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Chapter One - Riley

“You’re doing a fine job there,” Fara said, watching Riley hammer nails into the last piece of wood. That was it; the barn was finally finished. Leaning back, he surveyed his work, feeling pleased with himself.

“It looks good, doesn’t it,” he stated proudly. Although at first he’d hated the idea of coming out to the old woman’s farm and repairing the barn for her, once he got started, he had enjoyed it more than he would ever let on. 

“Certainly does. Now we can shift the hay into it. It’s been sitting under a tarp for a couple of weeks, so some of it’s going to be wasted, but I’m hoping there will be enough to see me through the winter.”

Riley felt a familiar pang of guilt. If it weren’t for him and his brothers, Fara’s barn would most likely still be in one piece. Although they hadn’t been directly responsible for the damage, they had been responsible for bringing the two men who wrecked it to Wolf Valley. 

It was a time in his life Riley wanted to forget. Riley and his siblings had been under a blood oath, sworn to avenge their father. Sent here to wreak havoc on Wolf Valley and make the inhabitants pay for his life of exile, they had done their best to fulfil that oath. Now it was over and the oath was broken; they were instead trying to repair the years of damage done to the town by a corrupt sheriff. 

Climbing down the ladder, he thought of how things had ended up, not quite what any of them had envisaged when they moved into their parents old house. His sister Bliss was now happily married to her mate, with a baby on the way, and only recently his brother, Cole, had met his mate. And become the new deputy of Wolf Valley, under the direct command of Kira, his wife. Riley grinned, not sure, what amused him more: his brother being a law enforcement guy, or that his brother now took orders from a woman. 

Only weeks ago, Cole had thought he had a chance to become alpha of Wolf Valley, now he was under his mate’s thumb 24/7.

“Never seen a man so happy to finish a job,” Fara shouted up at him.

“Least it’s one thing less thing for you to blame me for,” he countered. He liked Fara: she told it like it was, straight up, no messing around. She was his kind of woman, shame she was thirty years too old for him. But she sure had grit and gumption.

Riley’s mind turned back to his own, as yet undiscovered mate. Would he ever find her and if he did, would he become the next alpha, would he inherit the job that should have been his father's? He was beginning to believe it was all some stupid fairy tale.

“You want some coffee?” Fara asked, heading for the house.

“Yes, please.” He reached the bottom of the ladder. “Have you seen Sol around?”

“Sure, he’s in the barn with the puppies,” Fara shouted over her shoulder as she went inside the house.

Putting his tools away, he went to find Sol. Starved of oxygen at birth; Sol acted more like a child than an adult. But since getting to know Fara, he had become much more responsible, helping look after the animals on the farm—and as a special gift, he had been allowed to choose a puppy to keep as his own.

“Made your decision yet, Sol?” Riley asked his brother who was knee-deep in happy puppies.

“The brown one. He loves me the best,” Sol said, picking up the little wriggling bundle of fur and kissing him. “Although the one with the brown patch is my friend too.” Sol sighed. “They are all my friends.”

“Don’t worry; you have a couple of weeks or so to decide. They have to stay with their mom for a while yet,” Riley said, trying not to think of the commotion in the house when Sol finally brought one of these terrors home.

“Lucky puppies with their mommy. When I bring a puppy home I will love it, because I know how sad it will be not to have a mommy.”

Sol’s words hit Riley hard. Their mom had died giving birth to Sol, and they all missed her, but Sol had never even had the chance to meet her, to be held by her. “I think you are going to be the best dog owner in town.” Riley smiled as Sol cuddled the puppies. 

“Here. Coffee.” Fara came into the barn, handing Riley a cup and then offering Sol a cookie. “It’s for you, mind. Not for the puppies or else they’ll have bad tummies.”

“Thank you, Fara,” Sol said, taking one. “Can I go and feed the sheep?”

“Sure. I’ll come with you and then we can clean out the shed. You want to help me with that?”

“Will there be spiders?” Sol asked.

“Most definitely,” Fara said, drinking her coffee.

“I love spiders,” Sol said.

“Well you are not having a spider as a pet, so make sure there are none in your pockets when you’ve finished.” Riley hid his smile, not wanting to encourage Sol to bring a handful of spiders home.

Sol grinned and ate another cookie.

“I’m cooking stew tonight, if you both want to stay for dinner,” Fara said.

“That would be great.” Riley stretched. “I really need a shower and a run first.”

“Then go. Sol can keep me company. You go and have an hour or two to yourself, least I can do. I know it’s hard on you now you are solely in charge of this young man.” She looked lovingly at Sol. “I never had kids of my own. I like having him around and he saves my bad back. And my hips.” She put her hand on her hip and flexed her back to emphasise the point.

“If you’re sure?” He drained his mug of coffee and handed it back to her, not needing to be asked twice. The weather was beautiful, winter was beginning to set in, and the chill evening air called to him.

“Go.” Fara watched him as he left the barn, and then went back to talking puppies with Sol.

Riley checked that all the tools were put away, including the ladder; he didn’t want Sol to get any ideas about getting on to the barn roof. Then he took a deep breath of the evening air, noting its crispness; it exhilarated him. 

With no further thought, he released his wolf and headed up into the mountains. His shower could wait until after his run.

 


Chapter Two - Natalie

She sat in the open meadow, watching the sunset, red and gold, washing over the town below. Wolf Valley: the place she had grown up in, the place she missed but no longer visited. It had become too painful to watch it slide into lawlessness. At times, she blamed herself. 

If her father had a son, instead of an only daughter, then there would have been an alpha to take over. She remembered all the times he told her it didn’t matter, that she was as capable as any man, but when he died she had proved him wrong. And so she had left.

Pulling her knees to her chest, she hugged her legs, fighting off the loneliness that always threatened when she came here. Why she kept doing it to herself she didn’t know, but there were times, more and more often lately, when she was compelled to drive to the mountain and run as her wolf. She needed the freedom, and she needed something else, but neither her nor her wolf ever put that other thing into words, or thoughts.

The cool evening air made her shiver. She should be getting back; she had lots to do and an early start tomorrow. Rising, resisting the call of her wolf, she walked on two feet across the damp grass, barefoot, feeling the dew soaking her feet. Only at times like this did she feel truly alive, truly who she was born to be.

Who was she born to be? Her hand went to her throat and the pendant she wore there. It had been her father’s. And every other alpha’s since the history of Wolf Creek began. Now it hung around her neck like a useless piece of junk.

Feeling foolish, she rubbed the bear’s tooth between finger and thumb and tried to connect with her ancestors, to ask them, as she had so many times before, what her purpose was. For at times, she felt her life slipping away as she floated rudderless along life’s endless river.

The wolf inside her snapped its head up. Natalie stopped, trying to sense what her wolf had seen. Letting her mind wander, she felt a tug of recognition. Turning, she became fully aware of the wolf who was approaching. An old friend?

She had never met anyone up here, usually too much on her guard to allow anyone from her past to get close enough to see her. But this wolf had. She gazed into the gathering gloom. There—movement, and with it the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. This was different. Both a friend and a threat.

Slowly, the knowledge seeping into every pore, she began to see who the wolf was, what he was. After all this time alone, all this time hiding from her true self, her mate had found her. High up on the side of the mountain, her mate had come to join her. 

At first she thought it was a trick. In the months after her father died, she had been courted by most of the single men in town, all hoping that they would be the chosen one. They didn’t know she was barren in this respect. The power of alpha was not hers to pass on; it would not magically awaken in another just because he was her mate. 

Not that it mattered, because none of them was her mate. They had all realised it the moment they met her. There was no innate knowledge, no knowing that they were destined to be together.

Once or twice, she tried to fool herself, to allow herself to dream that one of these men was the right one. Now, faced with the real thing, she realised how stupid she had been. The feelings that passed between her and other wolves were nothing more than wishful thinking. There could be no mistake that this was the real thing.

He stood a hundred feet away, staring at her.

Her heart beat rapidly. All she could do was stand there staring back, the need for him overwhelming her. Then she began to step back away from him, summoning all her strength to get away. This was not what she wanted; she had made a life for herself outside of the shifter community and she didn’t want to give it up.

Who was she kidding? She was scared. Scared of raking up the past, of having to deal with the aftermath of her father’s death.

In one swift movement, she turned and ran, summoning her wolf. Four paws hit the ground, claws biting into the dirt as she sped away. However, he had no intention of allowing her to escape. Behind her, he lifted his head and howled, staking his claim, and then he sprinted forward; the chase was on.

Air burned in her lungs, and her heart beat rapidly as she tried to deal with her confused thoughts. 

What was she doing? Her father had always taught her she could not escape her fate. As if to prove him right, her wolf did something completely out of character. The creature that was part of her, part of the shadow she had become, had always been content to hide with her, to lick their wounds in self-imposed exile. But no more.

With a flick of her tail, her wolf headed away from the car, which could have driven them to safety. Her wolf made a decision; she didn’t want to be safe. She wanted to be free to run with her mate.

Their pace slowed, not enough to allow him to catch her, but enough for him to begin to gain ground. With an excited yip, she headed for the stream, crossing it and then sitting down on the opposite bank to wait for her mate’s approach.

Sitting and waiting! Damn it. Tongue lolling out like some lovesick teenager; they waited for their mate to approach.

Sliding to a halt when he saw her waiting, he approached the stream cautiously. He was expecting some kind if trap. But there was none, only a poor, lonely she-wolf.

He stopped, and sat down on the ground, head on one side, whining gently. Her wolf stared, taking in his dark brown coat, the white tip of his tail, and his big amber eyes. Everything a little she-wolf could ask for. And he was theirs.

The wolf stood, one foot in the stream, as he began his approach. Natalie told her wolf to run, to get away from him. She was scared, because if the thought of leaving their mate was difficult now, wait until they touched for the first time. It would be impossible, and she wasn’t ready. 

Her wolf refused. Too intent on her mate to listen to Natalie. He was only two feet away now, coming out of the stream, not shaking the water off his coat, maybe he didn’t want to splash her. Or did he even notice the water droplets dripping to the floor from his luxurious thick wolf pelt?

Her wolf swooned, a sense of intense excitement gripping her. Yet she didn’t move closer, she stayed still, barely breathing and let him touch his nose to hers. They both jumped back, a static charge passing between them. Recovering quickly, he came back towards her, this time sniffing her fur, and then rubbing against her. She shivered in delight, from the tip of her nose to the very last hair on her tail. 

Her wolf turned its head and rubbed it against him. The male wolf took this as a good sign. So good, he turned back into his human form.

That was not what she expected, and there was no way she was going to do the same. Her wolf might want to flirt with a complete stranger, but Natalie did not. Would not. This was going to upset her whole life and she didn’t want it. She didn’t want it.

Try as she might, her wolf wasn’t ready to believe her words, and looked longingly up at the man in front of them. Tall, impossibly broad, dressed for work, this was a man of the outdoors, a mountain man. And Natalie pined for these mountains that should be her home.

Reaching out, he ran his fingers through her fur, setting her body on fire. It penetrated her wolf, going down, much deeper to touch the human Natalie too. It took all her willpower not to change, not to throw herself into his arms and demand he make love to her by the side of the stream.

Sensing the real danger she was in, Natalie got a firm hold of her wolf, dragging her by the scruff of her neck away from this man and the temptation he held. Somehow, she made her wolf run, crossing the stream and out into the night, heading for her car and this time not slowing down or looking back, until her keys were in the ignition and she was driving away from her mate and the silent promises he offered.

 


Chapter Three - Riley

He followed her but she was too fast; the suddenness of their encounter had knocked him off balance, mentally and emotionally, and this had affected him physically. His wolf had run after her, but his legs were uncoordinated, and his breathing laboured. By the time he got close, she was already shifting into her human form. 

All he could do was stand and watch as she unlocked her car, slid in, pulled the door shut, and sped off into the night. Then he raised his head in the air and howled, calling to her, begging her to come back. But the tail lights grew dimmer, and then disappeared from view entirely, taking his heart with it. 

Sitting down on his haunches, he waited to see if she returned. Surely she found this as difficult as he? But no car came along the road, and when the very last of the sun’s rays had gone from the sky, absorbed into the inky night, he rose and headed back to the place where he had first seen her.

Her scent hung in the air, although he suspected he was the only one who would be able to smell it. His senses were acutely attuned to her; anyone else would smell the dew-covered grass, or the damp soil beneath it. For Riley, all that existed was the smell of her wolf.

And her human. He could smell that too, although much fainter. However, when he reached the place where she had changed into her wolf, it was much stronger. Because she had left something behind. No doubt, it had been by accident, the leather thong that held the pendant around her neck had snapped in two and he remembered her turning away quickly before she went wolf. In that moment, her hand must have caught in the pendant and it had fallen to the ground.

He sniffed it, inhaling her scent before switching to his human form and reaching down to pick up the pendant: a big tooth of some kind. Bear, if he wasn’t mistaken. Tying the broken leather, he looped it round his neck and made his way across the meadow, deep in thought. 

Would it be possible to identify her? He hadn’t caught a good glimpse of her in the twilight when he first saw her, nor when she ran. Although he would recognise her scent anywhere. Did the tooth pendant hold the key that would bring him face to face with her again? 

Slipping back into his wolf skin, he made his way home. There he showered and changed, pocketing the pendant safely; he wanted to be careful whom he asked about it. Although Fara was the obvious choice.

***

“We’d almost given up on you,” Fara said as she opened the door to Riley.

“Sorry,” he replied, his mouth watering at the smell of Fara’s cooking. However, his stomach was too caught up in knots of nervous tension; he doubted he could eat a thing. Still, it was tempting, and he took his place at the table, watching Fara ladle stew onto his plate.

“You look sick,” Sol said, glancing up at him, while simultaneously spooning food into his mouth. “Did you eat something bad?”

“No, Sol, nothing like that.” Riley picked his fork up and began to eat, hoping the food would make him feel more like his usual self.

“How did your run go?” Fara asked, her eyes narrowing. Riley felt as if they were piercing his soul, weeding out what they wanted to know, until she sat up, looking satisfied with herself. “You met her, then.”

“Met who?” Sol asked. Riley simply ate another forkful of food. There was no need to deny it, although he did feel kind of foolish that his mate had run off from him.

“I met my mate.” Riley looked at Sol and then back to Fara. “Happy now?”

Fara’s face creased as she smiled. “If you’re happy. Which, looking at you, I’m not so sure is the case.”

He looked down at his food, and then back to meet Fara’s inquiring gaze. “She ran off.”

“Did she? Well, I guess she doesn’t know a good man when she sees one?” Fara’s eyes twinkled with mischief.

“Maybe she’s like you,” Riley countered.

“Like me in what way?” She sounded offended. Fara had never found her mate, instead living alone on her family’s farm.

“You know, would rather shoot a raider then have him in her … life.” He was reminding Fara of the shot she had taken at Cole.

Fara laughed. “You mean in her bed. Riley, any woman would have to be insane not to want you in their bed. If I was twenty years younger…” Fara cut short her sentence, and said, “But it still wouldn’t make you my mate. That is something special. And you’re sure you felt it? I mean really sure, you didn’t just feel the urge to take her to bed? A young virile man like you must miss that.”

“Oh no, it was much, much more than that. I would have married her on the spot if I could have conjured a priest out of thin air. And I have never considered myself the marrying kind.”

“If fate can pull you together once, I’m sure it will again.” Fara gave Sol another plateful of food. “I sometimes think it was fate that brought you three boys to my doorstep. I know we never got off on the right foot, but I sure as hell am glad you stole from me, just so you had to come back and make amends. I never had children of my own, but if I did … well, let’s just say I think your mom would be proud of the way you all turned out.”

“That’s a beautiful thing to say, Fara.” Riley saw her eyes misting up, and for the first time realised how much Fara loved them. It might not be a mother’s love, but it was unconditional just the same. “And you know we feel the same way.” 

“Even if I did shoot Cole.”

Riley laughed. “Even if you did shoot Cole.” He put his hand in his pocket and placed the bear tooth down on the table. “She dropped this. At least I’m pretty sure she dropped it.”

Fara recognised it instantly. “Well, I'll be damned. First thing in the morning, you go down and speak to Kira. She might be able to tell you where you can find that mate of yours.”

“So you know who it belongs to?”

“I know who it used to belong to. But that’s a long time ago; I think it’s better if you speak to Kira.”

And that was as much as he could get out of Fara. After they’d eaten, he and Sol made their way home, although Sol wanted to stay with the puppies. Riley could see a time real soon when Sol would be living with Fara permanently. It seemed that Sol had found a surrogate mother, and couldn’t be happier.

 


Chapter Four - Natalie

After a couple of miles Natalie had to stop and pull over, her hands trembling too much to risk driving on busy roads. Opening the window, she let the cool air in, waiting to see if there was any sense that he had followed her. There was none. 

Disappointment clouded her thoughts. 

Ridiculous. She didn’t want this, she reminded herself. Years ago, she had cut all ties with Wolf Valley. There was no going back. Her wolf knew the score; they kept away from trouble, only allowing themselves brief excursions into the mountains. Although they might have to stop completely now she knew he was out there.

Involuntarily, her hand went to close around her pendant. It was gone. Switching on the interior light, she rummaged around, seeing if she had dropped it in the car. No. That meant she had dropped it on the mountain. She closed her eyes, feeling a sense failure once again. 

The talisman had been in her family for generations, looked after and treasured by all who wore it. Not only had she ended the line of alphas, now she had lost their most prized possession too. Their symbol of power.

What power? It was dead, gone. It had blown away like her father’s ashes on the breeze the day she scattered them on the mountain overlooking Wolf Valley. She did not possess the power, the authority, to be the next alpha. The line was broken and she didn’t even know if her children would rekindle it. That was the true reason she had left, to avoid the hope she saw in the people of Wolf Valley every time they looked at her. It was an expectation she could not live up to.

There was no blood heir, no alpha. It was that simple.

Switching the light off, she pulled back on to the road and drove home. In her life, she had experienced some low points, but nothing to compare with this. Rudderless on the sea, a sea that took her here and there with a will of its own. No, she was mixing the sea up with fate. One of the beliefs her father had taught her was that you couldn’t escape your fate.

Until now Natalie had never considered herself having a fate worth avoiding; she was like a damp match, unable to spark and glow. A damp, dark disappointment. That was her fear. She would outrun her mate so that she didn’t have to live with seeing the same disappointment in his eyes that she saw in the mirror every morning. For the first time she saw how self-centred and self-absorbed she had become. This was not just about her any longer.

“No. It’s about self-preservation,” she told herself firmly. “He wouldn’t want me.” But she knew he had no choice, just as she had no choice.

Oh yes, I do. Natalie drew on her inner strength, pulling on the mantle of a woman in control, and made herself drive home, away from the mountain, away from her mate.

Slowly, the streetlights appeared, lighting her way, guiding her back to the life she had carefully created. This was where she belonged, this was where she lived and worked, and she must not let the promise of a different life pull her back into a world of chaos that had nearly destroyed her.

On losing her father, she had slowly slipped into a depressed state. At first so subtle, she hadn’t noticed, and then it began to weigh heavier on her, until it sucked the breath from her body. Wolf Valley looked to her for guidance, but she had been too young, not old enough or responsible enough to carry other people. If she had been the alpha, had that power, she would have been strong enough. Without it, she was just a useless child.

Looking back, she knew she had been a coward. But the blame was not all hers; no, it should have been different. With the alpha having no male heir, the power should have passed to the pack’s beta. However, he had been exiled for reasons a young Natalie couldn’t understand. Until now. 

Tonight she had understood how the beta had betrayed his mate and the whole of Wolf Valley by taking another woman to his bed when he already had a mate and a young family at foot. Because tonight she understood how terrible it would be for her mate to be with another woman when he was hers. Natalie was struck by the realisation that if she didn’t claim her mate, then she would die an old maid, because there was no one else for her. No one else for him.

Tough. She didn’t want anything to do with that life, she reminded herself again. It was too late, and the people of Wolf Valley would never forgive her. All she could do was run, hide her wolf, and try to forget what she was, or what she should have been.

Turning the radio on, she tried to fix her head in the mundane world around her. There were no shifters here, no alphas. Everything was normal; to the people who lived in her apartment block, there was no such thing as shifters. That was what she reminded herself when she parked her car and got out. 

Breathing in the cool air, she took in the smell of the fast food joints, the sound of the couple arguing on the corner—no fated mates here, men and women met, hooked up for a while, and then parted. Why couldn’t she do that? Why did she have to have a mate at all? But she did have one, and right now he was probably feeling just as bad as she was.

Clutching her hand to her chest, she wondered how she was ever going to live like this. The knowledge that he was so close was overwhelming; a part of her had been ripped out and now belonged to the man she had met tonight. The thought that he was suffering like this made it ten times worse. 

Trembling hands took her key from her pocket, and she only just got the door open before the first sob erupted within her. This wasn’t right, it would never be right. Slowly, the realisation dawned on her that her choice had been taken away. Fate had decided who her man was, and fate had placed him in her path. Natalie had then decided to shun fate and run. But fate was a force out of her control. It now drove a sharp stake into her heart, twisting it sharply, making sure she would never be free of it.

But she was strong, and she would live her life on her own terms.

Gritting her teeth, she went to the kitchen, put the kettle on, and made some tea. Back to the living room, she turned on the TV. She would block out the call of her mate by watching some show, or a movie. However, when she tried to settle down, her mind kept replaying the scene where he had stood before her, all that love, hope, and expectation in his eyes.

Her wolf whined, projecting his image into her head. Tall, broad, strong. Everything her wolf wanted, everything she wanted.

Switching the TV off, she decided to go to bed. Tomorrow she would get up early and go to work, pouring all her energy into her job at the bakery. She would get herself through this.

Cleaning her teeth, she avoided the haunted look of the woman in the mirror. Keeping her head down, she concentrated on the water going round and around in the sink before it disappeared down the plughole. That was what she wanted, her fate to be washed away, to fade away to nothing and leave her free.

Shaking her head at the unfairness of it all, she went into her bedroom and pulled the drapes to. Something caught her eye. Or someone. 

Down there on the street a man stood, staring at her window. Her heart faltered: he had found her. Somehow, her mate had followed her back here. He had run after her and now he would move in to claim her. 

The rapid beating of her heart made her feel faint. What should she do? Go down and confront him? Tell him to get lost; she didn’t want him. But she did. Or wait for him to break in?

Standing perfectly still, her eyes fixed on his, she waited for the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end, for them to signal to her, that her mate was close. Nothing.

Instead, the eyes that stared up at hers were cold, with a hint of menace, and when he turned away from her and laughed, a feeling of dread crept up her back. That wasn’t her mate. 

“Stop being stupid, Nat,” she told herself, “You are seeing things now. Go to bed and forget all about it.”

That didn’t happen. Her mate haunted her dreams. Her wolf ran over the dew-slickened grass, the full moon shining down on her. There in the distance, watching her was the big wolf she had met today, his dark brown coat thick and luxuriant, begging to be stroked. He came closer. She tried to tell her wolf to run, but she wouldn’t, the pull of their mate was too strong, his big amber eyes mesmerising. Her wolf whined and whimpered, rolling over on her back, submitting to the wolf. 

He touched her, his nose sniffing her fur, sending a static shock across her body, and in an instant, she changed. In her human form, she lay before her wolf, her mate. The male wolf took a step back, and then the air shimmered, electricity arcing through the air. In place of the wolf stood a man, but he was blurred; she couldn’t see his face, but she wanted him all the same.

He reached out to her, but when he touched her, she woke.

“Damn it.” Her alarm was loud in her ears, and she fumbled to switch it off, wanting to lie down and recapture her dream, but it had gone and she had to get up for work. If she was late, then the bakery would have no cakes or bread and she would be out of a job.

The sun hadn’t yet risen. She dressed quickly by the light of her lamp. All the time, the feeling of unease that had accompanied her when she looked out the window the night before remained. When she threw open the drapes, she half expected the strange man to be there, staring at her window, but the street was empty.

It didn’t stop her heart beating hard, with an undercurrent of fear, as she walked to work. Her wolf stayed close, ready to spring forth and protect them. Natalie soothed her. If she changed, it would give them away, and she still clung to the hope she would be able to forget what happened yesterday and carry on with her life here.

But her wolf didn’t agree. As it lay whimpering in the corner of her mind, she knew it was going to be a long day. A thumping pulse in her temple told her she was about to get a headache, but this was one day and she would survive it.

 


Chapter Five - Riley

“Come on, Sol, I want to go into town.” Riley was up and dressed, breakfast was made, and now he needed his brother to get a move on so he could go and question Kira.

“I want to go and see the puppies,” Sol answered petulantly, sitting down and digging in to his cereal.

“We can go after we’ve been to town. I need to speak to Kira and then go to the hardware store. Maybe you can even visit the pet store and see if there are some puppy treats. If not, then we could get a treat for the puppies’ mom. How about that?”

“Yello would like that.” Sol looked happier and ate faster.

“That the mom’s name? Yello?”

“Uh-huh. Fara called her that because she always has to yell for her to come back.”

Riley laughed. “What you going to call your pup?” Riley asked, feeling in such a good mood even the thought of Sol having a puppy running around the house didn’t seem so bad.

“Not sure. Bacon, maybe cookie.” 

“Two of your favourite things. I like it.” Riley hummed to himself as he washed up the breakfast dishes; he mentally made a list of the things they did need in town. The trip wasn’t all about his mate. 

Who was he kidding? It was all about his mate. Everything else was inconsequential now. His sole goal was to find out who she was and persuade her to be his. Hell, she already was his. He just had to convince her to let him into her life. And her bed. Most definitely her bed.

“Ready,” Sol said, returning to the kitchen, washed and dressed. 

“You look good.”

Sol smiled happily. “Fara told me I have to look after myself first, if I’m going to be responsible for a puppy.”

“Did she? Sensible lady. You have to prove to her you are going to take good care of that pup, or she might chase after you. I’m sure the old woman has a wolf lurking under her skin.”

“A big black wolf. She told me. She said that she would run with me one day if her old hip didn’t play her up so much.”

“She likes you, Sol.”

“I like her. She lets me feed the animals.”

“Then let’s go into town, get what we need, and then you can go and help her some more. I am going to start painting her house today.” Unless he got a lead on his mate’s whereabouts, in which case he would be too busy and the painting would have to wait...

“Great,” Sol said and was out of the door and into the truck before Riley even asked him to. This was getting easier and easier. Before Fara, it would have taken several attempts to get Sol to be compliant enough for them to go anywhere without a danger of him running off. Riley had found it easier than he thought to look after his brother alone.

Which was a good job; Cole and Kira had been working some long, hard hours to get things straight in Wolf Valley. And Kira was busy making Hugo’s house into a den for the baby that was on the way.

His family were doing all right. That was what he was thinking as he drove into Wolf Valley, seeing the buildings on the outskirts, some still shut up, others having a new coat of paint and new windows. The town was starting to come together; word had gotten around that the law was back to being on the side of the victim, not the perpetrator. All they needed was a new alpha. 

And Riley knew just the man for the job.

No. That wasn’t the only reason he wanted to find his mate. Although he couldn’t deny he would like having some authority in town, instead of being seen as the black wolf of the family. Since Cole became Kira’s mate, and deputy, it seemed the rest of Wolf Valley was too quick to jump to conclusions and think that it was Riley who had been the mastermind behind the raids, and had somehow dragged an unwitting Cole into them.

In short, Cole was the darling of Wolf Valley, and Riley couldn’t help feeling jealous.

“Well, look at you, all smart in your uniform,” Riley teased Cole as he walked in to the sheriff’s office. “You have a collar and leash back there too?”

“Morning to you too, Riley. Sol, how are you doing?” Cole smiled and went to hug his younger brother.

“Can I try your hat on, Cole?” Sol asked.

“Sure. Here.” He put his hat on Sol’s head and then said to him, “You’d better let Riley have a turn later. You know he wants one of his own. Just too proud to admit it.”

“I am not in the business of law enforcement, not unless it’s as the new alpha.”

“Well, for that you need your mate,” Cole said, and then added, “Even then, it’s not a forgone conclusion it’s going to be you.”

“Who else is it going to be? I am the last Merric child not to have a mate. Of course it will be me.”

“You forget about Sol,” Cole said winking.

“That is not funny.”

“How do you know he won’t be the next alpha?” Cole teased.

“You just can’t stand the thought of it being me, can you?” Riley said, his temper rising.

“Are you sassing my deputy, Riley?” Behind them, Kira had walked in. “Because as sheriff I have the authority to make this a sass-free zone if it impacts on my deputy’s work.”

“Morning, Sheriff.” Riley grinned at Kira and pulled her into a warm embrace, kissing her on the cheek. “Sorry. It’s been a tough day.”

“It’s only nine thirty, how tough can things be? Sol didn’t run off again?” She gave Sol a hug. “The hat suits you, Sol.”

“No. Nothing like that,” Riley assured her.

“Riley’s mate ran off without saying hello,” Sol said absently, looking at himself in the faint reflection of the window.

“Damn it, are you all ganging up on me?” Riley shook his head at Sol.

“This true, Riley?” Cole asked, no longer teasing his older brother.

“Yes. Met her last night on the mountain.” A knife punched a hole in his heart at the thought of living without her, and the intense need to find her, to be with her, consumed him. It took all his self-control to keep himself focused on what Cole was saying.

“Why did she run off?” Kira asked.

Riley shrugged. “I have no idea. I went for a run last night, and we saw each other. She was some way off on the north side of the mountain. I was a wolf, she was a woman.”

“So she’s human; she probably just didn’t understand what you were.”

“No. She knew all right, because when she turned tail and ran … well, she turned wolf. I chased her; eventually she let me catch up with her. I changed into a man—you know, I wanted to talk. She ran off. Got in her car and drove away.” He struggled to keep his sentences straight; he was going to be a mumbling idiot if he didn’t find her.

“Definitely the right woman?” Cole asked.

“Absolutely, took my heart and my soul with her.” Riley smiled sadly, and Kira came up to him and hugged him. “You have any idea who she was? Someone from town maybe that knows of your … past.”

“You mean the fact that the whole of Wolf Valley is happy to blame the raids on me has made my mate run away?” Riley asked, his hand going into his pocket and pulling out the pendant when the others didn’t answer his question. “She dropped this.”

Kira went pale and took it from his hand. “You sure?”

“Yes. You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. Don’t tell me my mate is dead and was haunting me on the mountain.” Riley was genuinely worried by Kira’s reaction.

“Not exactly. But she did leave Wolf Valley years ago.” Her finger rubbed over the tooth dangling on the end of the pendant. “I’ll write down the name of the town and the only address I have for her. But the trail might well be stone cold.”

“Hang on. You’re the sheriff. So can’t you access some kind of database to find her address?” Riley asked.

“You know, I keep forgetting about things like that,” Cole said hopefully.

“But it’s for personal, not professional reasons. I don’t know if we should,” Kira insisted.

“I think it would be worth it just this time. If Riley does find his mate, then there is a chance he could become the alpha of Wolf Valley and we won’t have to put up with the trouble the bikers are causing.”

“You’re experiencing trouble? I thought that was all in the past now, with you two running things.” Riley noticed an exchange in looks between Cole and Kira. “Come on, spill. I won’t tell anyone. Nobody talks to me much anyway, they all still think I’m the bad guy, remember?”

Cole nodded to Kira, agreeing to share the details. “The old motorcycle gang is causing trouble. We think Frasier is behind it.” 

“You mean the old sheriff? Figures he wouldn’t leave without a fight. Well, except the one you had with him.” Riley remembered only too well seeing Cole on the ground, looking beat, while the sheriff let his guard down. His brother had punched him in the face, finishing the fight and Frasier’s term as law enforcement in Wolf Valley, all in one go.

“We think he has teamed up with Lance and Jed. Trouble is never far away here.”

“Then get me the address. It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?” Riley asked hopefully.

“You might be right,” Kira conceded and went to the computer, punching in the request for the last known address of Natalie Crow.

When Riley walked out of the sheriff’s office, he had her name and address in his hand. Now he planned to drop Sol off at Fara’s farm. He was sure she wouldn’t mind if, under the circumstances, he skipped painting her house and went to find his mate instead.

The smile on his face was so wide it hurt. Almost as much as his heart hurt not having Natalie near to him.

 


Chapter Six - Natalie

The croissants were burnt on the bottom. She had never burnt anything in her life; well, except for that time when she was six years old and she had made her mom breakfast on Mother’s Day. But her mom had eaten the toast anyway, telling her how delicious it was and the black bits were a special touch.

Her mom had given her a love of baking, and when she left Wolf Valley, needing to find a career, she had known it was the one thing that could ease her loneliness. She loved creating things, adding new flavours, trying new creations. One day her dream was to have a bakery of her own, but until then she would have to work for her boss, Trudy, who at least let her indulge her creative skills. She was also the closest thing Natalie had to a best friend.

Hastily making a second batch, she put them in the oven and began getting the other cakes and pastries ready for display. The shop would soon begin getting busy, and the chatter of friendly customers would filter back to her. She always felt a sense of pride and accomplishment when she heard so many compliments on her baking. But today was most likely going to lead to the first complaints.

“You OK, Nat? You seem a little off your game today,” Trudy asked, coming in to wrinkle her nose at the smell of burnt pastry.

“Feeling a little under the weather, that’s all,” Natalie lied.

“You look tired. Sleepless night?” Trudy had a shocking thought and then added, “You haven’t found yourself a man, have you? A roll in the hay, was it?”

“Nope. It was not,” Natalie said. Well, not in real life, but if her alarm hadn’t woken her she would have had an imaginary roll in the hay, or on the ground anyway. 

Trudy returned to the front of the store, leaving Natalie to her chores. Straightening up, she placed her hand over her stomach, feeling the same queasy sensation she had experienced when she ran away from her mate. Would it ever get any better, or would this be her constant feeling? One thing, it might mean she lost a few pounds, because if she was going to live the rest of her life feeling lovesick, then she would shed a few pounds off her curvy body.  Although she had always enjoyed having a voluptuous figure. 

However, today nothing could tempt her to eat. The lack of food made her feel light-headed, or at least that’s what she thought was making her feel light-headed. Until the sensation got stronger and she realised with a shock that it wasn’t lack of food, it was the very close proximity of her mate that was making her feel faint.

She heard his voice, a moment of recognition hitting her smack-bang between the eyes before an excited-looking Trudy came out to whisper, “There’s a man asking for you.”

“Tell him I’m not here.” Natalie shook her head, leaving Trudy in no doubt that she wanted to avoid the man.

“I can’t. He said he knew you were here. I can’t lie to him. Not a bare-faced lie like that,” Trudy said innocently.

“Lying to men doesn’t usually bother you, Trudy,” Natalie said, looking over her shoulder to catch a glimpse of him.

Trudy laughed. “That’s different; I like to use them then lose them. But this one, well, I might hang on to him if he were mine. In fact, if you really aren’t interested, then maybe I could give him my number and ask him to call me. Waste not, want not,” Trudy said with a wink.

That thought horrified Natalie. What if he did go off with another woman? Her mind was drawn back to the story of the beta of Wolf Valley. Would her mate cheat on her? If he thought she was playing hard to get, might he need some other woman to satisfy his urges?

No. That wouldn’t happen. Most of the time it was next to impossible to even look at another person in a sexual way, not once you found your mate. That was what her mom had told her. Did she really want to test out that theory? No. And certainly not with the luscious, very talented, and very experienced Trudy. If her man ever went to bed with a woman like Trudy, he would never look twice at Natalie.

The mating bond, she reminded herself, but she didn’t know if she trusted anyone completely, not after her father had been so let down by the old beta.

“I’ll see him,” she said, untying her apron and removing the hat from her head. Although why she was bothering to make an effort, she didn’t know. He was hers if she wanted him; after all, it couldn’t have been easy to track her down. Not in such a short space of time. No one from Wolf Valley knew where she lived; she had cut all ties, including those of friends she had known all her life.

Trudy’s eyes followed her out and although she stayed out of the way, Kira knew the other woman was listening to every word, intrigued by what was happening, because Kira had never had a man come in asking for her. Never.

“Hello,” she said, cursing her voice, which had gone all breathy as she approached him. The pull was incredibly strong and if he opened his arms she would have fallen into his embrace; she wouldn’t have been strong enough to fight him. Thankfully, despite the strained look on his face, he didn’t try to make this hard on her.

“Hi. I wondered if we could talk?” His eyes flicked back towards Trudy, before he added, “In private.”

She stood staring at him, wallowing in his eyes. They were deep pools of unchartered emotions. His hair was dark brown, and she was reminded of his rich brown wolf pelt. Her fingers itched to thread through it, to feel each strand against his skin and then drag his head towards hers so they could kiss.

Get a room. “I can come outside, but only for five minutes, I have something in the oven.” What could happen in five minutes? She would get through this.

Trudy had other ideas. “Oh, I can watch those. You take your time, Nat. Take all the time you need.” Natalie shot Trudy a look that shouted help. Trudy just smiled and made a shooing action.

With an effort, she moved one foot and then another forward. This felt like a death sentence: she could no longer outrun her fate, and once they touched, once she spoke to him, she knew she would never escape the true force of the bond.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Riley.” He offered her his hand and she stared at it as if it was a trick. In some ways it was. She knew that if she touched him, skin to skin, they would be connected at a deeper level. She didn’t want that.

Damn it, she did. Her hand lifted, subconsciously needing to make contact with this man, her man. Her lonely life began slipping away almost before they touched; the connection was made and her eyes flew to his, wanting to see the knowledge, the understanding there. It mirrored her own. He smiled, his eyes lighting up as though she had switched on a part of him that had been dark and dim for his whole life.

“Natalie.” A mixture of ecstasy and foreboding filled her; the emotions battled for dominance in her brain. Should she be happy? Or should she be mourning the loss of a part of herself, a part that had gone, replaced by him?

“I am so pleased to actually find you. I was worried that I had lost you forever when you ran.” His voice was rough with emotion, and sexy as hell. Her insides turned to liquid fire and she leaned in towards him, wanting him to kiss her.

“I’m sorry.” She pulled her hand from his, breaking the contact, but not the spell. “This … isn’t what I want.”

“I know you’re scared, it must have come as a shock. I know it did to me. We can take it slow. A date? We could start with a date?” He frowned, and then he grinned nervously. “I sound like a desperate man, don’t I?”

“A little,” she said, smiling despite herself. He sure was sexy, broad chest encased in a T-shirt that hugged his body in all the right places. His stomach looked toned, hard like his chest, and then her eyes travelled down to look at his narrow hips and strong thighs. I bet he knows how to use that body. She sighed, letting out the breath she had been holding since she put her hand in his.

“Oh, I have this for you. I think you dropped it.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the pendant her father had given her. “May I?”

He reached up, putting it over her head, his fingers stroking the skin on the back of her neck as he let it fall between her breasts. She shivered, the sensation making her legs go to jelly. Placing her hand on the tooth that had been won from a cave bear so many hundreds of years ago when her ancestors first moved to Wolf Valley, she said, “Thank you for returning it to me.”

“You are welcome,” he said, his breath a caress across her skin.

Shuddering with a deep need to be with him, to mate with him, she lifted her face to his and offered herself to him. Weak she-wolf.

 


Chapter Seven - Riley 

So irresistible. But here was not the right place, despite the hardness of his cock in his pants and the overwhelming desire to take her by the hand, drag her round the corner, and take her up against the wall. In public. In daylight.

She would never forgive him. Or would she? No. That would be wrong; he had to be strong for both their sakes.

“What time do you finish work?” he asked, stepping back from her, feeling the pull of that invisible thread as it stretched out between them.

“Four,” she said, her voice husky, filled with emotion and longing. Her she-wolf was there in her eyes; he had to bring her to her senses.

“Then I’ll be waiting here for you.” He looked to where an interested Trudy was ignoring a customer to spy on them. He hoped it was because she cared. He lowered his voice. “Does your friend know about you?”

“What about me?” she asked still dazed.

“You know. The other side of you. When you let your hair down, does she know how wild you become?” To him that was subtle, but Natalie just burst out laughing. 

“Wild,” she repeated, coming to her senses. 

“Yes. Wild. Does she know?” 

“Trudy? She’s my boss, and no. No one knows.” She turned and looked at Trudy, who was still staring at them. Natalie lifted her hand and waved. Trudy waved back and, looking satisfied that her employee wasn’t about to get abducted by a strange man, went back to work. “She watches out for me.”

“Good. I mean, it’s good that someone does.” He wanted to ask her why she lived here. But this didn’t seem like the time, so he saved his questions for later. “Four.” He emphasised the time, making sure she understood he would be here, would be waiting for her. Forever.

Natalie looked down at the ground and he knew a refusal was coming. “I don’t know. I never wanted this. I have a good life here.”

“Do you think you can ignore this? That you can live your life never knowing what it’s like to be with me? You might live in a town with no other wild people, but that hasn’t dimmed your needs. Has it?” He had to restrain himself; the thought that she might run away again made him capable of impulsive behaviour. Like throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her off. Although it took all his strength not to sway her thoughts in his favour, he gave her the time she needed.

She was quiet, thinking, searching inside herself and he hoped she would be honest with herself. “No. It hasn’t. But that doesn’t mean I’m not scared.”

He smiled shyly. “That makes two of us.” 

“You don’t look like the type of guy who would be scared of anything.” 

“I am absolutely terrified right now that you are going to walk away from me and I’ll never see you again. When you ran… I didn’t know who you were. Where to find you. It was only because of the pendant that I managed to track you down.”

“Cinderella’s slipper,” she whispered. Then she asked louder, “How did you find me?”

“Kira. She recognised it. Gave me your address.”

“Kira? She doesn’t know my address.”

“She looked it up on the police database. She shouldn’t have, but, well … it was important.”

“So you know who I am?” she asked, sounding saddened.

“Thankfully, yes.” He could not tell her how happy he was to have found her, and how much he wanted to take her home to his ramshackle house and make love to her on his broken bed. On second thought, perhaps her place would be better.

“Four.” He backed away as Trudy came to the door.

“Croissants are done.”

“Thanks, Trudy.” Natalie turned back to him. “Four.” Then with a great effort, his mate turned and walked away.

Riley felt the thread between them stretch, thinning but not breaking. Looking around, he saw a coffee shop across the street. That was where he would wait for her; he doubted he could get much further. The need to be close to her was almost too much.

But he could wait. 

 


Chapter Eight - Natalie

Natalie avoided Trudy’s knowing gaze as she went back inside, but her employer was not going to let this slide by. Natalie having a man in her life was that much of an anomaly.

“He is hot,” Trudy said, breathing out the last word in her seductive tone.

“Is he?” Natalie asked, heading for the kitchen, her sanctuary. But Trudy was hot on her heels.

“I always thought you lived like a nun. Now I see you have a secret side.”

“Secret?” Natalie asked, her face flaming red, and not from the heat of the oven. “What do you mean?” There was no way Trudy could know her real secret. Was there?

“Yes. You must tell me everything.” 

“Must I?” Natalie asked, banging the croissants down so hard one of them flipped off the baking tray. Her normally cool, calm exterior had imploded, leaving her red-hot core exposed.

“Yes. I want one. So you have to tell me exactly where you found him, because guys like that do not just enter a girl’s life.”

“Well, he did.”

“When?”

“Last night.”

“And…”

“I dropped my pendant and he returned it to me.”

Trudy laughed. “You drop that old fossil and he tracks you down to return it? Wow. He must want you bad.”

If only you knew. “I think he was just being nice.”

Trudy turned to go out front and serve. “Oh, honey, if he were mine I would want him to be a whole lot more than nice to me.”

Natalie turned her attention to her baking. Smiling to herself, she imagined what would happen if Trudy knew about her other side, her wolf. One thing she knew, if Trudy had been an animal, she would have most definitely have been some kind of feline. Long, lithe, and stealthy. Ready to pounce on a man.

But not her man. Oh no, Riley belonged to Natalie, and her wolf woke up and stretched in agreement. Yes. If they had to, they would fight for their mate. In that one moment, Natalie realised she had accepted her fate, and might even be looking forward to it.

A weight shifted on her shoulders. It didn’t lift, because she had so much other baggage to go along with it. Baggage she would not readily be able to give up. It revolved around her father and the beta who had let him down. She was mostly convinced that the rift in the pack had helped lead to his death; he had never been the same afterwards. Her mother had then died of a broken heart, fading away to nothing, just as the cohesion of the town disintegrated. Only the old sheriff, Kira’s dad, had held it together, while Natalie had stood by helplessly.

This was her chance to ease her loneliness, and although she wasn’t sure about going back to Wolf Valley, she was sure she wanted to get to know her mate. Trudy was smiling when she came into the kitchen at half-past-three to find Natalie humming to herself.

“Now, that is something I have never heard. You are actually happy. You always seem so sad, Nat, so melancholy. Now a man comes along and you are smiling. Love at first sight can be pretty potent: just don’t let it cloud your judgement about him.” Trudy spoke with kindness, and Natalie wanted to laugh and tell her not to panic, that this was more than true love. It was two souls meeting on a different level and knowing they were meant to be together, but Trudy might really think she was stupid.

“I’ll bear that in mind.” Natalie ran the hot water into the sink and washed her utensils. Then she prepared some dough in advance, trying to keep her mind on her work, instead of watching each minute tick by as the clock hand made its slow way up to mark the hour.

At five to four, she was standing in the small store saying good-bye to Trudy, full of the knowledge that Riley was across the street. As he came towards her, she felt the connection, the elastic between them growing shorter, thicker, making it harder to breathe.

“Have a great evening, Natalie! Just remember I need you in the morning, no matter what happens.” Trudy’s words hung in the air, full of meaning. Was this it? Would she take him home now and mate with him? Was that all that this bond was, a connection between their bodies and their souls that led to sex? Natalie wanted more. She needed a connection between their minds too.

“Don’t worry. Things won’t be moving along that fast,” Natalie said.

“I wouldn’t be too sure. I’ve seen the look in his eyes before,” Trudy said, nudging Natalie as Riley reached the door.

“Hi,” he said, smiling at her, making her stomach explode into cascades of butterflies.

“Hi.” She stood, not knowing what to do, feeling like a bit of a fool.

“Shall we go?” he asked, holding out his hand to her.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world, she placed her hand into his and they walked away from the bakery. For several steps she couldn’t speak, the feel of his skin against hers all too consuming. Then she pulled herself together; she wanted to get to know him, which meant talking to him, not trying to imagine what it would feel like to have his hands on the rest of her skin.

“Where do you want to go?” she asked, thinking of the smell of baking that always clung to her hair and wishing she had time to go home for a shower. But if she took him home, would he expect more than coffee, while he waited for her to change?

“I don’t care. I just want to be with you. I know it sounds stupid, but I’m still stunned.”

“Me too.” They crossed the street, still walking aimlessly.

“Do you want something to eat? I could take you to dinner,” he offered.

“Maybe later. Look, what I would really like is a hot shower and a change of clothes. But nothing else.” She cringed at the way she put it, but he looked as if he understood perfectly.

“I will wait outside if that makes you more comfortable.”

“No. Don’t be silly. I just wanted to get it straight. I’ve been away from Wolf Valley, from the whole wolf thing, for too many years to just suddenly pick up and go back as if nothing happened.”

“What did happen?” he asked, a little suddenly. Did she really want to tell him now when they had only just met? Yet he was the man she was supposed to be able to tell anything.

“I’m not ready to talk about it. I haven’t thought about it for so long, and suddenly it’s all come rushing back to me. I need a little time.” 

Riley nodded. “Take all the time you need.”

“Thank you,” she said and they walked on in silence.

“This is more awkward than I thought,” he said as they neared her apartment.

“Weird, more like it. I mean here we are, complete strangers, knowing we are going to be together for the rest of our lives. Not exactly normal, is it?” she asked, casting a glance at him, trying not to stare, although she wanted to absorb everything about him, his face, his body, his scent.

“We have all the time we need. We take it slow, right?” Although his eyes were devouring her, and she was going to find it hard to resist him for any length of time.

Still, she agreed with him. “Yes. All the time in the world. Here’s my apartment.”

“I know. I came by here first.”

“Of course, I should have figured—you had my home address, not where I worked.”

“Right. When I knocked on your apartment door an old lady opposite came out and said you were at work and would be home later. Told me that you often brought her some brownies from work. Didn’t take much for her to tell me you make the best chocolate brownies in town and exactly where I could go and buy some.”

“Resourceful. I like that.” They walked up the stairs. Her apartment was on the second floor, and with each step the air seemed heavier, the rise steeper, or was it just being so close to him that made her feel this way? “This is me.”

“You want me to wait here?” he asked again, making sure he wasn’t imposing on her.

“No. Come in.” She opened the door, thankful she had left the place tidy, no dirty laundry on the floor. Even her bed was made, despite the early hour she had left it this morning.

“Thanks. Nice place,” he said.

“It’s OK. Where do you live? What do you do, for that matter?”

“I live in a house on the outskirts of Wolf Valley. Me and my brothers and sister inherited it from our dad. It needs work, but it will be a nice place once I’ve finished it.” 

He sounded as though he was promoting himself; funny, because she would live with him anywhere if he asked her to. Creature comforts died away when compared to being with your mate. But a house would be preferable to some damp, smelly cave in the mountains.

“And you know Kira?”

“Yes, my brother is mated to her. She is the sheriff and he is the deputy of Wolf Valley.”

“I’m glad she’s taken over from her dad. I heard the old sheriff was bad news.” A passing comment from a customer in the bakery had let her know Kira’s father was dead and a new sheriff had taken over. 

“He was. But things are looking up. Now if they could just get a new alpha, the town would be back to being a great place to live.”

Was that why he was here? Why he was so desperate to find her? Kira must have told him everything. She tried to work out if it made a difference to how she felt about him. Needing some time alone to think things through, she excused herself and went to shower.

“Don’t be long. I’ll wait right here, if that’s OK.”

“Sure, or make some coffee. I will be real quick.”

“I hope so, because every minute we’re apart is an eternity.” He grinned at his own corny line, but there was a truth masked there.

“I’ll be fast,” she said and dived out of the room before she asked him to join her. His motives aside, they were mated and she was fighting herself not to jump on him and mate with him right there. Maybe she needed to turn the water down to ice cold so she could get a grip on her arousal. 

 


Chapter Nine - Riley

He went into her kitchen, taking in how neat and orderly it all was. The opposite of his house, especially now Bliss had moved out. Between doing the work at Fara’s place, and looking after Sol, it had all gotten a little out of hand. He made a mental note to get home and tidy up before he invited Natalie back to his place. 

The state of his home had never bothered him before. Brought up with his father’s need for vengeance a constant companion, he was used to living on the outside and not conforming. With his brothers and sister fed the same poisonous thoughts, they had all behaved the same, and had no pride in themselves or their belongings.

His self-confidence wavered; here he was in his mate’s apartment, wanting to be a good man, hell, even thinking he might be the alpha of Wolf Valley, but was he worthy of any of it, was he even capable?

“Coffee ready yet?” She must have taken the quickest shower ever; her hair was still damp, hanging around her face in soft, natural curls. He wanted to run his fingers through it, feel the spun gold soft against his fingers, then stroke her cheek and kiss her lips.

He settled for being pleased she had rushed to get back to him as quickly as possible, the flush in her cheeks a sign of her excitement. She was embracing this, which surprised him after she had run away last night.

“Why did you run?” he asked, stirring the coffee and handing her a mug. “Not sure if you wanted sugar.”

“No sugar.” Was she going to avoid his first question?

Natalie went back out into the living room, going to the window and looking out. Or looking for something. “When did you find out about where I lived?”

“This morning.” He came to stand behind her, looking where she was looking, but the street was empty. 

She turned, her body close to his. He could feel the heat from her body, wanting to touch her and let that electricity pass between them. But he wanted answers. Searching her face, he could see she was trying to figure out where to start. He gave her the time she needed.

“The shock of seeing you made my past come back to me. A past I don’t necessarily want to remember.” She sipped her coffee, moving past him to sit down on the sofa. Natalie had sat to one side; was she inviting him to sit with her? 

Riley took it as a yes and eased himself down, resisting the temptation to sit too close. “I don’t care about your past. If there are things you don’t want to share, then that is fine with me.” Goodness knows there were things he didn’t want her to know about him, at least until they had time to get to know each other. Hopefully, she would fall in love with him and when she found out the news about him being part of the raiders, she would let it go. “It’s your future I care about.”

She smiled weakly at him. “But if I come back to Wolf Valley, then my past will catch up with me.”

He thought for a moment. He had promised his brother that he would help make the town safe from the threat brought on from Lance and Jed, which he was sure the former sheriff was behind. If he was the new alpha, he would have to fulfil that promise. Which meant she would have to face Wolf Valley at some point, but he would be there for her, giving her strength to face her demons.

“Whatever you’ve done. Whatever happened, it’s OK.”

“That’s just it. It’s not what I did, it’s what I didn’t do. When things went bad, I should have stayed around. Instead, I left.”

“Then we can both make up for that. They are trying to rebuild Wolf Valley, rebuild the community.”

“But what if my coming back makes it worse?”

“And what if it doesn’t?” He decided to keep the part about him being a potential alpha to himself. Until he went back there and saw for himself, there was no use burdening her with it. What he didn’t know was whether having a mate was enough, or whether they had to have actually mated. Sex. He didn’t want to pressure her. 

Although his need to be with her, in bed with her, went further than wanting to know if it made him an alpha. The scent of her, the warmth of her body, all made his soul cry out to be with her, joined with her.

But he had made a promise. On this visit at least, there was no going to bed, no making love to her. He let out a long breath; he needed to get out of there while he still held onto that resolve.

“Why don’t we go for a run? We could take my car, go over to the mountain, and spend some time fooling around.”

She looked out at the beautiful day. The autumn leaves were turning, the mountain would be at its most colourful, surely she couldn’t resist the pull of the outdoors. Her wolf would persuade her. At least he hoped she would.

“OK. I’d like that.”

He was up out of his seat as if someone had stuck a firecracker under him. Holding out his hand, he pulled her to him, resisting the urge to hold her and kiss her for the first time. He could wait. He would find the inner strength. He would.

 


Chapter Ten - Natalie

This was some kind of madness. After years of staying away from anything to do with Wolf Valley, she was about to embark on an adventure with another wolf. Her wolf. That didn’t matter: she knew how this would work; she would fall for him. Hell, she had already fallen for him.

No … wait, that was the bond talking. She hadn’t fallen for him; she still had a part of her left that could walk away. As they walked to his car, she realised that, no, she didn’t. There was no walking, or running, or crawling away from him. And that disturbed her. All her life she had been given choices, but now those choices had gone. Did that mean she had to walk away from this life she had made?

“Doesn’t it make you angry? The fact that I am your mate, no matter what you think or want?” They reached his truck: battered, old, used. She liked that about him, it was comfortable, although he looked slightly embarrassed.

“I borrowed it from my brother.” He opened the door for her, like a true gentleman. When she had climbed in, he leaned on it, looking at her earnestly. “Natalie. Look, I’m sorry. I know I’m not exactly what you had in mind for a mate. I know I don’t have a lot to offer. At the moment. But I plan to work hard for us. Make a good life for our family and make sure you are happy.”

“No. That wasn’t what I meant at all,” she said, not wanting to hurt his feelings in such a way. “Material things don’t mean much to me. I walked away from everything once. I can do that again.” Yes, she could, she realised that now. She was scared, that was all. Scared, plain and simple, of a new future, but with Riley beside her she couldn’t fail. “I think you are a good man, Riley. It’s not that I never wanted you. I just never wanted the whole mate thing at all.” 

“Like I said, we all have all the time we need to get used to the idea.” Although his eyes said she had no time at all, that he wanted to rip her clothes from her body and take her under the blue skies on top of the mountain. She swallowed down her desire. She was simply projecting her own needs on to him.

“Then let’s go. I need to run off some of this tension,” she said. Or you could chase it away some other way. She was hopeless.

He got in, starting the engine. Pulling the big truck out into the traffic, he drove them out of town. She wasn’t sure where they were heading and didn’t ask, her mind too preoccupied with thoughts of him. He had turned her brain to mush. But she would allow herself the luxury of this one day with him before she got back to normal tomorrow. 

She still had a job to go to and bills to pay. She needed to remind herself this wasn’t a fairy tale. She needed her job—or was it her way of hanging on to the past and not moving on? If she stayed working at the bakery, she would have to stay in town, not move back to Wolf Valley, not move in with Riley.

“I thought we would stay on this side of the mountain. It’s early evening and there may be others about.” He didn’t have to say other wolves, she got his meaning. “I thought we might prefer to avoid anyone else.”

“That’s a good idea.” She had to admit she didn’t want to share these precious hours with anyone other than him.

“How long have you lived in Wolf Valley?” she asked.

“About six months. We kept out of the town for most of that time. Do you ever go there?”

“No. Not at all, I was only a teenager when I left.”

“But you know Kira?” he asked.

“She was my friend when we grew up.”

“You never visited her? When he father died?”

“No. I heard about it. But I couldn’t go back.”

He looked at her and she heard the next question, but he didn’t ask it out loud. Why didn’t you go and offer your condolences to your friend?

“I felt it was all my fault. What happened in Wolf Valley. I was a mess by the time I left. I wouldn’t have been much help to her or anyone.”

“You might have been.”

“Can we drop it? For now.” She frowned. “Past is the past, right?”

“Right.” He pulled off the road, driving the truck up a dirt track leading to the lower slopes. When the track began to go faint from lack of use, he pulled over to the side and switched off the engine. “Now. I can’t wait to see my she-wolf in daylight.”

“A race?” she asked, getting out of the truck and stretching her muscles. “Although it’s been such a long time since I’ve run with another wolf.”

“You ran from me last night. I don’t think you have to worry about speed. But you might have to worry about what I’ll do to you when I catch you.” He winked, but still a shiver of desire rushed through her. Now they were here, a primal need for him overtook her. She had to fight herself not to pull him to the floor and get him to mate with her under the blue sky.

Instead, she turned from him and with a shimmer of static electricity, she turned into her wolf and ran, sensing him only two strides behind her. The chase was on, and it thrilled her.

Big strides, deep breaths, that was how she moved up the trail. Higher and higher, they climbed. Her heart racing, thundering in her chest as she tried to outrun her fate. Yet she knew he was behind her, matching her stride for stride; he would probably have passed her if he wanted to, but he seemed content to follow.

Turning, sweeping under the low branches, she switched direction only to switch back again. He snapped at her heels, urging her on until her adrenaline kicked in and she flew faster, out onto the meadow, as the sun began its decent in the sky. A breeze ruffled her fur, and she flattened, galloping along like a racehorse heading towards the finish line.

 


Chapter Eleven - Riley

He wanted to throw his head back and laugh. But he had to keep it down, his legs aching from the strain of keeping up with her and his lungs straining for breath. Exhilaration filled him, sending his soul soaring: so this was what it felt like to be truly alive.

His past swept away as he hurtled after her across the meadow, and then he leaped into the air, diving over her. She snapped at him, and he turned to bite her legs playfully, only to have her careen straight into him, knocking him over. As he landed, his feet wrapped around hers and they rolled over and over across the ground.

Then he changed, his human form flashing back into being, and she did too. Her hair swept across the ground as she landed, and he caught her underneath his body, pressing his weight down on her. 

Panting, she looked up into his face, uncertainty flickering across it. She must be able to feel his arousal pressing up against her inner thigh; did she know just how much he wanted her? 

Lowering his head, he hovered above her lips, waiting for some sign as to how she felt. When he got it, it wasn’t what he had expected. Instead of shoving him off and telling him to behave, she lifted her head off the ground and pressed her lips to his, so lightly he might have imagined it.

Eyes fixed together, he smiled, moistened his lips and went back for more. Oh yes, he wanted so much more. Brushing his lips across hers, and then biting her lower lip, he teased her. Underneath him, she relaxed her body, opening her thighs a little wider so he could nestle more firmly between them. He used one elbow to leverage his weight off her, using his free hand to stroke the hair from her face. Her breast rose and fell under him; she was struggling as much as he was. They both wanted this. He was so sure, and when he kissed her properly, he no longer feared her rejection. How could she reject him? They were fated to be together, and that was proving impossible for her to fight any longer.

Her lips moved against his, parting when he swept his tongue along her lower lip, allowing him access to her mouth. In and out, he slid his tongue, his cock growing harder when she sucked on him, making him wish her lovely mouth were wrapped around him down there instead.

Pressing his body firmly forward, he eased himself up and down, brushing her clit with his hardness, making her writhe beneath him. Natalie placed her hands on his chest, stroking his muscles through his T-shirt, and he longed to pull it off so she could stroke his bare skin. But when her fingers touched his hard nipples and tweaked them the barrier might not have been there, the sensations were so incredible.

Groaning, he moved more urgently against her, his cock hard, his body tensing with a need for release. But he wanted to wait, savour his first orgasm by coming inside her. Tilting his body, he took the pressure off her clit, and he felt her sigh in regret. Threading his hand between their bodies, he found the small, sensitive bud and pressed his fingers there. Her hips lifted to meet him, moving in time with him. Sliding one finger back, he pressed it against her sex, hidden under the fabric of her pants.

She bucked her hips and he pressed deeper, firmer, his thumb brushing her clit until she whimpered her release against his neck, her arms wrapped around him as her life depended on it.

He could smell her arousal, smell her juices and licked his lips, longing to taste her, but he didn’t want to take her here. The first time had to be special and a cold mountainside was neither private enough or safe enough. 

As her body relaxed under him, she slid her hand down to cover his cock. “Thank you,” she said, “But what about you?” Her hand moved up and down, gripping him and then letting him go.

“Not here.”

“Then come home with me.” 

“I thought you wanted to take it slow?” he asked, kissing her neck, breathing in her scent and then nipping her flesh, leaving a mark; he wanted to brand her, make sure every man, every wolf, knew she was his.

“I think I’ve changed my mind.” She turned her head, kissing him fiercely. He pulled her close and his need was so strong he had to take firm control of himself or he would have ripped her clothes off and taken her here in the growing twilight.

Pulling back, he shifted his weight off her. In one swift movement he was on his feet, offering her his hand. She took it, and the shock of her touch hit him, there was a familiarity to it he enjoyed. Everything about her felt right; they fitted together, and he longed to explore in so many ways.

Starting with the most intimate parts of their bodies.

He turned from her, shouting over his shoulder, “Last one down is a bear.”

She giggled. “I always liked bears. Such good manners.”

He shouted something but it was lost between worlds as he turned into his wolf and ran as if his life depended on it. Although it was his sanity that depended on it. Because now he knew they were going to go back to her place and make love, the thought was almost too much for his senses to handle.

 


Chapter Twelve - Natalie

Why did her hand shake so much? She was trying to put the key in the lock of her apartment door, and she couldn’t do it. Her teeth were chattering too, but she felt warm inside, and outside, because he had his body pressed against her back, his hand under her jacket stroking her breasts. No wonder she was trembling.

“Want me to do it for you?” he asked, his mouth close to her ear, his breath warm, sending fresh shivers through her body. Then he took her earlobe between his teeth and nipped it, sucking it in until her knees went weak.

“Not fair,” she said, finally fitting the key in and triumphantly turning it.

His hand slid down between her thighs, stroking her clit. “I never said I was going to play fair.”

Falling through the doorway, she turned, dragging him to her and kissing him, her hand going over his cock and squeezing it. “You didn’t say there were no rules.”

He kicked the door shut, his T-shirt already halfway over his head as he began to strip. Her heart beat rapidly to see him for the first time, all bronzed muscles and sinewy arms. She had to admit, she had won the genetic lottery with Riley as her mate. She could imagine him out at his house chopping wood, enough to build a roaring fire, and then laying her down in front of it and making love to her all night.

Back to the reality of the moment. This was real, wasn’t it? He really was undoing his belt and dropping his pants to the floor. Taking a step towards him, she wrapped her hands around his very real naked cock. Sliding her hand along his length, she made him harden. Up and down, he allowed her to play, experiment, sharp intakes of breath telling her he liked what she was doing, and then he stopped her.

“Not yet. I want to be inside you when I come.” Taking hold of her hand, he said, “Bedroom.”

Swallowing her nerves, she took him to her small, feminine bedroom with its pink floral sheets and matching drapes, hardly the most sexy of rooms. Riley didn’t pay it any attention; his thoughts were fixed firmly on her clothes and the quickest way to remove them from her body.

His fingers didn’t tremble. He was completely focused on the buttons on her shirt, undoing them quickly, before slipping it off her shoulders. It lay where it fell, his hands already busy on their next task: massaging her breasts. One large hand covered each, his thumb brushing the hard nipples still encased in her bra. Then he released the clasp, letting them spill forward.

Sighing with contentment, he dipped his head and kissed her soft flesh, his mouth closing around her left nipple while his hand worked to brush her right breast. Both sensations vied for her attention. Closing her eyes, she absorbed the feel of his tongue as it rolled around one taut bud, while the exquisite pinch as he rolled the other between his finger and thumb was breathtaking.

An ache began deep in her core, spreading out, making her sex contract with need. No man had ever turned her on like this; no man had ever touched her so intimately. He would be her first. Why she had saved herself was simple. No man was ever worth the risk of giving her heart to until now. Natalie was not the kind of person who could go out with a man just for sex. Sex meant love and love meant a mate, she had always known that.

Now in Riley’s talented and experienced hands she was going to find out exactly what she had saved herself for.

Manoeuvring her towards the bed, he stopped her from sitting down, moving to undo her pants first. When they were sliding down her thighs, with her panties following, he slipped his hand between her legs, moving upwards to rub against her clit. Natalie parted her thighs for him, allowing him to push a finger inside her so he could feel her heated need. He would be left in no doubt exactly how much she wanted this.

“Lie down,” he instructed. She did as he asked, allowing him to help her to sit and then shuffling back across the bed to make room for him. Strong, toned, and yet with a sexy litheness, he came towards her, his body hovering over hers as he knelt on all fours, his mouth doing its best to drive her wild.

Kissing the tips of her nipples, then down over the swell of her breasts, he kissed and licked her skin. She wanted to beg him to take her, but she made herself lie still and enjoy this slow build-up. Down over her stomach, his mouth sucked on her skin, his tongue circling round and around to tease her nerve endings. She thought he was going to kiss her down there, between her thighs, and a part of her hoped he would, but the other part of her wanted to feel him inside her.

Which mirrored his exact thoughts.

Moving her thighs apart, he covered her with his body, nestling between her legs, his cock hard against her. Moving forward, he lifted himself, looking her in the eyes, while he used one hand to finger her sex. In and out he pushed, slick wet heat as he pushed deeper, spread her wider. And then he took his fingers away, guiding his large cock into her instead.

A moment of panic, as he pressed forward, breaching her outer lips. Then he moved deeper, stretching, her sex gripping him tightly as he filled her. A sharp pain shot through her as he ripped her innocence and she gripped his arms, a small, whimpering cry of fright escaping from her lips.

Riley lowered his mouth, kissing her pain away, his body still inside her as he let her adjust to him, and then he began to move. Slowly, rocking his hips, the rhythm increasing in tempo as he pushed deeper, his hips moving to slide his cock in and out of her. The friction between their bodies was incredible. Both inside and out. His cock slid against her tight walls. As she stretched, the sensations grew, as did her need to come. Riley’s body skimmed hers with each thrust, skin against skin, his chest stimulating her nipples, bringing her closer to release.

She climbed higher, her orgasm close, hovering in front of her eyes. And then she came. Riley thrust into her so deep, impaling her as her world exploded, her body filled with an incredible tension. Riley rode it with her, a wave of pure pleasure, and then he erupted, his cock spurting deep inside her, filling her with his seed.

Above her, he strained forward, thrusting deep, penetrating her fully, his hips grinding into her. His hands fisted the sheets, and his mouth pulled back in a contorted grimace as he finally let himself go, his voice primal as he cried out her name.

When he collapsed, exhausted and spent, he lay by her side, his arm draped across her possessively. Not that she needed anything further to tell her she was his; they were joined now, in ways neither of them could understand. The thread that had bound them together seemed less tight; maybe because it wasn’t needed anymore, they had reached an understanding in their lovemaking. They were one, mated forever.

She turned to him, nuzzling into his neck. He lifted the covers and made sure she was warm enough, and then he stroked her back, soothing her as she dozed in his arms. This was as close to perfect as she could get. For the first time in years, she felt as though she was home.

Despite her joy at being with her mate, she still felt a small unease. There would be no putting off a return to Wolf Valley. If for no other reason than she had to see Kira and put the ghosts of the past, the ghosts of her father and his betrayal by the beta, to rest. To make a new start, she had to let go and forgive. And hope the people of Wolf Valley, particularly Kira, would forgive her.

 


Chapter Thirteen - Riley

He lay next to her; it took him a long time to drift off to sleep. He was worried that if he took his eyes off her, she would disappear. Lifting his hand, he stroked her shoulder, resting his hand there to feel the rise and fall as she breathed. So warm, so alive. So his.

It was good to be free; Cole and Kira were picking Sol up from Fara’s and then taking him home. For once, Riley had no responsibilities at all. Except to his mate, and he had satisfied those responsibilities. Twice. Now she had to sleep: working in the bakery meant an early start. So although he wanted to kiss her awake, and make love to her again and again, he didn’t, choosing to lie awake and watch her instead.

He didn’t want to think about their future, about where they were going to live, how he would support her and their family. Or whether he was going to be the next alpha. However, those thoughts wouldn’t leave him. Natalie had a good steady job, while he had the reputation of being a troublemaker. It was doubtful anyone would hire him. Unless he was the alpha of Wolf Valley, then he could persuade people to hire him—hell, he might even persuade them to simply pay him a wage or he could raise his own taxes. 

Was that any different to being a raider?

Turning on his side, he tried to close his eyes and block all of these thoughts out. He needed to sleep. There was nothing more he could do, and he wanted to get up early in the morning and walk her to work. Then he would return to Wolf Valley and check on Sol before coming back here, picking Natalie up, and taking her home. He decided it was best for her to see where he lived, and then together they could decide where their future lay. Personally he was all for repairing his father’s house and living there. It had a big garden, plenty of space for their children to run, and for Sol. Yes. She had better meet Sol too; he hoped she wouldn’t mind his younger brother living with them.

By the time he drifted off to sleep, he could picture them all living together in the house, children running around, with Sol, their uncle, joining in with games and no doubt teaching them how to eat too many cookies.

For a man who had come here to cause trouble, he now could think of nothing better than living in Wolf Valley in wedded bliss with his mate.

***

“Riley,” she said, shaking him awake. He lay still, and for one moment he couldn’t remember why he wasn’t at home. Or was he? Had Sol gone out and got himself into trouble and some stranger was here, waking him up to tell him he needed to be more careful letting his younger brother out to run wild? “Riley.”

Her touch on his shoulder wasn’t that of a stranger, and as he came awake he remembered everything. Every touch of her hands, the smell of her skin and her voice, which made him feel all warm and fuzzy inside. His eyes flew open: his mate. How could he forget her?

“Hi. Is it time to get up already?” 

“’Fraid so. Although you can stay here if you want. I’ll go into work and you leave when you are ready.” She was already getting clothes out of her closet and heading for the bathroom.

“No. I said I’d walk you to work. I’m just not used to being up at this time of the morning. Unless I’m on my in.”

“You like to stay out late?” she asked.

“Only when my brother goes walkabout. Or should I say run-about.”

“I’m intrigued,” she said from behind the bathroom door.

“If I pick you up later, perhaps you would like to meet him. He’s like a child, although he’s a fully grown man. He lives with me. Since Bliss, my sister, and Cole my other brother moved out, I’m in charge of him.”

She opened the door and came back out into the bedroom. “That is sweet. At least I know you’re a good man. Oh. You didn’t leave him home alone, did you?”

“No. He went to stay with Cole and Kira.” Riley was dressed now too, trying to find his shoes; he sat on the bed and pulled them on, yawning as he stood up. “I might have to go home and sleep for a couple of hours.

She laughed. “You had better get used to it. I’ve been getting up at this time for so long, it doesn’t bother me. Sometimes I think it’s the best time of the day, you have the streets to yourself.” She went to the window and pulled open the drapes, a gasp leaving her mouth.

“What?” He came to her, looking down into the street, just in time to see a figure running away. “Who was that?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. He was there before. Just staring up at the window.”

“Well, he’s gone now. I’ll walk you to work, then pick you up after. Tonight you can stay at my place.”

“I can’t. I’ll be late for work in the morning.”

“We’ll get up extra early. Until I find out who that is and what he wants, then I am not letting you stay here alone.”

She turned to him, her eyes fearful. “Does this have something to do with us? With Wolf Valley?”

Riley shook his head. “It would be hard not to put the two things together, but I honestly don’t know.” He hadn’t recognised the figure, but then he had only caught the back of him as he ran. If he had to hazard a guess, he would have said it could be Lance, but he couldn’t be sure. And why would Lance be here outside Natalie’s apartment?

Later he would talk to Kira and Cole and try to get any information he could from them about what was going on. He was sure things were about to take a turn for the worse again in Wolf Valley, although why Natalie was caught up in it, he didn’t know.

However, as he walked her to work, both of them deep in their own thoughts, he was beginning to think there was more to Natalie than he thought. There was a reason she had left Wolf Valley, and maybe it was time both of them laid their pasts out so they could work out exactly where their future lay.


Chapter Fourteen - Natalie

“It’s good to see you so happy,” Trudy repeated for the fifth time that day.

“You can keep on fishing for information, but I am not going to tell you anything.” Natalie was putting muffins in the oven. Straightening, feeling the tired ache in her muscles, she added, “This is the last bake. Then I am off home.”

“Your man not meeting you?” Trudy asked.

“He might be,” Natalie said evasively.

“I don’t know why you won’t tell me. You know enough about my sex life.”

“This is different, Trudy.” She washed her hands and then dried them, smiling weakly at Trudy. “I don’t know how to explain it. But he’s special.” How exactly did you explain the mating bond between two people to someone who had no idea that it even existed?

“Listen, I know it’s none of my business, but he makes you happy. Don’t be afraid of that.” Trudy patted Natalie’s shoulder. “And don’t take this the wrong way, but I know how to bake. Might not be as good as you, but if you want a day off, the place won’t fall apart.” 

“You mean you don’t need me?” Natalie joked.

“You know I do. But why not take tomorrow off?” Trudy smiled weakly. “Look, I’ve played the field, but you know I would kill for a man who looks at me the way your man looks at you. I can see babies on the horizon for you two.”

“I’ve only just met Riley; it’s not as if I’m going to marry him tomorrow,” Natalie insisted, but of course, Trudy was right: where wolves and their bonded mates were concerned, wolf pups usually followed on very quickly. There was no need to be with someone for years just to make sure you hit it off before you had kids. It was already a foregone conclusion bonded mates would stay together long enough to raise kids, that part of the equation was well and truly solved.

“We’ll see. And listen, if I ever come into work looking like you do this morning, you take me by the shoulders and shake me until I wake up and see I’ve met Mr. Right.” Trudy went back through to the store, saying over her shoulder, “Because that is a Mr. Right face if ever I saw one.”

Natalie wanted to run to the restroom and check the mirror to see what exactly her Mr. Right face looked like, but she didn’t, opting to stay in the kitchen and get all her work done as quickly as possible.

It had nothing to do with the thought of not being able to wait to meet him again. Neither did it have anything to do with him wanting to show her where he lived; although that made her nesting instincts kick up a notch. There was no way she could raise a family here, not when their children would most definitely be wolves themselves.

No, once they had kids on the way they would have to move somewhere quieter, where they could grow up as she did, not having to hide who they were. Therefore, his house, wherever it was, seemed the best option.

“He’s here, Natalie,” Trudy called. “I think you can knock off early if you want. Nothing in the ovens, is there?”

“No. It’s all done; I was just putting everything away.” Natalie came out, wiping her hands dry. Sure enough, there was Riley, looking as handsome as ever.

“If he has a brother, you let me know. Or a friend, as long as he has the muscles and a cute smile, I’m not going to turn him down.” Trudy stared at Riley with open adoration.

“I’ll ask him for you.” Natalie kissed Trudy good-bye and then went out to join Riley.

“Hi there,” he said, taking her hand.

“Hello there, you.” Natalie turned to wave at Trudy, who was obviously imagining what it would be like to have a man like Riley. Natalie simply shook her head, but grinned all the same and then waved. “My boss is drooling. She wants to know if I can rustle up another man just like you for her. If only she knew how hard a good man is to find.”

“I haven’t always been a good man,” Riley said honestly, taking her by surprise.

Natalie fell silent. “I think today might be the day we tell each other all of our secrets. Do you?” 

“I think that might be a good idea. Although first ... and I hope you don’t mind. But my brother and Kira are coming over, with Sol. They want to meet you, and I would like to show you off.”

“I’d like that.” She wanted the opportunity to speak to Kira, to tell her how sorry she was she hadn’t been there for her when her father died. “Although I am nervous.”

“I’ll be there for you. Every step. Always.” He pulled her into his strong arms and held her close; she tipped her head back and their lips met. Damn, he made her want him. Every part of her was screaming to go back to her place and make love, instead of going to his house and having to spend time with anyone other than him. His lips were soft, then more insistent, his hand going to the small of her back, and inching lower. Then he remembered where they were and pulled back, sighing. “I guess we should leave before I ravage you here right on this street.”

“I think you might be right.” She allowed him to help her into his truck, snatching one last brief kiss before he shut the door and ran around to the other side. Buckling her seatbelt, she tried to make her heart rate slow down and her breathing return to normal. Not easy when he got in next to her. Having him in such close proximity was almost too much.

“Ready?” he asked, switching on the engine.

“As I’ll ever be. It’s going to be weird mixing with people who can go wolf too. I have spent so many years hiding it from everyone.”

“That must have been hard.”

“It was. At first, at least. But then I came here to hide from who I was, so it became easier, second nature.” She looked out the window, ignoring his questioning stare; she didn’t want to go into it any deeper than that, not yet. 

“After you meet my family, will you tell me why you ran away? I think it is more than about how Wolf Valley changed.”

“It’s all wrapped up in the same parcel.” Turning to him, she smiled softly. “Later. Now, tell me about your family.”

“Not much to tell. My sister married Hugo—he kind of caught her, long story.” He laughed. “She sure is happy. I couldn’t see exactly why before, but now I can. Having your mate in your life is the best feeling in the world.”

“I think I agree with you there.” Surprised at how natural it was being around him, she just hoped when they knew everything about each other they would feel the same way.

They drove through the foothills, heading towards the south side of the mountain. She watched all the houses pass by, surprised, since she hadn’t been out this way for years, that she still recognised old landmarks and could name the people who lived in the houses. Or at least those who used to live in them. Many of them were falling down, the people moved on.

“Here we go,” he said, turning off the road and heading up an overgrown track.

“Wait. Did you say this was where your parents lived?”

“Yes. My mom and dad lived here. We all did when I was very young. But then the alpha of Wolf Valley exiled my dad and we left town.”

Her heart raced and her face drained of blood as she went into shock. “You are Lionel Merric’s child?”

He turned to look at her, his face growing concerned at her accusation. “Yes. You knew him?”

“My dad did. I grew up hearing his name.”

“Because of what happened. I know. I can’t believe he was exiled; it made things unbearable for my mom.”

They had reached the house now. He was right, it was in a bad state of repair, but she could see where they had begun to replace the roof. The porch had been patched up too. Natalie had seen it when it was still in one piece; a few years after the Merrics had left, she couldn’t have been more than five or six, her dad had driven out here. They had sat for a while, her dad just staring at the house, his hands gripped around the steering wheel.

He had looked so old that day, but then he had been old. He hadn’t met her mom until they were both past their prime. It was why they had only had one child, Natalie. If they had been younger, they would have tried for a boy, an heir to Wolf Valley. But when it became obvious they were never going to have another child, her father had no choice but to agree to his power, and the honour of becoming the next alpha, to pass to his beta. It had all been arranged; it should all have been so simple. Until Lionel had betrayed the pack and his mate, by having an affair.

“Why didn’t you say before?” she asked.

“Would it have made a difference?” Riley asked, looking confused.

“I’m just surprised, under the circumstances, you kept it to yourself.”

“I don’t follow. The past is in the past.”

“I know.” She searched inside to see why she felt so upset. “I feel bad that you knew all this, knew our connection, and never told me.”

“What connection?”

“That you are Lionel’s son. You said Kira told you who I was.” It hurt her that he had kept it to himself. “Riley, my dad was the one who exiled your father.”

“Wait. Your dad was the alpha of Wolf Valley?” 

How could he not have known? If Kira knew exactly who Natalie was and her connection to the town, why keep it to herself? Fara had done the same thing, kept this secret from him, but why? 

“I had no idea.” Could she believe him, or was he a liar and a cheat, just like his father? 

 


Chapter Fifteen - Riley

Her father was the man who was responsible for the Merric family leaving Wolf Valley, the man he had blamed all his life for their mom’s death. From what Natalie said, she took her dad’s side and thought that the alpha had done the right thing in exiling his dad. But that was hard to reconcile when all his life he believed his dad had been treated unfairly.

“But you said Kira told you. When you asked for my address.” Her voice held an accusation now. She thought he had been playing games.

“Why would I keep it to myself?” he asked

“That’s what I don’t understand. Maybe you thought it would be easier to break the news once we had slept together.” Tears welled in her eyes; she thought he had betrayed her, just as his dad had betrayed his mom all those years ago.

“No. Natalie.” He took her hand, thankful that she didn’t pull it away from him. “I never knew. Although, come to think of it, I did think Kira was keeping something to herself.” He shook his head. “Why didn’t she say?”

“I don’t know. I can’t believe she would do it to be hurtful. I mean, I know I wasn’t there for her when her father died. By then I had left and broken all ties with Wolf Valley. I didn’t find out until months later and then it seemed too late.”

He looked up as two trucks pulled onto the track, heading towards the house. “Here they are. I think it’s time to ask her in person.”

Sure enough, Kira was first out of the truck, although she hesitated before coming forward. Riley got out and came round to open the door for Natalie, helping her down, sensing her nerves at seeing her old friend. Kira looked from one to the other, smiling uneasily.

“You know?” she asked Riley.

“Yes.” He frowned at her, trying to read her expression; he always took Kira for being a good person. It was why the town had made her sheriff, after all. “Why didn’t you say?”

She shrugged. Cole came to stand beside her, and she looked at him a little sheepishly.

 “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Cole,” Kira said, her breath shaky. “This is Natalie. She is the daughter of the old alpha.”

“Wait. Riley’s mate is the daughter of the man who exiled us?” he asked, his fists clenching at his sides. 

Kira placed her hand on his arm. “Calm down, honey. It wasn’t Natalie’s fault, just the same as it wasn’t your fault. The past is the past.”

“But our mom died because of it.”

Natalie looked horrified. “I never knew. My dad never said. I am sorry.”

“Kira’s right. It’s not your fault.” Riley stepped forward, placing his hand on Cole’s chest, looking him square in the eye. “It ends here, Cole. The past is the past. We are not responsible; we all have our own opinions on what happened. But we weren’t there.”

“And we need to work together,” Hugo said coming up behind them with Bliss and Sol, who looked very interested in Natalie.

“Are you our new friend?” Sol asked.

“I hope so.” Natalie held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Sol.”

Sol giggled as he took her hand and shook it. “Cole said you make cakes. Do you have some for me?”

“Oh. I never thought to bring any. I’ll help you make some, though.” She looked at Riley. “You do have something we can bake with, right?”

“I’m sure we can find something.” But first he turned to Hugo. “Tell us first what you meant, about needing to work together.”

Kira spoke, her hand resting on her gun. “It appears the old sheriff isn’t ready to give in without a fight. He’s got some of the old biker gang together; they’ve been raiding farms on the other side of the valley. We have a bit of a storm brewing.”

“Now would be a good time to tell us you have discovered the power of the alpha.” Cole looked hopefully at Riley.

Riley shook his head. “I don’t feel any different.”

“What do you mean?” Natalie asked. “You thought you would be the next alpha? Why? Because you are the mate of the old alpha’s daughter, or because you are the son of the old beta?”

“Neither. Both. We don’t know,” Riley floundered.

“It was something Colin said.” Hugo stepped in to save Riley.

“What did he say?” Natalie asked.

“That the new alpha would be named soon.” Bliss stepped forward, her baby not yet showing but she glowed with happiness. Riley wanted to protect her, protect them all; he had hoped that the gift of being alpha would have been the key to ending all friction in Wolf Valley.

“And you thought it was you, Riley?” Natalie asked again.

“Only because Bliss and Cole have their mates and have nothing in the way of power. Which we guess the alpha would have.”

“It’s more subtle than that. My dad couldn’t just order people what to do. It was more of a way of asking people in the right way, of allowing them to see their true selves and how they hurt other people with their actions. He made them do the right thing, because they wanted to.”

“It doesn’t matter now. None of us have it.” Cole said sadly. “Now we need a plan B instead.”

“First, I’d like to say how sorry I am, Kira, about what happened with the sheriff … Frasier, and your dad.” She went to her old friend and hesitated. “I know it’s all too late, but I am sorry I never came to see you.”

Kira hugged her. “It’s OK. I think when I lost my dad, I realised how tough it must have been for you. Your dad held everything together, and then my dad tried to do the same thing. When he died, it left me powerless. In a way, I ran too. Only not so far.” She reached for Cole’s hand. “Thank goodness the Merrics showed up.”

“That’s one thing we can all agree on,” Natalie said, wiping tears from her eyes.

“Let’s go inside. I need coffee, and I think some homemade cookies would be a good place to start. Nothing like a sugar rush for putting things in perspective,” said Bliss, taking Sol’s hand, who looked lost surrounded by his brothers and sister and their mates. “I’ll help, if that’s OK. I would like to get to know you, Natalie.”

“That would be awesome.” They started to walk in. For the first time, they were all going to be under the same roof, a roof that should have been their family home. Riley only hoped that he could persuade Natalie to come here to live. A task that might be harder now she knew who he really was.

 


Chapter Sixteen - Natalie

Natalie was glad they were going to spend some time alone. Sol had managed to persuade his brother to go and meet the puppies, now he was waving happily from Cole’s truck as they drove off. 

“I hope they liked me,” she asked, standing next to Riley and waving back at Sol. It hadn’t seemed too important before she met them, but they all got on so well that she would hate to be the outsider.

“Of course they did.” But he looked worried, although when he turned to her, his expression softened. “I’m glad we’re alone.”

She put her arms around him, pulling his head down so their lips met. “You are biased.”

“Of course I am.” He kissed her back, harder, fiercer. “I want to take you to bed. My bed.”

“Is that right? Well, I suppose I could make time for you, although there are dishes to do.” She smiled as his hand tightened around her and he pulled her in close.

“They’ll still be there later.” He pulled back. “Let’s go to bed, forget about the world and everyone in it for a couple of hours.”

“You mean forget about Frasier? I can’t believe he was so bad, and now he wants to take over again.”

“We need everyone to stand with us. It’s the only way we are going to beat him.”

“The bikers, will they be a problem?” she asked.

“I don’t know them, but from what Kira said, they have been put in their place since she took over as sheriff. They forget she has had first-hand experience of what has been going on here while Frasier was in charge. She knows exactly who has been causing trouble and how to deal with them.”

“And Frasier has welcomed them to his cause with open arms.”

“Yes. Kira said they weren’t too bad until their old president left. She shacked up with a biker from Bear Creek. She was holding them together, keeping them from making any real trouble. Small-time stuff, you know. But now…”

“I can’t understand why people behave like that. Why hurt others?” 

He stopped in front of her, turning around to face her, holding one of her hands in each of his. “Listen, I haven’t been completely honest about myself.”

Her heart jolted to a stop. There was more? She had come to terms with him being the son of her father’s old beta. But if he had been keeping more from her, would she ever trust him? “Please just tell me.”

He shook his head. “You have to remember that my brothers and Bliss were brought up by my dad. He lived in this bitter and twisted drink-fuelled world where he had been wronged by your father. I mean, really wronged. And that the town had conspired against him.”

“They didn’t. I know my father regretted sending your family away. He used to sit and look at this house. It saddened him, but he did what he thought was right. It broke his heart.”

“That is good to hear. I want to lay the ghosts of the past to rest. But I can’t until I’ve told you everything.”

She reached up and stroked his cheek, then stood on tiptoe to kiss him softly. “I’m listening.”

“When he died, he was so consumed with rage, and anger. It was hard for us not to be caught up in it. Especially when we all blamed their exile on my mom’s death. Sol was a reminder of that every day. She died giving birth to him; my dad said she died because of the exile. That it broke her heart to leave everything and everyone she loved. And we believed him.”

“I’m so sorry, Riley.”

He looked at her, his eyes filled with love, but he was also unsure. “I know now that my dad was the one who broke her heart. But when he died, we had no idea. So when he asked us to seek revenge, we agreed. All of us made a blood oath to come to Wolf Valley and avenge him.”

This was more shocking than anything else she had heard today. “A blood oath?” Was he still caught up in that? Did he intend to hurt her, now they were alone in the middle of nowhere? There was no one to hear her cry out. But they were mated; he couldn’t hurt her. Or was the blood oath stronger than the mating bond?

He saw her fear and put an end to it. “No. I could never hurt you. And anyway, Bliss found a way to break it.” He hesitated. “But not before we did some bad things. We stole and damaged property. We hurt people, Natalie. I am not proud of it, and we are trying to make amends, but the past cannot be changed.”

“But it can be forgotten. And it will not shape our future.” She kissed him, taking his hand and saying, “Take me to bed, Riley. For now, it’s just us alone here. That’s all that matters.”

“I hope we don’t break my bed,” he said, leading her to his bedroom. Maybe he had a right to be worried—it wasn’t exactly sturdy.

“You know, what? I kind of hope we do. Then when we move my stuff in here, we can replace it.” His fingers began to work their magic on her body, trailing down over her breasts, lingering in just the right places.

“You mean you will live here with me?” He kissed her, his hands stroking her bottom, pulling her tightly to him so she could feel the press of his hardness against her stomach, Damn, how she wanted to see his incredible body naked again, she was already addicted to him.

“I have been thinking that my father would want me to help rebuild Wolf Valley, and that maybe we could open a bakery.” 

He burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, her fingers going to the hem of his T-shirt and lifting it up over his chest, and then up over his arms, although she needed some help.

“Me. In a bakery.” He saw her irritated look and then added, “Unless I can get someone to look after Sol, you will not have any cakes left. And if I am serving customers, you might not have any of those either. The blame for all of this bad behaviour has been put squarely on my shoulders.”

“Why?” she asked, her voice turning sympathetic.

“Because Bliss married Hugo, who is a good man. Salt of the earth type. And Cole became the deputy. Now, if anyone has done a one-eighty and become the good guy, it’s him.”

“Well. Let’s see what they think when you are seen with the old alpha’s daughter. They haven’t seen me around for so long, they might be impressed that you tempted me back.”

“I think you are the tempting one, sweetheart.” With that, he nearly ripped her shirt off, his fingers undoing her bra and then flinging it aside. “You won’t be needing that anytime soon, I want you naked in my bed for the night. I intend to make love to you in every position I can think of.”

“Show me.”

She saw his eyes glint amber as his wolf surfaced. A moment later, Riley had him back under control. Or as controlled as he was going to be when his mate was half naked in front of him.

However, he wanted her to be fully naked. Deftly undoing her pants, he slipped them off, letting them pool on the floor before helping her step out of them. Then he eased her down onto the bed, spreading her thighs with his hands. Holding her breath, she did as he asked, craning her neck forward to watch him.

With one finger, he pushed inside her sex, in and out, deeper and deeper, her arousal increasing with each stroke against her inner walls. Leaning forward, he kissed her clit, maintaining the rhythm of his fingers, her climax rapidly approaching. She wanted to hold on, enjoy his touch for eternity, but when his tongue flicked out over her clit, her world exploded.

Riley sucked her clit, nipping it with is teeth until she whimpered out a second release, or was it the same one, endless and intense. Lying back on the bed, trying to catch her breath and her senses, she watched as he stood and stripped off his clothes, staring in wonder at this man who was hers. 

Who would have guessed they would have found each other and learned to bury the past so they could enjoy their future? As she watched him climb on the bed next to her, she felt a surge of love, and also regret that he wasn’t the alpha of Wolf Valley, and could not redeem his family. If it were her choice, she would give that to him. As it was, they would fight side by side with the other residents of Wolf Valley to win back their right to a peaceful life.

“Kneel for me,” he said, lifting her and helping her turn so she knelt on all fours in front of him. This was a primal mating: his wolf so close to the surface, calling to her wolf. But this was not the time for wolves, this was the time for the man that was Riley to mate with his woman.

Placing his hands on her hips, he held her steady, her breathing becoming ragged as her anticipation gave way to longing. Riley moved forward, his cock entering her, one slick thrust forward to fill her completely. She pressed her face into the pillow, letting it drown out her cry. Not of pain, but of intense pleasure as he impaled her; then he pulled out, only to lunge into her again and again.

A slow, steady rhythm grew, in and out, empty and full, thrusting deeper. Leaning over her, he kissed her back, his mouth travelling along her spine one vertebrae at a time. She shuddered, her nerve endings on fire as he took her higher and higher, chasing the stars until they exploded. Her orgasm hit first and his soon followed, his cock buried deep inside her, spurting his essence into her, making their child. A child who would complete the healing process of the families of the alpha and beta of Wolf Valley.

 


Chapter Seventeen - Riley

When he woke this morning, he didn’t have to think where he was. He was in bed, with his mate by his side. Stretching, he smiled at the thought of how they had spent the night, making love until they were both exhausted. Kissing her shoulder, he tried not to wake her as he got up and went to make breakfast. He could rustle up some bacon and eggs, and there was still some fresh bread from the batch Bliss had brought with her yesterday. He couldn’t get over how domesticated and happy his sister was.

As he put the bacon on to cook, he whistled a happy tune. He was happy. For the first time in ages, he didn’t have a care for what the day brought them. They could spend it together, eating, running as wolves, and then making love under the brilliant blue sky.

“Morning,” Natalie said, coming in and putting her arms around him.

“Morning, beautiful. I was going to let you sleep.” He turned to kiss her, loving her bed hair, all tousled and sexy. 

“I smelt food. I’m starving. Anyway this was a lie-in for me, I’m usually up before it’s light.” She went to the window and looked out. “It’s a wonderful day.”

He came over and handed her coffee. “All the better for having you here with me.” He kissed her neck, breathing in the warm smell of her body; then his eyes caught the rising smoke on the horizon. He froze.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“That smoke.” He pointed and then pulled back from her, heading outside to take a better look.

“Isn’t it just some bonfire?” she asked, coming to stand by him.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s coming from Fara’s way.”

“That’s bad?” she asked.

“She has been attacked twice before, once by us, and then by two guys who used to run with us.” He went back inside, saying, “I need to go and see if she’s OK.”

Natalie nodded. “Of course.”

“You stay here and eat. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He headed to the bedroom to dress, but she was close behind him.

“Oh no. We’re in this together. I’m coming too.”

He looked down at his woman who was chasing her clothes round the room, hunting down her bra and shirt. Quick as she could she was dressed, and back in the kitchen placing the bacon between thick slices of bread and handing him a sandwich.

“Keep your strength up.” She kissed him and then headed for the truck while he was still trying to get his boots on.

The engine fired into life and he pressed his foot down hard, sending small stones flying as he sped out onto the road, turning sharply to head towards Fara’s place. The closer they got, the more sure he was that someone had set her barn on fire. All her hay would have gone up with it—no wonder there was so much smoke. Damn it!

As they came around the last bend, he could see the smoke clearer: luckily, it wasn’t flaming. There was still time to save the building. “Here.” He thrust his phone at her. “There should be enough signal to get through to Cole. Get him to send someone out here.”

She took the phone from him and put it to her ear. Then she spoke. “Hi Cole, this is Natalie. Someone has set Fara’s barn on fire. We’re on our way now, but we need a fire crew.”

She was silent, listening to what Cole was saying. His attention switched back to the scene in front of him. Where was Fara? Had they hurt her? Or worse. Then he thought of Sol: what if he had come here, run off, and been here when this happened. Was happening.

Figures were moving in front of the house, men, turning to wolves and then disappearing off over the fields. Riley stopped the truck, flinging the door open, and his wolf came to him before his feet even touched the ground. Four paws propelled him forward across the grass as he gave chase.

Behind him he heard Natalie call him, but he didn’t stop; he was going to chase the bastards down and put an end to this. But she called him again, the urgency in her voice making him turn. She was kneeling down, looking at something on the ground, and with a cold sense of dread, he knew it was the old woman. Fara.

Sliding to a halt, he gave one last look at the two wolves running away and knew instantly who they were. This was Lance and Jed’s work and he would make them pay, with tooth and claw. They would pay for what they had done.

Running back towards the house, he didn’t want to look at Fara, didn’t want to see her still, lifeless body. Natalie was there, her body covering Fara’s giving her CPR. His heart yanked up into his throat as he saw her trying to save Fara, Fara who had forgiven Cole, who had given her love to Sol.

Sol. The puppies. His wolf swung back once more and headed for the smoking barn, trying to see how he could get in. Remembering where the tools had been left, he changed back into a man, grabbing an axe, and began to break a hole in the side of the barn. If he had worked it out correctly, he should be just to the left of the pups.

One, two, three blows rained down on the new wood and then he was through. Tearing it apart with his hands, he made the hole big enough to break in, the smoke now choking his lungs. Looking around he could hardly see, but the sound of whimpering drew him. There.

Mom first. He pulled her out, and then took the six pups up in his arms and placed them outside the barn, glad to see them all moving. Sticking his head back inside, he checked what else was in there, but it was just the hay. Or some of it. Because he hadn’t been back for a few days, no more had been moved. If the barn did go up completely, she hadn’t lost the whole of her winter feed supply.

If she lived.


Chapter Eighteen - Natalie

She was not going to cry. That wouldn’t do any of them any good. She just had to concentrate on saving the woman on the floor in front of her, whose heart had stopped beating.

Natalie remembered Fara like something from a forgotten dream. This woman had been around a lot when she was growing up. A friend of her mother’s, but time had not been kind and she looked so old. Then Natalie reminded herself that her mom and dad had been old, that they had been too old really to have a child.

She pumped her hands over the old woman’s chest, hoping she wouldn’t break her ribs, but she had to risk it; if she didn’t start Fara's heart, it wouldn’t matter how many ribs Fara had broken. Nothing would matter, because she would be gone from this world.

“How is she?” Riley ran to kneel by her, his face blackened, his hands bleeding.

“Not good.” She breathed into Fara’s mouth, trying to get her lungs moving. Nothing. Pulling back she shouted in frustration, “Damn it Fara, breathe.” 

And then, so suddenly Natalie fell back with shock, the frail body beneath her coughed.

“You did it,” Riley said, his hands going around Fara, helping her to sit up. “Welcome back, Fara, I knew you couldn’t die. I haven’t finished the work here yet and I know you hate any slacking.”

Fara’s watery eyes tried to focus on his face, but then the smoke drew her attention. “My barn.”

“We can fix it. Don’t worry.”

“The pups, what about Yello?” Her voice shattered.

“I got them out. I know how much they mean to you and …Sol.” Riley looked around frantically. “He wasn’t here, was he?”

“No.” Fara shook her head. “He was with Bliss last night. Thank goodness.”

“Where did they hurt you?” Riley asked, his body tensing with rage.

“Hit me on the head. Now I know how Cole felt.” She looked around. “They took my gun.”

“Didn’t see it on them when they ran.”

“Frasier had it. He was here first, and then he left in his truck. The other two, the mangy one and the other, they stayed and set the barn on fire.”

“We must have missed him,” Natalie said, looking up as the sound of sirens wailing hit them. “Fire crew.”

“They should get it under control. And we should get you to town. You need a doctor.” Riley scooped the old woman up in his arms and carried her to the truck. Natalie opened the passenger door and helped get Fara settled. But as Riley was about to buckle up the seatbelt, her old haggard hand closed around his.

“Riley, I think they’re heading for town. We need to go and warn Kira.”

“They wouldn’t dare,” Riley said, but when his eyes met Natalie’s, they were filled with fear.

“Man’s desperate. Probably knew the fire would draw attention. Then he’ll move in and retake Wolf Valley—those bikers have his back.” Fara’s hands showed white where they gripped Riley’s, and her words were enough to galvanise him to action.

“I hope you like fast rides, old lady.” Riley ran around to the driver’s side, and pulled open the door. As soon as the fire crew arrived, and began dousing the flames, Riley drove off, speeding away from Fara’s house and heading for Wolf Valley.

Natalie took Riley’s phone out and dialled Cole’s number. “No answer.”

“Try Kira. If you can’t get hold of her, then call Hugo. The numbers are listed. Hell, even if you get hold of Kira, I think we need to get Hugo and whoever else we can muster into town.”

“Kira. Hey, it’s Natalie. You heard about Fara’s place? We think it’s some kind of plan. A setup.”

“What do you mean?” Kira asked. And Natalie gave her a brief explanation, but before she had finished, a shot rang out in the background and Kira said, “I have to go.”

“What?” Riley asked, seeing her stricken face.

“There was a gunshot. Kira rang off.” Her hands were shaking so badly, she struggled to keep hold of the phone.

“Natalie. Natalie, honey, you have to get it together and call Hugo. Then try Cole again.”

She nodded, taking one, two deep breaths before she could keep her hands steady enough to press the numbers. “Hi, Hugo.”

As she explained to Hugo what was happening, Riley slowed down. Coming towards them was Cole. When his brother drew alongside, Riley told him what was happening. Cole shouted a dozen expletives while he hauled his car around and headed back to town. If anything happened to Kira, there was going to be serious hell to pay in Wolf Valley.

Fara’s hand on hers made her jump. “Don’t worry, honey. It’ll be OK.”

“How? Damn it, Fara, why wasn’t I born a boy?” She cried tears of frustration, which Fara’s gnarled old fingers wiped away. 

The old woman’s voice sounded so tired when she said, “Things happen for a reason.”

“What reason? It’s not just about me. Why when there was no male son of the alpha did the town’s beta have to get exiled too?” Natalie wiped her tears away angrily. “It’s not fair.”

“But it is right. You think that after what occurred in the past, that fate just happened to bring you all together now? That your mate isn’t the son of the beta for a reason?” Fara gripped her hand harder as they went around a bend. The road straightened out and the town was there before them.

“It’s a cruel fate.” Natalie was angry now, finding it hard to understand what good could come out of this. “The children of the men who should have been alpha are powerless against a man who wants to be a tyrant.”

“You have never been powerless. This.” She touched the pendant around Natalie’s neck. “This belongs to you. To both of you.”

Natalie frowned at Fara, not able to understand what she meant. “It’s just a worthless relic of the old days.”

“Or a symbol of the new.” 

The truck stopped before Fara finished her sentence. There, five hundred yards down the main street, was a small gang of bikers. “What now?” Natalie asked.

Cole was out of his car and running back to them. “I think they’re at the sheriff’s office. If anything has happened to Kira, I swear I will rip their guts out and make them swallow them while they die a long painful death.” His wolf was there, snarling and scratching to be freed.

“Listen, you and Fara stay here,” Riley said to Natalie.

“Like hell I am!” Natalie said, getting out of the truck. “I am coming with you.”

Riley opened his mouth to argue and then changed his mind. “Keep close to me.”

“Fara. Will you be OK here for a while? As soon as we can get through, we’ll get you to the hospital.” Natalie hated how pale she looked. But without a long detour, they had to pass through the bikers. They also needed to find Kira.

“Don’t worry about me,” Fara said, resting her head back against the seat, but Natalie was worried.

“Try Kira’s phone,” Riley said to Cole.

His brother took out his phone and dialled. “I’ve already tried several times, there is no answer.” They stood still a few minutes, and then he shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Then let’s go. Shame we don’t have more guns,” Riley said.

“Or more people,” Natalie answered.

They moved forward, keeping to the side of the street, trying to get a view of what was happening. But all they could see was a crowd of people. Natalie was sure they were on bikes, the sun catching the chromework and glinting occasionally as the bikers moved around. 

Then as they got closer, they could hear shouting. “Frasier,” Cole whispered.

“Need a hand?” From the hardware store, two men appeared. 

“Yes, we do, Mike,” Cole said. “You got any weapons?”

“Come inside; let’s see what we can kit you out with. Axes, they might do the trick to make a dent in those shiny bikes.” They followed Mike inside.

“You have a rear exit?” Riley asked. “I think we might be better to sneak up on them. Maybe going through some of the other backyards.”

“There’s a pathway out back. We’ll get a little closer without being seen.” 

“Do you know how many of them there are?” Cole asked, hefting a nice sharp axe.

“Fifteen, twenty. We saw them roll in about half an hour ago. There was a gunshot. And we rushed to the door, but they already had the sheriff’s office surrounded.”

“Let’s go.” Cole looked anxious. His fear for Kira was clear across his face as he followed the storeowner outside.

“Shall I ring Hugo and find out if he’s in town? I’d hate for him to take them on alone,” Natalie asked, pulling out Riley’s phone again.

“Sure.” Then Riley added, “When this goes down, I want you to hang back. Please, Natalie.”

“I can’t promise you that, Riley,” she said, putting the phone on speaker and waiting for Hugo to pick up. Nothing. “You think the sheriff has them?”

“Can’t see how.” 

Cole had come to a stop behind the Mike and the other guy. They were looking down a side alley; out on the street a lone biker was driving up and down. They were trying to time it so he didn’t see them rush out.

Natalie crouched down next to Riley. “This was not how I expected my return to Wolf Valley to go down.”

“I’m sure people would have been pleased to see you, under different circumstances,” Riley said.

“Unless we can get Kira out safely and get rid of the bikers, there aren’t going to be better circumstances,” Natalie said.

“We’re going to go for it. Slide out along the street and take them by surprise, as much as we can. We’re not far enough along the street to make this more of an ambush.”

“Natalie. Stay here,” Riley said again.

“I can’t, honey, you are my world. If you go out there, I have your back.” She hugged him quickly and then picked up the small axe she had chosen from the hardware store. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” Riley said and he didn’t argue anymore. 

Cole ran first and the rest of them followed quietly. As they came out the lone biker was heading back to the others, giving them a small window of opportunity. They charged forward, weapons raised.

Everything happened so fast. They hit the bikers on the outside of the crowd, smashing metal and breaking bones. But almost instantly Frasier’s voice reached them. 

“You might want to think twice about that. Or this little woman who stole my badge might end up dead.” 

Natalie looked in horror. Frasier, badge on his lapel, hat on his head, was holding a pale and bloodied Kira in cuffs.

“No,” Cole shouted, charging forward.

“Cole, stop,” Natalie yelled. She didn’t want him dead. She didn’t want any of them dead; she had faced enough sadness in this town.

Cole stopped, turning to her, his face confused. “Natalie.”

“What?” she asked, turning to see what he was looking at, but there was nothing behind her.

In the moment’s hesitation, the bikers left their bikes and headed towards Cole and Riley, then Mike and his assistant joined them. But Cole broke away, coming towards Natalie. Were they retreating?

Cole reached for her, one hand on each of her arms, looking her in the face. “You are the alpha. You can stop this.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have that power. I never did. Only a male can hold the power.”

“Don’t question it, Natalie. Use it.”

The bikers had reached Riley. A fight was breaking out and she couldn’t bear it. “Stop. Stop it, all of you.”

As if they were on a leash, they stopped, all of them looking at her, and realisation spread over Riley’s face. “Damn it, you had the power all along.” And then his face broke into a grin. “You’re going to put that imposter in his place.”

She strode forward, her face a mask of anger, but she fought to control it as she had watched her father control his emotions so many times. The alpha did not have absolute power, and she was not a murderer, although right now she wanted to string Frasier up and let him swing for what he had done to Kira and the rest of the town.

“Let her go.”

Frasier laughed. “Listen, you don’t have jurisdiction over me. I am the sheriff.”

Her hand snapped out and took the badge off him, and he seemed unable to stop her. “Not anymore. Now let Kira go. You, Frasier, are exiled from Wolf Valley. You will never be welcome here and you will never cross our borders. Now go.”

He tried to stay, tried to fight it, but the bikers, those who had supported him, turned on him, snarling, heckling, and obeying their alpha. Exile was absolute.

Frasier turned and ran, wolves snapping at his heels as the deep primal law of Wolf Valley returned.

 



Epilogue

 

“You’re doing a fine job there,” Fara said, watching Riley hammer nails into the last piece of wood. That was it; the barn was finally finished. Leaning back, he surveyed his work, feeling pleased with himself.

“It looks good, doesn’t it,” he stated proudly. “Make sure you look after it this time.” 

“Well, now that pretty woman of yours is in charge I think we’re going to be free of raiders of any description.” Fara chuckled. “Bet she has some fun ordering you around.”

“That she does, Fara.” He climbed down off the ladder, and Fara came to help him collect his tools. “Although between you and me, I like to play along with it; she thinks she has complete control over me.” He winked.

“You are a mischief-maker, Riley Merric. Now you go and get yourself something to eat before that brother of yours feeds it all to those pups.”

He didn’t need asking twice: he was starving; the smell of cooking had reached him all the way up on the barn roof. It had made him work harder. Now he was going to get his reward.

Behind him, the sound of a truck arriving made him turn. It was Kurt, with Nadine and Colin. They had all been invited over for the barn raising. Although he was sure he was the only one who had done the raising.

“Hi there. You come to be bossed around by Natalie?” he joked.

“I heard that,” Natalie said, coming across to kiss him and greet the new guests. “Hi there and welcome. You have to excuse Riley; he is in need of food and always gets grumpy when he’s hungry.”

“It’s good to have you back, Natalie.” Colin hugged her, much to Natalie’s surprise.

“Thank you. I know you, right?” she asked.

“Long, long time ago.” 

“Then it’s good to see you again.” Natalie broke away from him and said, “Let’s go eat. There’s a big bonfire to keep us warm.” She walked away, with Kurt and Nadine following.

Riley, however, had a question for Colin. “So what is up with this alpha thing?”

“Up?” Colin asked. 

“Yes. I thought you implied it was going to be one of us. One of the Merric kids.”

“It is, in a roundabout way.” Colin edged toward the food, but Riley wasn’t done questioning him.

“That still sounds like a riddle.”

Colin laughed and then held out his hand. “I will be the first to congratulate you.”

“On what?” Riley asked. “Having a wife who can boss me around?”

“No, I suppose it’s too early for you to know.” He leaned in and whispered, “Natalie is carrying the next true alpha of Wolf Valley. Until the time he reaches maturity and finds a mate of his own, she has the power. Think of it as a bodyguard with benefits.”

Riley didn’t know what to say. His appetite had disappeared. All he wanted to do was jump up and down and shout to the world he was going to be a dad. “Do I tell her?”

“That, my boy, is up to you. But women do like to be the ones doing the telling. And if I was you, I would let her enjoy herself. She has the power that should have been rightfully hers. All this passing from a father to a son is bullshit. A woman knows how to handle it so much better than a man.” He patted Riley on the back. “I am off to get some food. Your secret is safe with me. You decide what you tell your mate.”

Riley stood alone for a few minutes, watching his woman as she laughed and joked with her new family. By the time his appetite had returned, he had made his decision. He would keep this to himself, let her go through the excitement of discovering she was carrying their child in her own time. As for the alpha thing? He would never begrudge her that. 

As long as it meant she commanded him to do all the pleasurable things he could think of to her body. He trusted her, she was his mate, and they would make a fantastic team and be the best parents to their son. And who knew how many years it would take for their son to grow up and find a mate of his own? 

Only then would he come into his power. Until then, she was the finest alpha he had ever seen, and she belonged to him. The rift between the two families was now dead, and he had never felt more alive.
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