere, though.”


    The phone must not have been too far off in its five-minute-from-arrival projection, though, as they zipped past a sign on the right reading Norseton, 2 mi.


    “The place isn’t even on the damn GPS.”


    “Maybe it’s not really incorporated. You don’t need to be incorporated to have a zip code.”


    “Maybe you’re right.”


    He caught her shaking her head in his periphery.


    “Just a guess,” she said. “I haven’t done much traveling, so I’m not the right person to ask about this sort of stuff. I’d never left New Jersey before this week. I just—read a lot.”


    “About what?” Nixon kept his gaze on the road, scanning ahead for the turnoff. The landscape was flat enough that he should have been able to see an intersection coming from at least a mile away.


    “Um. Local histories, mostly. Small towns that don’t exist anymore.”


    “How’d you get interested in those?”


    “Because no one would give me the answers I needed when I asked questions.”


    “You were asking about defunct small towns?”


    “No, about where all the wolves went when they came to this country. Everyone’s always so coy about where the others packs are, and I’ve never understood why.”


    “Wolves are territorial. Most alphas would prefer folks didn’t know specifically where their packs are based.”


    “But, our wolves—I mean, my kind of wolf, we weren’t really like that. When we came here, there were so few of us.”


    “Ten families is the lore I heard.”


    “Right. Ten. We got split up early on. Some ended up in New Jersey. Some in—the mountains of Georgia?”


    “Yeah. I think that’s where Darius came from. Not sure about Colt.”


    Nixon could barely see the small adobe structure through the dust kicked up by the wind—there was a storm coming for sure—but he slowed the truck in time to make a right turn onto a gated road.


    He pulled up next to the gatehouse and motored down his window as one of the rejected devils—Colt—walked out of the building.


    Colt put a cell phone to his ear and leaned against the windowsill. “Hey, Alpha. Nixon’s here. Want to let the missus know?”


    Nixon glanced rightward and caught Esther wringing her hands and staring down at her shaking knees.


    “Hey, it’s all right. They’re not gonna let nothin’ happen to you.”


    “I don’t think they would. It’s just—”


    Colt pulled the phone away from the ear and scanned into the truck’s backseat. “Out cold?”


    “Been asleep pretty much since we left Albuquerque,” Nixon said.


    Colt bobbed his blond brows and drummed softly on the side of the door. “There’s a betting pool on when they’ll wake up. It wasn’t supposed to start until they got situated, though. Chances are very slim they’re going to get out of this truck without assistance.”


    Esther tightened her fingers over her knees, which had started shaking harder.


    Nixon reached over to give her shoulder a squeeze, but thought better of doing so at the last second. He’d learned as a kid that touching live wires was hazardous to his health.


    “He doesn’t mean anything by the joke,” he said. “You’ve been around different kinds of wolves for so long, you probably don’t know all the stuff your own kind does. Y’all are damn near comatose when you’re recuperating. Your little sprouts probably haven’t fallen into that kind of sleep before now.”


    “They’re only half Eurasian wolf.”


    “Our species is dominant,” Colt said softly. “If they’re anything like Adam and Cecily, anyway.”


    She cut her gaze slightly toward Colt. “Their mothers aren’t—”


    “Nah. You and Mrs. Carbone are the outliers.”


    “Oh.” She furrowed her brow and stared through the windshield.


    “Anton wanted to be at the gatehouse when you got here, but Alpha thought it wouldn’t be a good idea to have you both in the same place at once until you’re settled in.”


    “What happened?” Nixon asked.


    “Alpha’s just being proactive. With all the shit that went down with Vic and the Madeiras, Alpha just wanted to be sure Ashley’s father wasn’t gonna to try to use Esther as some kind of homing pigeon and follow her out here.”


    “Oh, that’s right. I forgot that Ashley came out of that Jersey pack and that her daddy’s the alpha.” Nixon cringed.


    “They didn’t know where I was going,” Esther said, obviously indignant enough to look the man in the eye.


    Colt wasn’t fazed, but he probably wouldn’t have been. He likely got far worse glares from his wife. “They could guess. Even if they don’t all know our precise location, besides the fact we’re somewhere in New Mexico, he knows that Ashley is here and that she’s married to Vic. Just because Vic paid them off doesn’t mean they’re going to stop hassling him.”


    “Vic paid—”


    Colt put up his hands. “Get Ashley or Vic to tell you the story. I don’t know all the details. Suffice it to say Vic would do whatever was necessary to keep Ashley safe. Any of us would for our mates, even if we have to spend every last penny we have left, or worse.”


    “I’ve never heard of anything like that before. Most wolves would just give up the woman because we’re not worth the cost.”


    “Let some asshole tell me my daughter’s not worth it.”


    “Oh, you and Lisa found out your baby’s gender?” Nixon asked. Every man in the pack, practically, had a kid or else had one on the way. “I thought you were going to wait until delivery.”


    Colt shrugged. “Ultrasound tech had a slip of the tongue. Lisa’s folks are hoping to get to see the baby somehow, but we don’t know how to arrange that. They’re pretty much on lockdown in their pack. Anyway, did you notice anyone tailing you?”


    “Nah, there was barely a car on the road the whole way here. Was a damn good thing I filled up the gas tank before we left Albuquerque.”


    “I’m sure someone would have driven out to find you if you were taking too long and ended up stalled on a roadside somewhere. Here, let me get you a map. To get to the wolf area, you’ve got to follow the road all the way around town and out toward the desert.”


    “What town?”


    “You’ll see the commercial district once you pass the fence and go around those boulders. I keep forgetting you haven’t actually been out here yet.” Colt pushed away from the door and strode into the gatehouse, adjusting the firearm holstered at his back as he went.


    “What exactly is his job?” Esther whispered.


    “Most of the wolf men work in security around the executive mansion or in other parts of the compound.”


    “Executive mansion?”


    Nixon rubbed his temples. “Shit, that’s right. No one’s explained this to you.” He dropped his hands as Colt passed a map through the open window. “I’m sure after you’re all rested up, Anton and them will tell you all the details. Long story short, though, this place—Norseton—is populated by some kind of witches.”


    “Viking witches,” Colt said jovially.


    “They know that—”


    “That we’re wolves?”


    She nodded.


    “Yeah, they know. We keep each other’s secrets just fine. I’m sure you’ll meet the clan queen soon enough. She tends to make her way around to say hi whenever we have a newcomer.”


    “A queen?”


    “Yeah. The Afótama—the witchy ones—their leadership structure is a little unusual. Their women tend to have more magic, so it makes sense that they’d be the ultimate decision makers. Got a few fairies here, too, but you can’t really tell any of them apart for what they are. They look plain-old human for the most part.”


    Esther pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and stared through the windshield some more.


    If she’d been Nixon’s mate, he might have been able to psychically read some agitation off of her or some anxiety, but all he had at the moment was the benefit of his eyes and nose. She looked stressed with her flushed cheeks and fidgeting hands. Smelled stressed, too. Her adrenaline was surging, and he didn’t really understand why. There was no safer place she could be than at Norseton.


    But I haven’t been in a pack in forever. Maybe I’ve forgotten what it’s like for a lady to be in one.


    He cut his gaze to Colt, who gave his head a slight shake—a don’t stress shake.


    Colt tossed his phone from one hand to the next and then leaned into the gatehouse.


    The yellow and black arm blocking the roadway cranked up and Colt waved them on.


    “Ask Alpha about phones as soon as you get in,” Colt called out.


    “Yep.” Nixon motored his window up and inched the truck through the barrel and around the aforementioned boulders.


    As he crested the small hill, the town came into view. When Colt had said there’d be a town there, Nixon had pictured a charming little Main Street with some shops and some sweet little houses. He hadn’t expected several rows of blocks, a substantial town square, and little neighborhoods flanking the business area.


    “What in the actual hell? There’s a freakin’ town in the middle of the desert, and practically off the grid.”


    He glanced down at his map to see if he should turn down Main—and in the process, get a better look at the place—but Colt’s instructions had been to arc around the outside.


    “Is that a bookstore?” Esther asked in her typically quiet way.


    “Looks like one. Think I saw a coffee shop and a bakery, too. Maybe you won’t have to give up too many of your familiar luxuries.”


    “You forget I didn’t have any luxuries.”


    He grunted. “Shit. Sorry. I’m sure Anton will show you around later, or Lil, once the kids wake from their sleep of the dead. Whenever that’ll be.”


    “I have no way of knowing. I’ve never seen them sleep like this, and I’ve never had a rest quite like it, either.”


    “Huh. Have you ever shifted to heal a wound?” He curved around the backside of the large adobe structure that was apparently the executive mansion and pointed the truck toward a small outcropping of single-story homes about a mile away.


    “No. I try to avoid shifting as much as I can.”


    “That’s right. ’Cause you don’t have to for the full moon. Nice little evolutionary advantage for you.”


    “I don’t know how much of an advantage being nearly comatose from exhaustion is.”


    “But that’s rare, though. I’ve got to shift every month, whether I want to or not. Full moon is tomorrow, but I’m gonna have to shift tonight just to get the ache out of my bones.” In private, he hoped. Shapeshifting wasn’t going to make his left foot and the lower part of his leg come back. The bone had lengthened some in the three years since the accident, but since he’d been in his human form and not his wolf during the crash, he’d never heal a hundred percent. He hoped to have a talk with Adam about his accident before anyone saw what wasn’t there. He didn’t want anyone to think he’d been keeping secrets.


    “Before my husband, I—”


    Nixon cut a look rightward to find Esther looking out the window beside her and wringing her hands.


    “When he was alive, he tended to leave me alone when I shifted. Eurasian wolves are supposed to be so feral and so terrible, I guess. He didn’t want me to shift at all. I guess he thought I’d overpower him. I don’t know if I could have, but I didn’t want to shift, anyway. I preferred being on two legs. At home, with the kids. I can’t remember the last time I was in my wolf form. I think the kids have only seen me furry a few times in their whole lives.”


    “You’re gonna have to. In order to get good rest, I mean. You’re gonna have to shift.”


    She let out a quiet scoff, and then sighed. “The fact that I might actually be safe enough to shift in peace blows my mind.”


    Nixon slowed as the road wound past a cluster of single-story houses situated around what looked like a courtyard. He figured he’d just keep going until he saw Adam’s old van—if he still had it—or saw the alpha waving from the driveway or something. He couldn’t exactly call, seeing as how his phone had no cellular service.


    By the time Nixon had driven half the loop, a few familiar faces appeared in the courtyard. Waving wolves.


    Esther clutched Nixon’s arm briefly before releasing him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


    “Hey, don’t worry about it. What’s got you spooked?” He stopped the truck at the curb, barely out of the paths of the twin driveways near the only vacant spot.


    “Who’s that?” She barely lifted her left hand, so she wasn’t pointing at anything he could make out, but her gaze was out her window at the wolves descending on the truck.


    “You’d recognize your aunt and uncle, wouldn’t you? I don’t imagine they’ve changed all that much since you were a kid.”


    She let out another of those breaths and gripped the armrest tightly. “Not them. The man with the eye patch. He’s—he’s not Anton, is he?”


    Shit.


    Nixon rubbed a hand through his hair and then unfastened his seatbelt. He’d seen Anton enough since he’d started wearing the patch—going on two years—but he hadn’t considered that he’d had full vision in both eyes the last time Esther had seen him.


    “That’s your big brother, honey. Same old Anton, I bet.”


    Fuck. Why didn’t I warn her?


    He wondered what else he should have warned her about. There were probably so many things.


    He opened his door and cautiously put down his bum leg. When he was certain blood was flowing well enough to his thigh and knee, he put some weight on his prosthesis and reached inside the truck to grab the keys. “Hold tight. Don’t get out yet. I’ll keep ’em from swarming ya.”


    They were damned close—standing on the walkway peering into the truck, but hadn’t gone so far as to open her door yet.


    She hadn’t tried to open it, either. Her hands were on her lap, her stare cast downward.


    Her heart beat loudly enough for him to hear.


    Poor thing. Scared as a rabbit.


    By the time he made the walk around the front of the truck, he had his gait more or less natural-looking and had gotten the grimace of pain off his face. He hoped the damned rain would move in and then get right out of the way so the throbbing would stop.


    “Kids are out cold,” he said to Lil, who was craning her neck to see into the backseat. “Colt probably called and told you. I don’t get a phone signal out here.”


    She pressed her hands to the back passenger window and pulled in an indulgent draw of air. “Babies,” she whispered. “Might as well be babies.”


    Adam stepped between Anton and Nixon and the truck, and turned his back to the vehicle, effectively blocking Esther from Nixon’s sight.


    He suppressed the powerful compulsion to take a step back to pin her in his gaze again. He didn’t like her being out of his sight, but he didn’t have to keep an eye on her anymore. Her family was right there, and they’d see to her.


    Not my job.


    “She all right?” Anton asked in a low murmur. “Aunt Lil thought we should send out a welcoming party with just the girls, but I thought she was overreacting a little.”


    Nixon grunted. “Not overreacting. Wouldn’t have been a bad idea. She’s been through something, but I didn’t ask her too many questions. Maybe she’ll tell you what’s happening.”


    “Not for a while,” Adam said in a near whisper. “Female wolves tend to learn to hold their tongues. They never say what’s bugging them because they’ve been taught to keep their troubles to themselves.”


    Lil had one hand on the door handle and was giving Esther a little wave with her free one.


    Esther’s eyes were round and wary. Wet brown pools.


    Come on, honey. Don’t cry.


    “Hey.” He reached over and gave Lil’s shoulder a squeeze. When she turned, he bent and whispered, “She’s tired. You got a place for her to crash?”


    Lil furrowed her brow, but slowly moved away from the door. “Oh. Well, the girls are still trying to get the place straightened up. I think the beds are made, though.”


    “Let her sleep. You can have the reunion when she gets up. She’s too sensitive right now, ’kay?”


    Lil leaned back and pinned a narrowed, suspicious stare on him.


    “Hold on, now. I promise, I didn’t do a thing to her.” He shrugged. “I feel bad for her. I hate seeing a wolf so low.”


    More than that.


    He didn’t know how to articulate exactly what was bothering him so much. He wasn’t even sure why he cared so much.


    Lil gave him a hard poke to the shoulder. “If she wakes up and tells me you were nasty to her—”


    “I wasn’t. I swear, I wasn’t.”


    She narrowed her eyes even more.


    “Come on. I’ll prove it to you.”


    He nudged Lil out of the way and opened Esther’s door.


    She gripped her seatbelt buckle tightly, and her breathing suddenly started to race.


    “Aw, don’t be like that. Come on down so you can get the kids into some pajamas and into bed. They’ve got a place made up for you.”


    “Your own house,” Lil said. “I hope it’s okay. We didn’t have a lot of time to pull things together, but we’ll finish up after you’ve rested.”


    She extended a hand slowly and rested her fingertips on Esther’s cheek.


    Esther flinched, but didn’t move away.


    “You’re tired, aren’t you? A wolf’s gotta sleep, girl. You’ll be all right now.”


    She pressed her hand atop her aunt’s, but still, she didn’t move.


    She looked to Nixon—for what, he didn’t know—but he nodded anyway, just in case she needed the encouragement.


    “Can hardly think,” she said quietly. “Instincts aren’t—aren’t so good.”


    “You need to sleep,” Lil said. “Come on. Ignore Anton, staring and gawking at you like he doesn’t know you.”


    Anton sighed, but respectfully kept his distance.


    “I’ll get Seven,” Nixon offered. “You can get Miss Darla. She doesn’t look like she weighs more than a sack of flour. I reckon you can manage that.”


    “I have been since she was born.” Esther gulped and swiped a hand across her eyes. She drew in a deep breath, unfastened her seatbelt, and let Lil help her down.


    That was Nixon’s sign to get moving.


    He prayed to the goddess that his leg would behave its damn self and motioned Anton around to the other side of the truck. As he pulled open the back door, he said, “Their bags are the ones closest to the gate. Rest of the crap back there’s mine. It’ll be all right in there until tomorrow, probably.”


    “I think it’s going to rain.”


    Nixon grimaced. “Trust me, I know. That tarp back there has saved my bacon more time times than I can count. If the stuff gets left in there overnight, I assure you, the bags’ll be just fine come morning.”


    “We’ll round up the boys and get everything out, anyway. Are you going to have to shift tonight?”


    “Probably.” Nixon released Kevin’s seatbelt and lifted him out of the seat.


    He was like a ragdoll. Dead to the world.


    “I can wait a little while, though. I need to run, but not urgently.”


    “We’ll get you unloaded before then.” Anton shut the door and continued around to the back of the truck, where he let down the gate and lifted the edge of the tarp.


    “Those four right there are theirs. That’s all they brought.”


    “They’ll have more shit than they’ll know what to do with when the time the ladies are done with them.” Anton put one bag on his back and carried the other three in his hands.


    Nixon followed, slowly and carefully placing his steps, mindful of the precious cargo sleeping in his arms. He wouldn’t have been so cautious if he weren’t carrying Kevin and if hadn’t had an audience. The last thing he needed was for anyone to ask him if he was all right. Wolves didn’t stumble unless they’d gone out and gotten themselves shitfaced. They’d know something was wrong if he tripped.


    “Never really noticed,” he said to Anton’s back. He took a long pull of breath and itemized the notes. Kevin smelled like cheeseburger. That was about it. “The kids—they don’t really carry much of a scent, do they?”


    Anton grunted, nearly catching up to Esther and the others on the path. “Kevin will have his own after puberty.”


    “Yeah, but, I dunno. I guess I’d forgotten about that. I’ve been out of a pack for so long. I haven’t been around kids. I guess I remembered wrong that they were supposed to smell like their father.”


    That same annoying-ass scent Esther carried. The one that marked her as her husband’s, even after death.


    “Nah,” Anton said. “Kevin won’t have one for a few years, and his likely won’t smell like his father’s.”


    “’Cause he’s a mutt.”


    Anton stopped moving, and Nixon damn near plowed into him.


    “Is that what you’re calling them?”


    Nixon would have been stupid not to use restraint in his response. Anton, like most of the wolves in Norseton, was exceedingly laid back most of the time, but there was no mistaking why Adam had chosen him as the pack’s next alpha. Anton wasn’t a man to be crossed, and especially not concerning his family.


    “I didn’t call him that,” Nixon said quietly.


    Up ahead, the Carbones and Esther crossed the threshold into a house in the center of the cluster.


    “She said that was what their father called them.”


    “Who was he? What was her mate’s name?”


    “I didn’t ask that shit, Anton. I told you—I didn’t ask too many questions. She wasn’t in a good place to be answering them.”


    “I’d fuck him up if he weren’t already dead.”


    “Yeah, well, being a mutt myself, the thought had crossed my mind. One of the few things I’m sensitive about, I guess.”


    Anton stared down at his nephew, whose head dangled over Nixon’s arm and mouth hung open in a snore. “At least he won’t get sent away like we were.”


    “I guess that’s one good thing to come out of this mess.” Nixon shifted his weight and adjusted Kevin in his arms. “I’m surprised she let me pick him up, to be honest.”


    “Me, too. You don’t know what that Jersey pack’s like. It’s fucked up. I mean, all of the packs are, but the women there, they try really hard not to let unrelated men around their kids.”


    “Yep. Like that in every pack, except this one.”


    “Come on.” Anton canted his head toward the house, and Nixon moved around him, happy to take the lead if walking meant an end to the conversation. With very much more talking, Anton would start asking questions Nixon didn’t have answers for—and questions that needed to be asked.


    Anton would have known just as well as Nixon that Esther shouldn’t have let Nixon pick up Kevin, and she wasn’t likely to be the kind of woman who’d slack on her vigilance.


    Her letting him touch her kids meant she thought he was safe…or at least, safe enough.


    Very few unattached wolves ever got that designation, but for once, Nixon didn’t mind so much having someone think he was harmless.


    He wouldn’t hurt her. He wouldn’t hurt any woman, but his inner wolf took a special interest in Esther. In spite of her nauseating scent of attachment, the wolf was ready to pounce.


    Before someone else does, the wolf thought. Better hurry.


    “You all right, man?” Anton asked.


    Nixon had paused in front of the doorway, ready to argue with his inner wolf about propriety.


    But the wolf didn’t give a shit about propriety. He saw an opportunity. A beautiful, unattached woman with a scent problem, and two kids who didn’t seem to think Nixon was too corny. He could have a family.


    Finally.


    “Nah, I’m all right,” he said.


    He carried Kevin over the threshold and toward the sound of voices in the rear of the house.


    Could, but you won’t.


    There was no way she’d want to keep a limping wolf—not even one who should have been his pack’s alpha.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    As always when she woke, Esther sat up quickly to assess her whereabouts and personal safety.


    And to ensure Michael wasn’t nearby.


    She didn’t see Michael. She didn’t see anything she recognized. That bed with the luxurious mattress and soft sheets wasn’t hers. Her bedroom windows were supposed to have raggedy blinds, not tastefully striped linen curtains. Her apartment didn’t smell like lilacs and blueberries, and there usually weren’t people talking in her living room when she woke.


    She didn’t know what sort of haze she was in, but she knew Michael didn’t like noise.


    “The kids.”


    She threw back the covers and scrambled out of the bed, the sheets winding around her legs and tripping her up as she moved in search of some garment to cover herself.


    There was a robe hooked behind the door. Pale green, made of soft terrycloth, and exactly her size.


    She shrugged into the robe, yanked the door handle—her heart beating faster than engine pistons pumped—and then she ran.


    “Darla?”


    She’d heard Darla talking. Michael hated hearing Darla talk so early.


    What time is it?


    Esther had to pause in the hall. She didn’t know the place. Her apartment in New Jersey didn’t have a hall. The bedrooms were accessible from the living room.


    “Darla?”


    Esther started moving again, dragging her hand along the chair rail that wasn’t hers and heading toward the sound of pots and pans being rattled and so many soft voices.


    Not soft enough. I can hear. Michael can—


    Michael couldn’t hear anything.


    Michael was dead because Esther had pushed him off a balcony when he’d gotten too drunk to listen to the words “No,” and “Stop.”


    She paused at the end of the hall, gripping the corner and letting her gaze settle on the scene she didn’t understand. The woman in the kitchen making the noise with the pots and the pans.


    Darla sitting on the counter with her hair sticking up every which way, wearing pajamas Esther hadn’t bought, and holding what looked like a muffin.


    A couple of women leaning against the counter from the opposite side, coffee cups in front of them, infants crawling at their feet.


    Ashley was one. Esther didn’t know the other.


    And Kevin was standing in the open door looking out. Esther could just barely make out a man’s foot to the left of the doorway.


    Esther hurried over. She didn’t want Kevin to try the man’s patience, whoever he was.


    “Momma’s awake!” Darla called out as Esther hurried through the unfamiliar great room.


    “I’m awake, baby. One minute, okay?” She belted her robe tightly and then grabbed Kevin by the wrist.


    Nixon smiled when she poked her head out. “I guess Colt won that pool, too.”


    “Excuse me?”


    Nixon was seated on a bench to the left of the door with Anton beside him and Vic leaning near the front window.


    Vic.


    Grown up, but she’d recognize him anywhere. He had his father’s face, but the soft smile of his mother.


    “Hey, cousin.”


    Safe wolf. Safe.


    He wouldn’t hurt her. He and Anton used to protect her when she was little…before they left.


    “H-how long have you been sitting out here?”


    Anton grunted. “Aunt Lil hasn’t left since you got in. She wanted to make sure someone was in the house in case the kids got up before you did, which they did. Kevin got up three days ago. Darla woke four days ago. Little fount of energy, that one.”


    “I slept for four days?”


    Nixon gave his head a slow shake. “No, honey. Six. Four as a wolf, two as a lady. We figured you’d be up within a couple of days once you shifted back on your own. You should get something to eat.”


    “Six days!” She needed a little more than a meal. She needed a shower and to get a freakin’ grip.


    She knelt beside Kevin and started squeezing him in all the places he should have been fleshy. She pinched his cheeks and stared at his face looking for dark shadows and hollows.


    Vic chuckled. “Come on, cuz. We’ve been feeding him. Ma has been, rather.”


    “Why are you all sitting outside like this?” She pulled herself upright, still gripping Kevin close, and scanned the courtyard. The best she could tell by the sun’s bright, but not punishing, light, it wasn’t noon yet. No one else was out, but she imagined most of the wolves had jobs to go to.


    Maybe one day I’ll have a job, too.


    “Are you going to invite us in?” Anton adjusted the string of his eye patch, and although Esther tried not to stare, she couldn’t help herself.


    “I still have the eye,” he said quietly. “Got scratched up pretty bad in a fight with some shifters we were tracking for a client a couple of years ago. I see out of it when I’m in my wolf form, but when I’m on two legs, the eye doesn’t work.”


    “I keep telling him he doesn’t have to cover it.” The newcomer’s voice was a slow, lazy drawl. Sweet and lilting. Feminine.


    Esther turned slowly in the doorway to find the tiny stranger woman there holding the chubby little girl who must have been Anton’s. Instinctively, Esther reached for the baby, and her mother relinquished her without a fuss.


    “We named her after my grandmother,” the woman said in a tone that seemed almost apologetic. “Long-suffering Cecily.” She chuckled. “She had a hard go of things, but I guess everyone back at home does.”


    “Where’s home?”


    “Appalachia. Used to be, anyway. This is home now.” She passed her hand over Cecily’s wisps of hair and smiled at the baby. “I’m Christina. Anton didn’t know what to tell me about you. I reckon he didn’t think he’d ever see you again.”


    “That’s usually the way it goes.”


    Esther started to step into the house to get the baby out of the sun, but remembered the men milling about outside. She’d never known wolves to loiter like that.


    “You can come in if you want,” she said. “Unless you’ve got someplace else to be.”


    The three men shared a look.


    “Am I missing something? Did I say something stupid? Don’t worry about hurting my feelings. I say stupid things all the time.”


    Nixon twined and then untwined his fingers over his belly. “You inviting all of us in?”


    “I mean, it’ll be cramped, but—” She looked to Christina. “I missed something, didn’t I? Are they not allowed inside the houses?”


    Christina’s laugh was a bell-like titter as she retreated indoors. “We let them in more than we should, maybe, tromping all that mud inside like they all do.”


    “So much damn rain,” Nixon muttered.


    Esther looked down at his cowboy boots. Didn’t seem so muddy to her.


    Her stomach gave an insistent growl, and all three men fixed pointed looks on her.


    She pulled her head into the house before they could see the red that was almost certainly creeping into her cheeks.


    Aunt Lil took Cecily from her as she approached the counter. “Kids have already eaten.”


    Esther glanced at the microwave clock and let out a quiet breath of relief. Barely nine.


    Didn’t sleep another whole day away.


    “Need to call down to the school to see if we can go get Kevin enrolled,” Aunt Lil said. “I already warned them we wouldn’t be transferring his old records.”


    “Not that there would have been very many,” Esther muttered.


    She took the plate Ashley handed to her and could almost meet her gaze.


    Not quite.


    She wasn’t certain what their dynamic would be. Ashley was her old pack alpha’s daughter and, apparently, her cousin through marriage. That little boy crawling around the kitchen island connected them.


    “Nixon’s been trying to entertain him the best he could from the doorway while you were asleep,” Ashley said, “but I think Kevin is itching to get outside and run around.”


    “Nixon has been—” Esther furrowed her brow and met Ashley’s smug gaze. “I’m sorry, what?”


    “From the doorway. Didn’t want to come in unless you said he could, and obviously you were in no position to.”


    Esther dropped a couple of pieces of bread into the toast slots and somehow suppressed the compulsion to cover her face with her hands at the ghastly sight of herself in the toaster’s mirrored side.


    She did turn her back to the room, though, to rub her eyes and pat down her hair.


    Jeez. I came out here looking like that?


    Ashley chuckled quietly and moved around the counter beside Esther. Leaning in, she whispered, “He’s been sitting out there for the better part of two days.”


    “Who?”


    “Nixon.”


    “Why?”


    “You tell me.”


    “I don’t know anything. I just got here.”


    Just escaped to here.


    Esther dropped a couple of strips of bacon onto her plate and moved out of the way of the hot skillet Aunt Lil was tipping an egg off of.


    “You still like over easy, don’t you?” Aunt Lil asked.


    “You remembered that?”


    Aunt Lil snorted. “You were the only one who ate them that way.” She looked pointedly to Ashley. “Used to drive my sister nuts. The runny yolk makes her shudder.”


    “Ma. I need to—” Esther set down her plate in a hurry and scanned the room. Her purse had to be nearby. “I need to call my—”


    Ashley gave her arms a squeeze. “Hey. I know you want to tell her you’re all right, but I don’t advise getting in touch with anyone there. Not yet, anyway. My father knows approximately where I am and so far he hasn’t sent any of his goons out this way, but I don’t want to give them any reason to come exploring, all right?”


    “He said I could go.”


    “And sometimes, he doesn’t keep his word. Vic and me, we can take care of ourselves, but you need some time to get settled in before you have to start strategizing about outside threats, okay? Those are the ones you need to worry about here. No one in this pack is going to hurt you. Worry about the folks outside of Norseton.”


    “How do people live like this?” Esther whispered. “Why do we keep pretending that what we do is normal and that having our families constantly torn apart and uprooted is acceptable? We’re not animals.”


    Ashley smiled. “Most of the time, we’re not, anyway.”


    “What we do is wrong.”


    “We know. Trust me. We hash out those sorts of issues at every pack meeting, but there are so many problems to tackle, and so few of us. We can’t fix everything. The best thing we can do for the time being is to make sure we don’t let those issues pervade our pack.”


    “That’s not enough. I don’t think wanting my mother nearby is unreasonable. They wouldn’t let her come with me.”


    Ashley pressed her lips into a flat line leaned heavily onto the counter in front of her. “No. I suppose losing one pack member whose husband paid all the dues is one thing, but losing one who pays her own is another. I imagine your mother’s employed, and you weren’t?”


    “Yes.”


    “There you have it. Listen.” She gave Esther’s shoulder a squeeze as Vic sidled into the kitchen and lifted the paper towel covering what was left of the bacon. “Talk about what’s got you upset at the next pack meeting. We may not be able to figure out an immediate plan, but at least we can start brainstorming.”


    “We’re welcome at pack meetings?”


    Vic snorted and sauntered off with one slice of bacon and a muffin. “We wouldn’t ever get anything done, otherwise. You ladies are far less scatterbrained. Why wouldn’t you be there?”


    “Mommy, can I have more juice?”


    Darla, standing at Esther’s right leg, thrust her cup up to her mother. Being so distracted, Esther had no way of knowing how long the child had been standing there, or what she’d heard.


    Who cares if she heard? I didn’t do anything wrong.


    Esther took the cup from her and started for the refrigerator.


    Aunt Lil was standing beside it with the pitcher at the ready.


    “I’ve got today off,” her aunt said. “Gotta go back to work tomorrow, but we’ll use today to get you settled in. We’ll go to the grocery store, and get the kids clothes for school and stuff.”


    With what money?


    Esther let her pour the juice, but kept her lips zipped on the money topic for the time being. “You’ve been off work since I got here?”


    “Yeah, but don’t fret about that. I had the vacation time to burn.”


    “Where do you work?”


    “At the executive mansion. I’m the cook there. Feeding Vikings isn’t much different than feeding wolves, to be honest, except the Vikings like vegetables on occasion.”


    “Hey!” Vic griped from the sofa.


    Lil waved a dismissive hand at him, and then notched her fists onto her hips. “So. Eat up. You’re going to need to graze throughout the day to recover from that long sleep of yours. You don’t wanna get sick by eating too much too quickly.”


    Esther concentrated on buttering her toast and giggled when baby fingers tickled her exposed ankle.


    Little Adam had found his way into the kitchen, evidently wanting to be where the action was.


    “Colt won a hundred bucks per kid,” Nixon said. He was leaning on the counter from the other side and looking back at Vic and Anton. “How much for Esther?”


    Anton grunted. “I think the final tally was five hundred dollars. So, seven hundred in total.”


    “For guessing how long we’d sleep?” Esther stuffed toast into her mouth and furrowed her brow.


    “Yep,” Nixon said. “Lucky jerk.”


    “Don’t hate him too much,” Ashley said, bumping Esther’s hip. “He donated all the cash to the March Preservation Fund. He makes out like the idea was Lisa’s, but I’m pretty sure he came up with that on his own. Gods forbid that anyone see him as sweet, right?”


    “March.” The name left a sour taste in Esther’s mouth. The good food she’d had on her tongue may as well have been sawdust.


    Aunt Lil pressed a hand to Esther’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Mm, Christina, could you please go see if Graciella left for work? Might need her for a few minutes before she leaves.”


    Christina’s nod came on a suspiciously slow delay, and she kept her gaze on Esther as she backed away from the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”


    Aunt Lil kept squeezing Esther’s shoulder, and Esther could tell that for whatever reason, she was trying extra hard to put on a happy face. Aunt Lil’s sunniness couldn’t completely balance the hostility emanating from elsewhere in the room. Anton was at the counter with Vic, and both wore scowls.


    “I’m trying hard not to be indelicate, Sis, but we’ve got to clear the air on some things so we know where we’re at. Hey, Kevin?”


    Kevin looked up from the newspaper comics someone had brought into the living room. “Huh?”


    “You wanna go take a bath, bud? You’ve got to go down to the school today and get registered. The state likes kids to go to school, and I don’t think your ma is up for homeschooling you.”


    “’Cause I drive her nuts?”


    Esther pinched the bridge of her nose. “You do not drive me nuts, Kevin.” She didn’t feel she had the necessary education, and back in Jersey, she hadn’t had the luxury of pulling him out of the local wolf school, anyway. Their alpha had monitored school attendance and counted every little chick so he’d know if one left the roost without his authorization.


    “I’ll get his bath started,” Ashley said. “And make sure he brushes his teeth.”


    “What’s wrong with my teeth?”


    “You’re such a boy. Go on. Shoo.”


    Kevin grumbled his way down the hall, but he went. Ashley’s tone may have been pleasant enough, but she hadn’t left any room for argument. She was Type A, through and through. Always had been.


    She watched Darla slowly sip the dregs of her juice, and then snapped her up, too. “Two bathrooms. Two baths. I bet I know who’ll smell nicer.”


    “Me!” Darla shouted.


    Anton had barely waited until the children were out of earshot before asking, “The kids said your mate was Michael March.”


    Esther pushed her hair back from her face and shoved her hands into the pockets of her robe.


    Michael March. Dead man had a name.


    “I take it you know of him,” she said quietly.


    “How’d you end up with him?”


    “You know how things go in the old packs, Anton. He was next in line to get a mate, and Daddy didn’t have anything else to barter.” She laughed, but the sound was a dry crackle—more like the precursor to a sob than a display of actual mirth. Mirth was for children. She hadn’t felt anything resembling joy in years. “He could have bought me some more time, but you know how Alpha was. He did his best to make sure no one had any money. If he thought you had a penny to spare, he made the accountant assess higher dues.”


    “Michael, of all people, though. He wasn’t for you.”


    Vic scoffed. “I doubt any man there would have been for her. The gene pool is only so large, and Madeira was doing everything he could to ensure that the wolves descended from the Eurasian pack didn’t pair off anymore.”


    “Are there any males like them left?” Nixon asked.


    When no one else answered, Esther pulled her gaze up and found his liquid brown one locked on her. He’d been talking to her—asking her a question like what she said mattered.


    Apparently, that’s a normal thing in some circles.


    She sucked in a bracing breath to answer. “More like who?”


    He crooked his thumb toward Anton and Vic.


    “Just my father and a couple of older, dues-paying wolves who aren’t a threat to anyone anymore. A few other women, though.”


    Miserable, depressed, and stuck.


    Guilt pulled a knot into Esther’s gut, followed immediately by shame and fear. She’d felt guilty about leaving those women behind and then had remembered the circumstances of having been able to. She’d killed her husband, and she was still afraid. She couldn’t be anyone’s rescuer.


    “I guess yours wasn’t a good match.” A comment from Nixon, not a question.


    His gaze tracked down from her burning cheeks to her neck and the scars on her chest. The claw marks and the bites.


    Michael never did anything in moderation. He never drank a shot of vodka when a whole bottle would have gone down just as smoothly. He never talked if he could yell instead.


    Of course he’d been the sort of man who wouldn’t just bite her to claim her. A bite hadn’t been disfiguring enough.


    The screen door slammed shut, and Christina padded in on the heels of another dark-haired woman. Young and pretty. Smiling.


    Happy? Shame I can’t recognize that anymore.


    “I was about to head to the greenhouses,” the stranger said. “Almost missed me.”


    “We won’t hold you up,” Aunt Lil said. She turned to Esther and chuckled. “That’s Graciella. The Modesto sisters were kind of a three-for-one for us. We got Lisa, and she finagled getting her sisters here before they got parceled out to mates they didn’t want.”


    Obviously, the very young Graciella had gotten a mate anyway, if the wedding ring she wore was any indication.


    Esther wouldn’t pry about that, though. But she was curious about something else. “Your sister got you out? How?”


    Graciella grinned. “Cunning and lies. Half Lisa’s, half Colt’s. Still working on getting the rest of our family out of our old pack, but we have to be careful. There are still two generations left there, and we’d have to pull them all out at once.”


    “Yeah. I understand that. I tried to bring my mother, but…” Esther stared at the floor again. Counted the specks in the clay tiles. Wriggled her toes to distract herself.


    She closed her eyes and willed the tears back to their ducts.


    Too many little triggers.


    Aunt Lil pulled her into her arms and made a shushing sound. “It’s all right. You’ll start feeling better soon enough. Once you get into a routine here.”


    Once I get over the guilt.


    Esther wanted to open her mouth and let out the words—that she’d pushed Michael over that railing. That she’d snapped.


    But her tongue was leaden and lungs constricted too tight for her to force the words out of her body.


    “Routines are easy to come by here,” Graciella said.


    She must have moved, because her voice was closer and there was an extra hand on Esther’s back, rubbing gently.


    Esther’s anxiety seemed to swirl around Graciella’s fingers, like iron filings being moved around by a strong magnet. And then the tension dissipated when she withdrew her hand.


    Wolf’s magic.


    Esther felt emptier, but somehow better.


    Empty isn’t the same as happy, but I’ll take it.


    “Speaking of routines,” Nixon said, “I need to go get medical clearance so I can start work. Got an appointment in an hour and have to go into town. If you want someone to show you around later, I’m sure I’ll be twiddling my thumbs this afternoon.”


    Esther pulled away from her aunt and dragged the sleeve of her robe across her eyes. Most wolves didn’t have the spirit of volunteerism anywhere in them, so she didn’t know how to answer.


    She looked to Anton for clues as to how she should respond to the query, but he was fiddling with his phone. Vic had turned on his barstool and was staring at the television on the other side of the great room.


    A male wolf had volunteered to escort her. As male representatives of her family, they should have been interceding.


    Why aren’t they interceding?


    She thought she knew.


    They didn’t care anymore. She was used goods—had already had a mate, so her honor wasn’t at stake anymore. It was too late for her to be anyone’s whore. She was a matron no man would look at in that way ever again.


    “Bookstore closes early today,” Nixon said. “Just FYI. Owner’s gotta go get her hair done or something. Ran into her this morning at the post office. Man, that woman can talk up a storm.”


    Anton snorted. “Be nice. Christina likes her.”


    Nixon smirked and put up his hands. “Hey, I don’t mean nothin’ by it. I just know some folks need to get their minds right before they find themselves in the company of chatterboxes. Personally, I can’t keep up with the chitchat. I don’t understand how people can pull stuff to talk about out of thin air and keep flapping their jaws for—”


    “She’s interesting!” Christina said.


    Esther sucked in a bracing breath, waiting for the fallout.


    Christina had interrupted a male wolf, and one with alpha energy, at that.


    But Nixon didn’t respond immediately. No one did, at least not in any particularly obvious ways.


    But, Anton was, in fact, choking back chuckles. Vic was pinching the bridge of his nose and grinning.


    Nixon just blinked at Christina.


    Esther kept holding her breath.


    “Seriously?” he said after a minute, and then guffawed.


    He even smiled—a smiling wolf because he thought a woman was funny, and not because he had some sadistic plan on the brain.


    Esther didn’t know what to make of Norseton, not even a little bit.


    Christina shrugged. “She is. Maybe she can’t tell a story in a straight line, but she’s been really helpful when I go into the shop looking for stuff for work. She always takes a few minutes out of her day to chat and catch up on what the wolves are doing.”


    “Hell,” Aunt Lil said, “can’t expect any of you men to go out and set good examples in the communities, so you better be glad your mates are. You’re all hopeless cases, but I guess you can’t help not having home training.”


    “All things considered,” Nixon said, “I think I’m doing pretty good. I’ve never once been in jail, and I’ve never had a lady smack me.”


    “That’s a pretty low standard, Nix.”


    “I promise to do better. How ’bout that?”


    Aunt Lil narrowed her eyes with suspicion. “I don’t think you have it in you.” Then she turned to Esther. “You’d better take him up on his offer to go. I think just like the rest of the boys, this one needs supervision.”


    “Boy?” Nixon snorted and ruffled Kevin’s wet hair when he squeezed into the kitchen looking for who-knew-what. “I’ll have you know I’ve already earned a nickname in the pack. Ain’t that cute? I’m the old man of the bunch, so they’re calling me ‘Elder.’”


    Aunt Lil rolled her eyes and handed Kevin the asthma inhaler he’d obviously come out looking for. “Adam’s got some years on you, but I guess that’ll fit just as well as anyone else’s nicknames.”


    “What are you all called?” Esther wasn’t asking any person in particular, but she happened to be looking at Nixon. She could barely stop looking at him. He’d touched Kevin playfully—reflexively, and Kevin hadn’t minded.


    Anton let out a sputtering breath. “From the top, we’ve got Alpha, Beast, Loner, Idler, Scion, Maker, and this guy.” He crooked his thumb toward Nixon, who winked at Esther.


    She suppressed a yip and looked at her feet again.


    “Still haven’t given Jim a nickname.”


    “Nah,” Vic said. “He’s being careful to keep himself very boring so we don’t pin anything on him that’ll stick.”


    “He’s not boring,” Christina said. “He’s just smart.”


    “Anyone would be around you fools!” Ashley shouted from the back out of the house. “I wouldn’t want a nickname, ether. I’ve finally gotten used to folks actually calling me by my first name and not just, ‘hey, you.’”


    Esther knew that feeling all too well. On many days, she hadn’t been certain if her own husband knew her name. He’d rarely used it. “Bitch” had one less syllable, and was apparently easier to say when he was drunk.


    “Can you pick out clothes for me?” Kevin asked.


    Esther needed a moment to realize the question had been directed to her. She was his mother, after all, and having been passed out for six days, had to make up for the time she’d lost.


    “You’ll meet me in town later?” Nixon called after her.


    She stopped halfway to the hallway.


    He’d meant that?


    “I should be done at around two, but if you get too busy, don’t worry about it.”


    She looked over her shoulder to Anton again for clues, but he wasn’t looking. He didn’t seem to care at all about the discussion.


    So it was up to Esther to decide if she cared.


    She dragged her tongue across her dry lips and looked at Nixon.


    He raised one eyebrow and then the other. His expression was open and friendly, and she wasn’t used to that. Usually, wolves smiled only as warnings. Apparently, she had a lot to learn about life on the outside of her old pack. Nixon seemed a safe place to start her education.


    “Um. Okay. Just tell me where to go.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Nixon didn’t particularly like seeing Adam grind his teeth, because in his experience, the action usually preceded the dude yelling at him or throwing something in his direction. The former was more likely, seeing as how they were in an exam room at the Norseton clinic, being watched by a very enthusiastic young visiting prosthetist. He’d been brought in especially for Nixon.


    “Explain this to me again in plain language, so when my wife asks me why I’m kicking his ass, I can be specific,” Adam said to the guy.


    Nixon rolled his eyes. “Come on, Adam. There wasn’t anything to be done about my leg, and I figured if I told you—”


    “That I’d do what? Tell you not to come? Even after Anton damn near lost his eye? I didn’t put him out, so why would you think I’d tell you good riddance because you went and fucked up your leg?”


    “Because that’s what wolves do. Cull the sick, injured, and old.” And those assholes are calling me Elder.


    “I’m sure some wolves eat their young, too, but we don’t do that here, either.” Adam turned to the prosthetist, crossed his arms over his chest, and leaned against the counter. “Lay it out for me. How much will replacing the prosthesis cost the pack?”


    “Now wait one—”


    “Shh.”


    Alpha said shush, so Nixon shushed. Begrudgingly. He didn’t expect the pack to pony up funds to cover his medical bills. He’d never spread that burden around to anyone else.


    Dr. Just-Call-Me-Terrence shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry about the cost. If he’s in the pack and working for the Afótama, Queen Tess or her grandmother, Muriel, would insist on covering the expense.”


    “Assuming I get hired.” Nixon leaned back on his elbows on the exam table and cut a look toward Adam.


    Adam ground his teeth some more. “I certainly plan on putting you through your paces, but don’t assume that just because you can’t keep up with Anton or Vic in a mile run that you’re automatically disqualified for what I brought you here to do.”


    “I can hardly walk a damned block without cringing.”


    “New prosthesis should help with that,” Just-Call-Me-Terrence said. “And physical therapy, of course. I’m sure Bettina would love to get her hands on a wolf.”


    The nurse, who had her back turned and was typing some exam info into the computer, scoffed quietly and muttered, “I bet she would.”


    Adam chuckled. “Unless she’s looking to get her hands on him solely for therapeutic purposes, she’s gonna have to do her giggling and groping with someone else.”


    The nurse stopped typing and turned her head toward Adam. “Mated off already? He hasn’t even been here a week.”


    Nixon flopped back onto the hard-ass table and fixed his gaze on the drop ceiling.


    He hadn’t had a choice but to be upfront with Adam and Anton about his intentions to pursue Esther, but they were already acting like them getting together was a sure thing. It wasn’t. There was the strong possibility that Esther wouldn’t want a broken wolf as a mate, and also? Her smell made him sick to his stomach. Mated women’s scents were so strong and repellant, there was no wonder extramarital affairs were out of the question for a lady, unless the woman’s lover was non-wolf and couldn’t smell her.


    Nixon had always hated that women had gotten saddled with that evolutionary quirk. They walked around reeking of their husbands, but wolf men could put their dicks into pretty much whoever would spread their legs. Didn’t seem fair to him.


    But, he was going to try. If she let him get close enough, he was going to bite her, if only to cover up that foul hormonal taint with his own.


    “Lil likes the idea, and she’s usually right about stuff,” Adam said after a minute.


    “I thought you were the pack matchmaker,” the nurse said with a laugh. She turned back to the computer and resumed her typing.


    “Usually, the wolves I get to work with have never been attached, and our goddess takes a special interest in them. This is a unique situation.”


    “Unique enough for your goddess to have an opinion?” Terrence asked.


    Nixon raised his head in time to see Adam rub his chin. “Maybe.”


    Oh hell.


    “Wanna share that opinion?” Nixon asked.


    “Nah. I’ll let you squirm. You wanna keep secrets? So will I.”


    “That’s hardly the same thing. I didn’t tell you about my leg. You’re holding back about your niece.”


    Adam turned to Terrence. “So, you checked in with the doc who gave him the physical? Leg shit aside, Nixon’s otherwise cleared to work?”


    Terrence bobbed his eyebrows. “I think he transferred the approval over to the mansion just before you got here.”


    “I’ll make sure before you go,” the nurse said.


    Adam walked over and clapped Nixon on the shoulder. “Super. Fantastic. Put your leg on so you can do some of that paperwork the folks at the mansion insist we drop some bullshit upon for their files.”


    “I’m supposed to meet Esther.”


    “No reason she can’t tag along—if you can stand her smell.” Adam’s grin was more shark than wolf.


    “Get your chuckles in now, asshole. I’ll remember this one day when you need a favor.” Nixon turned his legs over the edge of the table and carefully put his good foot on the floor. “Be glad you can’t smell her. You must be absolutely nose-blind. It’s the foulest scent I’ve ever encountered coming off a living creature.”


    “My nose works just fine. The reason her scent’s not so offensive to me is because I’m not interested in her that way. Besides the fact that she’s my niece through marriage, I love my wife a lot. I imagine that of all the male wolves in the pack, the only folks her scent would potentially bother are you and Jim, and I suspect Jim is waiting on Jailbait to come of age.”


    “Jailbait?” Terrence asked.


    “Leticia Modesto. They came into the pack at the same time. I’d bet money that she imprinted on him, but he’s been behaving himself admirably well for such an ill-mannered schmuck.”


    “Probably helps that he’s never around.” The nurse pushed back her rolling chair, strode to the door, and pulled the handle. She furrowed her brow as she looked at Adam. “I don’t see him as much as I see the other wolves.”


    Adam grunted. “For good reason. He spends most of his time tracking outside threats.”


    The nurse and Terrence left the room.


    Nixon got his clothes back on and followed Adam to the front of the office to check out.


    He glanced at the clock over the receptionist’s head and grunted at the late hour. The day had run away from him. It was already after two. “She’s gonna think I stood her up.”


    “Tell her to blame me,” Adam said. He tucked the appointment card the receptionist gave him into his pocket. He was likely going to invite himself to every exam in the foreseeable future to be sure Nixon wasn’t skipping out on them.


    Nixon laughed and shook his head.


    Adam was a good alpha because he was nothing like most alphas.


    Out on the street, they rounded the corner onto Main.


    Esther was sitting on a bench, alone, in front of the haberdasher. She stood as they approached.


    “Where are the kiddos?” Nixon asked.


    She let out a sharp breath. “Abandoned me.”


    “Come on, now,” Adam said.


    She shook her head slightly and rubbed her eyes. “Well, Darla did, anyway. The lady at the school wanted to do some testing with Kevin to make sure he’s in the right grade, and I guess a wolf works there?”


    “Yeah. Stephanie. Teaches art.”


    “She said she’d take him home when she goes. The preschool teacher saw us moving through the building, I guess, and she lured Darla into the room with a smile and a doll. Darla didn’t want to leave, so I said I’d go back to get her at two, and then Aunt Lilith said she’d get her and take her to her Bunco game.” Esther’s laugh as she raked a hand through her shining hair was a nervous titter. “She said there’d be cake and punch, and Darla can’t say no to cake.”


    “Neither can I, most of the time,” Nixon said.


    That didn’t seem to be the consoling remark Esther needed to hear. She blanched.


    Adam gave her shoulder a squeeze and then pointed in the general direction of the mansion. “Headed over to get some human resources stuff worked out for this guy. Tag along, and you can see where some of the ladies work. I’m sure you can get back out to the bookstore before the owner needs to leave to get her monthly touchup.”


    “I’d like to see the mansion.” She gripped her purse against her side, stood, and notched some of that long, dark hair behind her ear.


    Taking a step closer, Nixon saw a bit of sparkle near her temples. Wasn’t tinsel, though. She’d managed to earn some gray even if her older brother hadn’t, and judging by her aunt’s still-black tresses, Nixon was guessing the premature sprouting probably wasn’t genetic.


    Well, duh. I’d probably be stressed as hell, too. Being kicked out of a pack is probably easier than staying in certain ones.


    He pressed a hand to her back and, turning his head to take a deep breath, got her moving. If he concentrated on breathing clean air that didn’t smell like a dead man’s bite, he wouldn’t think about the ache below his left knee.


    “Did they clear you to work?” she asked, then cringed. “Never mind. I mean, I guess they did, or you wouldn’t be going to the mansion.”


    “Yeah. I can work. And you can ask me anything you want. I happen to believe the vast majority of questions aren’t stupid ones.”


    They stepped down the curb, crossed the street, and started across the town square.


    Her gaze was mostly on the ground in front of her, but occasionally she looked up at the parked cars lining either side of Main Street, or at the sounds of loud talking and laughter coming from the sidewalks.


    He was sick of seeing her act that way.


    “Pick your chin up, honey. No one’s gonna get mad that you’re actually watching where you’re going.”


    “I think you’re forgetting what looking at people straight-on invites.”


    “I haven’t forgotten, but seeing as how I own a dick, I’m probably looking at things from a different perspective.”


    “You’re right. No one’s going to rough you up for being tart or disrespectful because you happened to be looking forward.”


    “No one’s gonna do that here, anyway.” Adam gestured across the street at the edge of the town square and let Esther cross in front of him. “I know that’s going to take some time for you to get used to, but I ask you to just trust me. Being treated like a human being shouldn’t be such an unusual concept. I know wolf culture, though, so I can’t really fault you for not expecting decency. Lil was a mess when we left, too.”


    “I don’t remember her being rattled in the slightest bit.”


    “She did a good job of holding everything together around you kids. Honestly, being expelled from the pack was a relief in some ways.”


    “I know that feeling,” Esther said quietly.


    Just inside the entryway of the executive mansion, the pack’s resident loner wolf—Darius—looked up from behind the security desk and waved the trio on through the metal detectors.


    Naturally, they went off.


    Darius shook his head, and then muttered, “Ignore them.”


    “Lora around?” Adam asked.


    “Yes, sir.” Darius slid a clipboard over and flipped up a page. “She should be in her office right now. I’ll call up and let her know you’re coming.”


    “’Preciate it. See you at dinner.”


    Adam guided Nixon and Esther toward the staircase and, flitting his gaze toward Nixon, grimaced.


    “I’ll be all right,” Nixon said. He wasn’t as fast on stairs as he used to be, but nobody really expected a forty-one-year-old ex-oil rig roughneck to be light on his feet.


    He brought up the rear, concentrating on stair treads and not on Esther’s pert derriere as she ascended in front of him. At least, for the most part.


    “Lora handles most of the operations business here,” Adam said. “She manages the hiring and HR issues so Queen Tess can worry about other shit.”


    “What all does an Afótama queen do?” Nixon asked.


    “That’s complicated. Suffice it to say that she does what needs to be done.”


    “That’s some nice werewolf obfuscation.” Esther mounted the top step and got out of Nixon’s way.


    He would have patted himself on the back for not having broken a sweat if Adam hadn’t already started moving again.


    Not even giving me a chance to catch my breath. Asshole.


    “Maybe it is,” Adam said to Esther. “The truth is, Queen Tess’s job isn’t what you’d call clear-cut. She’s got an interesting skill set. I’ve never met any other psychics quite like these folks, but the gods broke the mold when they made Queen Tess. I hear she’s a lot like her mother, but her mother was dead long before I came into initial contact with the group. Never got a chance to meet her.”


    Adam led them down a long hall, their shoes squeaking against the highly polished, dark hardwood.


    Esther’s gaze was on everything and nothing. The ceiling, which was painted a cool cream with pale, light blue swirls, reminiscent of ocean waves. The walls, covered with rich tapestries and paintings of former queens and their consorts. There were also the occasional Viking shields mounted on dark wood podiums.


    “This place is like a museum,” Esther whispered.


    Whispering was a pointless venture around other wolves. Nixon could hear her just fine.


    “Knowing your history is a good thing,” Nixon said.


    “They don’t know quite all of theirs,” Adam said. He poised his fist in front of a closed black door. “But they’re piecing it all back together.”


    “They’re certainly further ahead than we are,” Esther said.


    “You interested in wolf history?”


    “Always been curious. I research when I can. Documentation is hard to come by, and it’s not like I could travel.”


    “Why not?” Nixon asked.


    Esther’s eyes damn near goggled right out of her head.


    “Okay, maybe that was a dumb question. You gotta excuse me for being a knucklehead, sweetheart. I forget shit.”


    Adam chuckled and rapped on the door. “Maybe you’ll get to do some traveling once you get settled in, Es.”


    “That’d be nice. The only parts of the country I’ve seen so far have been New Jersey and whatever else was visible outside the bus’s windows as we traveled here.”


    “Come on in,” came an assertive, feminine voice from the other side of the closed door.


    Adam pushed the door in and waved Nixon and Esther inside with him.


    Nixon had been expecting to visit a little hole-in-the wall office the size of a broom closet, but the Afótama operations manager’s office was comfortably spacious. Not only was there a kitchenette and small conference table off to the right side, but Lora’s large L-shaped desk with its hutches and filing drawers took up a substantial footprint in the back left corner.


    The lady, dressed in a prim, button-up blouse and hair in a slicked back bun, stood and gestured toward the large sofa. “Who do you have for me, Mr. Carbone?”


    “I’ve got Nixon Tucker. Like I told you, he’s going to be taking over all the personnel crap on our end and make sure folks are scheduled the way they’re supposed to be.”


    Adam took a load off at the far end of the sofa and patted the cushion beside him.


    Esther sat and twined her fingers atop her lap.


    Nixon kept sentry by the door, worried if he got too comfortable in that low chair, he’d need assistance from his alpha to get back up. He didn’t need that kind of shame in front of two ladies, and especially not one he had designs on courting.


    “I’ve got his paperwork from the doc.” Lora’s fingers flew over the screen of the tablet computer she held, and then she handed the device over to Nixon.


    “I’d appreciate if you could please fill out those forms at the conference table. With items seven through fifteen—” Her cheek twitched. “I ask that you be as truthful as you can. I know you wolves would prefer not to put your life stories on any official records, but I’ve got to make sure this place complies with the law as much as possible.”


    “Aw, I’ve got nothin’ to hide. Except maybe my last permanent address.”


    “Which is where your pack was.”


    “Something like that.”


    She gestured to the table. “I’m not pulling any information from background check databases on you, so that’s no skin off my teeth. I leave all the background checks for you guys to do.”


    Nixon pulled out a chair at the conference table and set the tablet down.


    Lora turned her attention to the sofa.


    Adam crooked his thumb toward Esther. “This is my niece, Esther. Anton’s sister.”


    “Ah.” Lora raised her chin. “So, she’s the lady who had your missus in a tizzy last week.”


    “Yep. She just woke up this morning. Gotta start showing her around the place. Already got the kids squared away at the school.”


    “Cute kids,” Nixon said as he typed his social security number into the appropriate field. “A little traitorous, but all kids are, in my opinion.”


    Esther cringed, but Lora smirked.


    Ah, come on, lady. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.


    “The kids in Norseton love having newcomers in their classes,” Lora said to Esther. “They get them so rarely. I think they’re the first wolf children in the school besides Leticia, and she recently graduated.”


    “They’ll be able to make friends, won’t they?” Esther asked.


    “Oh, yeah. I’m not Afótama. I was adopted into the community as a child, but I integrated just fine. Making friends is easy for the children here. They’re biologically motivated to increase their networks. Makes knowing who to turn to for support easier later on in life.”


    “I’m glad they won’t be isolated,” Esther said.


    “They’ll have a lot of fun. I promise. So, tell me about you. Are you looking for work, or is your uncle just trotting you out to tease all the Vikings?”


    Nixon had never been much of a growler, so he’d needed a few moments to realize that the deep rumbling sound in his ears was coming from him. He dragged his tongue across his fangs, cleared his throat, and cut a look toward the sofa.


    Lora stared at him with one eyebrow raised.


    Esther looked straight ahead with her forehead furrowed.


    Adam snorted. “You gotta excuse him. He was getting poked and prodded for the past few hours and missed lunch.”


    “If I made a gaffe somehow, I hope you’d correct me,” Lora said.


    “Just a reflex. No sweat.” Nixon tried to focus on that damned tablet screen again. Mother’s maiden name? “No gaffe on your part.”


    Although, if he were to catch any of those male Vikings trying to add Esther to their so-called networks, he’d likely be doing a little more than just growling at them.


    He’d always been a pretty rational kind of guy, but he’d never tried to take a mate before. Third parties matched most wolf pairs. Natural attractions rarely had a chance to bloom, so he had no clue what was going to happen, or how his inner wolf would embarrass him by the time all was said and done.


    All he could do was hope Esther wasn’t completely turned off by him. She had plenty of reasons to be already, even without knowing about his bum leg.


    Lora’s shirt pocket buzzed and she slapped a hand over the vibrating phone within. “This is Lora,” she said upon answering.


    Halfway to her desk, she stopped, turned on her heels, and gestured Adam toward the door.


    “Everything all right?” he asked low.


    She shook her head, mouthed, “Trespasser,” and Adam was on his feet in an instant.


    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she said to Nixon.


    He turned his hands over and shrugged. Fortunately, his afternoon had been pretty unstructured to start with, so he could wait.


    Esther, however, couldn’t.


    The office door clicked shut, and Nixon crossed his numbing leg over the opposite knee. “I wouldn’t want you to miss getting your bookstore browsing in today. If you want to head out, I won’t think badly of you.”


    She massaged the palm of her left hand and, staring at the large abstract painting beside Lora’s desk, furrowed her brow again. “Can wait until tomorrow. I guess there are other things I need to do. Practical things.”


    “Such as?”


    “Figuring out where to get groceries and clothes. Those kinds of things.”


    Nixon grunted and scrolled down the form on the tablet screen. “I discovered that Norseton is built on a pretty sensible grid. Most everything you need is at the center of town. A couple of the wolf ladies walk over every day and get a couple of bags worth of stuff. Some of them drive the ATVs over.”


    “Walking sounds nice. Back in Jersey, I never got to go anywhere on my own.”


    He set down the tablet and turned his rolling chair around. “How’d that work out?”


    For once, she was actually looking at him. So tired, still, but so pretty. He couldn’t fathom how any asshole would want to scar her up.


    “You’d think assigning all the women chaperones for the smallest of outlets would be a logistical nightmare, right?” she asked.


    “Sure as hell sounds like one.”


    “The requirement was new, put into place after Ashley left. Rather, her father put the rule in place because she left. I guess he was afraid too many women would go looking for a way out the way she did.”


    “Ah. Damn. Did you tell her about the new rule?”


    Esther shook her head and placed her purse, which had been on her lap, onto the cushion beside her. “I don’t want her to feel bad. She did what she had to do, and took a huge risk in the process. She didn’t know where she’d end up, only that she’d probably only get one chance to respond.”


    “You mean to a mate call.”


    “Right. She didn’t know if she’d end up in a worse pack, but she had to take the risk of becoming a stranger’s bride if only to get leave from her home pack. Once an alpha gives a woman permission to transfer, her home alpha can’t refuse. Not without risking a conflict.”


    “I bet her father shut down all access to the mate call listings, huh?”


    “I didn’t check, but I’d say that’s a fair guess. He’d made them pretty hard to access even before she left. They’re supposed to be publicly posted, but her father didn’t like women leaving the pack. She had to go digging to find the listing. Before me, no one else had left since Ashley, and the only ones before her were boys and men her father needed to get rid of.”


    “Good riddance to your home pack, then, right?”


    She shrugged one narrow shoulder. “My parents are still there. The only bright spots.”


    “Right.” He’d forgotten about leaving folks behind because believing all his family was dead was easiest. He didn’t have to worry about whether or not they cared if he was alive. He didn’t want to know if they didn’t.


    Nixon turned back to his forms, just to get the things over and done with. He was looking forward to having a stable job and reliable income. “Too damn old to be on the wind all the fuckin’ time,” he muttered to himself.


    “I’m sorry, what?”


    “Ignore me. Just thinking about wolf shit.” He tapped in some bullshit information for his emergency contacts. He didn’t know anyone’s number anymore—hadn’t talked to his mother in fifteen years, at least, and that time was only because she’d thought to give him a try from a payphone she’d happened upon while gassing up his father’s truck. She’d told Nixon not to try to get in touch again.


    “Where are you from?”


    “North Florida, originally. Haven’t been home in forever, though.”


    “I’ve never been to Florida. Obviously.”


    He chuckled. “Nice place to be for a few minutes at a time, if you can endure the stifling humidity.”


    “New Jersey is plenty humid, especially during the summer. The steam coming off the sidewalks can be unbearable.”


    “Right. Did you ever get into the city? New York, I mean.” He tried not to show any particular reaction when Esther pulled out the seat beside his and sat primly at the edge.


    His belly was doing the flip-flops of a teenaged kid with a crush, and already, his throat was constricting with its biological imperative to keep himself from hurling.


    Gonna have to do something about that damned scent. Could try a nasal numbing agent, like that Vulcan in Star Trek…


    He scoffed at himself and went back to data entry.


    A wolf with a dud nose. That’d be even worse. Mind over matter, asshole.


    “No, I never did,” she said in that soft way of hers. “That wasn’t one of our sanctioned field trips. If we wanted culture, we had to make our own.”


    “That’s a damn shame. Hopefully you and the kids’ll get out more now that you’re here. Hey, you’ve got a whole country to explore. You could take road trips and whatnot.”


    “I can’t drive.”


    Oh. “Well, I’ll teach you to, if you want. The only hard parts are backing up and parallel parking.”


    “You’d really let me drive your truck?”


    He shrugged. “Sure. It’s paid off, so I’m probably not as uptight about that kind of shit as I was five years ago.”


    “My mother doesn’t even have a license anymore. She let it expire, or rather was made to sometime after Aunt Lillian and Uncle Adam left. She wanted to go with them. My father agreed, but Ashley’s father thought splitting everyone up was the better choice.”


    “Not a better choice. Just the most lucrative choice for him.”


    She turned her hands over in concession. “I wouldn’t let her see me off when I left with the kids. I knew she’d get herself in trouble.”


    “We’ve created a pretty fucked-up situation for ourselves all around, huh?”


    “I shouldn’t even be talking with you about it.”


    “Right. I reckon if you were back in Jersey, someone would pop you in the mouth for insinuating that everything isn’t all sunshine and roses, but I happen to be a realist. I prefer folks to shoot straight from the hip, if they have to talk at all.”


    “I guess that’s why you and Uncle Adam are friends.”


    Nixon chuckled again, submitted the form he’d been working on, and groaned when another one popped up in its place. “Yeah, that and other reasons. He’s what my mother would call ‘good people.’”


    “I happen to agree.”


    “I sure as shit hope so, seeing as how you’re related to him.”


    “Because family relationships mean so much to most wolves, right?”


    “Touché.”


    “I never want my kids to feel like…I didn’t do enough. That I didn’t try to do the right thing. Knowing what the right thing is, though, is hard sometimes.”


    She’d cast her gaze down again, and he’d reached his absolute limit of times he could watch her do that. He was annoyed as hell at her thinking that if she said anything that was the slightest bit critical that he’d sound off on her.


    “Esther.” He tipped her chin up and made her look at him.


    Just that quickly, her dark gaze went watery.


    Shit. He had no way of knowing what kind of energy he was putting off, but if he were anything like the other men in the pack, she was reading his aura as dark and foreboding. She probably wanted to move away from him.


    He didn’t want that. He didn’t want to scare her—just the opposite.


    “Come on, honey,” he crooned, swirling the pad of his thumb along her jaw. “You can’t blame yourself for all the shit that went down in your life. I don’t know everything that happened to you, and I’m not sure I want to, but the fact that you packed those kids up and got the hell out of Jersey without knowing what you’d find on this end speaks volumes to what kind of lady you are.”


    At her audible gulp and flinch, he pressed his palm to her cheek and brushed back her hair. Silky and soft. His newest fetish. He could spend long minutes running his fingers through it, and she probably would have let him for fear of saying no.


    So he dropped his hands, and hated that he had to. He hated that being a wolf meant she didn’t trust affection. Hated that she probably didn’t believe he was capable of giving it.


    “Maybe you ran because you were scared, but you could have stayed put, honey,” he said. “You could have put your head in the sand like an ostrich and hoped the world went on around you, but you didn’t do that.”


    “I couldn’t. I—” She sucked in some air as if she were going to finally speak her mind, but instead, she shook her head and cast her gaze downward.


    “Look at me, honey.”


    She rolled her eyes up again.


    “Leave the past in the past. The best thing you can do for those kids is move forward, without dragging that old shit along with you.”


    “I should forget their father existed?”


    Good riddance to him, wherever the spineless bastard ended up.


    “If they ask you questions,” Nixon tried for a neutral tone, but he couldn’t help if there was a growl in his voice, “you answer them.”


    “And what about me? How do I stop asking myself all those what-if questions about what more I could have done for him to treat me better? How I could have encouraged him to be a better father to the kids? How I could have made him a better person?”


    “Pretty as you are, last I checked, you weren’t a goddess. There’s a limit to how much you can do, and I’m sure you did all you could using the abilities you had. Maybe you’ll handle things differently now that you have freedom—now that you have choices.”


    “Choices,” she whispered on a nod.


    “That’s right.” He had to stop touching her. Couldn’t help himself, though. One more little touch to her cheek, and he grinned when she didn’t flinch or move. He didn’t want her to think she couldn’t move away if she wanted to. He hoped she wouldn’t, but she did have the choice.


    And obviously her choice was to kiss him.


    It was just a peck to his cheek as she stood, but enough contact to knock the wind out of him.


    He didn’t catch his breath until she’d crossed the room and picked up her purse.


    “If it’s okay with you, I’m going to go get some things for dinner. Darla can’t live on cake and punch, no matter what she thinks.”


    “You don’t need my permission. The world’s your oyster.”


    She closed her eyes, nodded, and whispered, “Right.”


    At the doorway, she turned—looking him in the eyes—and said, “I’ll see you later?”


    “Hope so. Don’t be a stranger.”


    “I couldn’t be.”


    With that inscrutable comment, she left the office, dragging his heart along behind her.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    “If you want him to actually hear you, you need to knock louder.”


    At Ashley’s sultry whisper, Esther nearly leapt out of her sneakers from fright. She clutched her chest and caught her breath while her cousin’s wife snickered.


    “Gods, you let me sneak up on you like that? I wasn’t exactly quiet, and little Adam doesn’t quite grasp the concept of stealth yet.” Ashley pointed to the babbling baby boy on her hip.


    Esther shifted the warm covered dish to her other arm and cringed. “I guess my head was elsewhere. I was—well, thinking.” Thinking about what she’d say when Nixon answered his door. Thinking about how he might react to seeing her there. She’d never been all that good at reading men, but she didn’t want to think he would react badly to her taking him dinner. And she had to. She’d cooked, and she’d fretted, because that was apparently what wolf women did when they liked people. She’d never felt that for Michael. Toward the end of his life, she wouldn’t have cared if he’d starved.


    “Want me to knock for you?” Ashley asked. “I can be your wing-woman.”


    “What makes you think I need one?”


    “You so do. It’s okay if you like him, you know.”


    “How do you—”


    Ashley waved a dismissive hand, effectively silencing Esther, and sighed. “Es, when you let wolves pair off naturally, funnily enough, they’re nice to each other.”


    “I’m not trying to pair off. I’m just—”


    “Bringing him food. Right. Because he’ll waste away if you don’t feed him.” Ashley lifted the foil at the edge of the plate. “Ooh. Is that sauerkraut?”


    “And sausages,” Esther muttered. “Michael hated sauerkraut. I missed it.”


    “Michael was a shit stain.”


    “Ashley—”


    “Nope.” Ashley shook her head hard. “I don’t like speaking ill of the dead, but he got what was coming to him. I’m sorry you got matched with him. Fortunately, I was too young when his turn for a match came around.”


    “I pushed him.”


    The words came out of Esther’s mouth unbidden, and she felt like time ceased to exist. Her body froze, her mouth hanging open and eyes wide with self-inflicted terror.


    And Ashley just stared.


    She kept staring until little Adam gave her ponytail an innocent yank.


    She swallowed, untwined Adam’s fingers from her hair, and made some sounds that weren’t quite words. “Uh. You—”


    “It was an accident,” Esther whispered. “He was drunk, and he lunged for me, and I—”


    “Self-defense. Okay?” Ashley’s whisper was sharp and insistent, so Esther nodded.


    She didn’t know what else to do but nod. “I snapped,” she said after a few seconds of tense silence.


    “About time someone snapped. I’m sorry it had to be you. I wish it had been some woman who wouldn’t have felt guilty.”


    The door creaked open and Nixon leaned into the frame with one eyebrow raised. “What’s with all the mutterin’ out here? Y’all having a party I wasn’t invited to?”


    “Wasn’t much of a party until you arrived, Nix.” Ashley squeezed past him into the house without waiting for a welcome.


    He stared after her, shrugged, and then got out of the way. “Come on in, hon. Jim left the place a mess, but beggars can’t be choosers.”


    “Am I interrupting anything?”


    Nixon pulled Esther into the house and shut the door. “Not interrupting anything. Actually, there’s not much to interrupt. I was trying to crack the Wi-Fi since Jim didn’t leave the password written down, but I reckon I’m going to have to piggyback off one of the folks beside us until I can get in touch with him. I don’t know how long he’s going to be on the road.”


    “You can use mine, I guess. I don’t know what the password for that one is, either, though. You’ll have to ask Colt. I think he set up the router.”


    “No hurry. Just don’t want to get smacked with a huge phone bill for having to use so much roaming data. I was finally able to pick up at least that kind of signal, and that’s not ideal.”


    “Oh.” She looked down at the crinkled foil edges around the plate.


    “Is that pork?”


    She laughed quietly. “Good nose, huh?”


    “Yep.”


    She handed the plate to him, notched her hair behind her ears, and set off looking for Ashley. At least, that was what Esther told herself she was doing. Anything to get her feet unstuck, and to just be moving with purpose, rather than nervously gawking at the man.


    “Hey, how ’bout that? Sauerkraut.”


    She turned on her heel at the counter to see him. “If you don’t like—”


    “I didn’t say I didn’t like it.” He balled up the foil and tossed the wad toward the recycling crate. “I wonder if there’s any mustard here. Gotta have mustard.”


    She wrung the hem of her overlong shirt against her belly and shifted her weight. “That’s the way Kevin eats them. More mustard than meat.”


    “I’m sure he’ll grow out of that taste bud flaw in good time.” Nixon grabbed a fork from the utensil drawer and settled against the counter with the plate. “You didn’t have to feed me, but I will never turn down a home-cooked meal.”


    Actually, I did have to feed you.


    Her grin twitched a bit at the edges, but she was just out of practice. Most of her brazen smiles in recent history had been given to her children, or to the few ladies in her old pack she could call friends.


    Ashley reemerged from wherever she was in the back of the house and hitched little Adam up a bit higher on her hip. “You look like you’re all settled in, but do you need anything else?”


    “Besides the Wi-Fi password?” Nixon asked. “Nah. Not sure how long I’m going to be here, anyway.”


    “Where are you going?” Panic gripped Esther by the throat, and didn’t let go until Nixon shrugged and said through a mouthful of boiled potatoes, “Maybe downtown.”


    Man’s gonna give me a heart attack already.


    “Family housing not good enough for you?” Ashley asked.


    “Nothin’ wrong with it,” Nixon said. “Just less maintenance with an apartment. And I’m sure Jim is a great guy to live with, but if he really is biding his time waiting for the young Miss Modesto to get a bit more seasoning, I’d just be in the way pretty soon. I can’t get too comfortable here.”


    Ashley narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t make any rash decisions.”


    “You’re warning me as if I make of habit of doing that.”


    “I don’t know if you do, but I figured you could use the reminder, anyway.”


    Ashley’s tone was unmistakably impertinent, and though Esther’s immediate instinct was to tell the woman to ease off for her own good, she remembered where she was. Esther wasn’t in a typical pack anymore. She was in Norseton, and in Norseton, the lady wolves had a tendency to run their mouths, and the men apparently didn’t mind too much.


    Nixon sputtered his lips and speared another piece of sausage with his fork. “I’ll behave—at least until I figure out who’s in charge around here. I don’t think any of y’all could say for sure, not even Adam.”


    “Whatever.” Ashley rolled her eyes and then strode to the front door. “I’ve gotta put this dude to bed. I’ll see you two in the morning.”


    “I’ll walk with you.” Esther started toward the door.


    Ashley shook her head and wagged a finger at her. “I’m just walking across the courtyard. The buddy system doesn’t apply for trips that short. Hang out here for a while. Maybe critique Nixon’s sorry bed-making skills or something.”


    Nixon snorted and, with his back turned to the door, didn’t see Ashley mouthing, “Don’t. Say. Anything.”


    Esther furrowed her brow.


    Ashley pointed to her wedding band.


    Oh. Michael. A cold chill shot down Esther’s spine. Damn it.


    Ashley shook her head hard, pantomimed “I’ll call you,” and then stepped outside into the night.


    The screen door slammed against the frame, and Esther wrung her shirt hem some more and stared at the spot where Ashley had been standing.


    Not say anything?


    Esther should have been happy that Ashley hadn’t responded to Esther’s sloppy manslaughter confession with hostility. She should have been ecstatic that Ashley was on her side, but Esther was so used to the tables being turned on her without warning. Where she was from, betrayal was normal. Trusting was hard.


    Faith was hard.


    “Kids really did abandon you, huh?”


    Nixon’s voice pulled Esther out of her own head, and she pinned her focus back on his face.


    His friendly, smiling face.


    She scoffed quietly and shifted her weight. “I guess I’m happy they’re bonding with the people here. I’m used to having a small network of folks who I could trust them to be around, and they’ve always been pretty discriminating about who they let get close, too.”


    “Yeah, I guessed that about them. Especially with Seven. I think he’s got pretty good instincts, but most wolves do up until they stupidly try to tamp them down.”


    “How do you know his instincts are good?”


    “Spent a lot of hours beside your front door when you were conked out, honey.” He laughed and turned his plate ninety degrees clockwise.


    There was nothing left but green beans, which she hadn’t actually expected him to eat, but she always included a vegetable anyway on the off chance Darla would accidentally get some into her mouth.


    Nixon forked up some beans and swallowed them without a single grimace.


    Huh.


    She began to mentally compile a list: Things Nixon Will Eat.


    “He’s very inquisitive,” Nixon said. “Notices things you wouldn’t think a kid would be paying attention to. He gave his uncle a very thorough grilling about what he does for a living.”


    She groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. Of all the people Kevin would have a loose verbal filter for, Anton was a safe party, but she hated that she hadn’t been awake to coach Kevin on verbal restraint. She needed the kids to operate more or less on the status quo, at least until Esther had gotten a good feel for Norseton’s dynamics.


    “We also played a lot of poker from our respective sides of the doorway.”


    She dropped the hem of her shirt and put her hands on her hips. “Nixon!”


    He snorted. “I’m just fuckin’ with ya, Momma. Go Fish is more his speed, but Vic said he was going to teach him to play Spades.”


    Nixon leaned over and massaged the hinges of her jaw, laughing some more. “Quit grinding. I don’t think he really meant what he said, but you can never tell with Vic. He’s got a questionable sense of humor, that cousin of yours.”


    Esther should have been concentrating on her teeth and how she needed to stop gnashing them, but instead, her focus was fixed on Nixon’s hand so near her lips, her nose.


    The feel of it. His scent, woodsy and alluring.


    Lickable.


    She didn’t lick him, though, even though his palm was dangerously close to the seam of her lips. Even though she craved a taste of him.


    She rolled her gaze up to his sultry amber one, and damn near fell into his thrall.


    “Quit grindin’. Seven’s a novelty, is all. No other kids in the pack around his age, or Darla’s. Of course the others are gonna to take an interest.”


    She blinked, but the fog in her head didn’t clear any.


    “Wouldn’t hurt for him to learn early on how to beat the old guys at cards. Maybe we’ll even keep the cussin’ down to a minimum. One fuck per game. How’s that?”


    His massage of her jaw hinges devolved into a more tender, sweeping of his fingertips along her jaw. Down her neck.


    “Did you ever learn to play?” he asked.


    She struggled to swallow as his hand played over her throat. “C-cards? No. Not really. I’m not good at games.”


    “That’s not necessarily a bad thing.”


    He was closer, suddenly.


    Or maybe I am.


    She’d moved into his touch, like some pathetic animal seeking warmth on a bitter cold day.


    “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he whispered. His lips were so close to her ear.


    When’d he get there?


    For that matter, she didn’t remember him looping his free arm around her back, either. Didn’t remember him pulling her so close that she could hear his heart beating, loud and strong. Steady.


    Hers wasn’t so steady. Her heart raced and forced the blood up her neck and to her face, to the cheeks that burned hotter than the plate she’d brought him. She could hardly catch her breath.


    His fingers danced over the scars at the top of her chest, and instinctively, she reached to push his hand away.


    He wouldn’t let her. “I’ve already seen them,” he said. “I know why they’re there. I’d kiss them away if I could, but I don’t reckon that’s how wolf magic works.”


    “I wish the magic did work that way,” she whispered. She wanted to be kissed—wanted him to kiss her, anywhere he liked. Her body tightened at the thought that he just might, and at the fact that she actually craved such a thing.


    “I—used to cover them,” she managed to squeak out after a difficult swallow. “People would stare, and I knew that they knew why they were there. I never saw anyone else except other wolves.”


    “Why’d you stop?” He dragged his fingertip up from the top of her cleavage to the underside of her chin again, keeping her chin propped up and her gaze on his face—on his lips, parted and so kissable.


    She had to close her eyes, or she would have kissed him, unbidden. “Um. Everyone had already seen them, so hiding them was pointless. Explaining to the kids why they were there was the hardest. They don’t know the whole truth, only that I got clawed.”


    “I think they’ll work out what happened on their own in time. They’ll put two and two together.”


    “And will pity me. Or worse, they’ll hate me for being so weak.”


    “Don’t talk like that around me. I don’t care if you really believe that shit you’re saying, but I don’t want to hear it. You’re not weak. At least, not in that way. Open your eyes.”


    She did. She looked up, past his flaring nostrils, to the narrowed slits of his eyes, the irises having taken on a yellowish glow that entranced her.


    “I want you to look at me when you’re standing in front of me. And I want you to like looking.”


    “I do.”


    “Yeah?” He traced the edges of her lips with his fingertip and sucked in a deep breath through his mouth. “You make a man question that with the way you’re always looking down.”


    “I’m a lesser wolf, and that’s what we do.”


    “There’s nothing lesser about you. Maybe you’ve been taught that for as long as you can remember. You’ll probably need half as long to be convinced otherwise, but I’m telling you now not to let anyone feel like you’re only good for one thing. You can do whatever you want. No one here is going to stop you. I’m not going to let anyone stop you.”


    “You?”


    “Mm-hmm.” Another deep breath through his mouth. He leaned in and grazed his lips along the shell of her ear and lower, to her neck. Caresses became kisses. Kisses became licks.


    His tongue seared at the bend between her shoulder and neck.


    Her breath sped as his fangs grazed over the sensitive flesh, and her fingers dug into the meat of his back.


    Is he gonna…


    “No one’s coming to your rescue,” he said. His tongue replaced his teeth, and he licked some more, and then kissed across her ruined chest. “No one’s gonna save you from me, because they’re not so sure you need saving.”


    She wrung the fabric at the back of his shirt as she had been her own and pushed up onto her tiptoes.


    Bite me.


    “Do you mind?” he whispered. “That they’re leaving me to pursue you, unchaperoned?”


    “I’m—well, I guess I’m surprised they would, but them not interfering explains some things. I thought they didn’t care.”


    “They care. They’re just staying out of my way, seeing what’ll shake out of this before you get too comfortable.”


    “I haven’t yet gotten comfortable.”


    She’d be far more comfortable if he’d just bite her already—claim her and kill the suspense.


    Does he want me or not?


    “No. You’ve been awake for less than twelve hours. You haven’t had a chance to turn on your Wi-Fi, much less decide which wolves you need to run from.”


    “I don’t need to run from you. You just told me that.”


    “But I want you to believe me.”


    “I do.”


    “Why?”


    “I—”


    She clamped her lips and furrowed her brow, because she didn’t know why. She just believed him, and she was certain in that belief in a way she’d been with few other things in her life. She could count on one hand the number of certainties she kept in that special lockbox in her brain, and numbers one and two were Kevin and Darla. She’d loved them unconditionally from the moments they’d been born, and she didn’t have to wonder about that. She knew what love felt like. They’d taught her to trust her recognition of the feeling.


    In the same way she knew that she loved her kids, she knew Nixon was a safe bet. A noble wolf.


    She was the one who wasn’t a good bet.


    “I want to bite you, Esther. Your scent—I gotta be honest, honey. The scent’s turning my stomach, and it’s getting stronger.”


    She groaned and hid her face against his shoulder. Her odor—Michael’s odor—would only grow with her arousal. Nature’s perfect deterrent to the female wolf’s infidelity.


    But the protection wasn’t supposed to be for him.


    The scent was supposed to keep women safe from other wolves who would claim them without permission, but like everything else in wolf culture, the old ways had gotten bastardized soon after wolf settlement in the New World.


    Nixon wasn’t a threat, and she wanted him to claim what was his.


    She was his. She’d probably known that from the moment she’d decided he was safe enough for her to put her kids into his truck.


    “Bite me if you want to.” Please want to. “I’ll understand why you wouldn’t want to, though.”


    “You don’t get to change your mind. You don’t get to decide you like some other wolf better, and hate me because you should have waited to see who else was out there.”


    “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”


    “Look at me.” He pressed his hands to her upper arms and held her a few inches away from him. His forehead held the same scowl as before, but his eyes were wide open and seemingly panicked.


    “Nixon, what’s wrong?”


    “You need to know what you’re getting. Wolves don’t court the same way human folks do, so you’re not gonna get weeks or months to decide if you like me enough to go forward. If I bite you, you’re stuck with me.”


    “I know that. Even after—” She swallowed. She wasn’t going to say that man’s name. Michael didn’t belong in the conversation. “Even after everything, I understand the risks. But I’m tired of having all risks and no rewards. I’m tired of always being the one who never gets anything out of my end of a bargain. I want a prize, too.”


    “I’m no prize, honey. Trust me when I say I’d be the one who’s marrying way up.”


    “I don’t believe that.”


    “Of course you don’t. You’ve been conditioned to not know your own worth, and I reckon part of my job will be to teach you just how valuable you are.”


    “So bite me.”


    “No.”


    He drew in another of those long breaths through his mouth, because she stank of another man.


    If she’d been a decent woman, she would have put some space between her and Nixon, but she apparently wasn’t decent. She wanted him to keep touching her. She worried if he stopped, he’d change his mind about the whole thing and would leave her in the dust, heartbroken and craving him like he was the next breath she needed to take.


    She’d never felt that way about any man before, and given the intensity of her feeling, she didn’t think that yearning she was dealing with amounted to a crush. There was more in play than just want.


    She needed him. Not just for her, but for her kids, too. She couldn’t keep being both mother and father. She needed help.


    “If I bite you—if I take on the responsibility of you and Seven and Darla—I don’t want to see you upset about not getting what you hoped for. You have options. You don’t have to be with a wolf. Only a wolf would be bothered by your scent. You’d have fewer problems taking a mate outside the species. Maybe a coyote or a cougar. Or, you can find a nice human guy who’s tolerant of having furry stepchildren.”


    “You’re telling me my options as if I don’t already know them.”


    He nodded slowly and rubbed the scruff on his chin. “Yeah, well, I’m just makin’ sure you do. I don’t want to leave anything left unsaid. This isn’t going to be another situation where you don’t have a choice, and where you’re being pushed into some circumstance because you being there is the will of some other asshole.”


    “I gave you my consent. What else do you want from me? I don’t know what else I can possibly say. Maybe I’m not used to having choices—you’re right about that—but you think I’m not intelligent enough to know that I want you? You want me to change my mind? I’m not sure if I can.”


    “Come here,” he said softly. He took her gently by the hand and led her to the sofa.


    He pointed to the middle cushion.


    She sat.


    He perched on the edge of the coffee table in front of her, cringing a bit. He pulled her hand forward and down, placing it on his left shin.


    “Squeeze that, honey.”


    She didn’t understand the point of the exercise, but all the same, she did what he asked.


    His shin was hard.


    Too hard.


    She squeezed again and felt around to the back of his shin. Hard there, too.


    “What is that? A cast? No, you wouldn’t be wearing a cast with your boot.” She started lifting the hem of his jeans.


    “Wait.” His hand bracketed her wrist, and he carefully uncurled her fingers from his pants. “You don’t have to look. I just want you understand where I’m coming from.”


    “What is that? What are you trying to show me?”


    He let go of her wrist and sat a bit more upright. “Suffice it to say, I’ve got a lower leg with fewer cumulative miles than the rest of me.”


    “A—”


    His tapping left foot pulled her gaze down to his cowboy boot. Stiff motions, as if the ankle wasn’t moving quite right—as if the ankle wasn’t real.


    “Fucked up my leg in an accident,” he said. “Amputated below the knee. Right now, my leg is as good as it’s ever going to get. There’s no magic wolf cure for a clean surgical cut made when you were in your human form.”


    “You’re an amputee?” She gave her head a hard shake and forced out a breath. She had to keep reminding herself to breathe. Becoming overwhelmed was far too easy. “I wouldn’t have guessed.”


    “And that’s why I wanted to tell you, honey. If you get me, you’re not getting a whole wolf.”


    Although his voice carried its usual sultry notes, there was nothing enticing at all about his scowl.


    He actually believed that shit he was saying.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Nixon waited for Esther to show some sign of disgust, but her expression remained the same curious mask she’d worn before he’d made his reluctant confession.


    Her brow was furrowed, lips parted as if she were about to launch some words, and hand remained poised against his prosthesis.


    “Say something,” he said.


    He couldn’t take the silence. Having her verbally recoil—having her clear the air on the subject—was preferable to being left in the lurch. He’d been with plenty of women since the amputation, but he’d kept his clothes on every time. If those women suspected anything was amiss, they didn’t speak the thoughts.


    Esther scoffed quietly and placed her hand atop his knees. “What’d you do to yourself?”


    “What did I do to myself?”


    She looked so battered over his apparent carelessness. The pain in her expression took his breath away. She looked like someone had told her that her pet dog had been run over.


    He squeezed his hands around hers and stretched out his stiff leg in front of him. “Old oil rig. It decided to lose a little weight one day while I was walking beneath it. Rafter fell on my shin. There wasn’t much the docs could do for me. Bones were shattered, and my skin was too beat up. Infection was going to set in. I tried to force a shapeshift, but the wolf in me wasn’t having it. Pain level was too high.”


    “That would have made a difference.”


    He shrugged. “I try not to get too caught up on the shoulda-coulda-wouldas. Maybe if I had been able to shift right after the accident, I could have healed enough in my wolf form to put some of the bone pieces back together, or keep the infection from setting in, but speculating now gives me heartburn.”


    “I want to see it.”


    “What, my leg? What the hell for?”


    She pinched her eyes shut and shook her head on a sigh. “I—I have to. I have to see what I’m getting.”


    He let go of her soft, soft hands and pushed himself to standing. “Not necessary. I assure you, my leg looks about as repulsive as you can imagine. Probably even has a little rash from the ill-fitting prosthesis. Real sexy, let me tell ya. I don’t need to show you what’s left of my leg for you to know I’m not what you were probably hoping for.”


    “You think I’m so superficial?”


    If he hadn’t had a werewolf’s acute vision, he might not have caught the way her pupils in the dark pools of her irises shrunk and then rapidly enlarged, as if she’d just spotted some prey she needed to take down to feed her kids with. He wouldn’t have noticed the brief flooding of crimson in her already-flushed skin. And he certainly wouldn’t have caught the barest hints of her fangs peeking out beneath her top lip.


    He’d gone and pissed her off.


    Good. Glad to see she can get that way.


    He leaned against the wall near the sofa and shoved his hands into his jean pockets. He was probably an asshole for being flattered that she would get pissed—that she was interested in him, in spite of everything.


    “Your biological imperative,” he said, “is to find the most alpha mate you can who isn’t already attached. You’re coming out of a marriage, and you’re driven to reattach. I understand. I also understand that you should be looking for a whole wolf—someone who can protect and provide for you and the kids. I’m pretty confident I could provide for you, but I can’t make any promises on the protect part. I would have been able to a couple of years ago, no question. Not now. I don’t move as fast as I used to. Some of that’s because of my leg, and some is just because I’m an old motherfucker.”


    She rolled her eyes and let out a ragged exhalation. “Gods. You’re so worked up about whether or not you’re a whole wolf, but you’re making a pretty big tactical error, Nixon.”


    “And what would that be?”


    “Assuming that I’m a whole wolf.”


    He started a reflexive scan of her body, but his gaze had barely met her shoulders when she clarified, “I’m not talking about the scars you can see. My body is intact, more or less, even if I don’t look quite as good as I did fifteen years ago when my alpha decided my time was up and gave me to Michael. I’m talking about the wounds you can’t see. The psychological crap wolves never talk about. You don’t know what I’ve been through. What I’ve—”


    She pulled in some air, cutting off the words. He waited, but she didn’t pick back up on the train of thought. She locked her gaze on the coffee table in front of her and ground her teeth some more.


    His instinct was to push away from the wall and press his hands to her pretty face again to force the tension away. He didn’t want her to be stressed out—the fact that she was chewed him up on the inside—but they both had to be honest with themselves. They couldn’t leave anything left unsaid. He’d never been the kind of wolf who thought that what women felt was unimportant.


    “I don’t know what the right thing to say is,” she whispered. “Maybe I’m supposed to feel some particular way about your body, but maybe I’m too stupid to know better. Maybe I’m too stupid to understand that the way you are is a problem. You’re waiting for me to reject you, but I can’t. The wolf in me won’t let me.” Esther raised her gaze slowly and, with what seemed to be substantial effort, pinned her dark gaze on him. “She thinks I get a chance now to have something I want.”


    “I worry about your taste, honey.”


    “I could say the same for you. Do you want to bite me or not?”


    “Of course I want to bite you. That’s not the question. In spite of how I might appear with the dumb look I sometimes have on my face, I’m not stupid. I wouldn’t reject a mate who could give me strong children, and who’d bring to the relationship a couple of kids I already like.”


    “They like you, too,” she said quietly. “Probably before I did.”


    “I’d like to say they’ve got excellent taste, but I think the truth is they just know I’m not gonna hurt their momma.”


    He did push off the wall then, and went to her because he couldn’t take standing there like a shithead staring at her when she looked like she was about to cry, and he was under no illusion that he wasn’t the one who’d put her in that emotional state.


    He sat beside her on the sofa and risked putting an arm around her shoulders. Risked pulling her closer so her face was against his neck, her breaths ticking his chest, her fingers curling against his thigh.


    “Trust me, honey. I’m aggressive enough to want to swoop in and scoop you up in spite of the fact that you just got here and you probably need some time. You just lost a mate.”


    She tensed up like she was about to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her. He liked her where she was, and he had more he needed to say.


    “If I were behaving strictly by my programming, I would have bitten you already. I would have done the deed right after Anton and your uncle said they weren’t going to get in my way, and I asked them the morning after I brought you here. Then I sat outside waiting for you to wake up, because I didn’t want any other male to get over to you before I had my chance. If I were behaving like my inner wolf wanted, I would have bitten you while you slept so when you woke, that foul scent would have been gone.”


    Again, she tried to pull away, but he held her tighter. Made her listen.


    “Adam says this shit is natural. Says this is the way we’re supposed to be when we encounter the wolf who can meet our needs. But I say in spite of what your inner wolf is telling you, and in spite of your drive to belong and to not go very long without belonging to someone, you gotta think this through. I don’t just want a wolf match, honey. I want you to like me. You understand?”


    She didn’t say anything and didn’t move, and he just endured.


    He pressed his face against the top of her silky hair and, breathing through his mouth, closed his eyes. He wanted more than anything to bite her so they could get the confusion and upheaval over with. She’d become his, and her kids would become his, too. He’d move into her space and claim every inch. He’d never want to leave her, and she’d break his heart if she tried to get him to go. That would have meant he wasn’t enough.


    He preferred getting the rejection over with upfront.


    “Nixon?”


    “Hmm?” He opened his eyes and forced himself to pull in a breath through his nose, hoping her hands off scent would un-muddle his brain and bolster his resolve.


    The tactic didn’t work. He was more incited than ever to sink his fangs into some bit of her unbroken flesh and to keep them there until he was sure his scent chased away the other—Michael’s claim.


    She wasn’t Michael’s. Shouldn’t have been given to him in the first place, but Nixon couldn’t change the past. If he could have, he’d never have taken that last oilrig job.


    “Bite me,” she said. “Please. Don’t make me beg. Not for this. I can’t get settled until you do this. That’s all I know. The wolf won’t let me stand down, and the part of me that’s lady agrees with her. I don’t want to leave things undone.”


    She was going to have to.


    His fangs had already extended unbidden, and his mouth watered in anticipation of tasting her flesh.


    Bite her, you stupid asshole.


    But he moved away from her. Off the sofa. Out of arm’s reach.


    She looked at him as if he’d slapped her hard and not just put some space between them.


    “This isn’t me rejecting you, honey. Not in the least. I just want you to step back from the hormones a little bit. Sleep on things. Let me know in the morning if you feel the same way. If you do, I’ll have my teeth in you so fast, you won’t even have seen me move.”


    “You don’t think I’m able to make good decisions.”


    “That not the issue at all.” He pulled her to her feet and edged her around the back of the coffee table. “I just don’t want to be arguing with you a year from now about whether the bite was my idea or yours. I don’t want you to feel like you had to comply with my will because you read me as the dominant wolf in the room and were afraid to tell me no.”


    “I haven’t thought of telling you no.”


    He cringed. “And that’s what bugs me.”


    He led her to the front door and, sighing, leaned against the frame. “Just sleep on what I said. Please. I’ll feel a little stupid tomorrow if you yell at me for having made you wait, but I prefer that to the alternative. I dropped some heavy shit on you. Give the dust time to settle. Give yourself time to understand what me being an amputee means, okay?”


    She rolled her eyes and started for her house. “Unbelievable.”


    “Trust me,” he called after her. “I’m more shocked than anyone at the things coming out of my mouth.”


    He had to believe he was doing the right thing, though. He couldn’t bear the thought of Esther being like those women in his old pack, who were more like structures than people. They had no roles except for the ones assigned to them, and he didn’t want that sort of life for Esther. There was a brightness in her, and she could carve her own little niche into the world—she could be recognized for her own worth and abilities, and not just be known as “Nixon’s mate.”


    “I’ll wash the plate and bring it to you tomorrow,” he called after her.


    “No need to rush,” she said flatly. Her screen door slammed. “You obviously need some space. Have as much as you’d like.”


    He pressed his forehead against the door, and pounded it.


    “Fuck.”

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Anger was usually an emotion Esther couldn’t afford to carry. Anger got female wolves in trouble with their men. Women were supposed to suffer in cheerful silence. Esther had always been good about the silent part. The cheerful part was harder.


    Sitting in the living room of her little house with Aunt Lilith and Ashley looking on, Esther found the silent part impossible, too.


    “Who does your father think he is?” she hissed at Ashley. “He can’t do that. Not after telling me I could go.” Esther tried to keep her voice low. The children were asleep after their afternoon of aggressive socializing, but there was no place else to have the discussion. Not at Aunt Lilith’s, because Uncle Adam still didn’t know what Esther had done. Not at Vic’s, because he didn’t know either, and once he found out, he’d tell Anton and Anton would certainly tell Uncle Adam. Esther wasn’t ready for them to know yet—wasn’t ready for their overprotective urges to kick in and not in her favor. They’d want to protect the pack, not Esther.


    “Honestly,” Ashley said, “when he finds out whose pack you’re in now—and he’ll find out eventually—he’s not going to do anything that’ll break any rules. He understands Adam knows them all and that Adam will fight him on any dirty dealings. But, he he’ll never leave an advantage on the table. He wouldn’t have said such a thing unless he thought he had one.”


    “Do you think they know more than they’re letting on? Do you think they found out I pushed Michael?”


    “Calm down,” Aunt Lilith said. “I think if your mother knew she was going to agitate you this much with that throwaway comment she made, she would have kept her mouth shut. I don’t think she meant to get you upset. She was just telling you the news as fast as she could before she had to hang up.”


    Ashley had facilitated the call to Esther’s mother. Ashley had a number that couldn’t be traced, and had insisted Esther make the call so she could put the older woman’s mind at ease as to whether or not she’d arrived at Anton’s safely. Her mother had started spewing news faster than Esther had been able to keep up, including the fact that her old alpha was entertaining the idea of forcing Darla and Kevin to return to Jersey. He’d turned up at the Denis house to antagonize, as he sometimes did at dues-collection time, and had suggested that the kids belonged to Michael’s family and not to Esther. Esther would have rather died than to let the Marches have them. They weren’t warm people, and she didn’t want to uproot her children from a place where they’d already started to bond with the residents. She’d never seen them so openly happy before.


    “Knowing my father as I do,” Ashley said, “I guess he could force the issue. There’s certainly some precedent.”


    “For taking a woman’s children away?”


    “You’re not thinking like a possession,” Ashley said. “They’re not your children. They’re property, the same way as the rest of Michael’s things—transferable from one owner to the next.”


    “No.”


    Aunt Lilith laced her fingers, unlaced them, the repeated the actions. She often did that when she was thinking, or trying to order her words. “Esther, I wish you’d told me sooner what happened.”


    “So that you could have told me not to come?”


    “I would never tell you not to come, but if you’d told us before you left Jersey, we could have tried to get the rest of the family out before mean-old Madeira started to regret letting you leave. Whether or not he’s blowing smoke right now, I think from this point on, the folks who are left there won’t even be able to breathe in peace, much less stage a move.”


    “At the time I was leaving, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I had a chance to go, so I packed up Kevin and Darla and got the hell out.”


    Ashley crossed her arms over her chest and slouched against the sofa’s back. “We’ll figure something out. I’m sure we will, but we can’t make plans with just the three of us. You have to tell other people. I seriously doubt anyone here will think you have a single malicious bone in your body. No one’s going to hate you for putting out your hands to defend yourself. It was always going to come down to him or you. Most of the time, the lady is the one who suffers, and as much as I hate to say such a thing—much less think it—the world needs you more than it needs Michael.”


    “Do you think they’re really going to press for me to return the children?”


    Ashley scoffed. “My father is good at finding ‘legal’ ways to wriggle out of his mistakes. He probably thought no other wolf in his pack would want you, but regretted letting you leave the moment he realized the kids were leverage. They were two more heads for him to levy dues on, and also bargaining chips for whomever he needed to impress or recruit at the time. There are some wolves who have no problem at all absorbing other men’s children into their households, especially the little girls.”


    “So they can be bartered away later.” Esther rolled her eyes, thinking back on her own so-called “transfer” to Michael’s family’s household soon after she’d turned eighteen. “Not gonna let that happen to Darla. She’s a person, not a thing, and I don’t want to risk Kevin being disposed of after puberty if he grows too big and too fast and turns into a threat for some weak alpha.”


    Ashley scoffed again. “You keep forgetting that my father isn’t technically a natural alpha, not the way the guys here are. Almost all of the male wolves here could be pack alphas, and that’s why they all got kicked out of theirs. Technically speaking, Adam should have been the alpha of the pack in Jersey, but he’d never expressed interest in the job.”


    “We just wanted to be left to live in peace,” Aunt Lilith said. “That wasn’t good enough for your father.”


    Ashley nodded slowly. “He’s always been good at putting the right people or the right number of people around him. He manufactures strength in numbers rather than possessing natural power.”


    “You’re in the right place,” Aunt Lilith said to Esther. “I just wish we’d had more time to strategize.”


    “I couldn’t call you from there. Almost everything I did was being watched.”


    “We’ll get everything smoothed over. For the time being, the best thing you can do is try to order your life here, for the kids’ sake.”


    “I’m not going to be able to stop fretting that the Marches will recall them.”


    Ashley shrugged. “Don’t let the Marches recall them.”


    “You say that as if I have a choice.”


    “You do. In spite of his dirty tricks on occasion, my father knows there are inter-pack policies, and he obeys them for the most part because he can’t afford to start a war. Adam does the same. He obeys the rules and does his best to work around the ones he finds abhorrent. That’s why Graciella and Leticia are here. They were brought to Norseton to be ready for mates that didn’t technically exist. Adam knew bringing them here was a risk. If he couldn’t prove to their old alpha they’d been matched up after eighteen, their alpha could recall them. Adam hoped the cards would fall the right way, and I guess they did. Graciella found a true mate in Finn, and we all pretend that we don’t know what Jim’s waiting for.”


    “There isn’t any such transfer request I could do for my parents, or the rest of the family left in the pack.” If Esther had her way, all the wolves like the Carbones and Denises would just leave. She was becoming increasingly more certain that they’d all be welcome in Norseton.


    “We’ll worry about your parents later,” Aunt Lilith said. “Adam may know of some rule we can exploit. The more pressing consideration right now is getting Kevin and Darla off the stock exchange.” She rolled her eyes.


    Esther didn’t think she’d ever seen her aunt roll her eyes.


    Ashley twirled a length of her hair around her fingers and narrowed her eyes, looking at nothing in particular. “They can’t be recalled if they already belong to someone else.”


    “I don’t like the idea of them belonging to anyone except me,” Esther said.


    Ashley put up her hands. “The language is shitty, but we have to think like they do. We’re playing by their disgusting rulebook, but if we’re going to play the game, we’re gonna win.” She looked to Aunt Lilith. “They can’t be recalled to Michael’s family if they already belong to another wolf’s family, right?”


    Aunt Lilith grunted softly. “Right. Your father’s flaw in logic is that no other man would want Esther because she carries Michael’s scent, but he doesn’t understand fated matches. He’s never facilitated one, as far as I know, and likely has never happened upon a fated pair who found their ways to each other without help.”


    “Wait—” Esther put her hands up. “What are you implying?”


    Aunt Lilith canted her head. “Adam didn’t tell you?”


    “Tell me what?”


    She pulled some air between her teeth and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Must have slipped his mind.”


    “What must have?”


    “I’ll explain,” Ashley said. “Alphas are supposed to come equipped with these psychic hotlines to the wolf goddess, right?”


    Esther shrugged. “Supposedly.”


    “Well, most pack alphas aren’t true alphas. They pretend they have the goddess’s favor, but the truth is, she doesn’t speak to them. Adam, on the other hand, is a favored alpha. The goddess helped the pack find this place to settle down in, and she also sorted Christina, Lisa, Stephanie and me when we got here so we were attached to the right wolves. She did that through Adam.”


    “I understand how mate matches are supposed to work, in theory, but I’ve never seen where the matches your father made were at all sensible.”


    “Because he doesn’t facilitate fated matches,” Aunt Lilith said. “He’s just moving pawns on the game board, transferring bodies from household to household.” She leaned forward and put her elbows on her thighs. “Adam didn’t put up any resistance to Nixon potentially courting you. Unlike with Anton’s easy acceptance of Nixon, Adam’s wasn’t just because he knew Nixon and trusted him, but because the goddess had already told him the match was a good one.”


    “I—get a fated match?”


    Esther couldn’t believe that was true. She’d never been granted any sort of favor before, and wouldn’t even know how to recognize it. She trusted Ashley and her Aunt Lilith, though, and knew they were intelligent women. They believed Adam had the gift, so she’d trust that he did.


    I’m Nixon’s…


    “That explains some things,” she whispered.


    “Why being around him is so easy?” Ashley asked.


    Esther nodded.


    “Be grateful,” Aunt Lilith said.


    “Oh! I am. Don’t mistake my shock for ungraciousness. After what happened, I just don’t see how anyone would think I was deserving of such a match.”


    “Our mates are supposed to fill in our gaps,” Ashley said. “Together, we’re more whole. We’re not perfect. No one expects to be born that way. But we’re not supposed to move alone through life, either. We’re not supposed to do things the way our culture has fostered for the past couple of centuries. What wolves do now isn’t natural.”


    Esther didn’t know about natural, but she could vouch for the fact that the status quo wasn’t working. She didn’t want that to be the world her children would be set loose into one day. She wanted better for them than what she’d had, but she wasn’t in a position to change the world yet. For once, she had to take care of herself.


    “You need to talk to Nixon,” Aunt Lilith said. “Ask him to set aside his courtship timeline so he could claim—” She let out a ragged breath. “Possession of the children.”


    “Demand he bites me, you mean.”


    “You could ask sweetly, or you could be nasty. I doubt your tone will matter to him. He’ll want to do the right thing. You just need to tell him what that thing is.” She chuckled.


    Esther didn’t have a problem telling the man to do the right thing. She’d already tried, and he’d derailed the process with protestations about his leg.


    She scoffed. She didn’t give a damn about what his leg looked like. The fact that he was alive at all after what had happened to him was impressive enough.


    “What?” Ashley asked.


    “Nothing. I’m just thinking about something Nixon said.”


    “You know what to do,” Aunt Lilith said. “Any other time, I would insist that you go slowly, but with the situation being what it is…” She gave Esther’s chin a gentle chuck and then started toward the door. “Don’t be put off by speed if the connection feels right. Don’t let speed scare you away. We haven’t made a mistake yet in this pack, and I don’t imagine we’re going to start with you.”


    Ashley followed Aunt Lilith out the door and shut it behind her.


    Esther sat still to think for a while. The enormity of the situation was too much to process in one chunk.


    “Me,” she whispered. “I get a true mate.”


    The honor filled her up inside and made her want to float.


    “Finally, something good.”


    She wasn’t going to let herself get too attached to the idea of her and Nixon cozy and domestic just yet, though. She had a bomb to drop on him first. Getting near her was already hard enough for him given her scent, but he was also going to have to, for the rest of his life, combat the knowledge that Esther wasn’t a safe bet. She wasn’t a female wolf who’d quietly endure.


    She was a wolf who fought back when she’d had too much, and wolves with alpha potential like Nixon generally didn’t like that quality in their mates.

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    Nixon wasn’t a deep sleeper—most wolves weren’t—so he was sitting up and reaching for his gun at the first click to his house’s front entrance.


    He had the firearm pointed to his bedroom doorway before the person making those quiet steps made her way all the way down the hall.


    In the dark, his nose was far better than his eyes, so he recognized the intruder from her scent before his gaze focused on her slight form and the familiar clenches of her fists.


    “Sorry!” Esther said in a rushed whisper. “The door was unlocked, so I didn’t knock.”


    He let out the breath he’d been holding since aiming the gun and lowered the muzzle. “Shit, woman.”


    He slid the weapon back onto the nightstand and fixed the covers around him. Early on after the accident—soon after he’d been fitted—he slept in his prosthesis in case he needed to get up in the middle of the night.


    Or at least, that was what he’d told himself—that he might need to get up to take a piss, or that he needed to be able to fight at the drop of a hat. In truth, he hadn’t been ready to say goodbye to that part of him. He’d only been sleeping without the prosthesis for three months and, oddly enough, his quality of sleep had improved.


    “What time is it?” he asked.


    “Um. Around two.” She shifted slightly in the doorway, moving weight from one foot to the other and wringing her hands in front of her.


    “What’s wrong? You need me for something? Something on fire?”


    “No. Um…”


    He couldn’t be sure because of the dim light, but he thought she cringed.


    She tucked her loose hair behind her ears and unglued herself from the doorway.


    As she made her way to the bedside, he put his back against his pillows, probabilities flooding his brain and ramping up his wolf’s anxiety.


    “Kids okay?”


    “Oh. Yes, they’re fine. Christina is watching over them. She was up pacing with Cecily, anyway. Cecily’s been clingy all day. Has a little fever.”


    “Poor kid.”


    “Yeah. Parenting is always harder when the kids can’t tell you what’s wrong.”


    He nodded. Waited.


    There had to be a reason for her visit—not that he didn’t enjoy seeing her at any time, but two a.m. was an hour he preferred experiencing only when horizontal, and preferably with his eyes closed.


    She perched on the edge of the bed and wrung her hands atop her lap.


    Her nervous energy made the wolf in him pace circles. Her agitation stirred his—piqued him to fix whatever was wrong. He couldn’t allow his mate to hurt. His job was to make sure she didn’t.


    “Something’s got you upset this time of night.” He looped the ends of her thick, silky hair around his fingers and rubbed his thumb over the strands. “Either the problem is something you think I’m uniquely qualified to fix, or you’ve come over here to let me know in person that I’m the problem. Which?”


    She laughed quietly and laid her chin against the back of his hand when it skimmed along her jaw. “You’re not the problem. You’re the fix.”


    “Am I?”


    She nodded, and turned more toward him. She took a deep breath, and he got ready for the proverbial shit to hit the fan.


    “Where I come from, being so bold as to ask this would get me in a heap of trouble.”


    “With who?”


    “My mate. The alpha. Anyone who found out, really.”


    “Well, that tells me a whole lot of nothing. Pretty much anything would have gotten you in trouble in that toxic cesspool, so you’ve gotta give me some better clues as to how I should be responding right now, honey. The wolf inside me is all hopped up, wanting to be let off his leash because he thinks someone hurt you.” Or worse, that she had a problem for Nixon to fix and that she was too scared of him to ask.


    Please, not that.


    He looped an arm around her waist and pulled her toward him—made her cuddle up next to him, and tried to ignore the fact he had her more or less straddling his bum leg.


    Her body relaxed incrementally and her scent soured, and Nixon opened her mouth to breathe.


    Mind over matter.


    His discomfort didn’t matter. Hers did.


    “Nixon, I need you to just—go ahead and bite me. That’s what this is about.”


    He swallowed the saliva that had been pooling in his mouth. “Pardon?”


    “You need to bite me. I mean, if you were going to anyway. Ashley got me in touch with our old pack, and there have been some whispers that Michael’s family might try to recall the children. I can’t let them. They weren’t there to help when we were suffering and miserable, and I don’t trust for a minute they’ll do what’s right for Kevin and Darla. They can’t have them.”


    Nope, the wolf in him said. Mine now. Finders’ fuckin’ keepers.


    Nixon didn’t understand why she was staring at him with that wide-eyed shock until he registered his own damned growl.


    He swallowed again, and then cleared his throat. “Ignore me. Wolf’s close to the surface. He has opinions.”


    “About the kids?”


    “Mm-hmm. Go on. What were you going to say?”


    She blinked several times and sucked in a breath. “You have to bite me before they can claim them.”


    “I’d certainly do that if you’d like, but I would hope that’s not the only reason you’d want my bite.”


    “I think you know it’s not.”


    He shrugged one shoulder.


    “Has Adam told you? Because he forgot to tell me.”


    “What, that you’re meant to be mine and vice versa? No, he forgot. Lil might have said something along those lines, though.”


    “And how do you feel about that?”


    “I want to feel good, but I’m trying not to let myself get too excited.”


    “Why?” She pushed herself upright, and he hated that she’d taken her warmth away. The wolf wanted it back, but the man part of him knew she needed to set the pace of the conversation. She was skittish, and entitled to be.


    “Like I told you before,” he said. “I’m a forty-one-year-old wolf reject. The current culture says I’m not supposed to get a mate. I’d sure like one. I want a family I go to work everyday to support. I want a woman to come home to and love, but I’m a skeptic.”


    “I should be more skeptical, too, but I don’t have the luxury of being hesitant. I’ve spent three decades of my life being timid and hesitant, and I—when I…” She closed her eyes and pounded her thighs with her fists. “I decided I couldn’t be that way anymore. Or rather, the wolf part of me decided that for the both of us. I’m scared now, don’t get me wrong. I’m just scared for different reasons. Still, I’ve got to hope that I can make things better—I can be proactive, instead of weak and idle. Honesty is important, so let me say that I need you to bite me. I also know you need more than that, so let me tell you, also, that I want you to bite me.”


    “You want to be my mate?”


    “I am your mate. I’m just telling you that I approve of the fact that I am.”


    Smiling was never hard for Nixon when he was around Esther, but that small confession made his grin particularly broad.


    He dragged his tongue across his parched lips and pulled a hand through his messy hair. Small actions to stave off bigger ones. He had to allow himself time to think of all the possible traps and pitfalls, like he always did before undertaking big endeavors.


    He certainly counted Esther as a “big endeavor.” A beautiful, soft, sweet, big endeavor.


    “This couldn’t have waited until morning, hon?”


    She gave her head the barest shake. “I mean, perhaps it could have, but I wouldn’t have been able to sleep. I’m too worried.”


    “I understand. Come here.” He wriggled down flat onto his back and gestured for her to straddle him. “Climb on. That way you get a little control.”


    She furrowed her brow.


    “If I’m on the bottom, I’m not going to be able to get a good angle to bite you too deep. You put your body where you want it. Tell me where you want the bite.”


    Brow still furrowed, she moved slowly onto him, her hand pressed to the top of her chest, her fingertips working over the end of a scar at the top of cleavage.


    Gently, he took her hand and pressed the palm to his chest along with the other hand. “Just keep those there for the moment, okay?”


    Her hands were shaking so hard, anyway, they weren’t going to be of much use for any procedure requiring dexterousness. Like unbuttoning her pajama top.


    Traditionally, wolves bit their mates somewhere over the heart, right or left side didn’t matter. When the mood struck, aim wasn’t important. The exact location of the bite didn’t matter. He’d heard of wolves receiving bites on their shoulders, their hips, their thighs. The chest was symbolic—a sign of submission.


    Nixon didn’t particularly want bite her there, but he didn’t want to make any new scars on her, either. She already had too many.


    With the first button he undid of her pajama top, her breath sped and eyes blinked rapidly.


    “Breathe, honey,” he whispered, and then waited. Waited for her to stop tensing, to stop digging her nails into his chest.


    Then he moved on to the next button. Her hands were shaking again, so he kissed them, backs and fronts, peering up at her in the near dark.


    “Tell me what scares you so much. That the bite’s going to hurt?”


    She shook her head hard. “Your bite can’t hurt any worse than what’s already been done to me. I—I don’t want you to see.”


    “Hey, I could close my eyes and feel my way around, but if I’m only using my hands, I’m gonna pay more attention to what I’m feeling. The textures and bumps where there should be smooth skin. I’m gonna memorize you that way, and then when I open my eyes, I’m going to learn you another way. I know trusting comes slowly, but if you’re gonna give your body to me, you’ve gotta let me see it.”


    She pulled in a long breath, and then nodded. Eyes closed. Lips parted, moving as if in silent prayer.


    If that made her feel good, he wasn’t going to tell her to stop.


    He kept unbuttoning, all the way down to the bottom. The air escaped his lungs as his hands moved on their own to her waist, her warmth.


    His thumbs worked along the bottom of her ribcage tracing the natural pattern there—a pattern that was perhaps somewhat too prominent, but that he didn’t doubt Lilith would do her part in obscuring with a lot of good food and a lot of love.


    He couldn’t cook worth a damn, but he could certainly keep a fridge filled. And he’d definitely do his part with the second thing, too. Esther wasn’t a hard woman to love, even if she seemed to think she was.


    “I can’t remember the last time I had a woman straddling me like this.” He chuckled.


    She growled.


    That made him laugh harder. He couldn’t help himself. Besides, he’d rather have her pissed at him than afraid.


    He danced his fingertips up her belly toward her heart, parting the plackets of her shirt as he went, exposing more of her in slow inches.


    “I’ve never been with a wolf before. I’m kinda making shit up as I go along.”


    Soft, full breasts, nipples beaded in the cool night air, firm and taut beneath his thumbs.


    “I—” Her knees tightened against his sides and back bowed a bit. “I’ve only been with the one, so…”


    One too many, in his opinion. Nixon didn’t want to think about that one, because he’d think about what that one had done to her. He didn’t like thinking nasty thoughts about dead people. That shit was toxic for the soul, and he’d never been the kind of guy who liked carrying around that kind of darkness.


    He leaned up for a taste of her before he could talk himself out of biting her—before her scent overpowered and warned him off, and it was already strong enough. But if she changed her mind and said “no” to the bite, he’d at least have gotten to touch her.


    He hoped she didn’t say no. Just sitting on him with her body insinuated as it was made him so hard, he hurt. He wanted to be inside her—wanted to complete the mating bond the way wolves did. He welcomed all the snarling and clawing that came with the bite, as long as she still wanted to be his by the time all was said and done. That she was still his by the time she remembered that he didn’t move as well as he used to. Not yet, anyway.


    But soon. He’d find a way to get his old swerve back since she’d likely be the last woman who’d ever get to benefit from it. He couldn’t imagine being with anyone else after having set his heart on Esther.


    He closed his lips around one pert nipple and dug his fingertips into her haunches when she writhed against him, torturing his cock with warm friction.


    He clamped her tender flesh between his teeth and circled his tongue around the peak.


    “I—”


    “You don’t like when I do that?”


    “I’ve never—”


    Don’t say it. Don’t tell me what he did or didn’t do.


    Nixon wanted to roll her onto her back and kiss every peak of her, lick every crease of her, but her scent precluded him doing much else. As pleased as he was that his touch aroused her, there was only so much compartmentalizing a normal brain could do.


    Her scent was warning him off, even if her body was saying, Yes, please.


    Sighing, he worked his hands up to her chest and smoothed his fingers across the battleground of scars, stopping every time her breath hitched or nostrils flared.


    Nixon couldn’t fix her imperfections. He couldn’t take them away any more than he could make his lower leg grow back, but he could show her that nothing on her body would turn him off. He’d take her as she was, joyfully, and hope she could do the same for him.


    He found a smooth patch over her left breast and drew a circle around the area, peering up at her.


    She blinked.


    “I think here looks good, unless you had your mind set on somewhere else.”


    “Um. Any place is as good as another.”


    “You have a say. This is your body.”


    “Never been allowed to feel like it is.”


    “You own your body. Right now, you’re just letting me enjoy all the parts.”


    She pressed her lips tightly together and put her hand where his had been. She looked down at her chest—at that small patch of unmarred flesh—and pulled in a long inhalation through her nose. She let out the breath through her mouth and then swallowed hard.


    “There, then,” she whispered.


    She inched farther up his torso, and pulled her hair out of the way as she leaned into him.


    At her skin’s soft press against his, he let out a reflexive breath and dug his fingers into her ass, both to hold her in place and to get his grip.


    He had to be gentle. Bites were supposed to hurt—there was no way around that—but he didn’t have to let himself get carried away, even if he knew getting carried away was part of the ritual. There was a good chance they wouldn’t be able to help themselves.


    “I’m gonna try to be as delicate as I can, Esther, but forgive me if my fangs hurt you.”


    “I’m not used to folks asking for forgiveness.”


    “You should spend more time around people who aren’t shit stains, then. That’s the only advice I can give you about your lifestyle.”


    She let out another breath and leaned into him, pressing her heated flesh against his lips, her body thrumming like a guitar string that had been plucked.


    “It’s all right,” he whispered.


    He smoothed his hands up and down her back trying to soothe her, but he didn’t have any good magic for that. Some of the wolves in Norseton’s pack did, from what he’d heard. Most of them had unusual abilities of some shape or form. Not Nixon, though. His greatest magic trick to date had been simple survival.


    He thought that going so slow and letting her take the lead a bit would put Esther at ease, but she shook harder, and when her tears hit the side of his face he lifted her off him.


    “Esther, what’s wrong?”


    She couldn’t talk through the sobbing.


    She shook her head again hard and tried to wriggle off him, but he kept her still. He wasn’t going to let her run from herself. He got a sneaking feeling he wasn’t the problem.


    “Did you change your mind about me already?”


    “No!” she squeaked.


    “Then what’s wrong?”


    “You’re not gonna—want me when you find out what I did. I don’t want to be thrown away.”


    “Well, what the hell did you do?”


    She stopped crying long enough to sniffle and scoff. “Michael. I—I couldn’t let you bite me unless you knew the truth.”


    “The truth about what?” Nixon wriggled himself up straighter, pulling Esther along with him so she was straddling his lap.


    Not going anywhere, honey.


    “He didn’t fall,” she said.


    “He didn’t? Did the coroner lie?”


    “No! I mean, he fell. He hit the ground and the fall killed him, but—”


    She took up that violent sobbing again and started scratching at her chest, and the flesh was bloody before Nixon knew it.


    “Esther, stop.” He grabbed her wrists and pinioned them between their bellies. If he wasn’t going to hurt her, he damn sure wasn’t going to let her hurt herself, either. The woman apparently needed a lesson on her worth. “Be gentle with yourself. Hard for me to be romantic when you’re bleeding.”


    “I did it!”


    “You did what, honey?”


    “I—I pushed him,” she spat. Her eyes took on a crazed roundness, as if she was replaying the ordeal in her head, and he needed her to stop.


    He knew too damn well what reliving the painful past was like. He did that again and again whenever he looked down at his leg at a certain angle—the same angle he’d been in when he’d been pressed beneath that collapsed rig. As badly as he wanted to, he couldn’t manipulate time. He couldn’t go back and change the past. He could only take the lessons of what had happened with him into the future and try not to repeat his mistakes. Esther obviously hadn’t made the same kind of mistake, but she was suffering—blaming herself. She wasn’t going to get over what she thought she’d done so quickly.


    He pulled in a breath and chose his words carefully, still squeezing her hands gently. “You pushed him. Tell me why.”


    “He was drunk.” She said the words quietly as if she didn’t think the fact mattered, but had to tell him anyway. “And I was afraid. I didn’t plan to hurt him, but I think the wolf in me was tired of being afraid.”


    “Who knows?”


    Esther opened her mouth, then closed it and gave her head a slight shake. “I don’t understand what you’re asking.”


    “Who knows you pushed him? Who did you tell?”


    “Why?”


    “Did anyone see you?”


    She furrowed her brow. “No. Only my mother knew the whole story before I came here. Most everyone else in the old pack assumed he fell on his own. He reeked of vodka, and they all knew he was a sloppy drunk.”


    “No one asked you if you pushed him?”


    She shook her head. “Few wolves would think I could. If they did—”


    “Shh. Stop frettin’. You’re worried about somethin’ that’s not gonna be a problem. We’re gonna keep what happened inside this pack. It’s no one else’s business. Self-defense isn’t a crime, anyway.”


    “But within a pack, it’s a crime. I touched him. I pushed him away. I didn’t comply.”


    “You saved your own life. Don’t feel like you have to be punished for surviving. I’m sure if there was any other way the mess could have resolved, you’d prefer that would be the case instead, but that’s not the way things shook out. Would the situation have been different if y’all hadn’t been outside on that balcony and had been in some confined room? Who knows? Maybe if that were the case, you would be the one who didn’t walk away, and honey, the thought of that makes the wolf in me want to come out snarling.”


    “I was afraid you’d think I wasn’t a safe bet.”


    “If I were the kind of wolf who intended to push you repeatedly past your breaking point, I might be worried.” He swiped the pad of his thumb across her tears and let out a breath. He needed to get a hold of himself. He was so mad about all she’d been through, but if she hadn’t endured what she had, he may never have met her. That thought made him even sicker to his stomach than her scent did.


    “I’d hope you’d tell me if I upset you, honey,” he said. “I hope you don’t let me push you to that place where you’d feel so trapped and pinned that your thoughts go only to survival. I don’t want to be someone you have to endure. I want you to love me, and I know that’s asking a lot.”


    Either she was taking in the words to completely digest them, or she thought he was bullshitting. She blinked several times and then looked down, putting her hands against his bare chest as if preparing to move away from him.


    But then she sighed and put her forehead against his shoulder. “I just want to be held.”


    Gods, she’s gonna give me a stroke.


    He rubbed her back in gentle, slow swirls. “I’d like to hold you. You know I can’t, though.” He chuckled. “There’s only so much one wolf can endure.”


    “So bite me, and then hold me, okay? I shouldn’t…well, you know what.”


    He knew. Lady wolves got frisky after getting their bites—the bites set off the sequence of hormones that enabled female werewolves to shapeshift and had the interesting side effect of stimulating their sex drives in the immediate period after.


    But, Esther had already been bitten. She could already shift. All Nixon was doing was changing her scent.


    “I’ll try not to make you bleed too much,” he whispered. “I can’t promise I won’t get carried away, though. Pull my hair to get me off you if you need to.”


    “I think you’ll be better behaved than that.”


    “Gods willing.”


    She pushed her shirt down her arms and wadded it into a ball, which she set down beside her.


    Her arms went immediately to cover her breasts, and because Nixon was a man with certain fetishes, he gently pried them away.


    “No need to hide, honey. Let me see you.”


    His gaze fixed on the swatch of skin to the left of her sternum again.


    He let his fangs drop and passed his tongue over the points as he dug his fingertips into her ass.


    “Don’t move, honey. Stay real still so you don’t incite the wolf. He’s wonderin’ if you taste as bad as you smell.”


    “Nix—”


    He bit her while she was distracted—while she tried to figure out whether or not he’d offended her. He sunk his fangs in deep and tried his damnedest to compartmentalize her scent and her bitter taste.


    He kept telling himself as he lashed his tongue over her heated skin that her flavor would get sweeter to him in time—that she’d be like nectar to him and not poison.


    She’d be his.


    His body already thought so. His heart had started beating in double-time to move around what little blood there was left after his cock had taken more than its fair share.


    And she was wriggling against him, her little pants and sighs damn near undoing him. Making him want to be inside her.


    She was the one who was supposed to be hot and bothered, but he was the one feeling like he was going to burst if he didn’t get touched, sucked, or fucked.


    Shit.


    He pulled his teeth from her flesh and lapped the wound with his tongue until the bleeding stopped.


    She was digging her nails into his back and squeezing his thighs tightly between her knees.


    “Nixon,” she whispered.


    Oh, Lord, here we go.


    He braced himself for the kind letdown—the pat on the head before she went home to relieve Christina of babysitting duty.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked anyway, though he wasn’t convinced he really wanted to know.


    She sucked in a breath and curled her fingers into his lower back. She lashed her tongue along the edge of his bottom lip and pulled it between her teeth. “Something—something’s happening.”


    “Oh?” That was all he could say. Her tongue was in his mouth, and he couldn’t move his enough to talk.


    He didn’t really want to talk, anyway. She was a nice kisser, and he was very much enjoying his first time being devoured by a werewolf.


    “Y-you’re wearing too many clothes.” She scratched over the elastic of his boxer shorts and he chuckled, in spite of where her tongue was again.


    He was wearing less than her, and the shorts weren’t even doing that great a job of hiding anything. His cock poked through the flap, and she bumped him every time she writhed.


    “You’re wearing more than I am.”


    She knelt up and eliminated that particular problem. She may have been shy before and not wanting to show herself to him, but she moved then like she didn’t have a choice—as if she’d been compelled to strip.


    He sat entranced, watching her garments fly over the bedside and letting her yank his boxers down to the knees.


    Reflexively, he grabbed them there. She couldn’t pull them farther without her seeing what else was beneath the covers. Or rather, what wasn’t there.


    She snarled at him as if he were some asshole who’d looked at her kids the wrong way and he pulled his hands back.


    She yanked his boxers the rest of the way down, paying no heed at all to his legs, or if she did, he certainly couldn’t tell.


    She was on him in a flash, straddling him, breathing through clenched teeth.


    “You don’t have to fuck me,” she rasped. “Just put the tip in. The mania should stop after that.”


    “Uh huh. If you believe that, then I’ve got a bridge to sell ya, honey.”


    He put the tip in, all right. A little more than that, too, but that was all on Esther.


    Nixon tried to behave, but that was surprisingly hard to do when his mate called the shots.

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Esther had never been the kind of woman who’d ask for sex, but as she straddled a wild-eyed Nixon and struggled to not bloody up his chest, she realized that she’d never wanted it so much before.


    The first time she’d been bitten, her body had done all the right things, or so she thought. Her wolf had been freed and her body primed for coupling, but that hadn’t felt specific to Michael.


    She’d been horny, but figured anyone could have relieved her of that condition.


    Nixon’s bite made her feel like only he could fix her. Anyone else would be unwelcome, and would likely fail to get close. With the way she was feeling, she’d claw up anyone else who’d try to get near her.


    “Not used to being on top,” she whispered.


    “Mmm. From my perspective, you seem to be doing just fine, honey.”


    Her toes curled as she rode him up and down, savoring every thick inch of him and trying to milk out what was hers. At least, that was what she thought she was doing. So much of what she was doing was instinctive on the part of her inner wolf, who was more energized and enlivened than Esther could recall.


    But of course she is. She’s with her mate now.


    Esther was behaving exactly the way female wolves should have when they’d been bitten by their rightful mates, and she’d forgotten the lore. Giving one’s self to the right mate was like breathing. Easy and automatic.


    “Do I still reek? Oh, fuck.” He’d swiveled his hips and hit some spot inside her that ignited a cascade of pleasurable sparks throughout her core. They made her lungs constrict and legs noodle-limp, but she wasn’t ready to get off. Not until she’d been fulfilled, for a change.


    “You’re smellin’ better and better.” He sat up a bit and raked his teeth gently over one of her nipples. “Good enough to eat.”


    “Do I really?”


    “Mm-hmm. Kind of reminds me of the scent of a home-cooked meal after I’ve been away for too damn long and have gone for too long without comfort. Been a long time since I’ve smelled it.”


    “And hopefully you won’t be smelling it on anyone else.”


    He chuckled and pressed his hands to her waist, guiding her increasingly erratic riding. She may have been a disordered mess, but he had everything under control.


    At least one of us does.


    Her body was going limp and weak, and yet each thrust of him into her stoked her resolve—kept her trying to last, though she knew she couldn’t. The wolf inside her was too excited to have finally come home, and Esther had never felt so good—so wanted.


    She wondered briefly if having an orgasm just from being happy were possible, but only briefly, because she had one then by entirely physical means.


    Obviously Nixon couldn’t tell because he kept thrusting, and she kept screaming wordlessly with her face pressed to the crook of his neck and her pussy clenching rhythmically around him.


    “You all right?” He stopped thrusting.


    She didn’t want him to stop. She needed for him to finish—to complete the ritual, because that was what it was. As much as she was giving to him a promise of partnership and trust, he was giving to her the assurance that she would be his one and only.


    Not one of many.


    She had no delusions that Michael hadn’t slept around, but at least she knew he wasn’t really her mate. He was just the man he’d been given to, and whom had only made two good things in his entire life.


    “I’m fine,” she whispered against Nixon’s neck, but perhaps her voice held too much of a catch, too much moisture.


    He sat up a bit and held her back, looking into her face as if she were some archeological specimen he needed to study.


    She didn’t mind.


    She smiled. “I’m okay.”


    “You sure?”


    “Limp. Happy.”


    “As long as they’re good tears—”


    “They are.” She pressed him back down. Put her face back to his neck and inhaled his earthy recent.


    His hips started working again, and she just lay there grinning, enjoying pleasurable laziness—letting him take control even with her on top, because she liked what he did to her.


    Liking sex was so much easier when she could trust the man giving it.


    He threaded his fingers through the back of her hair and held her head still as his hips moved faster, his cock surged deeper, and his chest rumbled with a growl.


    He was going to have to let the wolf out. The claiming sex usually worked the other way around.


    “Go ahead,” she whispered.


    And he did. Pulsing, throbbing heat inside her, and his strong hands and arms gripping and holding her, and the alpha wolf magic simmered under the surface, heating her skin and forcing her to squirm closer to him. She had to.


    It was binding them together completely, as if they’d needed the reminder of where they should have been.


    He lay very still beneath her, his breathing ragged and skin slick with sweat. His beast wanted out. She could tell, because the part of her that was wolf reached out to the compatible part of him. They were mates in every possible way, and her wolf wanted to run with his.


    “You—want to go outside?”


    She heard his gulp, and the hesitance in his exhalation.


    “We have some time to run before dawn,” she said. “Maybe you could show me the terrain. I haven’t scouted the area yet.”


    He swallowed again. “You sure?”


    “It’s either that or you roll off the bed and say see you later, right? I don’t particularly want to be abandoned in your bed. I don’t want you to leave me alone. Not yet.”


    He raked his chin across the top of her head idly, and then nodded. “Okay, honey. Let’s go run.”


    She eased off of him, watched him slide to the edge of the bed and put his legs over the side.


    He let out a long breath and looked over his shoulder at her. “Doesn’t make sense to put on the prosthesis. I’m gonna shift here so you don’t have to watch me hobble down the hall.”


    “Hobble if you have to, Nixon. Don’t worry about what you look like when you’re showing me how you get around. I need to see so I know when you need help and when you don’t.”


    “Smart lady,” he whispered again her cheek, and then kissed her. “Gonna shift here. Get the door open?”


    “Okay.”


    She went on ahead, casting one more glance over her shoulder at Nixon as he transformed at the bedside.


    He was a shaggy-haired wolf with piercing amber eyes and a confident gait, even on three legs.


    He nudged the backs of her legs with his nose and got her moving to the door.


    “Okay.” She laughed. “I had to look. You can’t blame me for looking. A lady only gets one first look at her mate wearing fur.”


    He gave her another nudge.


    “All right. I swear, you’re even more impatient than Kevin.”


    She stepped outside into the cool, pre-dawn light, looked around for witnesses, and then closed the house’s front door.


    Nixon padded on ahead toward the path, his compensated, three-legged run hypnotic to watch. He expelled a quiet barking sound that was easy enough to translate: Shift, woman.


    “Fine. Let’s run, then.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Esther poked some lettuce back into her sandwich and raised her gaze to the wolf beside her at the deli table. “Be honest about the leg. You forget who you’re talking to.”


    Nixon grumbled in his typically cheerful way.


    She had never pictured herself in the role of nagging wife, but sometimes, he needed her to be a nag. She’d learned that over the course of three months living with him, and loving him.


    She was getting better at being assertive about his health and the needs of the children, but still, the fear of punishment remained that one day she’d say too much and in the wrong tone, and she’d be put in her place.


    She had to keep reminding herself that she was in Norseton, and around people who loved her—people who didn’t want to hurt each other. Ashley kept telling her that she’d need time to really believe that was her new reality, and Esther was content in being well along the learning curve for the new pack’s style.


    Nixon folded his arms over his chest and ground his teeth. He looked from Esther to Adam, and let his lips sputter. “Okay. The leg hurts a little, but there’s nothin’ to be done about the pain for the time being. There’s no therapeutic solution right now except to wait until the bone stops extending.”


    Nixon’s leg wasn’t exactly growing back, but he’d gained some shin length during the last few full moon shifts. The best the doctor could speculate was that Nixon taking a mate who had some innate power of her own—even if she couldn’t tap into it the way Anton might have been able to—had prompted a healing spurt. Nixon’s leg would never be whole again, but what was left would be stronger.


    In theory. He was a medical mystery, but most wolves were.


    “I put the new prosthesis order on hold for a little while. Doesn’t make sense to get them to build the thing if the component specs are off. I’ll get on for the time being with what I’ve got.”


    “You don’t have to wear the old prosthesis if it’s bothering you.”


    He scoffed. “Honey, when I’m at the mansion sitting behind a computer, I don’t wear it. Office has a door and its own bathroom. I can hobble in peace.”


    “You never let me see you hobble.”


    He shrugged and wriggled his eyebrows suggestively. “I’ll get out my crutches and hobble for you later, if you’d like.”


    Adam finished the end of his sandwich and wiped his hands on a napkin. “I won’t bring up your leg again for six weeks, then, but don’t think I’m gonna let the subject drop.”


    Nixon snorted. “Oh, I’d never think that. My own momma probably doesn’t care as much.”


    “Mine certainly cares,” Esther said.


    “Your mother only cares because I knocked you up,” he said. “And it’s not me she cares about, per se, but the father of the fetus.”


    Esther wrapped up the remnants of her sub and tucked the packet into her purse for later. Her appetite came in fits and starts. She tended to carry food around to eat when she could. At first, she’d refuse most invitations from the ladies in the pack when they invited her out for lunch on school days, but Nixon had urged her to go—to connect. She’d needed to get knitted into Norseton in the same way she was knitting her little household of four together. The ladies were good friends to her, and so smart. Devious, even.


    Anyone else might have thought Esther’s drive to get the rest of her family out of the Jersey pack to be a waste of energy, but the Norseton ladies were about solutions, not judgment.


    They couldn’t change the system entirely—not yet—but that didn’t mean they couldn’t swing some elbows around to make things happen.


    Adam snorted and stood with his tray. “I’m sure my sister-in-law cares about you as a person very much. You’ll find out as soon as she gets here.”


    Esther put her head down on the deli table and sighed. “And my father.”


    “Don’t sweat it,” Adam said. “They’re gonna give you just as hard a time as they do Nixon, because that’s what parents do when they’re allowed to. Just ask Vic. He never had the luxury of being away from us. We’ve been around to witness every part of his life, and I’m sure sometimes he wishes that weren’t the case.”


    “Ashley doesn’t seem to mind.” Esther sat up in time to see Adam shrug. “I think she’s just happy to be happy. If that makes any sense.” It made plenty of sense to Esther. She certainly understood what happiness felt like.


    Finally.


    She squeezed Nixon’s knee under the table, and then pushed back her chair. “I guess I’ll head back to the bookstore and try to get some work done. I’ve got to fill a bunch of eBay orders before the mailman comes for the day. That should distract me from looking at my phone every ten minutes to see how close to Jersey Anton and Vic are.”


    “Sounds like a good idea to me.” Adam shuffled over to the soda dispenser and topped off his Coke. “Challenge yourself not to check again until it’s time to pick the kids up from school. Your anxiety level will be lower.”


    “Just get your boss started on one of her talking marathons,” Nixon said under his breath. “That’ll distract you for sure.”


    She gave his shoulder a poke and hitched her bag onto her shoulder. “Be nice.”


    Nice. A nice wolf. If she hadn’t been in Norseton, she wouldn’t have thought such a thing existed. Nixon proved they existed every day, though.


    He was a little better than just “nice.” He was wonderful, and everything she could have wanted in a mate, if she’d known she had options at all. He was the best sort of option.


    She pulled in a deep breath, let it out, and tried to smile. “Not gonna worry.”


    Nixon kissed her cheek on his way past and held the deli door open for her. “You shouldn’t.”


    “But how long do you think it’ll be before my old alpha notices they’re missing?”


    Out on the sidewalk, Adam checked his phone, and then slid it into his jeans pocket. “You said yourself that today is the start of a new dues cycle. He probably won’t notice they’re gone until a week after they haven’t paid, right?”


    “That’ll probably be how long it takes for his accountant to notice.”


    “Once they’re on the way here, you don’t need to worry.”


    “I just hope Anton and Vic don’t do anything reckless. I know they said they were going to try to get as many wolves to leave as they could convince, but I worry about them being watched and about the pack’s enforcers getting suspicious.”


    Nixon kissed the top of her head and gave her a squeeze. “Don’t worry about those two. They’ve been doing gigs like this for going on twenty years now. They know the geography. They know who all the major players are. Trust they’re not gonna do anything stupid. They’re not gonna do anything to compromise the safety of this pack, or the folks they’re nudging out of the Jersey pack. They’re good at their jobs.”


    “I believe you. I just worry if something goes wrong, it’ll be my fault. Everyone was so eager to help me, and they volunteered to. I shouldn’t be worried about people’s motives anymore, but—”


    “Hey.” Adam gave her chin a gentle chuck. “Sooner or later, someone would have brought the idea up. We’ve got a new pack here, and we’re settled. The time has come for us to start putting our families back together. You just reminded us it’s a priority item we can’t ignore.”


    “Sorry to be a troublemaker.”


    Nixon got her moving toward the bookstore, chucking in chorus with Adam. “Seems to run in your family, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t proud I married into it.”


    “Aw.” She wanted to cover her flushed face, but accepting compliments was something else she was trying to get used to. Coming from Nixon, the encouragement was so much sweeter.


     

  


  
    SERIES NOTE


    Dear Reader,


     


    If you joined me for the first five Norseton Wolves novellas, you may already know that these stories were spun off from my Afótama Legacy series. The wolves show up in The Chieftain’s Daughter having tracked a threat to Queen Tess, who later offers them jobs. The wolves show up throughout the series, as do the modern Vikings in the Norseton Wolf stories.


     


    I’ll include the full list of stories below.


     


    You might be asking now, “What’s ‘Reckless Desires’?”
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    In a nutshell, it’s a multi-author collection of stories about 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 eighteen stories from authors Anna Lowe, Jacqueline Sweet, J.K. Harper, Liv Brywood, Elianne Adams, and Olivia Arran. They’ll be rolling out through the end of June 2016.


     


    Learn more about the Reckless Desires collection at the series website.


     


    OTHER NORSETON WOLVES STORIES


     


    Beast


    Loner


    Idler


    Scion


    Maker


    Scout (coming June 2016)


    Seer (coming June 2016)


     


    Turn the page for a sneak peek of Scout. 

  


  
    SCOUT


    -FROM CHAPTER ONE-


    Paul Berger suspected his bedside demeanor could use some brightening, but not once in the ten years since he’d graduated from medical school had he been accused of intentionally aggravating a patient. There was a first time for everything.


    “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered.


    As the wild woman in his care snarled and charged at him, he dodged and weaved around her. He wasn’t running from the nude werewolf. In the past, he’d tackled far more fearsome patients who were plain-old human. He was trying to find a safe angle to grab her from. The wolf lady, though, was agile and wasn’t afraid to throw a punch.


    “She wouldn’t have swung at you like that unless you’d done something to her.” The man called Arnold, who was the wild woman’s twin, blocked the door of the bedroom—the only real favor he’d done for Paul in the week since Paul had started making house calls for his sister.


    His sister. The wild woman. Petra.


    Petra had been comatose until a few hours prior, and Paul had been tending to her in spite of the fact that he wasn’t a veterinarian. He worked in the small, sleepy emergency care department of the Norseton community hospital, and he’d never in his life tended an animal. Or even a person who was just an animal sometimes.


    Before Norseton’s wolfpack had moved into the community to head up security for his clan leaders, Paul had never encountered a shapeshifter face to face. He thought he would have known if he had. If all of them put off the same kind of energy as the wolves in Norseton, there was no way he wouldn’t have pegged them. He was a witch, though. Or at least, something close enough to one. He was probably a little more attended to weird shit than the average E.R. doc.


    “You know damn well I didn’t do anything to her,” he snarled at Arnold in response to the snarl the other man had targeted at him first.


    Paul’s bedside manner perhaps wasn’t the sunniest of all the medical care providers in the community, but he was a good doctor and everyone knew that. They didn’t call on him because they wanted someone who’d be tender. They called him because he didn’t back down from challenges.


    He didn’t appreciate Arnold’s accusing tone. Paul was doing him a favor.


    Petra charged at Paul again, white teeth bared and dark almond eyes narrowed. She made some wordless, screeching sound, and reflexively, he bent.


    He rammed his shoulder into her belly and hauled her—flailing limbs and all—to the bed.


    That’s enough from you, she-beast.


    “Arnold, grab my bag,” Paul said.


    The bed she’d hadn’t moved more than an inch in on in the entire week since she’d arrived had become a chaotic swirl of torn covers and dented wood. She’d waked and gone wild, and Arnold had claimed Paul had been the trigger.


    Paul hadn’t done shit but to step into the room, warming the end of his stethoscope just like he had fifteen other times.


    He narrowly missed the swipe of her hand near his cheek, but not the nasty words coming off her sharp tongue.


    “Degenerate bastard. Fucking loser. Sadistic asshole.”


    “Yeah? I’ve been called worse.” He turned her over onto her belly, pinned her arms behind her back, and pressed his knee to the top of her shoulder.


    Still, she writhed and fought—very nearly throwing him off. She might have been tiny at barely over five feet, the best he could tell, but Paul wasn’t a small man. He probably had eighty pounds and at least ten inches on her.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Arnold stood at the end of the dresser lamely holding Paul’s bag. Halfway across the room instead of next to Paul where the bag could have done him some good.


    “What do I look like I’m doing? I’m trying to keep the wild woman from hurting herself. Perhaps you could let her know that I’m not here voluntarily so she can direct her vitriol to someone more appropriate, hmm?”


    “…the fuck off me!” she shouted.


    “The angel has such a spirited voice.” He scoffed.


    For a week, he’d imagined that the voice would have been bell-like and sweet, but there was a huskiness to it—an unexpected strength coming out of that small body that extended no welcome to strangers. She probably considered Paul strange enough.


    The feeling was mutual.


     


    Look for SCOUT on June 6.


    Subscribe to my newsletter so you don’t miss the launch!


     

  


  
    ABOUT HOLLEY TRENT


    Holley Trent writes contemporary and paranormal romances ranging from sensual to erotic that are usually set in her home state. Her humor is sometimes subtle, often ribald, and regularly inappropriate. If any of her stories seem overly serious at first glance–keep reading.


     


    She’s a winner of the inaugural CIM-RWA Abalone Award (for My Nora) and a three-time Colorado Romance Writers Award of Excellence finalist (My Nora, Calculated Exposure, and A Demon in Waiting). A Demon in Waiting was a RomCon Readers’ Crown finalist in 2014. Her Den of Sin novella Winterball was a 2015 Passionate Plume award winner.


     


    To see her full list of books, visit holleytrent.com.


     


    Subscribe to her newsletters so you never miss a new release.
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