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Hailey

        

      

    

    
      The phone book shook in my hands as I rifled through the pages. Though it had sat on the counter for years, it still felt brand new. The stiff spine made it difficult to read the listings toward the center and my eye that was almost swollen shut made it hard to read at all. I picked a cab company at random and set the book down. I couldn't take comfort in anything familiar. He knew my habits, he knew too much of me. I struggled to focus on pressing the right numbers as my fingers trembled.

      Two rings, then a deep voice with a thick, Eastern European accent spoke. "City Cabs. How I can help you?"

      "I need a cab as soon as you can. Four fifty-nine South Walnut Street," I said, appreciating his directness. I was in no condition for pleasantries—I was just barely holding it together.

      "Five minutes is okay?"

      "Perfect." I hung up the phone. Just five more minutes.

      The knot in my middle twisted and squeezed. I rushed around my small apartment looking for what I needed. There was no time to worry about the rest. Ding. Another text. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. I emptied my drawers in huge armfuls, dumping them into the open suitcase on the bed. My racing heart threatened to pound its way out of my chest as I collected my belongings. Ding. I swallowed hard, fighting the urge to vomit. It would be over soon. I just needed to focus. I grabbed the framed pictures from the nightstand, the two pictures I could never replace, memories of the people that mattered most to me. I rested them on top of my clothes, careful not to break the glass. I stuffed in the dangling legs of pants and sleeves of shirts and zipped my bag shut.

      Glancing at the phone sitting next to my packed bag on the bedspread, I wondered if I should take it. What would happen if he found me and I had no way to call for help? I was sure no one could help me in time anyway. He was too smart to get caught. The restraining order meant nothing to him. When he wanted to reach me, he did. We'd been through this already. What if I brought the phone along and he had some way to track it? Knowing him, he probably did. Too risky.

      I grabbed my suitcase and purse, and left the phone on the bed. Ding. I was surprised I could still hear anything over the thrum of blood pounding in my ears. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Yeah, I should leave it, I decided. I threw on my favorite gray hoodie, pulling the top over my head and tucking my thick, brown curls in behind my shoulders. I checked my reflection in the mirror by the door and slid on my aviators. They almost hid the purple and blue marring my left eye. There was no covering the slice on my lip. I didn’t recognize the hollow shell of a woman that looked back at me. I always thought thinner would be more beautiful, but what I saw wasn't beauty. I hated what I saw—fear.

      I was doing what I was best at: running away.

      I lifted my sunglasses and looked out the peep hole. He wouldn't just stand around in the hallway where I could see him, but I had to check. It looked clear. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. I squeezed the handle of my rolling suitcase and closed my eyes. I could do this. Everything would be better once I got out of this godforsaken city. It didn’t hurt to lie to myself if it kept me moving.

      I moved into the hall, looking both ways. Empty. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Ding. I slammed the door behind me, harder than I should, shielding me from the sound of him reaching for me. I rushed down the hall toward the closed elevator doors. The floor numbers were ticking up. Someone was coming.

      It could be him. I debated what would happen if he was there. Did he know I was running? He shouldn't; I was so careful. This was the one day all month that asshole would be stuck in surgery and conferences without taking breaks alone in his office. But even during conferences, he made time to text. I’d waited long enough for him to be halfway into the first meeting, hoping he would be too involved to keep close tabs on me. I prayed I was right.

      Even if it wasn't him in the elevator, I didn’t want to run into my neighbors, either. I couldn't wait to find out. I ducked into the stairwell and lifted my bag into my arms, squeezing tightly as I rushed down the stairs. My feet were racing almost as fast as my heart. From the lobby I could see the yellow sedan pulling up to the curb in front of my building. The cool autumn air bit at my face and hands, another reason to be thankful for the protection of my hooded sweatshirt. I opened the back door just as the cabby got out of the taxi to help me.

      "Want to put bag in trunk?"

      "No." I squeezed my bag against my chest and climbed in.

      "Okay,” he said with a confused look, then climbed into the front seat. "Where to?"

      "Bus station."

      "Okay." He looked once more at me, concern in his warm, brown eyes, before turning forward and driving away. He left me in peace, and I was thankful for that.

      I watched my building shrink and disappear behind us, my life with it. The streets were lined with familiar buildings, with the familiar bustle of city life. I had only spent three years in Elkston, but I had made friends, had my own place, and had taken three years of college classes. Now, I was closing that chapter of my life, sooner than I had intended. I said no goodbyes, and had no idea what would come next.

      I sank back into the seat and let out the breath I didn't realize I was holding. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I repeated to myself: inhale deeply, exhale slowly.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






Cole

        

      

    

    
      I kept the damned florescent lights in my office to a minimum, sitting as close to the window as the desk allowed. Even as the sun lowered in the sky I preferred the natural light, or lack thereof. The woman across from me kept talking, but my attention was elsewhere, lost in the forest behind the glass.

      Dense trees clustered behind the glass. A mix of softwoods, from tall and slender lodgepole pines to the reddish-brown western larches, coated the sharp inclines surrounding the town of Sawtooth Peaks. Yellow needles blended among the sea of evergreen and brought the colors of autumn to the otherwise verdant landscape. The yellow sky mirrored the forest floor, mixed with oranges and pinks, a swirl of color that promised the day would soon be at an end.

      At work I surrounded myself with deep, rich, wooden furniture inside the office, a change I’d made when I inherited Sawtooth Den. I’d added forest green cushions with pillows, curtains, and flooring all in natural creams, grays, and browns. My legacy in linens. It helped make time at work a bit more bearable, a bit more like where I should have been—outside. Tilting my head back, I finished the last of my coffee, wishing it was something stronger.

      "But Cole," Callie purred, full lips open, eyelids heavy as she looked at me through mascara drenched eyelashes. Hands on the front edge of my desk, she bent at the hip to be sure I got a clear view of her overflowing breasts in her low-cut tank. Her hips swayed slowly behind her, displaying her submission to me. Anyone who walked by my office would see her perky ass up in the air, barely covered in tiny shorts.

      A growl rumbled in my chest, my inner wolf pleased to take her up on her unspoken invitation. I ignored my animal side. I brushed a hand through my hair, taking a moment to admire the view of Callie. She was a lovely female, with long blond hair. A bit thin for my tastes, but pleasant curves where she had them. The essence of autumn mingled with her natural scent: crisp mountain air, freshly fallen leaves, lingering moisture from the morning's rain. She must have been out running in the morning. I longed to do the same.

      "We've been through this, Callie."

      She slid a finger between her full, red-stained lips, gliding her tongue around its tip. Moving slowly downward, her fingers traced her neck. Her head tipped to the side, exposing the moist trail of her finger. Not just an invitation for a good fuck—this was an invitation to claim her. Her hand rested on her breast, where she lingered and squeezed.

      "Mmm," she moaned. "I could give you a big litter of beautiful cubs."

      "You should go," I said, my voice low and even. It wasn’t a bad offer, a beautiful woman and a beautiful wolf. But one thing my wolf side and my human side agreed on, she would not be my mate.

      Callie gave me one last pouty lip as she stood slowly, pressing her chest out at me. She turned and walked away, swaying her hips to make sure I knew what I was missing out on.

      A knock on the open door sounded, and my half-brother stuck his head in, his eyes following Callie as she left.

      "Damn, man," he said with a smile as he strolled into my office. He sank into the evergreen-cushioned pine chair across from my desk and propped his feet on top of my paperwork.

      I sighed in response but he ignored me.

      "I would love to get me some of that ass," he said.

      "Help yourself," I grumbled, swatting his feet off.

      "I would, but it's always you they want. The ladies love your big, dark, brooding giant look.” He gestured a hand up and down at me. “Man and beast," he said with a smirk.

      My half-brother, the only one in the pack that I could spend time with without the constant reminder of my responsibilities, was a good-looking wolf himself. I got my dark hair from my mother, but large size and hard features from our father. Lance was a male version of his mother, smooth and graceful with short, silver hair as a human, and a matching silver coat as a wolf. His sharp blue eyes and devious smile spoke to his personality. She-wolves and human women threw themselves at him. As the eldest son of the last alpha and the largest wolf in our pack, it was assumed I would be the next alpha. So more often than not, propositions to me were by she-wolves looking to be my mate, for life. I carried the burden of being next in line while Lance enjoyed life, something I loved about him and wished I could manage to do myself.

      “You do just fine.” A smile spread across my face, inevitable in his company. “I seem to remember a set of golden-haired triplets not so long ago.”

      “Oooh, yeah, the Hawthorne sisters. That was a fun couple of days while their pack was passing through.”

      “It would have been more fun for me if I didn't find the three of them all over you. On my desk.” We shared a laugh, and I enjoyed the distraction from my work.

      “Well, I should be heading out. I'm taking the new girl to dinner. The one with the red hair.” He gave me a wink as he stood and started toward the door.

      “Shea.”

      “Hmm?” he asked, looking away and clearly not listening.

      “Her name is Shea,” I said.

      “Thanks, bro!” Lance gave me a wave then put his hands in his jean pockets as he strolled out the door.

      I looked down at the mountain of papers on my desk, and returned to entering expense amounts from receipts into the spreadsheet on my laptop. Keeping the books was a good way to learn the ins and outs of our family business. Owning half of the business kept me interested in its success, but I didn’t really care about the details. I was more interested in the scout reports from wolves in the field, but it was all still paperwork. All I could think about was getting out of my office, out of the bar, and into the fresh fall air.

      The more time I spent in this room, the more suffocated I felt, but duty came first.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Cole

        

      

    

    
      Wind pressed back against my muzzle as I rushed forward at full pace, forcing me to squint as I went. The air carried the scents of the world around me, and a crispness all of its own: fresh pine over a bed of needles, the moist soil underneath reclaiming fallen wood, and a hint of ripe apples in the distance.

      Barreling forward, I took it all in. The cool air bit at me through my fur. Cool temperatures came early here in the mountains, which suited me fine. After hours of being cramped indoors with fake smells, false warmth, and human skin, I had finally escaped to my sanctuary.

      My thick, black coat blended with the darkness, my feet moved silently, and my sharp eyes missed nothing. All I needed was my keen sense of smell to know that there was a raccoon about fifty feet ahead and to the left. I heard him rustling around in the fallen pine needles, probably looking for food for the winter. The light of the moon broken by the pines overhead was enough for me to see, even when clouds covered the sky.

      The damp vegetation broke beneath my paws as I bounded forward, losing myself in the moment, wishing the wind would wash the burden of my responsibilities away as it brushed over me. Running, running, running until I reached a small stream near the edge of our territory where the mountainous forest gave way to an open clearing. Indigo water rushed over smooth rocks and pebbles, sounding as it touched stones and banks. It was deep enough for a man my size to stand in the center with water flowing around his waist. Long strands of brownish-green grass hung over the sides of the banks and swayed with the breeze. A mature western larch stood close to the bank, the only tree in the small clearing. This was a place that held special meaning for me.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the water. I could almost hear her warm, gentle laughter. I could almost smell the vanilla and flowers of her soap, and the sweetness that was only her.

      It had been three years since she’d stood right here, splashing water at me on a warm summer day. Three years since I saw her full lips curve into a playful smile. Three years since I carried her under the tree before me and made love to her for the first time.

      Pain twisted in my chest. Three years since Hailey left.

      Slowly padding home, my thoughts remained on Hailey. Kindness and warmth had filled her eyes as she looked deep into mine. Beautiful thick waves of her flowing chestnut hair bounced with her every movement. The smooth curves of her warm skin felt so soft under my touch. The sweet taste of her mouth filled mine, and it was just as succulent as her scent promised.

      “Cole.” The distinct smoky rasp of Zaria’s, my mother’s, voice pulled me from my thoughts and back to the present.

      I stilled and turned my head to stare at her. My golden wolf eyes peered into her matching human set.

      “Why aren't you at the bar?” she asked. It was more of an accusation than a question.

      I stared at her in response, knowing there was no way to win an argument with her. I stood as tall as her chest in wolf form, and towered over her at six foot three as a human. But even with her tiny frame, my mother never lost an argument, nor did she take any shit from anyone. When she had something to say, everyone knew they had better listen, including Garret, her mate. Only my father had ever stood up to her, and that attitude died with him.

      “Axel called me and said you left early.”

      Axel. Garret’s piece of shit son. “I did my work,” I assured her, remaining in beast form, speaking in a tongue indecipherable to human ears.

      “Doing the paperwork is important, but so is your presence at the bar. You need to make sure you stake your claim. There should be no question about who the next alpha will be.”

      “I'm not alpha yet.” I broke eye contact, knowing the speech that was coming, and not wanting to hear it again.

      “Everyone knows you would be if you would just pick a mate. Waiting just leaves the pack vulnerable to an outsider trying to put in a claim.” The same speech I had heard over and over since my father had died.

      “There have been no serious claims in the three years since Dad died. Nothing that Garret couldn't handle,” I said. “You shouldn't discount Lance either. He has just as much right as me to claim alpha. Dad was his father too.”

      The slight tightening around my mom’s mouth was the only hint of her displeasure. If I hadn’t known her so well, I may have missed it.

      “It's you. You are the oldest, the biggest, the strongest. Your brother is too busy screwing every she-wolf that comes into our territory to take this responsibility seriously. You are meant to be alpha.”

      “You mean Lance isn't your son, and you want your son to be alpha. You want to secure your place, and your bloodline,” I countered, knowing the truth would get her off my back. It had taken harsher words to end this conversation lately, the one she insisted on repeating. Zaria kept pushing more and more as time went on, subtle hints becoming outright demands. She wouldn't admit her dislike for my brother, though it was as obvious as her motivation for pushing me to be the alpha.

      “This is about you,” she said, her eyebrows lowered and her voice taut.

      I had struck a nerve. This conversation was nearly over.

      “Family is most important and this isn't about me,” she said. “Don't be selfish, do it for the pack.”

      Without another word, she was off. I continued my walk alone in the dark, left in peace, at least for the rest of the night.
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Hailey

        

      

    

    
      The wooden bench was cold and hard on my back as I sat at the bus station, with my hood concealing me from the rest of the world. The whole place stank like trash and body odor, with a hint of urine. But it was safer there with so many people around, though I knew I wouldn’t be truly safe until I left the city. My heart rate had slowed to an almost normal pace, though I was still unsure of every move I made. I didn't know how long I'd been sitting there. I looked down and fingered the frame of my favorite picture for possibly the thousandth time. I could have gone anywhere. I could have started a new life in Hawaii and gotten a nice tan while I painted the ocean and finished my bachelor’s degree in art at a university by the sea. I could have sipped Mai Tais and lived carefree.

      I traced his square jawline with my finger. We looked so happy, staring into each other's eyes as he held me out in the forest outside of town. Cole had a foot on me in height, and a strong firm frame to my full, soft curves. He never seemed to mind that I wasn't as in shape as him. I didn’t know what he saw in me, but he was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. He had the most impossibly gorgeous golden eyes—they were like amber disks of sunlight.

      The photo I held was a beautiful moment lost in time. Olivia had taken it at a picnic that summer three years ago, during her photography phase. Most of what she had captured was landscapes and close-ups of forest life. But this one captured the magic Cole and I shared while we were carefree, just before John had died.

      If only we could have stayed that way—carefree.

      “The station will be closing in fifteen minutes, final call for ticket purchase,” a happy female voice said over the intercom.

      I had to buy a ticket or I be stuck there for the night, trapped in a dank bus station or back at my apartment, stuck in Elkston. Asshole would be leaving his conference any minute now. I wished I was sure of where I should go. I hated Frank Wilson more for stealing my confidence than for the physical pain he had caused me. Well, if hating him more was possible.

      What if Olivia didn't want me to stay with her, I wondered. What if that psycho followed me? Cole had probably married some other girl and wouldn't want to see me. I touched the photograph again. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Even if I couldn’t see Cole, there was nowhere I would feel more safe, more myself.
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Cole

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't breathe. My shirt strangled me as my skin pressed against it, stretching and forcing it outward. I clawed at the collar, desperate for oxygen. Darkness loomed at the edges of my vision. Everything was too tight—my clothes, my skin. A strange cracking sound filled the air. It was faint but distinct beneath my ragged breath. My hair stood on end as my chest heaved. I groped in the darkness, desperate to find something familiar. Stabbing pain and panic. All I could sense was blackness and the thrum of my pulse racing in my ears, my heart pounding in my chest. Something hard pressed beneath my hands and knees. Finally my clothes ripped in sweet release, and I took in a deep breath.

      Metallic moisture stained my tongue. Why did I taste copper? The smell of it almost overwhelmed my returning senses. Blackness receded from the center of my vision. It must have been over, finally over. I sucked air deep into my chest, adjusting. Something caught my attention as my focus returned. My eyes followed the color so out of place in the dark night. Beautiful silver fur lay on the ground below me, soaked in crimson and glittering in the moonlight. Oh god, what had I done? My eyes blurred with tears. A horrible, deep animal sound filled my ears—a dangerous, inhuman howl. The sound was coming from me.

      I jolted upright. Sweat dripped down my cheek, and the blankets fell from my bare, slick chest. Fucking nightmares. I couldn’t help but linger on the guilt I felt, even though he had long forgiven me. When I went to bed tense, that night came back to haunt me, over and over, years after it happened.

      I threw off the rest of the down comforter and deer-skin blanket that covered my legs and looked into the embers of the dwindling fire. The heating and air conditioning unit could keep the house at a comfortable temperature, but I preferred the natural heat of burning wood. The smoky scent that emanated from the fire brought an earthy feeling indoors. Next to the hearth in the great room was one of my favorite places in the house, where I could feel the natural warmth of a fire and catch every moment of sunset and sunrise through the walls of windows. At some point I would have to make time to buy a bed, and everything else a house needed, but I didn’t mind sleeping on the floor in the meantime.

      It was just a short drive to work on my Harley. I'd rather skip the suit and run there, ground under my feet, wind blowing though my fur, enjoying the fresh air before being stuck back in that stuffy office. But with all the human clientele frequenting the bar since someone had added a fancy vacation lodge at the edge of town, riding was the closest I could get to commuting in the wind without frightening away my source of income. Plus, it's dangerous to shift so close to town. If they thought it was scary to see a wolf walking around downtown, imagine their reaction if they saw one turn into a man.

      I parked my bike behind the bar and left my helmet. When I was a child I couldn't wait to hang out here, at my father's business. Whenever I thought of Sawtooth Den now, guilt was the predominant emotion. Guilt mixed with nostalgia, duty, and tension. Guilt for wanting to be somewhere else, guilt for not being the man or the wolf that the pack deserved.

      Amy caught my eye as I entered the building. Her blond pigtails bounced up as she saw me enter. I walked over to the bar for my report.

      “Hey, Cole.” Her face lit up as I approached. She smiled with her eyes and her lips, showing off adorable dimples.

      I looked at her and that familiar feeling came over me again—guilt. “Hey, Amy. What's our status?”

      “Not too much action yet. Axel was here late last night, drank way too much. Got handsy, Harkins dealt with it. Garret left early to meet with the alpha of the current pack holding the valley. Callie is running late again. Harkins just stepped outside to take out the trash.”

      “Garret’s away again?”

      “Your mom said the alpha of the valley pack is messed up in the head. It's a peacekeeping mission.”

      “Thanks for the update.” I shouldn't have to hear from Amy what my pack was up to. If my mother really wanted me to be alpha, she shouldn't be making this kind of decision without me. “You tell me if Axel gets out of hand.”

      “Will do.” She gave me a mock salute and a wink with her soft, brown eyes.

      I headed out the side door to catch Harkins before he came back in. I always made time to meet with Harkins privately in the morning, in case he had any news that needed my attention or something to report that was best not heard by a room of drunks. The morning meeting was part of my father’s routine before me, and it made sense to me to keep it that way.

      Harkins’s head twitched slightly to the side as I approached from behind, but he kept at his chore. He lifted a large can up to the dumpster, the contents clattering as they poured out.

      “Mornin' boss.” Harkins knew my scent, knew the sounds I made when I moved. A sharp-minded wolf, Harkins had worked for my father before me. His broad body was built of muscle and he was as loyal as any wolf could be. That was plain to everyone even if they hadn’t known him as long as I had. That loyalty was etched in his body by every scar he had taken for the pack.

      “Good morning, Harkins. When I heard you were taking out the trash, I half expected to find you tossing Axel into that dumpster.” I put my hands in my pockets, leaning casually against the building as I watched my friend for his reaction.

      “Almost did last night. Little shit put his hands on Amy.” Harkins’s fierce scowl highlighted the scars that ran the length of his face.

      “I heard.”

      “Made 'im leave. Woulda done worse, if he wasn't Garret's son.” Not a day went by that someone didn't tell me the same thing.

      “If he pushes, break his nose. Tell Garret it's on me. He doesn't touch Amy again.”

      “Not Garret that scares me.”

      “I know, my mother scares everyone.” I smirked at Harkins, picturing Zaria smacking the goliath on the head with her tiny fists. “I'm serious though. Do what you have to do to keep her safe. Call me if my mother gives you shit.”

      A crooked smile and a nod was all the reply I needed. Harkins was a good man. He would do what he needed to. I turned to walk back inside.

      “Why not just mate her already?” he called from behind me.

      “Not you, too. We're just friends.” I didn't need another lecture.

      “Was me, I'd claim her before someone worse did it. Amy'd make a good mate. An' she wants you.”

      His words were sincere, and I knew he meant well as he always did. But I had tried to give it time with Amy, tried to find the visceral connection I needed to feel before I was willing to claim a mate. But as fond as I was of Amy, she was not my mate.

      “Thanks, Harkins. I'm going in.” Once inside, I walked back past the jukebox, pool tables, and wooden booths through the hall to my office. A fresh pile of papers graced my desk. A small note on top caught my eye, out of place with the stack of standard-sized copy paper. A loopy cursive, my mother's handwriting.

      

      Cole,

      Garret went to the valley. It should only be for a few days. It's a peacekeeping trip. I sent him with a gift for the pack from you, to congratulate the new alpha. I know how you hate dealing with this diplomatic stuff.

      Love,

      Mom

      

      A gift from me. I'd have to ask what I sent, and how exactly the card was addressed. I crammed the note in my pocket. A peacekeeping trip wasn't a bad idea, but Garret shouldn't have gone without back-up. If Crazy Eyes, their new alpha, was half as bat-shit as I had heard, it wasn't a safe trip to make alone. I had heard rumors that he claimed every attractive she-wolf he found, killing her mate if she had one. Stratton Walker, the last alpha of the valley pack, was said to have died at the hands of Crazy Eyes. His throat was ripped out in his sleep. Stratton’s lovely mate was the first to be claimed by Crazy Eyes, or so the story went. No one seemed to know his real name, and each story varied in detail.

      Since I first started hearing stories about him in the area a few months ago, stories of deception and murder, there seemed to be fewer elk in the woods. If it had been a few years ago, I would have thought it was related to the increase in the human population due to the lodge being built. Human hunters. But it'd been recent. Within the past few weeks I'd hardly seen any elk and not one of the Northern Rocky Mountain wolves that naturally ruled the area. Those wolves were our brothers. Their disappearance was a bad omen.

      I headed back out to find Harkins sitting on a bar stool next to the wall. He was within reach of Amy, but out of the way and view of most patrons entering the bar. I stood beside him for a moment, speaking in barely a whisper. “Zaria sent Garret down to the valley. He’ll need three for back-up. Scouts, enforcers.”

      He nodded once, then took a sip of his drink. It was as good as done.

      With that handled, I went back to my office and dealt with paperwork for as long as I could stand. It was a quiet and uneventful day stuck in the horrible office. A few hours later, I checked in at the bar before I left. Amy was cheerfully chatting with some out-of-towners, earning her tips. The evening rush was well on its way. Human and wolf customers alike danced, drank, and played pool. Callie and Shea carried drinks to tables; Harkins rested his back against the wall. His arms were crossed, his chin hung down. All was well, time to go.

      Cool air filed my lungs, a refreshing break from the suffocating confines of the building. Vanilla, lavender, and something sweet mingled in the air. The almost familiar scent stirred a longing inside of me. I wondered a moment if I had imagined it. I glanced around, curious.

      Then I froze, paralyzed, looking to the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. The most beautiful woman I had ever seen stood across from me in tattered jeans, black boots, and a grey, zippered sweater. Her chestnut waves blew with the breeze as she stared at me with deep, blue eyes that saw straight through to the real me.

      It was too good to be true. I held my eyes open, terrified that if I blinked she would be gone. I had to see her closer. I had to touch her. Without thinking, I moved faster than I should, out where anyone could see me, a blur to the human eye, desperate to be close.

      In no time I was face to face with the woman of my dreams. The one I could never forget, the one I could never get over. I squeezed her in my arms, running my fingers through her silky hair as she rested her head against my chest. Her ample breasts pressed against my chest, wonderfully giving to the firmness they met. She rested her arms gently on my back, her touch sending electricity through my body. Every hair stood on end, affected by her presence. My inner wolf stirred inside me, as excited as my human half. I wondered how this woman could have such an effect on me. How could one touch feel so good, mean so much? I exhaled, realizing I'd been holding my breath, my body unwilling to do anything until I knew she was really here. I took in her scent, so sweet and familiar, though changed while we'd been apart. I towered over her, pressing her body against mine. So small and fragile in my arms, but still soft and warm like I remembered.

      “Cole,” she let out, barely a whisper.

      “God, Hailey, I missed you.” I'd never meant anything more in my life.

      “I...” she started.

      My shirt dampened against her cheek. Was she crying? I pulled her gently away from me to see, just a step back, still in my reach. Fuck, she wasn't happy to see me. How could she be? Tears rolled down her cheeks, and her sad eyes were sunken and hollow. Too many bones showed through her milky white skin. She had lost too much weight, too much of her beautiful feminine curve. I hadn’t been there to take care of her. Black and blue marred one of her eyes, and her lip was split.

      “Who did this to you?” I snapped, angry at whoever hurt her, angry at myself for not being there for her.

      She took a step back, distancing herself from me, taking the warmth and electricity of her touch. Her hands trembled.

      “This was a bad idea. I shouldn't have come.” Her voice shook and more tears rolled down her face. She lowered her chin, hiding her eyes from mine as she backed away. Just out of reach, Hailey ran down the sidewalk away from me, leaving me broken and hollow.

      I’d scared her away. I was such a monster.
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      I was hoping it would have been easier. I knew I should have gone straight to my sister first, settle in before dealing with my feelings and our past. I couldn't resist, though, I was so desperate to catch a glimpse of Cole. He was even more beautiful than I remembered, larger even, if that's possible. The most gorgeous, masculine creature I've ever seen, a giant sex god built of solid muscle. His eyes glittered like gold in the last bits of sunlight, his strong jaw coated with rough stubble. He had let his hair grow longer since I'd been gone, to almost chin length. A length that showed he still knew how to have fun, even in that sexy business suit.

      I’d thought seeing him would be a comfort, knowing he was nearby. I didn't plan for him to be close enough to touch me, to send the pang of aching need though me, making me desperate for more. I didn't even know what kind of man he was, certainly not the boy I fell in love with, or the one who pulled away from me. The one I left behind.

      I certainly wasn't the girl he used to care for. I was broken and lost.

      I wiped my eyes as I walked up the wooden steps and onto the porch of a beautiful Victorian home. It was blue this time, not the yellow I remembered. The dull green grass smelled freshly cut. More bushes decorated the front than there used to be. I missed the flowers that used to stand in their place. The pacific yew we planted as a memorial after Mom and Dad died was still growing strong, beautiful with its purplish red and brown bark. Olivia was taking good care of it.

      Stopping at the front door, I rang the bell.

      Moments later, my sister answered the door. Tall, thin, and bubbly, she was more striking than I remembered, even relaxed in her black yoga pants and white long-sleeved tee. The sight of her was a reminder of all of the good things about home.

      Her eyes widened when she saw me. She grabbed me and pulled me in for a big hug, squeezing the breath out of me. The affectionate welcome from my sister told me that this was exactly where I should be. Her embrace held as much warmth as the hug from Cole, but without the confused feelings of longing and regret in my gut.

      “Hailey!” Her voice lifted in excitement, two pitches higher than her natural tone. “I'm so glad you're here.”

      “Yeah, it's good to see you too, Liv.”

      “How've you been? How's school? Come in, come in, I want to hear everything.” She pulled me by the elbow into our childhood home, leaving no chance for objection. Not that I was going to say no, but her excitement was a whirlwind. I didn't know if I could keep up but it was refreshing, and I smiled for the first time in years.

      I stopped just inside the foyer and Olivia shuffled around me to close the door. I took note of the walls, so different than they had been, so much whiter. The house had a more modern feel with less wood and creams and more metals and minimalist lines. A vase of flowers sat on the table, just like Mom always kept. Short and silver, it was Mom's vase. A different home than I remembered, but it suited Olivia: strong, modern, feminine. The small touches that remained of our family life here showed that she wanted to keep a sense of our childhood as a part of the house, too. I was so glad that she had used some of the settlement money to keep the house. We hadn’t gotten a fortune from the car accident, but preserving our home was well worth the cost.

      Olivia ushered me to the living room. The walls were white instead of the sand color Mom had painted years ago. The worn blue and white plaid sofa-bed had been replaced by a tall wooden sofa with thin, gray microfiber cushions. I expected it to be uncomfortable, but when we sat down side by side, I was pleasantly surprised. I stared at my hands, not sure what I should tell her.

      She spoke first. “Okay, so tell me what happened to your face. And don't tell me you fell down the steps.”

      “Would you buy that I walked into a wall?”

      Liv gave me a look that told me she didn’t appreciate my joke. I should have expected her to beat me to starting this conversation. My sister was naturally protective, naturally direct.

      “I know I should have called. I'm sorry to just show up like this,” I started, trying to figure out exactly what to say.

      “You know you are always welcome here. So, tell me what happened.”

      I took a deep breath and continued staring at my hands, knowing if I looked her in the eye I wouldn't be able to hold back the tears. “You know that guy I was seeing?”

      “Doctor control freak? Yeah, I remember.” Her deep tone told me exactly what she thought of him.

      “Things got really bad. I tried to break it off.” My voice began to shake. It wasn't until Olivia put her hand on mine that I realized my whole body was shaking. “He wouldn't listen.”

      Tears streamed down my face. Olivia pulled me in for a hug, holding me while I cried on her shoulder.

      “It's okay, you're home now.”

      As I cried out all I had in me, I felt my body slump. Every muscle ached and I could barely hold my eyes open. The tension of the day and the past weeks was weighing on me, and I couldn't go anymore.

      “Can we call it a day?” My voice trailed off in tired breaths.

      “Of course. I'll go make your bed.”
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      My massive paws splashed down into puddles as the mud beneath my feet formed to their shape. Cold water fell from the sky, pelting me, but not hard enough to distract me from my thoughts. My inner wolf pushed me to find her, to follow Hailey. To not let her go. The animal inside screamed at me to take her, mate her. The rational part of me wanted to listen, to go to her, kiss her, show her how much she meant to me. Never let her go again.

      But I couldn't do those things. I couldn't hurt her. She deserved so much better than me and my fucked-up shifter life.

      I ran harder along the outskirts of our territory, hoping the rain would cool the heat boiling inside of me, cool the emotion that threatened to burst my control.

      I caught a familiar scent up ahead. Not one that I wanted to deal with. Why was my mother at my stream? She must have been waiting for me. At least it was a distraction. She sat at the side of my favorite place in the forest. Zaria was a beautiful, petite wolf, with fur the same black as mine. In an area where gray and white fur was predominant, my mother stood out from the crowd. She’d weeded through a number of suitors before and after my father, before she was mated to Garret.

      Beside her sat Amy, similar in size to my mother, but with fur as fair as snow. Under a large tree they waited, shielded from the rain.

      “You have to stop ambushing me up here.” I addressed my mother, clearly the one in charge of whatever this was.

      “Ambush? We were just having a nice chat.” One side of her mouth curved up slightly.

      “We need to talk. Alone. Excuse us, Amy.” I was in no mood to deal with my mother's games. She followed me into the rain, away from Amy.

      “You should not have sent Garret alone. You should have discussed your plans with me first.” I directed the conversation to what we actually needed to discuss.

      “Garret will be fine. He carries gifts from the alpha of the more powerful pack.” Her voice was a purr as she shifted the conversation back to her agenda.

      “I’m not alpha.”

      “You would be if you would just take a mate.” She glanced back at Amy, who sat quietly under the large pine by the water bank.

      “I’m in no mood to do this again.”

      “Amy would make a fine...”

      “She is not my mate.” I cut her off. “Leave her alone.”

      “She would be happy to have your cubs. She loves you. Don't you see it?”

      I looked at Amy waiting for us. She was a kind and lovely wolf. My heart twisted.

      “She is not my mate,” I repeated.

      “You need to pick one, sooner rather than later. It's only a matter of time before Crazy Eyes or some other wolf full of ambition comes in and ruins what your father and I built. That's why I sent Garret. I'm buying you time. There is only so much I can do. I'm just a small she-wolf.”

      “Are you done?”

      “Consider what I've said. Amy would make a good mate.”

      I turned toward Amy, who sat waiting under the tree. I raised my voice so she could hear me. “Bye, Amy.”

      I needed to leave this place that had been tainted by my mother's presence.
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      I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Help me, please! No!”

      Little sound escaped as his large hand sealed my mouth.

      “Don't fight. You know you want it.” That voice was the worst sound I'd ever heard. My heart raced. Please, no. I tried to scream, to kick, to hit, but my arms were held down in his hand and my flailing feet couldn't reach their target.

      A silhouette above me came into focus as my eyes strained to adjust in the blackness. Tears streamed down my face. No. Get off me! Only a muffle escaped. His other hand pulled at my panties. The pressure containing my wrists released, and I realized he had released my arms. I scraped frantically at his face with my nails. My assailant recoiled, releasing my mouth just enough. I bit his hand with all my might, tasting a hint of blood. Frank shifted his weight to the side as he loomed over me in the dark.

      “Stupid bitch.” A furious whisper only inches away.

      I hit his nose with the palm of my hand, then ran for the door. With no regard for the fact that I was wearing only a t-shirt and panties, I rushed into the hall and down the stairs. How did that fucker get into my apartment? My breathing was ragged, and my heart threatened to pound its way out of my chest. I heard his voice in my head. You know you want it.

      The smell of coffee stirred me from my nightmare. Heated, rich, earthy scents drifted up from the kitchen. I turned on my side and squeezed the pillow against my face. It smelled so familiar; it smelled like home. I lay on my back and looked around the room. Olivia had left this room exactly the way it had been painted, my favorite shade of robin's egg blue. She had left the wooden furniture exactly where it had been, my furniture. The single bed was the same one that I used to sleep in as a little girl. The down comforter was white and soft. Across the room from the bed was my dresser, filled with my clothes. The same lamp sat on the corner of the dresser. The same circular mirror decorated the wall by the door. My room.

      The hardwood floor was cold on my bare feet as I climbed out of bed and pulled the covers back up to the pillows. I unzipped the bag sitting on the floor by the closed door and pulled two framed pictures from inside. One picture was of me and Cole by the river, the other of my family from before the accident. I placed my two favorite pictures where they belonged on top of the dresser, the same place they used to sit.

      Digging through my bag, I picked some fresh clothes out. I slipped the t-shirt off over my head, and dropped it with my panties on the floor next to my bag. I threw on a clean bra and boyshorts and looked in the mirror. The bruises on my side and stomach still looked terrible. At least the circles under my eyes had started to fade. I twisted my tousled hair into a messy bun and pulled on dark-washed skinny jeans and a soft, white t-shirt.

      Beckoned by the amazing smell of the freshly brewed coffee, I headed toward the kitchen. Halfway down the stairs I realized I never even asked Liv how she’d been doing while I was away. We had talked on the phone at least once a week while I was gone, but I should have thought to ask her in person last night. Here she was giving me a place to stay, worrying about my problems, and I didn't even bother to ask how she was. I added getting Liv a thank-you gift to my mental to-do list, something that said “sorry I've been selfish” and “you really are the best.”

      “Feeling a little better this morning?” Olivia looked up at me over the edge of her oversized coffee cup as she took a sip. Her hair was shiny and flawlessly straightened, the kind of banged bob you’d see on a model in a magazine. Impeccable light makeup adorned her face, the effortless looking kind that made it hard to tell if she was wearing any at all. Liv was Hollywood gorgeous, even in her work scrubs. She could wear a paper sack and make it look like it was worthy to walk down the runway. She was fortunate enough to get her frame from our dad, and still capture all of mom's beauty.

      “Yeah, kind of. Please tell me you have enough for two.” I stared at her coffee cup, trying not to drool.

      “Help yourself, I made a big batch.” Setting her coffee cup down on the table, Liv smiled at me. My sister knew me well.

      “Thank god, I don't know if I could survive the day without some caffeine.” I poked at the puffy dark circles under my eyes.

      “Good thing I share your addiction. If I knew you were coming I would have picked up some food.”

      “I'm sorry, I should have told you. I should’ve asked if I could come.” I was really doing a good job of acting like an ass lately.

      “That's not what I mean. Of course you can come anytime. I just mean the receptionist at the office always brings donuts or bagels or something, so all I have to eat is that box of granola bars on top of the fridge, and some grapes in the fruit drawer.”

      “Maybe we can get groceries together later. I'm not hungry anyway.” I grabbed a cup from the cabinet, settling on a giant pink mug with the words ‘Girls Rule’ in a glittery script, hoping the magic of coffee could make the words at least partially true. I'd settle for feeling like myself.

      I poured myself some of the medium roast from the large pot and looked in the fridge. Liv was right, not much more than grapes and some left-over Chinese take-out containers. Fortunately she had creamer. I added a generous helping to my coffee, and joined my sister at the table. We always got along, but after our parents died we really relied on each other. It just made us closer, best friends that shared a course through life, and as I looked at her sipping her coffee I was filled with gratitude. “So what's new with you?”

      “Well, I'm really liking my new job. The pay is decent, and the people are really nice. I'm glad I went with a small practice; it’s way more pleasant than my internship was at the hospital.”

      “It's a family practice, right?” I asked.

      “Yeah, we see people of all ages. It's nice because it seems like the type of place where you really get to know people. If there isn't anyone you don't know already in a town this size,” she answered. “People come by from the lodge once in a while, but not too often.”

      “That’s the ski place you mentioned?” I asked.

      “Yeah, Sawtooth Lodge opened about a year ago. It’s a big woodsy hotel. People stay there for guided tours, skiing, and hunting. Since they don’t stay long they don’t really need a doctor unless it’s an emergency,” Olivia answered.

      “How are the people you work with?” I asked.

      “Aspen Walker is the other nurse.” She smiled.

      “Aspen Walker that you were friends with in grade school? I thought she moved.” It was nice to hear a familiar name. Aspen and Olivia had been like two peas in a pod growing up. Aspen was a blond version of my sister: tall, thin, kind, and fun.

      “Yep, she did. But she moved back after nursing school. Her parents still live in California, but she missed home,” Liv said.

      “Small world,” I said.

      “Small town,” she replied.

      “How is she?” I asked.

      “The same as she always was, mostly. It’s great to have a friend at work. We’ve hung out a few times outside of work too. We did a wine and movie night the other week, and a night of dancing and bar hopping the other time. We took a cab to Idaho City. There’s a lot of great clubs there that I had never been to. You should come next time we go out.”

      “Sounds like fun. Just let me know when. So, how hot is the doctor you work with?” I gave Olivia a wide grin, enjoying the girl talk.

      “Eww. I mean, I don't mind older guys, but he is like seventy and just...not my type. But he's really nice.” I loved how even when grossed out, Liv tried to make things positive. “So did you go see Cole yet?”

      I pictured Cole as he’d stood close, as he’d touched me. He’d towered over me, holding me with his thick arms. I felt so small and feminine in his embrace. He looked down at me with deep golden eyes, as I stood broken and unsure. Yeah, I’d seen him, I thought.

      I’d screwed everything up, by leaving before, by running again.

      “Well, kind of,” I said. “I showed up long enough to see how hot he is now. Then I cried and ran away. So typically me.”

      “He really did get all muscular and brooding. He seems different since you left though, like he lost his fun side. I've only really seen him around the bar.”

      “Do you know if he's seeing anyone?” My cheeks heated, but I had to ask.

      “I know he dated some blond chick for a while, one that works at the bar. But I haven't seen him with anyone lately. We don't exactly socialize anymore, so I can't say for sure. Don't worry though, that blonde has nothing on you. Not the history, not those awesome curves—that I would love to have, by the way.”

      “Well I'd love to be able to eat like you and stay so thin. Everything I eat goes straight to my ass.” I poked the side of my pants where my hips flared out.

      “You should go see him.” Olivia gave me her serious eyes, the look she developed to scold me when she was my legal guardian.

      “I'm sure I made quite the impression. Looking like I rolled out of bed then fell down some steps, I show up out of nowhere and cry.” I didn't think it could have gone much worse.

      “So let's make another impression. I'll do your hair.” Olivia grinned and put her hand on mine.

      “Deal.” I was feeling a little better already.
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      I still couldn't believe Olivia had left my old room the way it had been, closet full of clothes and every detail the way it used to be. It was a real life saver, after taking so little with me from Elkston, to find my own toiletries and clothes waiting. It reminded me that she really wanted me to feel welcome, that this was my home.

      We combined some of Liv's knee-high boots with my favorite black skinny jeans, a long-sleeved, cream sweater from my old closet, and one of Liv's thick scarves that was the same blue as my eyes, with swirls of black. The combination of products and heat she used on my hair added the ideal balance of volume and wave without the frizziness I never managed to get rid of on my own. She covered my bruises with a layer of natural-looking makeup. I wished I could manage something half this attractive on my own. I actually looked like someone who didn't just have the crap beaten out of her. I looked like I used to.

      Olivia and I parted ways at the door as she headed to work. Crisp fall air hit me as I stepped out onto the porch. It pinched at my face, while warm, bright rays of sun beamed down from the cloudless sky. The combination screamed for the world to wake up. Pine needles rustled in the gentle but cool breeze, while birds chirped in the distance. The grass was speckled with fallen leaves and needles from shades of browns and greens to yellows. I headed down the porch steps, appreciating the natural signs of fall that weren't present in the city. Though I couldn't imagine it going well, I was sure I needed to make Cole’s bar my next stop.

      Walking back the way I came from yesterday, I was feeling a bit more confident and more myself. Twenty-four hours without seeing Frank and a little bit of quality time with my sister had made more of a difference than I had expected. I was grateful for the boost, and whatever happened with Cole, I had to remember this moment of feeling comfortable in my own skin.

      My stomach knotted more and more the closer I came to seeing Cole, a feeling I'd become too familiar with. I was glad I had decided to skip breakfast, probably couldn't keep anything down anyway.

      I wondered if I would get to see Cole in another three-piece suit. I sure hoped so. He never used to be a suit kind of guy, but in that sharp, black jacket with hard lines that followed his broad shoulders and the cinched buttons down his chiseled chest, he definitely pulled it off. The thought of getting another look at him made me giddy, while the idea of talking to him wracked my nerves. My emotions were all over the place over Cole, something I'd never experienced with anyone else. He had said he missed me, but would he still feel that way after the shock of seeing me had time to wear off?

      Lost in thought, my body moved on autopilot. I arrived at Sawtooth Den before I registered how close I actually was. Four blocks in no time, in heels. I stood for a moment in front of the door, afraid to open it and go inside. I couldn't screw this up. Maybe he would accept me as a friend, be able to forgive me for leaving. I reached for the door handle, but a large, hairy hand beat me to it.

      I looked to the man the arm was attached too, startled by his sudden appearance. Had he been there the whole time? Was I that lost in thought? I didn't think so, but that was too fast to appear from nowhere. His short, dirty blond hair spiked all over the place, a look that said he rolled out of bed that way. His worn leather jacket, t-shirt, and tattered jeans reminded me a bit of the way Cole used to dress. His features were sharp and narrow, his face split in a devilish, curved grin. His deep, nearly-black eyes looked me up and down slowly, lingering longer than I was comfortable with on my breasts. I squirmed, feeling naked under his gaze. His arm remained firmly on the door handle, placing him between me and my destination.

      “Excuse me,” I said, nodding at the door.

      His grin widened and he took a step closer to me, licking his lips. His breath reeked of liquor, and as I looked into his eyes I became more uneasy. His pupils were dilated; he reminded me of a crazed animal, starved and ready to attack.

      I straightened my back, held my chin up, and stood my ground.

      The door slammed open from the inside with a crash and a deep growl from a man within. The man inside pushed the creep out of my way, and before me in the doorway stood a six-foot vision in a charcoal suit. Cole. My heart beat happily in my chest.

      The shirt underneath his jacket was left unbuttoned at the top, allowing me a peek at the firm, tanned chest underneath. His dark hair sat neatly combed back from his strong, square face. He had shaved since yesterday, and I admired the hard lines of his smooth jaw. I ached to touch him, to feel the hard body under the expensive suit.

      “Hailey.”

      I looked up at Cole's beautiful, golden eyes and saw concern in his furrowed brow. I loved the way he said my name.

      “Hi.”

      “Are you okay?” His words were gentle, though his face was firm.

      “Yeah.” I tried not to stammer as I stared in awe at perfection. Butterflies swirled in my stomach. “I, uh. Can we talk?”

      His face softened as he gave me a gentle smile, a smile that I had almost forgotten, so warm and familiar. “Yes, of course. How about a late breakfast? Have you eaten?”

      “Yes. No. I um…” I should really think before speaking. My face heated to what I was sure was an unattractive shade of red.

      Cole's face showed no sign of amusement or acknowledgement of my fumbling. I bet he got that reaction a lot. What girl wouldn't trip over her feet at the sight of him?

      I cleared my throat and said, “I would love breakfast.”

      He took a step closer to me, and I stared into his warm, golden eyes. They looked like impeccably surreal bits of sunlight. He placed a hand on the middle of my back, sliding it down to rest just above the top of my pants. Every hair stood on end at his touch, an electric spark that set me on fire. Hormones trumped all rational thought, my nervousness forgotten. All I could think about was his touch, how good it felt, how I needed more. His hand lingered on the small of my back as he walked me behind the building.

      I expected to see the beat up junker of a car he used to drive, but was surprised by the large motorcycle we stopped in front of. “You drive a Harley now?”

      “A lot has changed.” He straddled the giant machine and held out a small black helmet for me. The massive ride suited his huge stature; and he looked natural seated on it.

      I eyed the space on the seat behind Cole. I had never ridden on a motorcycle before. I put on the helmet, thankful for the protection it offered. Careful not to fall as I stretched my leg up over the back of the seat, I climbed on awkwardly behind Cole. Thank god I hadn’t worn a skirt. My feet dangled off the sides as I searched for the place they were supposed to rest. When I was settled, we took off. I tightened my arms around his hard chest, nervous but enjoying the feel of him. He was as hard as he looked, and I was so glad this wasn't a car. A lot had changed.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

          

      

    

    






Cole

        

      

    

    
      Hailey warmed me as she clung to my back, pressing her supple curves against me. The softness of her felt so right that I didn't want it to end. I drove slowly through the woods, taking my time.

      She looked amazing today, almost as I remembered her. I worried that the weight she lost had been due to stress. I worried that she may not be as healthy as she should be. That I wasn't there to take care of her. That I wasn't there to protect her from whoever dare lay a hand on her, marring her otherwise flawless face. She’d covered it well today, but I couldn't forget the dark bruising that hid underneath the makeup. No one would hurt her again. A growl rumbled in my chest. My animal instincts showed through—a wolf protects.

      I couldn't show her my anger again, couldn't let her see my primal need to protect her, to love her. I couldn't risk scaring her away. I couldn't show her my inner wolf. I focused back on what I could do. I felt her hips pressed just behind mine, and her full breasts pressed into my back as her arms pulled me close. Hailey’s gentle face nuzzled in against the wind. I loved feeling her small size against my huge frame. Her feminine softness made me feel more rugged in comparison.
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Hailey

        

      

    

    
      As I squeezed against his back, I wondered where Cole was taking me. I didn't think there were any restaurants this far out into the wilderness, but I hadn't been home in a long time.

      We pulled to a stop and I released Cole from my grasp, reluctant to let him go. He tilted the bike slightly to the side to allow me to hop down. This place didn't even feel like the outskirts of a small town anymore—we were alone in nature.

      Then I looked up at a huge cabin that seemed more a part of the landscape than any house that size had a right to be. The colors mirrored the surrounding woods, warm cedar with accents the shade of pine needles. The clay and gray stones of the foundation looked like they could have been picked up off of the surrounding forest floor, and they supported the walls that cut into the mountainside. Wooden decking wrapped around both sides of the building, expanding the width to include almost as much outdoor living space as indoor, and meeting the earth on one side. Enormous windows allowed me to see straight through the center of the house to the dense trees and blue sky on the other side. It must have been an amazing view for sunrise and sunset. No detail was overlooked, as stated by the ornate carving nestled on the front of the home between the roof's eaves. It must have been chiseled by hand, a mountain in the background, a pine in front and to the side, and a wolf in the foreground. That I could distinguish the shapes and detail from this distance was a true testament to the talent of the artist. If only my paintings could inspire as much awe as this work provoked in me.

      “It's beautiful,” I said as I stared at the building that belonged in a fairytale.

      “Thank you.” Cole smiled down at me from my side. He’d already climbed off the bike, and I hadn't even noticed his movement. I must have been really lost in thought to miss the sound of him.

      “I don't see any signs—do you own this restaurant?” I looked at him, confused.

      “This is my home.” Cole just watched me, waiting for my response.

      “You live here?” My eyes widened at the thought.

      “You don't like it?” His eyebrows lowered in concern.

      “It's amazing. How did you afford something like this?” It really was amazing, a work of art.

      “Come inside. We can talk over breakfast.”

      Confusion and frustration built inside me. I wondered why he wouldn't just tell me what was going on with him? Why couldn't he just give me the full truth, tell me straight, for the first time in forever?

      Trying to get my thoughts clear and into words, I took a deep breath and sighed. How could being near this man throw me off so much?

      Before I could put up an argument, he placed his hand on the small of my back and ushered me toward the front door. His touch calmed me, clearing my thoughts so all I could think about was the warmth of his hand and the vulnerability I felt at the small contact. I wanted to feel more of him, to touch him back.

      A stone path led us to a large, ornate wooden door. In the center was the same carving I’d seen from where we parked. I placed a finger on the wolf as Cole unlocked the door. I felt the grooves and ridges, the fine detail that must have been done with care by hand.

      “What is this?” I asked, appreciating the craftsmanship.

      “It's a wolf.” Quite the response.

      “Duh. I mean, what does it mean?” I really needed a conversation with him that offered more.

      “It's my family crest, passed down with my father's name. It reminds me of him, of my line.”

      My heart warmed as he opened up to me, answering one of my questions instead of deflecting. I smiled at him and took his hand as he led me inside his home. The entry opened into the heart of the building, a beautiful but bare space. Tall, thin windows on the sides of the door were mirrored across the room from floor to ceiling, along both sides of a giant stone hearth. Pine boards covered the floors; I guessed the same tree type as the evergreens surrounding the home. There were no furnishings or signs anyone lived here except a pile of pillows and blankets gathered in front of the hearth.

      “Haven't lived here long I'm guessing.”

      “No.” And we were back to one word answers.

      “Didn't even get a couch yet?” I asked, hoping for more.

      “Work keeps me busy, and I don't have a lot of guests,” he answered.

      “I can see that. Nowhere to sit.”

      “Come,” he commanded, gently pulling my hand and leading me farther into the house.

      I gladly obeyed, eager to explore more of his space, to explore more of the man he had become. We crossed under an arched entryway to the next room, which opened into a stainless steel, state-of-the-art kitchen with marble countertops, wooden cabinets, and heavy wooden bar stools along a butcher block-topped island. The earth tones matched the mountain and the style of the house. The cabinets looked custom built; a lot of care was spent designing and putting together this kitchen.

      “Soooo, I'm guessing you still like to cook,” I said, taking in the room.

      “Love to cook,” he replied.

      I smiled at Cole as he walked toward the fridge. He opened the steel door and started placing food on the counter. He pulled two plates out of the cabinet next to the fridge without looking, eyes focused on the food. He must know this space well, I thought to myself.

      “Anything I can do to help?” I offered.

      “Have a seat, I've got it.”

      “Really?”

      “Let me do this for you. Rest and enjoy. Tell me about college.”

      He wanted to cook for me. I didn't remember the last time a man did that for me. Well yeah, I did. The last time was before I left; Cole liked to cook for me then too. How hot is a man that can look so good in a suit, drive a motorcycle, and cook? I sat down on the stool as I was told, a little surprised at myself for so eagerly following every command.

      “What are you making?” I asked, feeling how empty my stomach was.

      “A surprise.” He looked at me over his shoulder with a smug grin as he chopped something out of my sight. “So what did you choose to study in school?”

      His body turned back to the work in front of him, but his attention was on me. I watched his strong silhouette as he chopped, and appreciated the hard masculine lines of his natural stance, the tightening of his shoulders as his arms moved.

      “Art. Well, you know I've always loved to draw. I took some intro classes my first year, and really fell in love with oil painting. I'm still not great at it, but I found something I really love. I was thinking about getting my master’s and teaching grade school, but I haven’t decided. I think it would feel good to share my passion with others.”

      “You would be great with kids. That's wonderful, Hailey.” Cole's voice deepened as he spoke, saying my name in such a sensual way I felt it reverberate inside me. Was I so entranced by him to think he would be even a fraction into me as I was into him? This clearly gorgeous man could have anyone he wanted, and he’d already lost interest in me once. That memory stung.

      Oblivious to my negative thoughts, he asked, “Are you just here to visit then?”

      My stomach knotted at his words; of course he would want to know why I was here if I was planning to keep going to school. There certainly wasn't a college in this tiny town. What could I tell him? That I was a mess, that I ran away from an abusive asshole, that I had no idea what I was doing? “I don't know.”

      I sat quietly, not sure what else to say, listening to the sizzle of something that smelled amazing on the stove.

      “I'm glad you're here,” he said.

      My tension eased; he wasn't going to push. He was happy I was there. Did that mean I had fallen into the friend zone? I still didn't know anything about his life. Was he married? Dating someone?

      “Tell me something about you. How did you end up with such a gorgeous house?”

      “I built it,” he answered, matter of fact.

      “You built it?” I stared at him, mouth gaping.

      “Well, Lance helped me, and I had to hire some people like an electrician, plumber, roofer.”

      “How did you learn to do...” I gestured all around me, waving a hand in the air, “all of this?”

      “After my father died, my family pushed me to take a larger role in our business. I hated it. When you left, I started woodworking. I needed something just for me.”

      “It's beautiful.” I felt like such an ass. What else could I say? I left because I didn't think you wanted me anymore. I should have stuck around and been a better friend after your father died.

      Cole set a heaping plate in front of me. The huge omelet, with asparagus placed across the top, looked like something made by a professional chef in a high-end restaurant. A creamy sauce swirled across the plate. Beautiful. I stuck my finger into the sauce and tasted it. It was rich and full of flavor. Unfamiliar herbs, creamy, just awesome. He wasn't just as good at cooking as when I had left—he was even better.

      “Wow.” A good word to sum it up.

      He placed a napkin, fork, and glass of orange juice beside my plate. “You can have a fork.” He smiled at me playfully, something I hadn’t seen in a long time.

      I stuck my tongue out at him as my stomach growled loudly.

      “Just in time it seems.” He gifted me another smile before putting a second plate next to mine and sitting by my side.

      “This looks amazing. But I don't know if I can eat this much.” I eyed the giant portion.

      “Eat as much or as little as you'd like.”

      Cole took a bite of his omelet, so I did the same.

      “Mmmmm,” I moaned.

      I savored each flavor of the sauce, the vegetables, and the eggs. The combination with the cheesy mushroom filling was easily the best thing I had ever tasted.

      “I could get used to this. What are you doing for dinner?” I joked, smiling at him and loving everything about this moment.

      “Cooking for you,” he replied, looking deep into my eyes with his beautiful golden ones, telling me he was serious.

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely.” His eyes sparkled, and I knew he was sincere.

      “I would love that,” I replied, never meaning anything more.

      “Then it's a date,” he said.

      My stomach fluttered in excitement. A date. With this sexy, talented, wonderful man. My thoughts took another negative turn. He was even more out of my league than he had been when we dated the first time. Plus we ended things so poorly, with him not returning my calls, not wanting to let me comfort him after his father’s death. I let him. I ran away instead of trying to be whatever he needed, without waiting for him to be ready to talk.

      I shook off the dark thoughts. I didn’t know if enough had changed, but I hoped so. Maybe we could figure this out.

      I devoured every last bite of the omelet. If I was alone, I would have licked the plate. I couldn't remember the last time I had eaten so much, and had felt so giddy. “If it's a date, I'd like to wear a dress. You know, so no motorcycle. Can I have Olivia drop me off?”

      He smiled at me, an affectionate look I couldn't wait to see again, over and over. “I'll pick you up at seven. No motorcycle. I promise.”

      A faint buzzing rattled, his cellphone vibrating in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen, his brows furrowed at whatever it said. “I'm sorry, I have to go. Can I take you home?”

      “Yeah, thanks. I had a great time,” I answered, disappointed that our time together was at an end. I hoped it wasn’t another girl that he was choosing to spend time with over me.

      Cole stood, and I followed. “Good, me too,” he said.

      He placed a hand on the small of my back, sending pangs of desire through me. Desire to touch him, to take him over to that pile of bedding on the floor and rock his world. I settled on feeling his firm chest through his suit jacket while we rode back to my sister's house, snuggling against his back and enjoying the moment for what it was.
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Cole

        

      

    

    
      I listened as best as I could to my mother's lecture, but my thoughts lingered on Hailey. “...from the valley, and you weren't here. Where were you?” Zaria said.

      “I had something personal to do,” I said.

      “You can be sure they'll tell Crazy Eyes you weren't around. You’ve left us all vulnerable.”

      “I won't let them hurt anyone in the pack.” Not wanting to settle on a mate wasn't the same as not caring for or protecting my family.

      “It's too much temptation,” she said. “If you won't take your place as alpha he will come for it, and we will all pay the price for you dragging your feet.”

      There was some truth in her words, it was only a matter of time before an outsider came to put in a claim or someone local tried to step up. The longer we went without an alpha, the more likely it became.

      “If Crazy Eyes or anyone else puts in a claim, I will defend the pack. I don't have to be alpha for that.” It was what Garret had been doing for three years.

      “It's an unnecessary risk. You could be hurt, or worse.” Her brows lowered, but her tone remained steady and neutral.

      “I can handle him. Now, I need to get back to work.” I spoke firmly. This conversation was over.

      Frustration clear on her face, my mother accepted my dismissal. She was lucky she was my mother, since this is what she justified as a 911 text. She left me in peace with my stack of papers. Next on my pile was another report of a too-quiet patrol, and not nearly enough wildlife as there should be in the eastern section of our territory. From all over the land we held claim to, more reports came in of the same. A few incident reports of minor scuffles between shifters had been submitted, but nothing that needed to be addressed right away. Order requests for more liquor for the bar were mixed with the papers. The stack never seemed to end, mindless work. Seven missed calls, four voicemails, two texts, and each had come during my short time with Hailey. All had come from my mother except for one text from Harkins:

      

      Axel's back. Got it handled.

      

      I appreciated the heads up, but it still surprised me every time I receive a text from the behemoth. How those giant fingers managed the buttons I would never know.

      I watched the clock, counting the minutes until I saw Hailey again. I knew I shouldn't let her get close; she deserved so much more than a man who would spend half of his life running around as a wolf. But just at the thought of her, my inner beast drove me to run to her, to touch her, to make her my mate. I struggled to keep my attention on my job, to restrain myself. I knew I was no good for her as a mate, but I had to protect her. I needed to see that she was well cared for. I tried to convince myself that if I knew she was healthy and safe, it would be enough. But I knew that was a lie.
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Hailey

        

      

    

    
      It was easy to choose which store to go to for our groceries: Miller's Market. The small, family-owned general store had been the only one in town for my whole life. The worn wooden floors, the chest-high shelves, and the musty smell of age and lemon cleanser reminded me of my childhood.

      “While you were at school they opened up a Food Mart a block over, where that empty field was.” Olivia informed me.

      “Oh yeah? I didn't notice it.” I thought back to our ride over.

      “Well, no one went. They closed down within a few weeks,” she said.

      “Mrs. Miller probably shook her broom at anyone headed that way.” I could just picture her in her denim dress, swinging her broom on the doorstep of Food Mart at anyone that betrayed her, customer and employee alike.

      By the grin that split Liv's face, I was sure she was imagining just about the same thing. “I bet she would have if anyone dared to go over there. Everyone just kept coming here, pretending it didn't exist.”

      “And now it doesn't. Do you eat ramen?” I lifted a box off of the shelf filled with the easy-to-cook noodles.

      “Eh, sometimes.” Not a rave review.

      “This stuff got me through college, well for the couple years I went,” I said.

      “I prefer foods that don't look like cubes when you open them.” Liv scrunched her nose at the thought.

      “Well, then you’ll have to cook.” I didn't make a whole lot more than foods that looked like cubes.

      “I make a mean peanut butter and jelly.” Olivia winked at me.

      “Oh I remember. I think we lived on that and grilled cheese for like a year. The year of the cheese.” The first year after mom and dad died had been the hardest. Liv kept us fed though, and I loved her for it.

      “I've improved a bit since then. Let's get some spaghetti.” She put a package of noodles and a jar of tomato sauce in our cart.

      “Fancy.” I leaned my head on Olivia's arm as we walked slowly down the aisles. It really felt good to be home.
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      After the store, Olivia and I watched reruns of old shows on TV. The time flew by, and before I knew it I had to get ready for my date. Olivia offered to help me with my hair and make-up, and I gladly accepted. We pulled my hair up into a classy ponytail with looser pieces framing my face. Liv added dark, smoky shadow to my eyes and deep pink to my lips, balanced well to give me a sultry look. If I tried to do the same thing later on my own I would end up looking like a clown or a hooker; that was the reason I usually just put on lip gloss and mascara.

      Beneath my coat, the boning corset of my dress accentuated my hourglass figure, showcasing my breasts with a moderate amount of cleavage. The flowing skirt hit above the knee, making me feel sexy but still comfortable. The fabric was an almost black charcoal, and the whole look was finished with cream-colored stilettos.

      I stepped out onto the porch, knowing Cole would be here soon. Even in the icy air my palms were moist with sweat. I had trouble standing still. I felt like a teenager again, waiting for my boyfriend to pick me up for prom. Knowing that I had the same date now as I did then added to the effect. Butterflies swirled in my stomach, a pleasant excitement that I welcomed. I pulled my cream-toned trench coat in close as the cool night air bit at my skin. I could have waited inside, but I wanted to enjoy every moment I could alone with Cole. I wanted to be with him as soon as he arrived.

      I reached into my pocket to check the time on my phone, forgetting that I had left it at my apartment back in Elkston. It was a reminder of why I was here in Sawtooth Peaks. But it didn't matter what had brought me here—I was back, and I was going on a date with a sexy, muscular, matured version of my high school sweetheart.

      A shiny black truck rolled to a stop along the street in front of the house. I rushed down the steps, wanting to see him as soon as possible. As the gorgeous sex god climbed out of the truck in his striking suit, I took a mental picture of the flawless specimen of manliness in front of me. I still couldn't believe this strong, large, luscious man wanted to spend his time with me. I couldn't imagine what he saw in me. I jumped into him, throwing my arms around his waist. He put a large, gentle hand behind my head, and the other between my shoulder blades. Pressing against him, I felt the firmness of his abs and smelled the masculine, earthy scent of him. A rumbling growl deep in his chest told me he was enjoying the feel of me as well. I loved the animalistic reaction that I caused. I could stand here all night on the sidewalk, content just to be in his arms.

      “Hailey.” His deep, seductive tone turned my butterflies into an ache. An ache to touch more of him. What this man could do to me with just one word. I knew I would lose myself in him, do anything for him if he just asked. “Let's get to dinner,” he said.

      Dinner wasn’t what I was hungry for, but it was a more reasonable way to start a date.

      The interior of the truck was spacious, clean, and new-smelling. I stared at Cole sitting beside me. I loved the way his muscular arms flexed and controlled the huge vehicle with ease, shifting gears and steering.

      “New truck?” I asked, trying to distract myself from his physical perfection.

      “No, but I drive the bike as much as I can. I use the truck during the snowy months, and when I need to carry wood or other carpentry supplies.”

      “I guess you can't carry much on your bike,” I said.

      “That's true. You look beautiful, Hailey.”

      I blushed at his words, even as he watched the road instead of me.

      “So do you,” I said. So do you? Really?

      His lips turned up into a slight smile.

      I tried not to say anything stupid or drool while I looked at him for the rest of the trip.
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      During the short ride to my cabin I enjoyed the small talk with Hailey. Before I knew it, we were back in my living room.

      “Can I take your jacket?” I asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      I slid the coat off of her arms, slowly revealing her shoulders and bare neck. Her fair, warm skin was exposed just inches from me. Her natural scent intoxicated me. My inner wolf desperately pushed me to take a bite, to claim her. To make her my mate. It would only take a moment, and she would be mine, untouchable by any other shifter. I took a step away, maintaining control. Protecting her from myself, from my inner animal and what it would mean if I let him take over.

      I took her jacket and walked two steps back. She twirled her skirt as she turned toward me, her blue eyes shining happily as she looked into mine. She was a vision, an unattainable goddess. Her full, sexy breasts were highlighted by the snug top of her dress. The cinching of fabric around her waist accentuated her feminine curves. My inner wolf went wild, more desperate to touch her. To have her. A growl escaped me, an outward sign of my inner struggle.

      “That dress,” I growled.

      “You like it?” She beamed at me, clearly satisfied by my reaction. If she knew what I was, what I wanted, she wouldn't be so pleased.

      “I can barely resist you,” I admitted.

      “Then don't.” Hailey looked up at me through thick eyelashes.

      I moved in before I could think, faster than I should let her see. I pulled her close, feeling her soft curves against my chest. Bending my neck, I took her full lips onto mine. Her mouth was familiar yet different from how I remembered it, exciting to explore. Her lips were more pillowy than they had been and she moved them differently, more naturally than I remembered. She moved with me, her lips feeling mine, her tongue gently pushing my mouth open. She tasted exactly like I remembered, cool and tingly from her favorite mints, warm and moist, and oh so Hailey. My Hailey.

      I grasped at her back, needing to be closer, wanting to feel her skin against mine. Desire radiated out from our contact, setting my body on fire. My cock pressed hard against her through my pants. I caressed her tongue with mine, massaging deep into her mouth. My animal desires urged me forward. Growling, needing, hungry for Hailey. Take her. Mine. Mine. She lifted my shirt tails from my waistband with gentle, petite hands, touching my stomach with her fingertips. Finally, her skin on mine. I pushed my tongue harder, rougher into her moist and accepting mouth.

      I froze as I heard a quiet growl from within her. Oh shit. What was I thinking? I took a step back. I had promised her dinner, brought her here to provide for her. There I was ready to rip off her clothes and mate her, exactly what I had been telling myself I couldn't do. What I should never put her through. She deserved so much better than this, than me.

      I looked into her eyes, unsure what to say. The woman I loved with everything I was—man and beast—looked up at me with confusion and hurt in her eyes. Hurt that I had put there with just a kiss. Imagine the pain I would cause her if she knew what kind of monster I really was. I couldn't lose control. I needed to keep the wolf inside me at bay.

      “I should start dinner.” I took her hand and led her to the kitchen. I pulled out chicken breasts, button mushrooms, pinot grigio, and fingerling potatoes from the fridge. I grabbed two glasses out of the cabinet and poured some of the wine that paired nicely with my chicken marsala.

      I set a glass down in front of Hailey, who sat quietly on a bar stool. She stared down at the glass, not once looking up at me as I served the wine. Pain twinged in my gut. I was such an asshole. I shouldn't have let it get that close. I shouldn't have hurt her. Without a word between us, I cooked and she sat sipping her wine. We ate. I waited until she had finished every bite before speaking and ruining her appetite.

      “I'm sorry,” I said.

      “Sorry you kissed me? Sorry you brought me here? Do I really disgust you that much?” Like a switch flipped, tears streamed down her cheeks. Her eyes were on fire, her cheeks a heated pink.

      “You could never disgust me.” I put a hand on her bare shoulder, wanting to comfort her, wanting for her to understand, but unable to explain. I could never tell my secret.

      “Then what?” She shrugged away from my touch, eyes blazing with enough heat to burn through the wooden walls.

      “I'm afraid.”

      The tension in her stance lessened, her shoulders dropping. The anger was melting away, and only signs of sadness remained. Her pink cheeks moistened with tears that continued flowing. She looked down at her hands.

      I tilted her chin up, looking deep into her beautiful, cerulean eyes. I grasped her hands in mine, touching her but keeping a safe distance. The temptation to taste her, to show her physically exactly how I felt was overwhelming. I needed to keep space between us to keep control.

      “Afraid of what?” she asked.

      “Afraid to lose my control, afraid to hurt you by giving in,” I said.

      “I know you would never hurt me. I trust you. I love you.”

      My heart was full at those three words. A wound repaired that I hadn't even known was there. Her eyes were desperate, needy. I lifted her from the stool, one hand beneath her knees, the other behind her back. I pulled her close against my chest, loving her small size. She reached around my neck with her arms, looking deep in my eyes and waiting for my response.

      I kissed her gently on the forehead and walked toward my bedding in front of the fireplace. I looked down at the breathtaking angel in my arms. Seeing her need for me so plain on her face made her impossible to resist. I needed to please her, to give her everything.

      “I love you too. More than anything,” I confessed.

      She kissed me hard, pressing her tongue deep into my mouth. We were one, whole by each other's touch, by each other's love. I held my Hailey, tasting her, feeling the truth of her words as her full lips caressed mine. We held our embrace forever, moments or eternity, it didn't matter. We had each other. She moved a hand down my chest, pulled out the knot of my tie and unbuttoned my shirt. Sliding her hand in the top of my shirt, she stirred a growl from inside me. I set her down gently on the outstretched blanket, and walked to the fireplace.

      “You know, I'm getting mixed signals here,” she breathed.

      I put an armful of logs in the hearth and lit a fire, my back to Hailey. I stood and turned to face her. She sat leaning back on her hands, knees up exposing her curvy thighs as the skirt bunched downward. Her form-fitting bodice showcased her exquisite breasts, her body submissive to me. A barely clothed goddess, Hailey waited for me in my bed. My hard cock throbbed with anticipation.

      “Sorry.” I used the only word that expressed my feelings. As desperate for her as she was for me, I was afraid to lose control, but I was so turned on.

      I moved in close to her, sitting just behind her back. I pulled her into me, and onto my lap. Her intoxicating scent of lavender, vanilla, and simply Hailey made it hard to think. She snuggled in to my chest, tilting her neck as she leaned back. She couldn't know how great my desire was to claim her, mate her, when she showed me such submission.

      I whispered, “You should know that I will always love you, protect you, care for you. But there are things I can't share with you. You would be better off with someone else. Someone who could give you everything you deserve.”

      “I only want you.” She tilted her head to me, and our tongues entwined. My cock yearned for her, throbbed as her hips pressed against it in that skirt. I ran my fingers over her breast, an ample abundance even for my large hand. I squeezed gently, needing to feel her.

      “Mmmmm.” She wiggled into me, torturously teasing my trapped erection.

      “Let me worship you,” I growled.

      She blushed and obeyed.

      I ran my hand from her knee up the length of her thigh, gently tickling the moist, soft fabric of her panties. “You are the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”

      Moans escaped her, and my inner wolf begged to bite her neck. I focused on what my Hailey needed, ignoring my base desire. I teased with my finger, tracing her shape. I slid my other hand inside her bodice, and outlined her nipple with my finger. I flicked and pinched her hard tip.

      “Please. Please. Mmmm,” she moaned.

      It was my turn to obey. I slid a finger beneath the thin, wet fabric of her panties. I circled her clit, and heat radiated from her need.

      “Please. It feels so good.” Her body flushed and her head pressed back into me. She put her hand over mine, pressing me harder onto her opening. I slid the tip of my index finger into her. She dug her fingers into my leg as I moved gently in and out, her hot, wet tunnel squeezing my finger. I wanted to be inside of her, be one with her, mate her. But I suppressed my urges and focused on what she needed.

      “You're so tight.” I smiled down at her, my Hailey.

      It was too good to be true, feeling her in my arms, pleasuring her the way she deserved. She tightened around me, squeezing, gasping, releasing. I held her as the fire flickered, content to stay in this moment forever.
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Hailey

        

      

    

    
      I lay tired and content against the wonderful man I loved. Cole really had changed, and I loved the new him. The kind, fun, caring boy was still inside, but the man he had become was mature, experienced, and sensitive to my needs.

      “You're different than I remember,” I murmured. Way sexier.

      “You're different, too.” He ran his large hand through my hair. His hands were callused from working with wood, rough and manly, yet soft and gentle when he touched me. “When are you going to tell me about your bruises?”

      Feeling completely open, knowing he had seen me vulnerable and raw, I opened up. “There was this guy back at school.”

      He stilled a moment, chest firm with tension, but only a moment. Then he softened and continued stroking my hair, putting me totally at ease.

      “We went out a few times, but he wasn't for me.” He just listened, so I continued, “He’s a pediatric surgeon. A friend of mine from school introduced us. I thought a doctor that worked with kids must be a good person. After I met him, he seemed okay at first, but I just wasn't that into him. He was a bit old for me, and the more time I spent with him, the more apparent it was that we had nothing in common. So I didn't call him back after the third date when he wanted to make another. He started showing up at my school and my apartment, making excuses about why he happened to be there or some great trip he had planned for us. After I tried to avoid him and gently suggested I wasn't interested, he got pushier.

      “One morning I found a letter and a teddy bear at my door when I was leaving for classes. The note said that we were meant to be together, and he knew I was ‘the one.’ So I finally called him back. I figured this guy was a bit delusional, but he didn't seem like a bad guy. He answered right away, and I laid it all out. I told him it wasn't working for me, and I didn't want to see him anymore. He screamed and hung up. He grabbed me from the alley next to my building when I left. The asshole was right there the whole time. That's when he hit me. He hit me until I couldn't fight back, until I lay on the ground just waiting for it to be over. He said some crazy crap about how it was my fault.”

      Now that I was letting it all out, I kept talking, like the floodgates had opened. My heart lightened, like sharing with him made it not hurt quite so much. I didn't have to bear the weight alone. “I went to the police, gave them the letter, showed them the bruises, got a restraining order.”

      “So you weren't going to leave?”

      I didn't look at Cole for fear of crying. I needed to finish. “No, I was going to keep going to school. I thought I had it under control. Then he showed up one night. In my bed.”

      Cole gently touched my face near my eye, traced my lip, touching where my makeup hid the damage. I looked up into his eyes. His face was hard, distant. His eyes were dark and distant, lacking their usual beautiful golden sparkle.

      “I didn't mean to upset you,” I said. It was a lot to dump on him; maybe I should have held back.

      “You haven't done anything wrong.” He kissed my forehead with soothing, tender lips. “Thank you for telling me. Is there more?”

      “I left a lot there. I felt vulnerable after that night, and had to leave.”

      “I'm glad you're here. You’re stronger than you know, Hailey.” Running away didn't make me feel strong, but I was glad he saw it that way.

      We sat without speaking, feeling the warmth of the fire and each other. I let out the tears I had been fighting as I lay against him. I didn't realize how drained I felt until I started to drift off to sleep in Cole's arms.
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      I woke to the smell of bacon. I lay in a bundle of warm blankets alone, but content. Sleeping on the floor was much more comfortable than I'd expected. It must have been the company. I couldn't remember when I had slept so well. No bad dreams.

      The fire had gone out some time during the night, but the warmth of our bodies in the blankets was a comfort against the cool air. I looked toward the kitchen, beckoned by the delicious smell.

      A shirtless Cole stepped through the doorway. His hair was damp from a recent shower.  Sweatpants hung from his hips, accentuating firm lines that led downward. My first glimpse of the sublimely chiseled man who’d explored my body and soul just the night before was picture perfect. Lean and sculpted, broad shoulders and washboard abs, a masculine touch of hair on his chest. Yum.

      “Wow.” That summed it up.

      Cole gave me a wicked smile. He lowered two plates in front of me, each topped with a breakfast of eggs, bacon, and a streusel-topped muffin. Those looked good, too. Cole's cooking was a definite treat.

      “You know if I wasn't here I would probably be eating a granola bar and some coffee,” I said. “A big cup of coffee.”

      “Good thing you're here.” He walked toward me. His tight muscles flexed with his movement. He made me oh so hungry.

      “Is it time for me to return the favor?” I licked my lips, staring at the gorgeous man that drove my desire. Last night, he hadn’t let me pleasure him in return.

      “Well unless things have changed, I think I make the better breakfast.” He leaned down and set the two plates in front of me, then sat across from me on the floor.

      I smiled back, wondering if he’d purposefully misunderstood me. “That you do. Where's your bathroom?”

      Cole led me upstairs through an empty bedroom to a bathroom with a granite countertop. The room was beautiful in creams, grays, and wood—masculine and well-crafted, like the man who owned it. The bathroom was yet another portion of the house that felt hardly lived in, but still exquisite. A hand towel lay neatly folded on the sink, soap beside it. I ran warm water and rinsed my face. I used the towel to pat it dry and looked in the mirror. I was a mess, hair disheveled, makeup smeared.

      “Can I shower?” I yelled through the door.

      A moment later, he knocked at the bathroom door. I opened it and found Cole dressed in another exceptional suit: black jacket and pants, white shirt, and purple tie. He held out a pile of linens, and I gladly accepted them. I really needed the shower, and I didn’t know if he would have extra towels since he seemed to only have what he needed. The only thing he seemed to have in abundance was food.

      “Help yourself to anything. There's toothpaste and a fresh toothbrush in the third drawer. Just promise you’ll eat your breakfast after. I'd hate for you to waste away on granola bars and coffee.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at him and then shut the door. I looked at the pile he’d handed me. A washcloth, bath towel, a huge t-shirt, and much-too-long pants. Cole's clothes. I pulled off my panties and formfitting dress from the night before, dropping them on the floor. I walked into the large open shower. The walls and floor were the same stone as the foundation of the home. The entrance to the shower was large and only partially walled, with no door. I turned on the water and was pleasantly surprised that none escaped the shower space. Warm water ran down through my hair and over my body. There was one bottle in the shower. I opened it and smelled the toasted cinnamon scent of Cole’s body wash. There were no labels on the bottle, like he’d had it custom made. It almost smelled like Cole. It was the scent that mixed with his natural earthy essence. I used my washcloth and rubbed Cole's soap all over, savoring his smell.

      When I left the shower and dressed in Cole's clothes, I relished the fact that everything on me was his. I was covered in everything Cole. I rolled up the legs of the pants and headed out to where we had slept. Next to my breakfast was a large cup of coffee, a small pitcher of milk, and a bowl of sugar cubes. Always thinking of me.

      I sat down, realizing how hungry I was. The combination of the energy expended through the long night and the tempting aromas of Cole’s expert cooking turned me from fine to starving in a second. He seemed to have disappeared, so I sat and ate greedily, expecting him to return any minute. Everything was delicious. The coffee was fresh and flavorful, the eggs and bacon were cooked just the right amount. I finished with the delectable muffin, dropped the dishes into the sink, and went back to brush my teeth. I picked a red toothbrush from the drawer and brushed away my morning breath. Full of coffee and feeling clean, I was ready to start the day. I walked around the house, exploring the large empty rooms. When I didn't find Cole, I put on my jacket and heels and walked out onto the porch. He stood in his suit, leaning against the railing and looking off into the distance. I wished I had a camera because the wooded mountains in the backdrop framed a remarkable man dressed for a different world.

      “Hey.” I snuggled up beside him.

      “Hey,” he replied, looking down at me.

      “Whatcha thinking?” I asked.

      “I don't think you can get everything you want from me,” he answered.

      “You're all I want,” I replied.

      “What about school? What about the future?” Cole looked down at me, his brow furrowed.

      “What about the future?” I asked.

      “I may not be able to give you the kind of life that you want later, in five years or ten. Even if you think it's what you want now.” Cole's eyes were sad and distant, so different from the night before.

      “Why are you pushing me away? Everything's been going so well. Is it what I told you? You think I'm broken?” I demanded, hurt that he would do this after we had been so close.

      “No, of course not.” He pulled me to his chest and squeezed me. “It's my duty, my family. It's me.”

      “So it's the same as before? You can't tell me that life's not different. That we aren't different.” My cheeks heated as my temper rose.

      “Some things change. Some things don't,” he replied.

      “This time I won't leave. You can't push me away. I’ll wait until you’re ready to talk. I have the right to decide what I want.”

      He held me close, enveloping me in his arms. I felt so small up against him, my body giving way to his hard massive chest. He towered over me, protecting me from the world. My safe place.

      “Okay,” he said in little more than a whisper.

      “I love you,” I said.

      “I love you too,” Cole answered.
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      In the chaos of my life, one thing was clear: I wanted to be with Cole. I loved him and he loved me too. I was done running. We would figure the rest out together. We had to.

      I kept busy while Cole worked. When I got home in the morning, I found a note from Olivia on the counter. She had gone out shopping and for a lunch date. Making the most of the weekend, good for her. I would have to ask all about the date when I saw her.

      I called a cab with the house phone to take me to Greenville. When you need something that Miller's doesn't carry, you have to drive an hour to Greenville to find civilization, and a store that sells phones.

      The cab dropped me off at the Greenville Mall, where I went straight to the cellphone place. Some of the stores that I remembered had been replaced by new shops, but the mobile phone dealer was still in the same place. The sales clerk tried to sell me a smartphone with the most expensive data package. I picked something basic with a keyboard, a more reasonable monthly fee, and without all of the other crap I didn’t want to commit to paying for without a job. It felt good to get one thing checked off of my mental to-do list. I would be able to reach Olivia or Cole whenever I wanted, and if anything happened I had a way to call for help. After the ordeal with Frank, I felt a little safer having a phone.

      With the phone taken care of, I went on the hunt for a gift for Olivia. I browsed a few department stores with overpriced everything and a lot of clothes that I didn’t think Liv would like. She was the sister with a sense of style, so I didn’t bother trying to pick clothes for her. After a bit of wandering I was lured into a small store by a mix of sweet and savory smells. Jarred candles of varying colors and sizes lined the walls with scents like vanilla cream cake and holiday spice. I found a nice candle that smelled like fruit and spring, orange and happy. I figured reminders of spring made a nice distraction from the cold winter that quickly approached.

      After paying for the candle, I walked to the food court. There was a soft pretzel place at the edge of the food area. I set up my new phone with one hand while I nibbled on a salty, buttery twist of bread with the other. With my new phone I sent Olivia and Cole a text so they would have my number. They were the only two people's phone numbers I bothered to remember other than the house phone. I sent one line to both numbers:

      

      Hey, it’s Hailey. New phone.

      

      Another chore checked off the list. I considered what I should do next. Maybe I should go check out the bar, I thought, and see Cole in his element. Maybe I could bring a meal to him for a change. Would that be too much? I hoped he would like it. I could manage sandwiches.

      I finished my pretzel and sipped on my soda as I watched people walk in both directions past the food court. In the sea of unfamiliar faces, something caught my eye. Someone moved through the crowd, with short salt and pepper hair. Frank Wilson.

      My stomach tightened into a ball. I regretted the pretzel immediately. Thinking I saw Frank was crazy—why would he be here? I told myself that he didn't know me enough to know where I would go. Plus he would have to be missing work to be here, missing a job he was devoted to. I only caught a glimpse then he was gone, whoever he was. If Frank had really followed me here, he would certainly confront me, not blend in with other shoppers.

      I told myself I was just being silly. I told myself I shouldn’t be so paranoid. The hair rose on the back of my neck as I felt eyes watching me. I knew it was ridiculous, that it was nothing, but still, I grabbed my bags and pulled out the small scrap of paper I had written the cab company’s number on. Better to go home, just in case.
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      Back in front of my sister's house, I grabbed my bags off the seat and paid the cabby. Olivia's blue sedan was parked along the curb next to where my ride had stopped. A sigh of relief escaped me. No time to linger on Elkston, to let my imagination run wild. I would let Liv's good company distract me. I jogged up to the door, bags in hand. The key my parents had given me when I was a kid still worked on the front door.

      I found Olivia on her soft, gray couch, snuggled up in a cream afghan Mom crocheted. Comfy and at ease in black yoga pants and a white tank, Olivia looked like she belonged in a magazine ad for the wine she sipped as she read. Always beautiful, even after a long day of work. I would hate her for how easily she could pull off any look if I didn't love her so much.

      “Reading something good?” I asked, pointing to the book in her hand.

      “Eh, just another mystery from the library. But, I'm much more interested in hearing about your date with Cole. I bet it was steamy since you didn't come home last night.” Olivia put down her book and gave me a teasing smile, waiting for all of the juicy details.

      “Do you have enough wine to share?” I asked.

      “For you, always.”

      I headed to the kitchen and fetched a glass. Liv made space for me on the sofa next to her, and gave it a pat with her hand. I snuggled in, stole half of her blanket, and poured myself some wine.

      “Let’s start with you. I bet it's less complicated,” I said.

      “Well, at work yesterday this guy came in from the lodge with a sprained ankle. Apparently he was out on a guided hike, and they ran into some wolves,” Liv started.

      “Lucky he only sprained his ankle,” I replied.

      “Yeah, I haven't heard much about wolves lately, just a lone one here or there keeping its distance from town. He said the guide ditched him and took off running the other way when they came across a group of three on the trail. Pierce said they chased him...”

      “Wait. His name is Pierce?” I asked, giving Liv a crooked grin.

      “Let me finish my story,” she scolded. “Pierce twisted his ankle climbing up a tree.”

      “Great guide,” I said.

      “Yeah, seriously, you'd think they would be paying for someone with a gun, someone who wouldn't just run away,” Liv agreed.

      “So his name is Pierce. How pretentious was he?” I teased.

      “He was really sweet, actually.” Olivia lowered her eyebrows at me, trying to look serious, but her smile still peeked through. “He's a paramedic in Elkston. He splinted his own leg with a stick and some pieces of his shirt once the wolves left. Then he had to walk back to town on it.”

      “Ouch. Okay, he's kind of hardcore. I will never think of the name Pierce the same way again.” I gave Olivia a salute, and then took another sip of wine. “Is he hot?”

      “He has short, blond hair. He's actually taller than me, which is a huge plus. He asked me out to lunch, so we ate at the lodge,” she answered.

      “But, you didn’t answer my question. So is he ugly?” I teased.

      Liv threw up her arms, defeated. “Yes, he’s hot. He has a lean but fit look. I’m guessing he’s a runner by his calves. And he has that sexy stubble along his jaw that makes him look just the right amount of rugged, while still making effort on his appearance. He has kind eyes, and seems like someone I could really enjoy spending time with. He was funny, and I don't remember the last time I had such a pleasant date,” Liv said.

      “Sounds nice. How long is he in town?” I asked.

      “Just through the end of the weekend.” Olivia slumped down.

      “Get to know him, and make the most of your time. It's not that long of a drive to Elkston. He might be worth the trip,” I suggested.

      “I hope he is.” Olivia put her head on my shoulder.

      Maybe we had each found a keeper. I hoped so.

      “Okay, your turn. How was your night?” Liv asked.

      “It was amazing. Cole cooked, which I always love. Seriously restaurant quality cooking. He showed me his huge cabin, which he built,” I answered.

      “Really? I wish I could build things. I need help with prepackaged Ikea furniture,” Liv said.

      “Me too. It’s secluded in the woods, and has huge windows. The strange thing is it’s pretty much unfurnished. He says he hasn’t taken the time. It’s kind of cute. He built a house, but didn’t put anything in it,” I continued.

      “Must be a man thing,” Liv said, and we shared a laugh. It felt good spending time with my sister.

      “I guess. We slept on the floor in front of a huge, ornate hearth. I’d thought it would be terrible to sleep on the floor, but he had soft bedding and I slept great.”

      “Probably the company,” Liv remarked.

      “Yeah, probably. And I think I cracked his shell a little,” I replied.

      “He needs to share this time around. I don't want to see you hurt again.” Liv answered.

      “Yeah, it's more like an emotional brick wall he sets up between us, but I think he’ll let me in with time. He said he loved me.”

      “Wow, that's big.” Liv's eyebrows shot up.

      “Yeah, I didn't think he would care so much so soon, especially if there were girls between now and before. I tried to move on at college, but that didn't work out so well. I didn't think we would be on the same page.”

      “Stick with him if you want him, but make sure he’s giving you what you need, too.”

      I could always count on Liv to offer me solid advice. “We'll figure it out. I love him.”

      Olivia put her hand on mine and gave it a squeeze. “I'm rooting for you. He's gorgeous,” she said.

      We shared a laugh, and I pulled Olivia's gift out of my bag.

      “This is for you. It's a thank-you for letting me stay here, putting up with my shit while I figure things out,” I said.

      Liv opened the jar to the candle and smelled the wax inside. “This is great, thank you. And you know I would do anything for my baby sis.” She smiled at me and bumped my shoulder with hers.

      I felt so lucky that my sister was here for me. She always had been, even when it was just the two of us. I needed to remember she always would be.
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      The thin man took a swing at me, so I wrapped my fingers around the back of his neck and used my other hand to remove the blue bottle of vodka from his grasp. I picked him up with ease and carried him out of the bar at arm's length while he squirmed and mumbled. When I released my grasp, he fell to the ground on hands and knees.

      “Next time the lady tells you to leave, you do it.” My voice was deep and coarse as I bared my teeth, all beast in human form. Someone had to take out the trash when Harkins was out. My loyal enforcer hadn't been in at all that day, which was unlike him. The man certainly deserved a day off, and I hoped that was all that it was. Harkins could have drank too much, or lost track of time with some she-wolf. Maybe both. I didn't mind doing the hands-on work myself; it was a nice way to blow off some steam. Leaving the drunk on the sidewalk, I returned to my family meeting in the bar.

      In my absence, all eyes were on Zaria as she spoke in her raspy tone. No one interrupted her as she spoke. Though I didn’t listen to her words, I could tell she controlled the conversation. It was a rare occasion when my tiny mother did not command a room, without ever having to raise her voice. Her ebony hair hung in loose waves around her shoulders, her golden eyes measuring the men around her. I returned to my seat at the meeting table between Lance and my mother, among my waiting family.

      Axel stood up. His knuckles were white as his balled fists pressed into the table. The only one standing, Axel's greasy, yellow hair hung down over his furrowed brow and black eyes. He snarled, distorting his barely human face. His shoulders arched stiffly from the tension in his arms. Axel's inner wolf boiled at the surface, barely held in check. There was little human in Axel on a good day, but when he was angry he struggled to keep himself in human form. His lack of self-control was dangerous to those around him, and to his ability to keep the secret of our dual nature from the rest of the world.

      “No fucking waiting. We need to act now!” Axel raised his voice in agitation.

      My mother had been wise to have Amy clear out the customers before this meeting.

      “Soon. I think we are all in agreement on that.” Zaria's golden eyes showed no sign of emotion as she looked upon Axel's twisted face.

      Lance listened quietly, only his crisp, blue eyes showing his awareness of the tension in the room. His body was languid in the seat, with arms crossed casually across his partially unbuttoned silk shirt. Shea stood behind him, clearly enamored, and outside of the circle of discussion. Her small freckled hands moved along his neck and down his chest.

      “Not soon enough. We wait, he's dead.” Axel turned and stalked out, doors slamming behind him.

      “They won't hurt him while he’s on a mission of peace. If they do, they risk all-out war,” my mother continued, her tone even.

      “Harkins sent scouts. We wait until we hear back. There’s no way to know what happened until then. Lance, follow Axel. Don't let him anywhere near the valley.” My tone left no argument.

      Lance gave me a curt nod, disengaged from Shea, and left. He knew the rest: don't let Axel cause any damage anywhere else, bring him back by force if necessary.

      I met my mother's gaze and found a hint of sadness. No one should have to bury a lover before the age of fifty, let alone two.
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      I lingered on the picture of him in my head, shirtless and wet from his shower. Black hair hanging around his square face, golden eyes enchanting me. His slightly parted lips begged to be kissed. His hard, muscular chest begged to be touched. His thick arms flexed, strong enough to lift me with ease. The cinnamon scent of his soap still clung to my skin, a constant reminder of our night together, stirring my desire to see him again. To touch him again.

      This time I would ask him on an evening picnic. I carried a basket of simple roast beef and Swiss sandwiches on rye, grapes, a bottle of sparkling wine, a camping lantern, and a blanket to sit on. I would get my turn to worship him, to worship his body the way he had worshipped mine. I hoped it wasn't too presumptuous to think he wouldn't have other plans on a Saturday night. After our night last night, I bet he would clear his schedule.

      I wore the dress I had on in the picture I kept by my bed. A reminder of our history, of our first time. The orange and gold sundress pulled in on my waist, showing my hourglass figure. It was more modest than the corseted number I had worn the night before, but the squared neckline showed enough cleavage to be suggestive. The last time I had worn this dress, it had been summer, and I hadn't needed to pair it with a coat. Lance and Olivia had joined us for a picnic by the stream deep in the woods. We spent the afternoon chatting, splashing in the water, and dreaming about the future. After Olivia and Lance left, Cole made love to me under the big pine tree.

      Three years later, the fall air was crisp so I needed the warmth of my cream-colored trench coat. I wore my dark hair down in loose, natural waves and chose orange ballet flats for a walk in the woods. My legs were still exposed to the cold, but the anticipation of Cole's touch kept me warm on my walk.

      I approached the intersection of Main and Third streets, waiting for a car to pass before crossing. Sawtooth Den lay before me, a well-maintained historical wooden building, similar in age and style to the other stores and homes in the downtown area. Sawtooth Peaks was established in 1903, with most of the original buildings remaining in the classic Victorian style. Sawtooth Den was no exception, though the wood siding remained unpainted. It had a more masculine feel than the pink, blue, white, and yellow buildings that surrounded it. Many of the storefronts on Main Street were connected townhomes that were later converted into businesses. Sawtooth Den had been the go-to place to grab a drink since the town was established, standing alone with a long covered porch and a decorative turret to the left of the front door. I noticed a new sign, hand-carved with the establishment's name and Cole's family crest beside the door. I hadn't taken the time to appreciate the details when I came by before. I looked at the building closer this time and noticed small personalized improvements that Cole must have added after taking over. The windows were larger than they used to be, with custom crimson shutters adorning the sides.

      Standing there staring, I hadn't noticed the road had cleared. I was about to cross the street when I caught sight of Cole walking along the side of the building, his hand on the small of another woman's back. The petite blonde walked next to him, leaning in against him, her feelings for him clear. I froze, unable to move. They stopped and she put her arms around Cole, squeezing him from the side. She stood on tip toes and kissed the side of his face in a way that suggested they were more than friends. He didn't push her away. That was all I needed to see.

      A knot formed in my stomach, squeezing and twisting. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my feet started moving. I clutched the basket to my chest and tried not to think. My only instinct was to get away.

      Before I knew it, there were trees all around me. I stood there, alone in the woods behind the bar, tears streaming down my face. I was blindsided. I thought our night meant to him what it did to me. He said he loved me. I thought there would only be me.

      A deep, dog-like growl snapped me back from my thoughts. I looked up slowly, trying not to make any sudden movements. A wolf stood before me, nearly three feet tall with light gray fur covering most of its body. A thick strip of white traced its underside, nose to tail. It looked me in the eyes like I was a snack to be devoured. Just like Olivia's date had said, wolves were too close to town with no fear of humans.

      My hair stood on end, I was paralyzed. My breathing quickened, but I tried not to show my fear. Should I run for it? Stand my ground?

      The wolf took a step forward, head low, a predator stalking its prey. I took one step back, slowly, in time with the wolf's approach. I had to run. It was going to tear me apart. I could see it in his eyes. Before I could move, it lunged. I tried to run, to get away. I managed to back into a tree root and fall on my ass. My heart raced and I screamed for my life, anticipating its teeth breaking my flesh. This was it.

      A huge, dark streak flashed past. A black beast much larger than the first stood in front of me, a wolf with fur the color of midnight. He stood nearly a foot taller than my attacker, who lay motionless on the ground at his feet. The beast's golden eyes looked over at me, familiar shards of sunlight.

      The gray wolf took advantage of the black wolf's distraction, regained its footing, and sank its teeth into my rescuer. Crimson dripped from the black wolf’s shoulder, splattering the ground below. The black wolf turned and fought back, without even a flinch from the bite. He charged toward the smaller beast, teeth first.

      I stood, adrenaline pumping, and ran. Snarls and sounds of tearing flesh fought with the pounding of my racing heart. My feet mechanically slammed the ground as I ran. I was numb to the sensations of the world around me, numb to everything but the sounds of wolves. Tears ran down my cheeks, the world spun. To think this evening had started with hopes of a picnic with the man I loved. It would end knowing Cole didn't really want me, as I lay torn to shreds in the woods by wolves.

      Hailey. A voice in the wind. A voice almost familiar, almost like Cole's. My vision darkened as the drumming of my pulse beat in my ears. Then quiet.
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      My paws hit the earth over and over. I followed the scent of my soap, of my Hailey. I knew she wasn't injured; the only blood I could smell was the attacker's and mine. She must be safe, I told myself. I had to be sure she was safe.

      That bastard must have smelled me on her, the faint scent of wolf lingering from our night and morning together. If I had found him just prowling this close to the club, I might have had the sense to ask him why he was here. Was he visiting the bar? A messenger from the valley? Someone with information on Garret's whereabouts? Or did he just come by to fuck with me? But he didn’t just come to the club, he had the nerve to attack the woman I loved. Any other intention didn’t matter when I heard her scream and smelled her fear, when I saw the tear in her peach-hued dress, just inches from her skin.

      I had left him breathing, which was more than he deserved.

      I had to reach her, to see her, touch her. Even without the scent of blood in my nostrils, every part of me screamed for reassurance that she was okay. Her tracks, broken vegetation and twigs, footprints in the dirt, were enough to show me how hastened her steps had been when she’d fled from me. With the horror I’d seen in her eyes as she looked upon the fight, I knew she could never love my wolf side. Exactly as I had expected, she had been terrified. Who wouldn't be?

      She would never accept me after discovering my true nature. The past few days had been a tease of what may have been if I had been a normal man, of how amazing it could have been spending my life with her. I was a fool to get close to her, to let myself think even for a second that a woman like Hailey could love an animal like me. Both parts of me, wolf and man, knew she was the only one for me. My Hailey, my mate. I could settle for no one else, so I would settle for knowing that she was okay. I just had to reach her.
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      Cold blackness surrounded me. I blinked and turned my head from side to side, trying to see something, anything. I squinted, searching for a glimmer of light to no avail. Deep snarls threatened from the darkness, from where exactly I couldn't tell, but I assumed from the sound that the beast was close by.

      I started to walk, arms out in front of me, feeling my way but touching nothing, hoping the growls originated in a different direction. I sensed nothing but the animal. Suddenly something lit ahead, something white. It seemed far away, as I reached forward, gauging its distance with my arms. The light was small at first, but then it grew, like high beams approaching in oncoming traffic. From behind the light came the snarling face of a beast, black holes for eyes, huge teeth dripping blood. The wolf was larger than life, only inches away. My stomach knotted, and my heart raced. I backed away, but I couldn’t look away from the beast. I was terrified it would attack when I turned my back.

      Then there was nothing. As quickly as it appeared it was gone. The light dimmed, and I could see hints of trees around me. Golden eyes in the darkness, met mine. Cole's eyes. Hailey. I heard my name in Cole’s voice, and I knew it was over. I was safe.

      Sounds of water trickled against rocks, and something splashed within the current. Cold, hard earth pressed beneath me. Light shined through my eyelids, summoning me to wake. Stabbing pain pierced my head as I sat slowly. I forced my eyes open, adjusting to the light of the lantern beside me. Golden eyes watched me from the bank of the stream. Cole stood, naked except for the small blanket he draped from his waist, the blanket I had packed in my basket.

      “That wasn't really what I brought the blanket for.” I gave Cole a half smile, disoriented but happy to see him.

      “You can have it back if you don't want to share.” He met my smile with a small one of his own.

      “Don't tempt me. I might just take you up on it, which would be stupid, because I have a killer headache.”

      Concern marred his brow. I took in the whole picture as my brain caught up to my eyes. We were exactly where I had intended to have our picnic, though under significantly different circumstances. The stream was the same place we had frolicked in the water that summer day, before I’d left Sawtooth Peaks. I sat under the same tree that we’d laid our blanket beneath for a meal and our first time. The view was different, lit only by the lantern and the moon. Light glittered off the water dripping down Cole's exquisitely sculpted chest. I watched the droplets trail from his black, wet hair down his thick jawline. Down they slid, across his well-defined neck, collar bones, and tan pecs. My eyes stopped on the red gashes that ripped across his side and abs.

      I looked into his golden eyes. “How did you...”

      A flash in the back of my head came to me, of those kind, impossibly golden eyes. Ebony fur, the shade of Cole's hair. My hero.

      “Are you...was that you?” I watched him, hoping for some clarity. It made no sense. How could that have been Cole in the woods? Did he somehow control that wolf? My head spun. I was so confused.

      “Yes.” His stance was firm, distant. His voice was solemn, defeated.

      “How?” I asked.

      “I'm a shifter, wolf and man.”

      What? That made no sense. I felt like I was missing something, that maybe I was still not thinking clearly.

      “Am I dreaming still? I bet I'll wake up next to the bar, fainted from what I saw.” The most likely solution was usually the right one.

      “What you saw?” Cole looked genuinely confused.

      “You said you loved me,” I said, my voice accusing.

      “I do.” He stared at me, still not seeming to understand.

      “Then why were you touching her like that? Why did you let her touch you like that?” I continued, hurt as I ran through it again in my head.

      “Who? I am really confused here, Hailey.”

      “That blond girl.” My voice raised and shook, and tears dripped down my cheeks. My eyes burned. I had cried too many tears for one night, but I couldn't hold them back.

      Cole took a step forward, pity in his eyes.

      I would not be pitied. “No, don't.”

      He stopped his advance, but his sharp eyes showed his desire. I couldn't let him touch me. I needed the space to say what I needed to say. I knew I would lose my nerve as soon as he closed the distance.

      “Outside of the bar?” Cole started. “I walked a friend to her car.”

      “You’ve slept with her. I could see it all over her. She loves you,” I accused.

      “What? We dated a bit, but she wasn't my mate,” he replied evenly.

      “Mate?” I asked.

      Cole was sitting next to me in the blink of an eye, pulling me close with a massive arm around my shoulder. I didn't know how he moved that quickly. Maybe I was still disoriented. I leaned into his chest, my eyes lingering on his wounds. He tilted my chin up, locking his golden eyes with mine.

      “My kind mate for life. We pick one person to cherish, to love, to be our partner for as long as we live. That's it for us.” Cole’s words were sincere. I could see the vulnerability and truth in his eyes.

      “So you’re a wolfman, and you don't want to animal-marry her? And does that happen with a bite like in the movies? So you go all animal anytime you want? Or at the full moon? Or what?” My curiosity was taking over the fear and the hurt. Having him so close made me feel a bit better.

      A slight curve of his lips showed his amusement, the first sign of enjoying my company for the evening. “I'm a wolf shifter. I was born to two wolf shifter parents. No one bit me. Well,” he looked down at his side and smiled, “a bite didn’t make me into a wolf.”

      “Are you okay? We should probably wrap that up and get you to the doctor. Even though there doesn't seem to be nearly enough blood for the size of that wound.” I knew I was rambling, but I couldn't help it.

      “I'm fine. I'm a fast healer,” Cole said.

      I traced the discolored stripes that decorated his collarbone. “Shifter stuff?” I asked.

      He nodded and smiled down at me. “Yep, shifter stuff. I can't believe you aren't bolting. Is it because you're still in shock?”

      “I told you, I'm done running.”

      He pressed his mouth hard against mine, desperately moving my lips with his. I mirrored his intensity, tasting his mouth on mine, needing physical reassurance that he belonged to me, that we were okay.

      He reached around my waist, easily lifting me onto his lap. My legs spread around him, and I locked my ankles behind his back. Grasping his hair, I pulled him close, separating his lips with my tongue. He massaged my tongue with his, pulling my body up against his firm chest.

      My nipples hardened at the touch of his muscular pecs, desire pumping through me, a desperate need for him. I needed to feel closer to him. I needed to express my love for him, and feel his love in return. My thighs ached with anticipation.

      Fueled by the nostalgia of being where we shared our first time, I wanted to be as close as two people could be. His huge cock pressed up from beneath me, only the blanket and my wet panties between us. I rocked my hips up and down the length of his huge erection. Cole tore at the front of my jacket, breaking it open without regard for the buttons holding it closed. He gently nibbled my chin, and traced kisses down the side of my neck. He brushed off the shoulder straps of my dress and bra, leaving them dangling at my elbows.

      His golden eyes were on fire, a near-orange blaze of animalistic desire. A growl rumbled in his chest, a sexy reminder of the beast inside of the man I loved. His reaction to my body turned me on even more. This amazing creature, this sculpted sex god, wanted my curves as much as I wanted his chiseled lines. He reached behind me, pulling down the top of my dress and unsnapping my bra. My heavy breasts were released into the cold air, nipples hard and desperate to be touched. This was so different from my first time in the summer. It was warm, and we had left our clothes on for fear of being seen. Cole had slipped his hands down and up my dress, but I was never exposed. Life was different now; we were different. I didn’t care if anyone saw us. All that mattered was this moment between the two of us. I rocked against his erection, massaging my clit, sending ribbons of pleasure up throughout my middle.

      Cole took one breast in his massive hand, fingering my nipple with his strong but gentle thumb and forefinger. While pinching and rolling lightly, he took the other breast in his warm wet mouth, licking, sucking, nibbling.

      “Mmm,” I moaned, arching my back to press my breast further onto his mouth. I held onto his hair, pulling him into me.

      Noises of my ecstasy increased his ferocity. He worked harder, faster on my nipples. I wasn’t a shy girl anymore; I was a woman that knew what she wanted. And I wasn’t afraid to ask for what I needed. I rubbed my hips into him harder, faster. Pleasure built inside of me, pooling from my aching cleft and pinched nipples into my core. Not much more of this and I would come for sure. I needed him to come with me, to fully connect on a primal and emotional level.

      “I need you inside of me,” I gasped.

      In a flash he obliged, pulling the blanket out from between us and releasing his massive cock. It was bigger than I remembered, but it had been a long time. He pulled my panties to the side and lifted me easily, rubbing my clit with his wet tip. A growl escaped him, allowing me a peek at his animal side.

      “Has it been long for you?” Cole asked.

      “Too long. I've been with no one but you.” I hoped he wouldn’t be put off by my lack of experience. I didn’t want him to think less of me.

      He kissed me hard in response. “Great answer. I don't want to hurt you.”

      I was relieved to hear that.

      “I need you. Please,” I begged.

      He lowered me gently, pressing his head on my opening. Slowly up and down, he inched deeper with each stroke. It was so much pressure, so intense. He was too big, just like the first time. It felt amazing.

      I took a deep breath, filling my nose with the scent of pine. Sounds of moving water echoed in the air. Being here in this place, making love under this tree, the night was exactly the way it was supposed to be.

      “You're so tight. God, Hailey, you feel so good.”

      “More. Please, more.”

      He sped my descent, hastening his entry until I was filled deeper and more fully than I thought possible. I sat on his full length, feeling closer to Cole than I had ever been, loving the way he formed my body to fit him. I pulled my legs under me, along the sides of Cole’s bare thighs. The ground was hard and cold, pine needles and grass poked my exposed skin. So different than when I lay here on my back on a blanket that summer.

      I resumed the pace he set, lifting myself up and down his length. Cole’s body showed no effect of the cold air around us. Goosebumps covered my skin as the cold air bit at me. I focused on the warmth of Cole’s touch, on the heat between us. He took one breast back into his hand, the other in his mouth. He rubbed the pad of his thumb on my clit as I rode his huge length.

      Ecstasy washed over my entire body, tingling, heightening. I felt my climax building, my body so overwhelmed with sensation. “Yes, yes. Oh, Cole, I love you.”

      As I tightened around him, pleasure washed over me in waves and I slowed my pace. Cole took my hips, raising and lowering my body through my climax, extending the length of my pleasure. His abs tightened, and he let me settle on his lap. His warmth filled me as echoes of my climax reverberated through my body.

      He leaned back against the big pine tree, and I leaned into his chest, careful not to touch his fresh wounds.

      “I love you too, Hailey,” he whispered.
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      Hailey settled against me while I was still inside of her. We were as close and intimate as two people could be as we rested quietly, enjoying each other’s touch, enjoying the moment. I was finally content. I still couldn't believe she hadn’t run from the truth of me. She knew what I was, and she still wanted me. Hailey saw me as a wolf, saw what I was capable of. She’d asked questions in a calm voice. It was more than I’d expected, more than I’d dared to hope for.

      Her finger traced the scars on my chest. “So how exactly does this mating thing work?”

      I wanted to share everything with Hailey. I had wanted to protect her from myself, but that wasn’t working out. The more time we spent together, the harder it was to keep her at arm’s length and the harder it was to deny that I needed her to be mine. So I told her what she wanted to know.

      “It's a bite mark. A shifter bites here.” I touched the base of her neck along the collarbone. “Hard enough to scar. Then everyone knows that he or she is taken. No one else can place a claim, or do that person any harm without incurring the wrath of the mate. One of the few offenses that can rightfully lead to one shifter killing another.”

      “Can shifters mate with regular humans?” Her eyes showed vulnerability and hope as they sparkled in the lantern light. Regular humans. I loved seeing the situation through her eyes. Regular made it seem like she was somehow less for being human, but she was so much more than any woman I had ever met, wolf or human.

      “Yes,” I replied. My wolf urged me to do so whenever we were close, and to go to her when we weren’t.

      “Can you have babies with a human?” she asked.

      I looked into Hailey’s beautiful blue eyes. I had thought she wouldn’t accept me and here she was asking about babies. I answered with full disclosure.

      “Yes, but being half shifter would mean some might have the ability to shift and some might not. They would be called cubs, and would likely be born as a litter. Are you thinking of staying in this for the long haul?” I asked. The more I explained, the more hopeful I became. She took everything in stride. My Hailey was always proving her strength to me.

      “Could be. Just collecting information for now.” She smiled at me smugly, like she could consider alternatives while I still filled her.

      “You should really spend some time thinking about what it means to be with someone like me. Tying yourself down, giving up a normal life to have cubs with a shifter. There’s more danger involved than you or your children deserve: defending territories, belonging to a pack. Being a member of a pack comes with responsibilities. I may have to leave for extended periods or do things that you wouldn’t like. You would have to accept all of this as a part of life. During the first full moon after our children’s eighteenth birthdays they would shift for the first time. Puberty is rough for all teenagers. It’s an even harder time for shifters,” I said.

      “Like you had a hard time?” she asked.

      “My father was alpha of our pack. He was ambushed by a group of rival wolves from another pack when he was out camping alone with his mate. They killed him to make our pack vulnerable, and her because she was there.”

      “I'm so sorry,” she replied. She looked thoughtful for a moment then asked, “Zaria wasn’t John’s mate?”

      “No, but she certainly must have been interested. She never told me so, but she still hung around him after he took a different mate, and didn’t choose a mate of her own until my father died. There was no shortage of suitors. If she wasn’t still clinging to the hope of being with him, then she wouldn’t have a reason to hate Lance so much,” I explained. “She’s been cold to him since he was a child. Soon after my mother got pregnant with me, my father mated Emma. She got pregnant right away, which is why my birthday and Lance’s are only two weeks apart.”

      “I can see why your mother would be resentful,” Hailey said.

      “Of Emma, sure. But Zaria knew she wasn’t his mate. And it’s no excuse to treat Lance like shit for twenty-two years.”

      “And how do you feel about it?” Hailey asked.

      “My father was good to me. He treated Lance and me the same. I never felt that he favored either of us over the other,” I answered.

      “Good,” she said.

      “After our father died, Lance and I both shifted for the first time on the night of the first full moon that followed. The first full moon after our eighteenth birthdays. It was horrible. Our father wasn't there to lead us, and we were scared and confused. When my wolf took over, I tore apart the closest thing to me—Lance.”

      “It wasn't your fault.” Hailey looked up at me with warmth and understanding.

      “It was. He nearly died. After that, I couldn't be near you. I couldn't risk hurting you,” I continued, wanting to share the whole truth with her. I wanted to share everything with her.

      “Oh, Cole, I'm sure he understands. It wasn't your fault. I'm sorry I left, I should have been here for you,” Hailey said.

      “I made sure you weren't. I could have killed you, Hailey,” I said. “I had to be alone. And Lance is fine. I tried to keep him at arm's length, but he wouldn't have it. We only grew closer once I came to terms with what I am and accepted that the beast is a part of me. I learned to control when I shift, and how to maintain that control in wolf form. There are some wolves that don’t have that control, that let the beast rule them.”

      “I shouldn't have left. I won't leave you again. I promise.”

      I looked into Hailey’s blue eyes and saw fondness and love. She showed no signs of fear. I bared everything to her and she didn’t look at me like I was a monster. I believed her when she said she didn’t plan to leave. But I wanted her to be sure. It was too much to take in too quickly for her to make a rational decision. Whatever she chose, it would affect the rest of her life.

      “It hasn't been enough time for you to know what my life is like. I will show you all of me, all of my life, all that I am. After that, if you still want me, I will claim you in a heartbeat.”

      The wolf half of me loves you, my human half loves you, I continued in thought. I love you with all that I am. If you leave, I will claim no one else, my mate.
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      We walked back toward my house in the dark. I couldn't risk Hailey being out all night in the woods with dangerous wolves lurking. I couldn’t risk her being stalked and attacked. If assaulting her had been intended as a message to me, there could be a whole pack closing in. I would smell them if they got close, but I could only take on so many at once.

      I also preferred if no one else saw me in the daylight wearing only a blanket.

      We ate the sandwiches she had packed for us as we walked. I kept my ears alert for anyone coming our way in the darkness. My heightened senses helped me protect the woman I loved, and I was grateful. I could see better than any human in the dark, and I could smell any wolf before he reached us. I could take down any threat so long as he was alone. Hopefully if we were attacked by a group we would have time to reach back-up of our own.

      “Pretty good sandwich.” I smiled down at Hailey, so beautiful in the moonlight. Her cerulean eyes glimmered, and her dark waves bounced with our steps. The rose of her cheeks highlighted her heart-shaped face, dimpled with her easy smile. Her body glowed with the blush of the pleasure we had shared, and it made me want her all over again. Here in the woods, anytime, anywhere. Her presence was a spell, enchanting me. I could smell her all over my skin, and me all over hers. She had been so brave, taking my secret in stride. I had never been so free, so truly happy as I was holding her hand while we walked in the dark woods. I was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Well it was no chicken marsala, but it was nice to feed you and return the favor. Speaking of which...” Hailey looked up at me through the lashes of half-opened doe eyes.

      I knew that look. Could she really be ready to go again already? Arousal stirred within me, a rumble escaped my chest.

      “I love the way you make that noise. It’s so primal. And by the way, next time we do this,” she gestured her hand between us, “I get to return the favor of the other night.”

      “The favor?” I asked.

      “I get to pleasure you while you watch, and you have to let it stop there.”

      She was insatiable. Lucky me.

      “So you don't want me to touch you?” I raised an eyebrow, intrigued by her proposal.

      “I want to give to you the way you gave to me. I want to take care of you too.”

      A sweet motivation. I kissed her on top of the head and gave her hand a squeeze as we continued walking. “No promises,” I answered.

      “Please?” she begged, batting her eyes.

      “We'll see.”

      She met my smile with one of her own, and playful pleading eyes. “Can I see you change? I mean, will you show me your wolf?”

      “Right now?” I was a bit thrown. I was surprised enough that she didn't run away from me at the idea that I was half beast, but I didn't expect for her to want to see me change. That was more than just knowing. Seeing me shift with her own eyes would ground any fantasy she had about the process.

      “Yes, please. It's all still surreal, I want to see it.” Her tone was sincere, and it was a small request. My brave Hailey, I thought.

      “If you promise not to scream. Don't run either. There could be other dangers out in the night. Remember, I will not hurt you.”

      “I promise.” Hailey put her hands together and watched me expectantly, like a child waiting for candy.

      I put the basket down on the ground and allowed the blanket to fall from my waist. Hailey let out a giggle of excitement, whether at the situation or my nakedness I couldn't tell. But I would do anything for her, anything she asked. I just hoped she didn't change her mind when she saw me so close again as a wolf. The physical changes that occurred during a shift weren’t pretty. The breaking and moving of bones and the distortion of features would likely terrify someone who hadn’t witnessed it before. I did one last check of the area for danger, taking in the smells and sounds. We were alone.

      I closed my eyes and bared myself to her, my most vulnerable state, the transformation. I let the beast take shape. A popping sound filled the air, like the crackle of a burning flame. Sharp pains tormented my body as my bones snapped and reshaped themselves. I fell down to all fours as my hands and feet shrank into massive paws. My jaw extended outward and my ears grew upright. Fur the color of midnight sprouted all over my skin. My teeth sharpened into fangs. I could hear everything more crisply, smell everything more strongly, see deeper across the earth. The process only took a few moments, but once the transition began it could not be stopped. I was a bit less rational, less in control than I had been in human form. I couldn’t speak to Hailey in any way she could understand. I looked up at her, into her deep blue eyes, trying to gauge her thoughts. I was impressed that she hadn’t made a sound and that she hadn’t backed away, not even an inch.

      “You're beautiful.” She seemed unafraid, so I stepped closer. She reached out a hand and touched between my ears. “Is this okay?”

      Unable to answer her with words, I rubbed up against her, showing her what I wanted to say. My shoulders reached her chest as she stood. Hailey rubbed a hand down my back, petting me. I couldn't believe how accepting she was, my strong, brave Hailey.

      “Can we walk the rest of the way like this?” she asked. “I want to know this side of you better.”

      She picked up the basket and blanket and I padded along beside her. I enjoyed the feel of being an animal out in the woods, and being able to share that with the woman I loved. If we ran into any danger I would be a better protector as a wolf anyway. The forest was quiet except for the sound of Hailey’s footsteps and a great horned owl off in the distance.

      Before long, we returned to my house. My clothes were piled neatly by the door, my phone, wallet, and keys on top with a note. I shifted back to my human form. My bones cracked and my fur receded as my human features returned. Standing naked as a man, I was grateful for the privacy of the woods. I picked up the keys and let Hailey into the house, then read the note.

      

      Got word. Need to talk.

      -Harkins

      

      Wondering what Harkins had found, I picked up my clothes. I appreciated that he took the time to return my belongings from where I had left them recklessly on the ground behind the bar. Out in the open where anyone could see me, I had shifted without regard for my location, without considering the consequences if someone did, or what would happen if my personal belongings had been stolen. An enemy wolf could have taken my things and been in my home waiting, but Harkins was the one that had found them. I would have done it again no matter the consequences. When I had smelled Hailey, the scent of her fear, I would have done anything to keep her safe.

      I wondered what news Harkins had received from the scouts. I stepped into the entry way, locking the door behind me, and gave him a call. It went straight to voicemail.

      “Hey, it's me. Thanks for cleaning up my shit. I'll be at the bar first thing in the morning.” I would have gone right away if I had been alone. But for the night, nothing would keep me from Hailey.

      I checked the wounds on my abdomen. They were healing nicely. The skin had closed, leaving only red streaks as evidence of the fight. I set down my clothes on the bench, slipped on my pants, and then went on a search for my Hailey.

      I found her curled up in my bedding on the floor by the hearth, looking perfectly content in her torn orange dress despite the evening. Her eyes were closed, and her hair draped over the pillow, a beautiful angel waiting only for me. I started a fire in the hearth. I put in four logs, enough to warm Hailey through the rest of the night. I needed a shower, but I couldn't resist crawling in beside her. The shower could wait until morning.
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      My arms were pinned, I couldn't move. Blackness surrounded me, blinding me. Tears streamed down my face. An unwanted hand probed beneath my shirt, while another pulled on the front of my panties. You know you want it. The terrible voice I could never forget whispered in my ear. How did he find me here? My heart raced. I couldn't move, I tried to scream, but no noise escaped. Something came into focus before me, a snarling snout with sharp wolf teeth dripping scarlet tears. Gray fur, but a man's hands. One squeezed my breast while the other pushed its way between my thighs. Deep black holes of nothingness filled the space where his eyes should have been.

      I jolted upright, waking to Cole sitting beside me, dressed for work. Lines of concern covered his face as he laid his hand on top of mine. I crawled into his lap, and he wrapped his arms around me, enveloping me in a protective cocoon.

      “Bad dream?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I answered, wiping the sweat from my brow.

      “You've been through a lot lately,” he said, trying to reassure me.

      “I'm tired of feeling weak. I want to move on with my life. Do you have coffee?” I asked.

      “There's a big cup waiting for you with your breakfast. And you are not weak. Your strength is one of the things I love about you.” A sweet reply.

      “Well I'm tired of nightmares.”

      “You're safe with me.” Cole rubbed his hand down my back, comforting me with his touch.

      “I know.” I kissed his cheek, feeling a bit better already. “So you said something about breakfast?”

      I stood and offered him a hand up. He took it but didn't pull, clearly knowing there was no way I could support his weight. We walked hand in hand to the kitchen, Cole looking like the cover of GQ while I wore a torn and rumpled dress with just-rolled-out-of-bed hair. But when I looked into his eyes, I felt like a princess ready for the ball.

      He fed me a heaping portion of bacon, eggs, and apple-filled pancakes. Anytime Cole cooked for me the food was delicious, and this was no exception. I ate eagerly, enjoying every savory bite. The bacon was crisp, and the eggs were scrambled into a light and fluffy texture. The stack of three large pancakes was topped with a creamy cinnamon glaze and a crumbly sweet-and-sugary nut topping.

      Cole looked at me with a smile and said, “I love to watch you eat.”

      Quite the compliment considering the way I shoveled forkfuls into my mouth.

      I loved the way he cooked, and the way he made me feel.

      After breakfast I refreshed myself in his walk-in shower. I played with the different spray settings, and even found one that shot water at me from the sides instead of just from above. I dressed in clothes Cole left for me in the bathroom: an oversized white t-shirt and navy-blue cloth pants. I loved the feel of being in his clothes, even though they were way too big for me.

      Cole took me home soon after, and I snuggled up to his shoulder as he drove me in the truck. When he pulled up to the curb of my childhood home, I didn’t want to say goodbye. The ride was over before I would have liked, but I knew we couldn’t spend all of our time alone together making love and eating pancakes.

      “I would love to see you again after work. Do you have any plans tonight?” Cole asked.

      “Up for another round?” I teased.

      “I can't get enough.” His deep rumbling voice told me he was ready to go right now.

      I smiled at him shyly, batting my eyelashes.

      “If we’re going to keep going like this, you should really keep some clothes over at my place. Not that I don't love seeing you dressed in mine, but it seems silly for you to go every morning without your own things.”

      Wow. I couldn't believe Cole was already ready to share a piece of his space with me. I didn’t expect things to go so well between us. He had shared his secret with me; let me in where he hadn't before. Knowing he was part wolf intrigued me. I wasn’t scared, like I thought most people would react after learning that kind of information. I didn't even think about leaving him over it, which was a big deal for me. I wasn't going to run. I wanted to know more about the animal side of him.

      “I'll bring a bag tonight. Should I meet you at the bar?” The idea made me a bit nervous. Last time I was there, I’d seen Cole with the blonde, then I got attacked. The time before that, I’d cried and run away. I needed the visit to be positive, something to replace some of the negativity I associated with the place my boyfriend spent so much of his time.

      “I did promise you a ticket to see my world. Why not tonight? See you at six?” he asked.

      “I'll be counting the hours,” I replied, missing him even before we parted.

      “Me too,” he answered.

      I walked up the sidewalk toward Olivia’s house. If I was really going to stay here and build a relationship with Cole, I was going to have to figure out how to actually make my life work in Sawtooth Peaks. Should I take online classes? Or give up on school? At some point I'd need to get my own place. I'd need to get a job. The settlement money from the car accident that killed my parents had paid for my college, and had helped me when I had needed it. But, I couldn’t live off of it forever.

      I walked up the steps and pulled the keys out of my jacket pocket. A large, red, heart-shaped box sat propped up against the screen door. Figuring it must be for Olivia, since I was just with Cole, I picked it up.

      The envelope on the front with my name on it. Had Cole sent a gift with someone else? A delivery to surprise me? It seemed heavy for chocolates.

      Holding the gift in my arms, I went inside and up to my bedroom. I took off my coat and tossed it on the bed. The buttons would have to be replaced if I wanted to wear it again, but it had been worth it. I sat on the edge of the bed to see what Cole had sent me. Warmth and excitement filled me. I opened the envelope and pulled out the note inside.

      

      You've been naughty. You know I hate it when you make me miss work. I'll punish you soon.

      Love,

      Frank

      

      The words were like acid in my hands, burning me. I jumped to my feet, hands shaking, and dropped the package and card to the floor. My vision darkened at the edges as my head spun. The crimson box tumbled and split open, scattering chocolates at my feet. Something silver remained partially in the box, shining from inside. I poked at it hesitantly with the toe of my shoe. I kicked the box over, revealing a pair of silver handcuffs. I stared at the gift, the threat he had left me on my door step, hearing him speak the words in my head. I'll punish you soon.

      My stomach churned. I ran to the bathroom and vomited up my pancakes.
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      Nine hours and fifty-seven minutes until I saw Hailey. Her scent still lingered in my truck. I took it in, lavender and vanilla. I never expected to reveal my wolf nature to any human, let alone find acceptance in return.

      Nine hours and fifty-five minutes.

      I parked the truck in the back lot and went in the door by the dumpster. Sawtooth Den was quiet first thing in the morning. Most people didn’t start drinking until the afternoon or later. I headed to my office to check my messages and get through a bit of paperwork before Harkins came in.

      The first few papers in the stack were more of the usual: expense reports, repair requests, and unusually quiet wildlife activity on the outskirts. A mix of bar business and alpha responsibilities to the pack. In the middle of the stack I found a disturbing report of two men being attacked by wolves. Wolves? With our brethren, the Northern Rocky Mountain wolves, so scarce, the attacks had to have been done by shifters. Certainly no one in our pack, I thought. There hadn't been any attacks on people in this area in years until the recent attack on Hailey. Shifters knew better than to harm humans. Was Crazy Eyes making his move?

      I needed to talk to Harkins. I needed to get this shit together before the Therion Tribunal sent an outsider to intervene. They didn’t tolerate attacks on humans.

      The only wolf in our pack who would cause any serious trouble was Axel. And he had it out for me, but he wouldn't attack some tourists. Just to be sure, I called Lance. It rang three times before he answered.

      “Yeah?” My brother's scratchy voice told me I had woken him.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Maybe if I had gotten to sleep before four.” He let out a long yawn and made rustling noises like he was starting to stir.

      “Hailey got attacked last night by a shifter,” I informed him.

      “Your Hailey?” Lance's voice went from groggy to alert.

      “Well…” I wasn't quite sure how to answer. I hadn't claimed her, but I certainly felt like she was mine.

      “No shit, she's back in town? Why didn't you tell me?”

      “It's only been a few days,” I replied.

      “Wait, she got attacked? Is she okay?”

      “Yes, she's fine,” I said, appreciating his concern. “It wasn't a wolf I recognized. I just read a report of an attack on tourists. Just wanted to make sure Axel wasn't causing any serious trouble.”

      “Nah. He started a fight outside that biker bar on the main road, down near Greenville. Drank too much and found the biggest guy he could find, insulted his bike and his mother.” Lance laughed, and I couldn't help but smile a little at the sound. His mood was always contagious. “If I was you, I would take it personally. Guy looked a bit like you, huge with black hair. He got in a few good punches, but he was no match for Axel. Shifter gives even the littlest bastards like Axel the advantage.”

      “He didn't kill the man, did he?” I asked.

      “Nah, just bruised him up good and went back to drinking,” he replied.

      “If he seems under control, I would appreciate if you could look into this attack by the lodge.”

      “Yeah, I'm all over it.”

      That meant he would sleep for a few more hours first.

      “And Hailey is coming by the bar tonight at six to meet everyone,” I said. “I'd appreciate it if you came.”

      I waited for his reply. Lance would be a familiar and friendly face, which would hopefully make Hailey more comfortable.

      “Wow. I wouldn't miss it. If for no other reason than to see the look on your mother's face.”

      I sighed. Zaria would not make this easy. But it would be worse to exclude her. She would hear it from someone and make my life hell. “Yeah, I'll have to call her.”

      A gentle but insistent voice came from the background over the phone, “Lance, come back to bed.”

      “Shea?” I asked.

      “Nah, I only have eyes for Nicole,” he countered. Whoever Nicole was.

      “Get off the phone and fuck me,” the woman pleaded.

      “Be out shortly.” With that Lance hung up the phone, not that I could blame him. He would do as he promised, and that was all that mattered.

      I left my phone on the desk and walked out to the bar. I needed to stretch my legs, and I was hoping to catch Harkins when he arrived.

      Amy stood behind the bar, stocking the liquor for the day ahead. She lifted bottles of vodka, rum, and tequila out of the blue milk crate she used to carry the liquor from the back. She set them all on the counter and put each in its place on the lower glass shelves attached to the mirrored wall. With the easy ones complete, she steadied herself with one hand on the counter as she stretched on tip-toes, bottle in hand, reaching for the top shelf.

      “Need some help, Shorty?” I asked.

      Amy dropped down and gladly offered me the bottle. “Yes, please.”

      I took the bottle and easily placed it on the top shelf. “We should really get you a stool.”

      “I tried that, and tripped all over it. There's no space back here for anything extra. I'd end up splitting my head open in no time.” A smile lit her face, from eyes to cheeks.

      “We wouldn't want that. Just yell for me when you need a hand.” I moved back around to the opposite side of the counter, hyper-aware of the space between us since Hailey had shared her insecurity.

      “Will do. How are you holding up with Garret gone and these attacks?” Amy continued, not missing a step at my awkwardness.

      Of course Amy would know all about the attacks, even before me. I shouldn't have been surprised. Amy was one of the few people Harkins made conversation with. I trusted him and knew he would never share anything sensitive with anyone, but anything that wasn’t private he shared with Amy. She was easy to talk to. Being here all the time amongst drinking men and wolves, she probably knew more about all of the wolves in our pack and what was happening in the surrounding area than I did. Something I often forgot. “Still looking into the attacks. And Garret. I'm hanging in there.”

      “Good. You know I'm always here if you want to talk.” Amy was in her element in her tight-fitting work tee, jeans, and blond pigtails, standing behind the bar. It was her easy smile that made her beautiful.

      I still felt a twinge of guilt every time I looked into her eyes when she grinned at me. After what Hailey had said, Amy’s feelings seemed so obvious.

      “I know, thanks.” Only one question about my emotions, and I was ready to change the subject. “Have you heard from Harkins yet this morning?”

      “Not yet, but I'll send him your way when I see him,” she promised.

      “Thanks, Amy.” I walked back to my office, wishing I had never dated her at all. Sleeping with someone always made the relationship more complicated, and I liked most of my relationships to remain simple. Hailey made life complicated enough.

      While I waited to hear from Harkins I made my last call about the coming evening, the one I didn't want to make. My mother picked up on the first ring.

      “Did you hear anything about Garret yet?” Zaria's voice was rushed, maybe even a bit anxious. If I didn't know better, I would have thought she had feelings. Well, that was a bit harsh. If nothing else, I knew she loved Garret.

      “Good morning, Mother. Not yet,” I replied.

      “Oh.”

      “I've got Harkins on it. We’ll hear something soon,” I told her.

      “Okay.” Another one-word reply. Shee must have been handling the situation worse than I’d thought.

      “I'm having someone by this evening at the bar. I'd like you to be here at six,” I said.

      “Oh. Business?” she asked.

      “No, personal.” I didn't want to go into details over the phone, or at all, with her.

      “A girl?” Her voice lifted at the thought.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “I'll be there. Let me know the second you hear something about Garret.” Her voice was firm, but sadness still came through.

      “I will,” I promised.

      With that, she hung up. No scolding or telling me what to do. She must have really been more off than I thought over Garret being so late to return. I checked the time as I started back into my paperwork. Only nine hours and two minutes left until I got to see Hailey.
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      Voices filled the room, laughing, talking. Cracks of pool balls smashing into each other echoed from the pool tables that lined the back of the room. The jukebox played classic rock, which was difficult to hear beneath the chatting of customers. Scents of beer and fried bar food mixed with those of wolf and man. Colognes and perfumes mingled with the natural essences of the people wearing them. I watched Amy pour drinks and flirt with men at the bar. Shea and Callie carried trays of glasses and plates to and from tables around the room.

      I was somewhat pleased to see Axel sitting at the end of the bar, deep purple coloring his left eye. His shoulders hunched downward as he leaned his head over his beer mug. Here I could watch him, and didn't need to worry that he was out causing trouble for the pack—assaulting humans or running into the valley prematurely. I would stay close to Hailey when she arrived. Axel would likely bother her when he learned that I was involved with her, but not while I was nearby. He’d had a chip on his shoulder since his father had mated with my mother. We weren’t friends before that. I didn’t know if it was jealousy due to the fact that everyone thought I should be alpha, a strange competitive streak because we were supposed to be family now, or some other reason. It didn’t matter. Axel was barely sane, and he would not be allowed near Hailey.

      My mother sat on the stool next to Axel, shoulders squared as she spoke to him. Zaria didn’t seem to mind that he was a crazy asshole. She had taken him under her wing when she mated Garret. She wasn’t the type to do something because it was right or kind, so I figured she was trying to get something from him. Maybe she thought he would be easily manipulated. She sipped on a glass of her own, looking as strong and stoic as ever. I couldn't hear her words from my seat across the room, but I didn't want to.

      I kept my eye on the door and an ear out for my phone in case Harkins showed up. He hadn't been in all day and hadn't called me back, even after I had left him a number of messages. I was still hoping he would show up, that something bad hadn't happened to him while looking into Garret's whereabouts.

      An emaciated brunette sat across my brother's lap, draping her arms around his neck. I didn't know how he did it, but Shea didn't even seem to notice. Lance had the ability to fuck whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted, without causing drama between the girls. Most of the time at least.

      “I can't believe you told her.” Lance seemed oblivious to the leggy woman nibbling on his ear. “And she didn't run?”

      “Nope. Things are going really well, actually,” I answered.

      “Wow. Well, congrats.” Lance lifted his glass in a toast before gulping a swig of beer.

      “Thanks.” Lance always backed my choices, especially with women. It was nice to have someone on my side.

      “Didn't she go off to college? How did that work out?” he asked.

      “She did. She left before finishing, and I'm not sure what she wants to do. I don't know if she's sure.”

      “But you love her. You always have.” It wasn't a question.

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      “Speaking of.” Lance glanced over at the door.

      She was finally here. I jumped to my feet and rushed to greet her. I took her in with my eyes. Delicate brown waves of hair hung over her shoulders. Her eyes sparkled as she looked up at me, a gorgeous smile highlighting the beauty of her face. She wore a red, waist-length leather jacket, unzipped and showing the form-fitting t-shirt beneath. Her breasts peeked out from the V-neck of her gray shirt and her jeans hugged her full hips. I separated her scents from the mix of wolves and humans in the room. Lavender, vanilla, Hailey, and peach. I eyed the shine on her lips and pulled her against me, leaning down to taste her. She tasted sublime, just like she should, and with a hint of peach lip gloss.

      “New lip gloss?” I asked.

      “Mm-hmm.” She lingered close to me, eyes closed, recovering from the kiss.

      “I like it.”

      Customers shuffled about, continuing their conversations, their drinking, their dancing, and their games. But all the wolves in the room had their eyes on Hailey.
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      I held tightly to my protector. With the size difference between us, my small hand in his large hand, his body was like my armor. I was comforted by his touch.

      I had spent the day job hunting, trying not to think about the package. I didn't want to run to Cole or bother Olivia at work; I needed to deal with it on my own. Conquer my fear.

      Now that it was finally time for the meet and greet, I replaced anxiety over Frank with nervousness over seeing Cole's family again. I wanted to be in his life, and knowing the people that he spent the majority of his day with was a big part of that. When I looked into his eyes, felt his touch, tasted his lips, I knew it would be okay. I could do anything with him in my corner.

      As Cole led me to a table across the room I noticed a number of people staring at us, including the blonde that I’d seen hanging on him just one night prior. I squeezed his hand a little tighter as I saw her hands clench on the rag she was using to wipe down the bar, reassuring myself that he was mine and she didn’t matter. I noticed the creep with short, spikey, dirty blond hair that had blocked me from entering the bar the other day. His face was bruised, and he stared needles at me with those beady black eyes, similar to the look the blonde gave me.

      I pulled my focus to the elegant silver-haired man sitting at the table we approached. I would know that crooked grin anywhere—Lance. He had changed nearly as much as Cole had since I saw him last. Lance still had deep blue eyes that nearly matched mine, but he was taller and more muscular than I remembered. His hair was cut short where he used to wear it around his shoulders. The new look suited him. He was beautiful in a charcoal button-down shirt and dark jeans. The top buttons of his shirt were left casually undone, as a stick-thin brunette rubbed her hand down his chest. He shooed her away with a pat on the ass, and then stood to greet us.

      “Hailey! It's been too long. You look stunning.” Lance pulled me in for a hug, squeezing me as Cole held firmly to my hand.

      “Thanks, you look good too. I like your hair.”

      Cole pulled me gently back to his side with his hand resting just above my hip, holding me in place. I liked this possessive side of him.

      We sat at the table across from Lance, in two seats pressed closely together. Cole draped his arm around my shoulders, and I snuggled in.

      “Thanks.” Lance gave me that wicked grin, the one that had won my sister over just a few years ago. “So tell me about your time away. And what brings you back.” His voice lowered at the end, emphasizing my return. He raised an eyebrow at Cole, relaxed in his seat next to mine.

      “I attended the university in Elkston, majoring in fine art. I really enjoyed painting, and exploring city life for a while. But, it was time to come home.” All of those things were true, but I didn't think I needed to spell out all the details. I didn’t want or need to talk about Frank.

      “Staying with your sister?” Lance asked.

      “Yep. For now. I got a job today at the flower shop on Main Street. So, I may start looking for my own place shortly.”

      Cole's eyebrows shot up as he listened to me talk, turning his body toward mine. Lance just nodded, like I was making total sense.

      I looked up into Cole's warm, golden eyes. “I'm not sure of much right now, except that this is where I want to be.” I squeezed his knee, and he turned his body back toward Lance.

      A small, handsome woman approached the table, with long, black hair resting on the shoulders of her black leather jacket. Zaria looked exactly the way I remembered.

      “I'm not interrupting, am I?” she asked, as she took the seat between me and Lance.

      “Not at all,” said Lance, shifting to the side to adjust for Zaria between us. His eyes went wide for a moment. Lance must have been as surprised as me that she chose to sit next to him. Clearly it was to be close to me and Cole.

      “Hello, Mother.” Cole straightened in his seat at her arrival.

      “Why didn't you tell me who you were bringing?” Her eyes were daggers as she stared down Cole, totally ignoring me.

      “Hailey and I are dating. It's serious. She knows.” Cole's voice was stone, hard and even.

      “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?” Zaria looked only at Cole. It looked like her feelings for me hadn't changed.

      “We’re fine right here,” Cole answered.

      “You have no right telling some girl about what we are. You put everyone at risk.” Zaria's voice was a strained whisper.

      “I wasn't going to—” I started.

      She interrupted me. “And the nerve, bringing some human here to flaunt your refusal of your responsibility...”

      Cole was up in an instant, pulling Zaria by the arm from her seat and back toward his office.

      I sat quietly, unsure what to say. I met Lance's deep sapphire eyes, which were full of concern.

      “So...” I started, unsure of how to move forward from the whirlwind of Zaria's wrath.

      “Don't worry, sweet cheeks, Cole's got this,” Lance said.

      “I wasn't going to tell anyone, you know, about the four-legged thing,” I replied.

      “I know.” He seemed sincere.

      I’d always liked Lance. He was honest and kind. Most importantly, he was always good to Cole.

      “What did she mean about refusing responsibility?” I asked.

      “Since our father died, our pack has had no alpha. Garret was sitting in while we waited.”

      “Waited for what?” I still felt like I was missing the point.

      “For Cole to take a mate. Everyone knows he should be the next alpha, but he has to take a mate to secure that place.”

      Then it clicked. I looked over at Amy, who looked like she was scrubbing a hole into the already clean counter, with her eyes hot with anger at the invisible stain.

      “And it has to be a wolf?” I pulled my gaze back to Lance, who only smiled at me, his eyes full of pity. I looked back the hall in the direction Cole had walked, then I stood up and grabbed my purse.

      “Tell Cole I went home,” I said to Lance over my shoulder as I hurried toward the door, giving him no chance to try to stop me.
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      I hardly processed the walk home. Cole had to mate a wolf. Everything he said about responsibility, about cubs, about mating me—he never mentioned what he would be giving up. I couldn't ask him to give up his place as alpha. I didn't know exactly what that would mean, but I didn't want to be the one to tie him down to a life that was less than what he deserved. He should have told me.

      Before I knew it, I was inside my sister’s house. I heard the TV in the living room as I locked the door behind me. Olivia and Pierce sat snuggled on the sofa watching some old black-and-white movie. They looked really happy eating Chinese and enjoying each other's company. I wanted that with Cole. I wanted the kind of relationship where we could be at ease with each other, enjoying the everyday, enjoying the kind of life I had glimpsed when we spent time alone.

      “Hey, wanna watch this old knock-off Dracula? We've got enough Chinese for three.” Olivia motioned for me to come in the room with them.

      “Not tonight, but thanks,” I replied. I needed to get to my room. I didn't want to be the sister interrupting their date with my sobbing. I'd only do that to her if she was alone.

      Olivia popped up and walked over to me, leaving the attractive blond man behind on the sofa. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I just need some alone time. Enjoy your date. We'll catch up later.” I said.

      The tall man with honey-blond hair came to Olivia's side, putting an arm around her waist. “Seriously, you should join. But I already ate all the egg rolls. I'm Pierce.” He held out his hand.

      I took the hand he offered and gave it the most sincere shake I could muster. “Hailey. Nice to meet you. I'll take a rain check. But really, it's great to meet you.”

      I started up the steps. It was good to see Olivia so happy. They made a beautiful couple, like the kind you see on expensive jewelry commercials. I hoped they could figure out how to keep their relationship going with distance working against them.

      Turning around, I said, “Oh, Liv, if Cole comes by, tell him I need the night alone.”

      She gave me a sad, questioning look, which I ignored and I continued up the stairs. I knew she would have followed me and pressed if Pierce hadn’t been here. But I didn’t know what to tell her anyway. What could I say to convey the situation without telling the secret I would forever keep? I could have used the girl chat, but it would be better to figure out what I should and shouldn’t say before we had that conversation. I wasn’t up for all of that tonight.

      When I got to my bedroom, I pulled off my jacket and shoes, feeling numb as I held my emotions at bay. Beside the bed I dropped my jeans and bra on the floor, then climbed under the covers. Still half dressed, I snuggled into the down comforter. I pictured Cole—the man, the wolf. I imagined his gorgeous face, his kind, honey eyes, his ebony fur and hair. I imagined the feel of his skin on mine, the firmness of his chest and arms. Then I let go of being strong, of the hope that we could figure things out, I let go of the tears I hadn’t realized I was holding back. A hole of emptiness clenched in my gut as I clutched my knees and sobbed quietly alone until I fell asleep.
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      I was furious with Zaria for her rudeness, furious with Lance for letting Hailey go, and furious with myself for the whole situation.

      As soon as I had realized Hailey was gone, I rode my bike straight to her sister's house. I wanted to talk to her, to touch her. I wanted to make sure she was okay. I wouldn't let Hailey run away from me with things unresolved again. I couldn't risk losing her.

      When her sister turned me away, I set to work.

      I started by driving to Greenville.
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      I woke a mess: mascara smeared on my face, hair a knotted disaster, puffy red eyes. I showered and dressed for my first day at the flower shop in a haze of numbness. I put on some flats and headed down to the kitchen. Everything was quiet, so I figured Olivia and Pierce must be enjoying their last morning together before he had to go back home. I wanted to confide in my sister, but I knew I couldn't tell her anything about wolves, so I didn't know how I could explain what had happened. Even if I could tell her, all I would do is melt down, and I couldn't deal with that this close to the beginning of my first day at a new job.

      I was tired from tossing and turning all night, so I settled on some coffee for breakfast in a to-go cup, a little under eye concealer, and walked to work.

      The cool breeze pinched my face, a welcome sensation to my sleepy eyes. The knot in my belly twisted, and I was glad I hadn't tried to keep anything more than coffee down. I passed the bar on my walk. Sawtooth Den's immaculate woodwork tempted me to run across the street, to forget the job I needed to get to, to throw myself at Cole who was clearly handling our night apart better than I was. I held strong and kept my gaze in front of me, walked an extra block, and entered the door to my new job.

      Rosebuds and Greenery was a classic brick storefront, probably as old as the town. Many of the small shops along Main Street had been built around 1910. They had all changed with time, upkeep, and different owners, but there was a beauty to the buildings that remained despite the many years. I looked up at the masterfully hand-carved wooden sign decorating the storefront. The elegance told me who made it—the only carpenter of such skill in town. It was another sign that everything would forever remind me of Cole, and the emptiness inside me that could be filled only by closeness to him.

      Potted rose bushes flanked the sides of the two-step entry to the matching rose-red wooden door. How Eric, my new boss, was able to maintain such beautiful flowers this time of year, I had no idea.

      When I walked inside the front door a little bell rang, and a spacious room opened before me. Floral scents mingled in the air. Fresh-cut bouquets and arrangements lined deep tables and the wall to the left. Blooms of every color sat nestled between green leaves, sitting in pots, or held together in plastic or ribbon. A large checkout counter with an old-timey register sat to the right, with long wooden tables and supplies in a partially walled off room, still open enough to catch the sunlight from the glass greenhouse behind.

      “Hailey?” A deep voice called to me from the room past the counter.

      “Hey, Eric,” I answered.

      An auburn-haired head popped out around the corner. “Excited about your first day?”

      “Yes. I really need this. Thank you again, so much.” I meant it. I needed the money so I didn't waste away my settlement cash. I needed the artistic outlet and the great company just as much. There were only so many days I could sit around my sister's house or go out shopping. And I needed to start building my own life again.

      “I'm happy to have you. You have no idea how hard it is to find anyone with an artistic eye around here. Everything my last assistant arranged turned into a blocky square fit only for funerals. Poor girl, I set her only to watering in the greenhouse and helping people that dropped in. She was no good with customers either, got angry at the first bride-to-be that walked in because the bride knew what she wanted and the girl didn't want to replace lilies with dandelions or some shit. What bride to be isn't at least part bridezilla, am I right? Anyway, lost me a huge gig, so she's gone.”

      Eric stepped out from behind the counter, waving flowers in hand as he spoke. His thick-rimmed black glasses and puffed pompadour hair matched the style of his tight plaid button-down shirt and burgundy corduroy pants. He topped off the look with classic black and white chucks. Eric knew who he was, a sparkling gem that stood out from the rest of the town. He worked it, and I loved him for it. He was full of positive energy and talked enough for both of us--exactly what I needed to distract me from my funk.

      “I'll try not to disappoint,” I replied.

      “Honey, you'll be great.” He gave me a warm smile.

      The day flew by as I learned all about different types of plants and flowers. I learned how often each ones were watered, which plants needed what amount of sunlight, and how to cut stems for bouquets. It was a lot of information, but Eric was kind and forgiving. I was confident I could get it all down with a little practice. We ordered a pizza for lunch and ate in, chatting the entire time. I had never enjoyed a job so much; it was more like hanging out with Olivia than work. By late afternoon I was confident that I had to get Eric and Olivia together for a movie night sometime in the near future.

      Before I knew it, it was five o'clock. I grabbed my purse and said goodnight to Eric. Stepping out into the cool evening air, I saw oranges and purples swirling the sky as the sun set.

      Someone sat at the bottom of the steps, and he turned when I approached. His golden eyes mirrored the warm hues of the sky. Black strands of hair lay haphazardly in a beautiful mess. His black leather biker jacket matched his ebony locks, and really nailed the whole bad boy thing. Dark-washed loose jeans hung nicely on his hips. It was so different from the suit I was used to, especially when he would usually still be at work at this hour. But he pulled off the casual look as easily as the formal, comfortable and sexy. He was easily the most gorgeous thing I had ever seen. The hole inside me ached, stronger than ever.

      “Hailey.” His voice was gravelly, rumbling in his chest.

      “Hey.” I didn't know what to say, where to start. Sorry I'm not a wolf? You deserve so much more? I love you and I want you right here on these steps? I blushed at the thought.

      Cole dropped to one knee. Oh god what was he thinking? “Please, Hailey, come back to my place and talk with me.”

      He pulled something out of his pocket and held it up to me. I reached down and picked up the key in his hand, a light brown leather oval attached to it. Pressed into the leather were grooves in the shape of symbols inside a circle: a mountain in the background, a pine in front and to the side, and a wolf in the foreground. Cole's seal.

      “What's this for?”

      “My house. Come with me Hailey, please. I have something to show you, and much more to talk about.”

      I put the key in my purse and took the hand he held out for me. How could I not? I would do anything for him. All of my strength melted away, and my middle filled with warmth at his touch. I took the helmet he offered and climbed behind him on his bike. I snuggled up close to his back, smelling the leather of his jacket and the earthy cinnamon soap that I once borrowed.

      A tear ran down my cheek as we rode through the woods. I couldn't resist him, no matter how much I believed he was better off without me. I loved him with everything I had. Cole was my life.
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      Hailey squeezed my chest, and for the first time in twenty-four hours, I was content. I could stay like this forever, just feeling her arms around me. The cold air blew against us as the sun went down behind tree-topped mountains. The light from my Harley lit the way through the trees along the dirt road up to my sanctuary away from town.

      When we arrived, Hailey let go of me and climbed off the bike. It was bittersweet, arriving and showing her what I had done while she was away from me, but losing her sweet embrace. As the last hints of rose and violet faded from the sky, the last shreds of daylight caught the cerulean oceans of her eyes. I loved the way the wind rustled her hair when we rode the bike, removing any styling and leaving only her natural curl.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out as I stepped off my bike. Hailey set her helmet down on the seat and looked to me as I checked the number. Lance. I hit answer, unwilling to blow him off when he was looking into something so important for me. Especially after not being able to reach Harkins when I’d set him on a similar errand. I held the phone at my hip as I spoke to Hailey.

      “Go ahead and use your key. I'll meet you inside in a moment.” I kissed the top of her head, savoring the sweet scent of her shampoo, and she headed to the door.

      “Yeah?” I asked Lance.

      “I looked into that attack on the humans from the lodge,” he said. “It was three wolves. It took some digging, but turns out it was shifters from Crazy Eyes's pack. They bragged about it down at the Cook Brothers’ bar in Greenville. Seems they're becoming regulars at that place. Lowell isn't too excited about it. They get drunk and start fights.”

      “Thanks for getting back to me,” I replied.

      “One last thing. They were bragging that Crazy Eyes killed Garret.” Lance's voice softened.

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Thanks, Lance. Don't tell anyone else about what you found until I’ve had time to think. Let's do a meeting Wednesday night. Gives me a little time to gather information. Let me know if you have any brilliant ideas.”

      “Will do. G'night,” he said.

      I hung up the phone. Shit. What was I going to do? I really needed to reach Harkins. I tried his number in vain, thinking that maybe this time he would answer. He didn’t. I put my phone back in my pocket.

      Could Garret really be dead? What the hell was I going to do? If Axel heard the rumor before we had more information, he would rush in and get himself killed, or worse, cause an all-out war. We had to learn all of the facts. In the morning I would have to go down to see the Cook brothers.

      I walked toward the door, returning my focus to what was important for tonight—Hailey.
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      Flames roared in the fireplace, the center point of the room. From the entryway I spotted a large cream-colored sofa that sat where we slept. I slid off my jacket and shoes by the door, then approached the new seat. The bedding was missing from the floor. Had Cole bought a sofa just so I would be more comfortable here? I ran my finger across the top of the seat, along the soft, creamy fabric. The cushion gave to my touch, leaving an indent that slowly bounced back. Ooo, it must be cozy, I thought.

      I walked toward the kitchen for some wine to help me through whatever it was Cole wanted to tell me. I could grab a glass and snuggle up on the sofa in front of the fire while I waited for him to finish up his phone call.

      At the entry to the kitchen I tried to turn on the lights, but the switch didn't seem to be working. After flipping it up and down twice, I figured the bulb probably blew out. I would have to remember to tell Cole so he could replace it. I headed to the fridge to use the light it held to fill the room. I opened the refrigerator’s door and inspected the wine selection: merlot, pinot grigio, and a bottle of Moscato. I settled on the one I guessed would be the sweetest—the Moscato—and set it on the counter. I left the fridge door open to find a glass in the cabinet. Reaching up, I froze at the crunching sound of a shoe on broken glass.

      Someone must have shattered the kitchen light.

      Someone was here.

      “What a wicked game you're playing, Hailey,” a grating voice came from the blackness behind the blinding light of the refrigerator bulb.

      I knew that voice, the voice that haunted my dreams. My heart thudded in my ears. Oh shit. I turned slowly and pressed back into the counter.

      A shadowy figure stood behind the open fridge door, difficult to make out. I didn't need to see him to know it was Frank Wilson.

      “You shouldn't be here.” I worked to steady my voice. He had no right to be here. He shouldn’t be in Sawtooth Peaks. He shouldn’t be in this house, in my life.

      Cole would show up any second and I would be safe.

      Unless Frank Wilson had hurt Cole first, after I’d come inside…no, impossible. The thought of Cole being hurt twisted something inside of me. I simply couldn’t believe it.

      “Shouldn't I be here?” Frank’s shadow moved closer. “You lured me here away from my job and wouldn’t answer my calls. Playing cat and mouse. Well, the cat caught up.”

      What the fuck? I never wanted to see him again. He must be crazy to believe otherwise. The restraining order had made my feelings very clear.

      “What about your work?” I knew his work was important to him, so I used it to distract him as I slowly backed out of the kitchen one step at a time. A shard of glass pierced my heel. I ignored it. “You must be missing surgeries to be here.”

      “Oh I am, and you'll make it up to me.” In a moment he closed the gap, grasping my arm with unforgiving force.

      “You're hurting me, Frank.”

      He pulled me into his chest without loosening his grasp even for a second. With my back pressed against his chest I couldn't see him, not that there was much to see without the light. His arm pressed tightly against my collar bone. The smell of his cologne, so familiar, threatened to make me sick. My heart raced as I tried to breathe: inhale deeply, exhale slowly. He rested his pointy chin on my shoulder as he whispered in my ear.

      “Oh you're going to feel a lot more hurt. Hurt like you caused me by having the cops show up in my office with that ridiculous paper, by making me chase you four hours away from where I should be.”

      I felt his arousal rubbing against the back of my jeans, moving back and forth on me, disgusting me. A gentle pull at the bottom of my shirt, and his cold, repulsing hand rubbed upward. I used my free arm to block his from reaching my bra. I could do this. Cole would be in soon.

      Frank growled behind me, “You are mine.”

      A wet sting touched my cheek. I saw the glitter of silver just under my eye as the pain intensified and I screamed with everything I had.

      “COLE!”
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      The moon illuminated shattered glass on the deck along the side of my house.  A broken window. I walked faster and opened the door, then I heard Hailey scream, her voice full of pain and fear.

      I shifted into my wolf instinctively. Senses heightened, I bolted to the kitchen as a huge black wolf. I let my animal side rule me as I smelled Hailey, afraid and injured. Copper tainted her sweetness. Through the broken window, I saw her held in her attacker’s arms. She spotted me, and her eyes begged me for help. Her face was bleeding.

      I took in the rest of the scene. The room was full of shadows, the only light coming from the fridge. Broken glass scattered across the floor from the shattered bulb.

      The other person in the room reeked of cheap cologne, alcohol, and something off. A human, but not quite natural, possibly suffering some sort of sickness. He had salt and pepper hair, delicate hands, and a disheveled, black business suit. I didn’t recognize the man, and he didn’t seem to notice me. He held fast to Hailey, his eyes locked on her bloody cheek as I slowly approached them. I spotted the knife he held at his side, dripping her blood.

      Anger boiled inside of me and I dove forward. I sank my teeth into the fragile flesh of his forearm, crunching the bones within. The paring knife in his hand clattered to the floor and the man screamed in pain.

      Clutching his wound, he backed away from Hailey. His shoulders hunched and he escaped into the shadows. He was a small man, cowardly without his weapon. Hailey moved behind me as the middle-aged man backed away, crouched on the floor.

      I glanced behind me to make sure Hailey was okay. A small cut marred her perfect face, but it didn't look deep. Her desperate fear had been replaced by cold hatred. Her expression told me exactly who the intruder was. He was a man that I should not have allowed to get so close to her. A man that would have never met her if I hadn’t pushed her away to begin with.

      “What the fuck?” The fragile human's yelling brought my focus back to him.

      I towered over him as he sat on the floor, then growled, baring my teeth. He looked up at me without the fear he should have felt at a four-foot high wolf standing over him. A grin split his face. His behavior was irrational; he should have tried to run. Irrational meant unpredictable, and unpredictable was dangerous.

      The man pulled his legs under him, crouching below me. He dove for the knife, then lunged forward into me. I stood my ground, keeping myself between the intruder and my Hailey. He swung the blade toward my neck, and I moved in time to catch only a small cut. He pulled the knife back and dove at me again. I took a step back, remaining in front of Hailey, who cried behind me. My mind was set. I meant the crazy man no harm, even after breaking into my home, but attacking Hailey was unacceptable. I would protect her at all costs. I shifted back into a man, not wanting to tear apart a human, and sidestepped his third swing.

      “Get the fuck out of my house,” I growled, giving the man a chance to leave. I could follow him and gauge his behavior. I could watch to make sure he didn’t come back. I could figure it out, if he would only leave.

      “She's mine, damn you! I'm going to fuck her up and take her, right here in your kitchen, you monster.” His eyes told me how serious he was. He wouldn't just leave and let Hailey be. This crazy asshole was going to keep coming after her until he got what he wanted.

      His face was a twisted mess of something between anger and excitement. He swung wildly at us with my knife. I stepped forward into his swing. He sliced my chest as I grasped his head with both hands and twisted.

      He snapped like a twig and fell to the floor. It was done in a moment, and Hailey was safe.

      My wounds bled down my bare chest, nothing that wouldn’t quickly heal. Scars I would gladly bear, wounds that I took protecting Hailey. I knelt down and turned to Hailey, who sat on the floor behind me. I leaned down and cupped her cheeks, tilting her head away from the dead man and up at me. Careful not to touch the wound on her cheek, I looked into her eyes, needing to know that she was okay, that she would always be okay.

      She lunged forward and pressed her lips to mine. My sweet Hailey, with peach on her lips. She kissed me desperately hard. I kissed her back as intensely, shoving my tongue into her mouth, tasting her. I sat with her on the floor, with our mouths connected, moving together.

      I pulled back and asked, “Are you all right?”

      “I am now. Thank you.” She put her arms around my neck, pulling me close. Her body shook gently against mine. I followed her eyes down to my chest, at the wounds that bled on her shirt.

      She looked up into my eyes and said, “Let’s clean you up.”
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      I never thought I'd be happy to see a man die. Cole snapped Frank's neck right in front of me, and nothing could have felt more right. It felt terrible to think that way, but I couldn't help it. He would have killed us both.

      I held tight to Cole's hand as I walked him to the downstairs bathroom. His eyes were sullen, and the stab wounds were still bleeding. “Do you want me to take you to the hospital? Or call Olivia to give you stitches?”

      I knew he healed fast, but I needed to at least see his wounds cared for.

      “I'll be fine,” he answered.

      “Then can I at least wash you? I want to take care of you. It will make me feel better to see you bandaged.” I hated seeing him hurt. I knew I was responsible for this. I should have been more careful to be sure that Frank didn’t find me. I should have warned Cole that Frank was in town. I should have known I didn’t have everything under control, like I’d pretended.

      “Okay, but you first,” he answered, looking at my cheek.

      We walked to the bathroom counter, and Cole dug through a big drawer under the sink. I noticed something on the counter, a surprise in the usually bare space: a bar of my favorite vanilla lavender soap.

      “Is this for me?” I wondered how he knew what brand I used. It was probably shifter super sense. Attention to detail or super power, either way I appreciated the gesture.

      “I wanted this night to go differently,” he said quietly as he looked down into the drawer.

      “I saw the sofa. Are you making your place more girl-friendly for me?” I asked.

      “I want you to be comfortable. Now get up here,” he said, patting the counter.

      I hopped up to sit next to the sink as he pulled out supplies. He dabbed my face with a wet cotton ball, then applied a small bandage to my wound.

      “I hope it doesn't scar,” he said sullenly.

      “Would you still want me if it did?” I asked, a little self-conscious at the idea of a scar across my face.

      “Hailey, I will never stop wanting you. I love you with everything that I am.”

      I blushed and looked him up and down. The naked sex god, beautifully chiseled and dripping blood from protecting me.

      He looked me over, checking my arms and legs for injury. His eyes lingered just above my elbow. I looked and saw the purple mark where Frank’s hand had been. Cole gave the bruise a gentle kiss and then continued examining me. He  cradled my foot in one of his hands and picked up some tweezers. In all of the excitement I had forgotten about the glass in my foot. He removed the shard of glass and applied antibiotic cream and a bandage. My foot stung like it just realized it was supposed to.

      Once he was finished, I hopped off the counter and took a turn with the peroxide and bandages. I dabbed at the gaping wounds in Cole’s flesh that looked much worse than the scratch on my face.

      “Do we call the police?” I asked.

      “I'll take care of it. The Tribunal gets involved when a human dies at the hands of a shifter. I'll have to call them. It's better if they hear it from me than from the police.”

      “Okay. But what about the body? We can't just leave him there while we wait for whoever to come.” I wrapped bandages around his torso, under his arms and over his shoulder, covering his wounds.

      “I'll call Lance. You shouldn't worry about it. I'll take care of everything.” Cole spoke softly. His eyes looked distant.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, concerned about his short answers, about what he’d had to do to protect me.

      “I'm healing already. Really, it's fine,” he answered.

      “No, I mean, with what happened?” I asked.

      “You're okay, and that's what matters.” He seemed to be avoiding giving me a straight answer.

      “But it's weighing on you.” I could tell that it was. It was worse for Cole than it was for me. I felt relieved, shaken but relieved.

      “I've never killed a man before,” he replied.

      “I'm sorry.” I knew it was my fault. The whole situation was my fault.

      “Don't be, I'm not. He was going to hurt you. I did what I had to, and I'd do it again.”

      I left it alone as I wrapped bandages around my hero's torso.

      We walked out hand in hand to the living room. Cole asked me to wait for him on the sofa. I sat down and watched as he started a fire in the hearth. He moved quickly, efficiently placing the wood and lighting the flame. I stared into the fire as Cole left the room. The orange flames started small and spread across the logs, growing in size and warmth as they went.

      When Cole returned, I noticed that he had put on some gray pants like the ones I had worn when I stayed overnight. He left his shirt off, which was always a pleasant sight for me. His tanned, muscular chest flexed when he moved, tempting me to touch it. He handed me a ham and Swiss sandwich on a soft, brown bread with honey mustard and a glass of the Moscato that I had picked for myself earlier in the night.

      I appreciated the care he gave me, tending to my wound first and making sure I was fed before dealing with Frank. I didn’t know why Cole wanted me instead of a she-wolf who could give him more. But I loved him, and I loved how lucky I felt that he did choose me. My nervousness about the evening had changed. I felt silly for thinking I could stay away from Cole. My reservations felt so insignificant compared to what we had been through. Thinking I should live without him seemed years away, as he showed me just how devoted he was to me. How much he loved me.

      I didn’t know what would happen with Cole’s wolf council. Surely they would understand that we were the victims. They needed to understand that none of this was Cole’s fault. I knew nothing about this Tribunal or what they would say, what they would think. I would feel better once it was over, once I knew everything was okay. I sat quietly, lost in my own thoughts, eating my sandwich and drinking my wine. I knew I should feel bad that a man was dead, and I did. But, I couldn't help but bask in the relief that Frank wouldn't bother me again. I didn't have to fear what he would leave on my porch, or that he might be calling or following me wherever I went. I wouldn't have to look over my shoulder ever again.

      I heard the door open and shut. Lance and Cole spoke, but I didn’t listen and I didn’t move from my seat. I stared into the fire and waited for Cole to return to me. Flames flickered shades of red, orange, and blue, dancing in the heat. I sipped my wine until it was gone. There was the sound of voices, and noises of movement: rustling, and doors opening and shutting. When the quiet returned, Cole came back to the sofa to join me.

      “So, what do you think of the sofa?” he asked.

      “It's soft,” I replied.

      “Let me show you the rest.” Cole said, taking my hand.

      I looked up into his deep, golden eyes and followed him up the stairs. We walked into the first room on the left at the top of the stairwell, the doorway I had entered when I wanted to shower. The space had been empty, a master bedroom waiting to be lived in. Cole flipped on the light switch and looked to me, watching as I took in the scene.

      The large stone fireplace mirrored the one I adored downstairs. I had noticed it in passing, but it had never been lit. The fire was burning tonight, just like the hearth in the great room. Tan and white candles lined the mantle above the fireplace, all lit and filling the air with a pleasant mix of vanilla and cinnamon, my favorite scents. Now, the room was furnished with a giant sleigh bed in cherry-toned wood. On the nightstand next to it was a framed photograph. It was the same picture I kept in my room in Elkston and at Olivia’s, the one of the two of us by the stream. I had the same one by my bed at my sister’s place. Still, I couldn't believe he had kept a copy, too. All this time, Cole had been as sentimental as me, and he’d held on to what we had before I had left.

      I was filled with warmth as I took in the rest of the room. A large, cherry dresser with a tall, embellished mirror sat across the room from the sleigh. At the far end of the room was a wall of windows, offering the same amazing view of sunset and sunrise as the living room. I hadn’t noticed the windows when the room was dark and empty, but full of furniture and life I could imagine myself waking up and going to sleep in this room. I could wake to the sun coming up and lighting the room, a natural alarm clock.

      “It's beautiful,” I told him.

      “You deserve a proper place to sleep,” Cole said.

      “When did you have time to do all of this?” I asked, thinking back at how much time we had spent together and how much time he spent at work. The sofa hadn’t been here when I had slept over last, and none of this had been here when I showered.

      “After last night, I needed to do this for you. I went to Greenville and ordered a few things. Hailey, I want you to live with me. To stay with me. I can't lose you. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I answered, with a full heart.

      “Let me show you something,” he said, looking deep into my eyes. He looked vulnerable. It was a side of him I rarely saw, a side of him that I imagined few people ever saw. We had been through a stressful evening dealing with Frank, and Cole was waiting for my response. I appreciated that he let me see through his tough exterior, let me see how he felt.

      We walked hand in hand to the room next door.

      He gave me a kiss on the top of my head, and we walked through the doorway to a dark room I had never been in.

      He flipped on the light switch, illuminating the huge, open room. Shelves and cabinets lined the walls, and in the center was an enormous easel with a blank canvas, taller than me. I clasped my hands to my mouth. I couldn't believe what he had done for me. When I had been thinking about leaving him, about considering a life without him, thinking he could be happier without me—he’d been doing this for me.

      I looked into his sweet, honey eyes. “Yes.”

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “You asked me to learn more about your life, about you. And if I wanted you, you promised to claim me. I think I know you pretty well. Cole, make me your mate. I want to be with you for the rest of my life.”

      He was the only man for me. I loved him. I had never really seen myself with anyone else. Deep down maybe I knew I was meant to be with Cole, the whole time I was away, and ever since I came back.

      Cole reached down behind my thighs and lifted me to his waist. I wrapped my legs around his middle and pulled my arms tightly around his neck. He put his mouth on mine, and I tasted the man I would spend my life loving.

      He carried me to the bedroom, to the bed that we would share. As he massaged my mouth with his, tingles of anticipation flowed down through my body. I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anything. I wanted his mark, the physical sign that meant I belonged to him. We could figure the rest out later.

      He sat me on the edge of our bed, gently, and lifted my shirt over my head. I reached my arms up to help him, then slowly lowered his soft cotton pants. Lowering the waistband revealed his ready and waiting cock. I was glad to see that he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      I released his pants, letting them pool to the floor. Worshipping his manliness, I licked the length of his huge shaft. Deep noises rumbled in his chest, telling me he approved. I took his balls in my hand and gently massaged him. With my other hand, I wrapped my fingers around his huge girth, sliding up and down his length while I licked his dripping head.

      More animal sounds escaped his chest, encouraging me further. I loved seeing the effect I had on him, seeing him embrace his primal wolf side. I loved the growls, the speed, the strength. I loved everything about him. Using my body, I wanted to show him the way I felt, and give him the pleasure I needed to see him feel.

      I took his tip in my mouth, tasting his salty anticipation. He filled my mouth easily as I licked around his smooth ridges. His eyes closed and his head hung back. His beautifully chiseled core was tight as I showed him my affection. My breasts ached and my panties got soaked. I took him deeper into my throat, in and out, moving my tongue, exploring him with my mouth for the first time. It was exciting to know him in a new way, learn more about his body. When I reached half his length, he pulled back.

      He gently pushed me down onto my back, his eyes on fire. He put his lips on mine and grabbed my breast roughly through the bra. The sensation was amazing. I wanted more, wanted him so badly. My thighs ached and I moaned as his tongue pressed deeply into my mouth.

      He pulled back and ripped my bra in half from the middle, freeing my aching breasts. As he unbuttoned my jeans, he flicked my nipple with his tongue, biting gently, and sucking. It felt so good, but my other nipple felt neglected. Like he could read my mind, Cole switched to the other side. I grasped his ebony hair. He slid my jeans down off my hips and released my aching nipple. He pulled off my jeans and my panties in no time, and stood before me as I lay on the edge of the bed naked and needing him. I wanted to savor the ecstasy of being as physically and emotionally close as two people could be. I wanted to feel him inside of me, and know that I would be his forever.

      He knelt before me, putting each hand on my exposed breasts. His breath was warm on my needy cleft as he nuzzled his nose on my clit. His touch was electric. Pleasure met in my middle, radiating from my clit and breasts. He licked my folds, giving me exactly what I needed.

      “Yes, yes,” I moaned as he pushed me closer and closer to climax. He pulled back, still squeezing my breasts in each hand. He stood before me, huge cock dripping over me as I lay on my back waiting for him.

      Cole put his hands around my waist and moved me farther onto the bed and then climbed on top of me. His giant head tickled my opening, teasing me.

      “Please,” I begged.

      He pressed forward, slowly stretching me inch by inch. When he pressed the last of his length inside, I was gloriously full. We were one as he moved back and forth deep inside of me. We were meant to be like this, entwined as one. Every inch of my body tingled with the euphoric anticipation. Pressure built, so close to unfurling. Just a little bit more. I exploded around him, aftershocks radiating through my body. I felt open, closer to Cole than I had ever been. He smiled at me as hair hung over his eyes, waiting for me to come down from the high.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Mmm-hmm,” I answered, basking in the pleasure he caused.

      “Hailey. This is serious.” His eyes met mine, searching for what he needed to hear.

      “I've never wanted anything more,” I promised.

      “Get on all fours, I'm going to mark you. You should know, it will hurt.”

      I happily obeyed, pulling off of him and waiting on the bed with my ass in the air.

      “Mmmm,” he said, deep and throaty. “You're so beautiful.”

      He slid his hands over my ass and came up behind me. I was a little nervous about being taken from behind, but more than a little excited. It was so primal, so wolf. I wanted the mark, and I wanted to give him everything. There was no teasing or easing in this time. He entered me, pressing forward, faster and harder than before. In this position he pressed deeper inside of me, deeper than I thought possible. It felt so good, so big.

      Cole wrapped his body around mine, one arm supporting his weight, with his other hand down between my legs, massaging my clit. It didn't take long before I felt the pleasure building inside me once again.

      “I'm going to come,” I gasped. He slammed harder, and rubbed faster. I exploded in the most powerful orgasm of my life. “Yes, yes!”

      His fluid filled me as we came together, pleasure blinding me as it overtook my body. We were as close as two people could be. We entwined our bodies and souls, two as one. Sharp stabbing pain pierced my neck, heightening the pleasure that overtook me. I knew what it meant; it was the mark I had been waiting for. It was Cole’s promise to love me forever. Our commitment to each other in his world, the world he chose to share with me.

      “I love you, Cole.” I gasped, sinking down on the bed beside him.

      “I love you too, Hailey, my mate,” he replied.

      Mate. I loved the way that word sounded. I loved what it meant.

      I curled up with my back against Cole, his arms around me, as we snuggled under the covers of our new bed. I watched the fire crackle as I touched the bite that he had given me. Cole's mark. I was his, and he was mine. I knew we could figure the rest out together. I fell asleep happy, and feeling like my life was finally going the way I wanted.
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      Crash. Shards of glass scattered across the bedding and hardwood floor. Mara started crying—Mara was always crying.

      Moonlight shone through the broken window, glittering as it caught tiny slivers of glass that covered the women woken by the sound. An icy breeze blew through the hole in the white wall where the window overlooking town had been, chilling my bare skin, and carrying a flurry of snowflakes with it.

      A large rock lay beside my pillow. Thrown a foot to the left, and maybe I would have been dead, released from this hellhole. A rock that size would make one hell of a weapon. With something that heavy maybe I could even bash Dashiell’s head in before he saw what was coming. The guards would be in at any moment to see what caused the noise, and they would want whatever had broken the window. I couldn't hide it, and I couldn't get to the crazed alpha with enforcers on their way. I had to wait. I had to bide my time.

      I grabbed two thick slivers of glass from the floor I slept on. Two shards wouldn't be missed. I slipped the glass beneath the ruffles of my ugly pink skirt, tucking them safely in the elastic top of the stocking on my thigh. They would have us shake out the bedding to be rid of the glass, it couldn't be concealed in the blanket or pillow. At least this stupid ruffled dress was good for something.

      Three broad-shouldered silhouettes crowded the doorway. I was just in time. An enforcer flipped on the light. After a few blinks my eyes adjusted.

      “What the fuck was that?” one of them yelled.

      All three enforcers scowled as they scanned the room. Fleur tried to hush Mara, holding the other she-wolf while she cried.

      “Looks like another rock. Someone on those streets is ballsy.” One of the guards approached me with lust in his beady eyes. He picked up the rock and winked at me. Maybe it would have been worth using the rock on him, even if I couldn't reach Dashiell, the bastard who was responsible the destruction of everything I held dear. The satisfaction I would feel almost outweighed the consequence, but I needed live long enough to find justice for Stratton.

      I lived to avenge my mate. I lived to kill Dashiell.

      “Hey, sweetcheeks, got somethin' for you,” the guard said, grasping his crotch and puckering his thin, disgusting lips. I needed time to hide the glass, I couldn't have him breaking it or finding it in my skirt.

      “Touch me and I'll tell Dashiell,” I warned.

      The guard raised his large, callused hand.

      “Please don’t hurt her,” Mara said in her tearful voice.

      The woman next to her, Fleur, shushed her. It never paid to speak up…as I was about to find out.

      Again.

      I waited for the blow, bracing myself for the beating I had become accustomed to, but his hand never hit. Instead, one of the other guards started coughing. The other two turned to look. The one who was coughing fell to his knees, gasping for air and grasping his throat as his face turned purple. The other guard by the door’s eyes widened and he reeked of fear. A moment later he started to cough.

      The guard who’d almost hit me moments before watched his companions collapse to the floor. “HELP!” he screamed and slammed the reinforced bedroom door with his fist. His heavy boot-steps echoed as he ran down the hall, leaving his companions to their fate.

      I smiled at the six she-wolves on the floor around me. Maybe someone somewhere wanted to help us. Maybe today wouldn't be so bad after all.
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      Estimating the length of stem required, I trimmed the scarlet rosebud down to an inch below the bloom. Then I set it on the wooden tabletop between two snippets of baby’s breath. I laid a large, dark green leaf on top of the blooms, then wrapped the stems together with green tape. For the final touch, I slid a pin through the back of the tape and yelled, “Victory!”

      Eric popped his auburn head into the doorway of the cutting room at Rosebuds and Greenery. The cutting room was my favorite place to be in the historical building. It held all of the tools that were needed to create floral art, which was the best part of my new job. The room was partially walled off from the area of the store where customers could browse bouquets and arrangements, so Eric and I could help customers as they arrived without being constantly watched. Sunlight poured in through the back of the room where it was open to the glass greenhouse that ran against the rear of the building. Being surrounded by flowers in the warmth of natural light reminded me of summer days, and it put me in a good mood at the start of each work day. I could see all of the trees, bushes, and flowers that grew in pots in the greenhouse from my table—a beautiful view of nature’s floral rainbow.

      “Great job, honey. That one might even pass as acceptable,” Eric replied as he inspected my product with a grin. I had known my boss since middle school. He was the same tall, thin, sassy boy that he had always been.

      I set my prized boutonniere in a plastic container in the cardboard box with the superior example Eric had made for me to follow. Pleased that my skills were improving, I started on my sixth attempt. While Eric worked the counter, I had been working on the orders for Homecoming all morning. I was grateful for the opportunity to learn arrangements. The first three days of my new job had been spent getting educated about the plants and how to take orders from customers. Working on arrangements, no matter how small, was much more rewarding.

      When all of the customers had left, Eric rejoined me in the cutting room. Freckles decorated his face along the underside of his thick-framed, black glasses and emerald eyes. With relaxed-fit khakis and a short-sleeved, blue plaid button shirt, Eric topped off his look with a black bowtie and suspenders. In a small town of loggers, hunters, bikers, and country businesses, Eric always stood out with his hipster style.

      “We just got a funeral, and a baby shower,” he reported.

      “Whole circle of life, all with flowers,” I answered.

      “One of those great things about being a florist: everyone needs flowers. By the way, I got a call from a girl at that bar your hunk of man meat owns. He's contracting us to landscape the side facing Main Street. I'm guessing thank yous are in order.” Eric raised an eyebrow at me.

      “That's great. It's a big job. But, I didn't have anything to do with it,” I replied.

      “Oh really? So I see tall, dark, and gorgeous dropping you off here, and out of nowhere now they want flowers. Don't kid yourself, honey. The only bar in town isn’t suddenly in need of landscaping.”

      I answered, “I’ll ask him about it.”

      “Give him a kiss for me while you're at it. What do you want to get for lunch today? Pizza or Chinese, the possibilities are endless,” Eric said.

      “Oh, I'm meeting Liv for lunch. Raincheck?” I would have invited Eric along, but I needed some time alone with my sister since I’d been spending every night with Cole lately. We hadn’t gotten a chance to talk, and I was missing our time together.

      “Sure, hon. But don't expect me to save you any leftovers. I'll be eating all the egg rolls,” Eric said.

      “I wish I could eat like you and stay so thin,” I replied, looking at his small frame.

      “I do a lot of cardio, plus I look a lot like my mother. I got her lack of hips. I bet your man loves those curves.” Eric smiled at me.

      We were able to finish the Homecoming orders in no time with Eric working by my side, and had started in on the funeral when Liv showed up to drive me to lunch.

      Liv stepped in through the red wooden front door, setting off the little bell above it. “Nice place.”

      My sister pulled off the casually beautiful look better than anyone I had ever met. Her high-heeled boots perfectly matched her short, black leather coat. The white skinny jeans she wore highlighted her long, slim legs. She knew how to show off her best features. Liv was long, thin, and elegant, where I was short and curvy. We shared facial features, and a special bond from living our teenage years without parents and relying only on each other, but not much else.

      “How can you live here without ever visiting the only flower shop in town?” I asked.

      “I don't know. No occasions for flowers, I guess,” she answered.

      “Every day is an occasion for flowers, doll.” Eric stepped up beside me, resting his elbow on my shoulder.

      “Liv, this is Eric. Eric, Liv,” I introduced the two.

      “A pleasure to finally meet you. Hailey’s told me so much about you.” Eric leaned in and kissed my sister on each cheek.

      “Uh oh. Good things I hope?” Liv scowled at me.

      “All good things. I swear.” I held up my hands in defense.

      “Of course, all positive. Hailey’s a delight. I just adore your sister,” Eric said.

      “I’m pretty fond of her myself,” Liv replied.

      I smiled and said, “So much love today.”

      “Okay, let’s not let it go to her head,” Liv said.

      “We’ll be back in a bit. Thanks for being flexible,” I said to Eric. Only four days since I had started working here, and Eric was already letting me go on long lunch breaks. I was really lucky to have landed the job.

      “Have fun, ladies!” Eric gave us a small wave and headed back to the cutting room.

      I grabbed my favorite hoodie from the hook by the door and zipped it up to protect me from the icy fall air that awaited us. Liv’s heels clicked on the steps and sidewalk as we walked out to her blue sedan. I hopped in the passenger side, and dialed up the stereo. We sang along to songs about ex-boyfriends and great sex on the local pop station the whole length of the ride through the winding forest roads, music blaring so we couldn’t hear how terrible we sounded. Going from life in Elkston to spending most of my time with Cole, I had missed this kind of time with my sister.

      Twenty minutes flew by singing at the top of our lungs as we passed dense clusters of green and yellow pines. The drive was similar to the one I took with Cole every day to his cabin. The roads went in different directions, but the heavily wooded slopes surrounding town all looked the same. I felt guilty for thinking about him during the short time I spent with Liv, but I couldn’t help it. Everything made me think of Cole.

      As we pulled into a clearing, I got my first glimpse of the immense ski lodge that brought new commerce to our small town. The tall stone building sat back along the horizon in the center of a manicured, man-made meadow. I looked forward to getting a closer look. The road led us along the outer side of the massive hedge, which hid the building from sight. A few minutes later, the car rolled to a stop in a parking lot beside the three-story, gray stone building.

      Elk-shaped topiaries marked the entrance from the parking lot to the lodge’s grounds. I climbed out of the car and followed Liv between the topiaries and down the path toward the building. Small, evenly spaced windows were covered with tan curtains from within, and they spanned the side of the lodge. A sidewalk followed the building around to the front, where an open, semicircular patio held metal tables and matching chairs all painted white. The front of the building was covered with windows on the first and second stories. A large covered deck adorned the front of the second floor with more of the white metal seating. Above the second story windows was a stone facing with large, black letters across the length of the building reading Sawtooth Peaks Lodge.

      The feel of the hotel vastly contrasted the classic Victorian setting in town, and the natural feel of Cole’s cabin. The lodge was built to make a statement of over-the-top luxury.

      “Nice,” I said.

      “Yeah. It makes a nice post card and draws in a lot of hunters, people who want a ritzy mountain vacation, snow bunnies, and locals who want a decent bowl of soup,” Liv replied.

      Liv opened one of the glass double doors for me and I walked through to an expansive, open lobby with a gray stone floor. Straight ahead was a tall counter with a man and woman behind the desk in black button-down dress shirts. People dressed in expensive coats and sweaters sat scattered across the room chatting amongst themselves. I felt underdressed in the casual worn, blue skinny jeans, long-sleeved striped tee, gray hoodie, and flats I had worn to work.

      “You coming?” Liv asked from halfway across the room, snapping my attention back from people watching. I hadn’t even noticed that I had stopped walking.

      “Yep,” I answered as I hurried to her side.

      We took the elevator next to the welcome desk up to the second floor. The doors opened to a small lobby. Halls full of guest room doors extended in both directions. We walked up to a glass counter with pastries displayed on shelves inside.

      A petite, middle-aged woman with thick yellow curls greeted us from behind the counter. “Hi there. Welcome to the Mountain Deli. What can I get for you today?”

      I looked up at the black menu board behind the blonde. Choices ranged from sandwiches and salads to soups, specialty coffees, and pastries.

      “Hi,” I replied. Then I looked to Liv and asked, “What’s good?”

      She pointed down to a crescent that had cream cheese and strawberries on top. “That’s one of my favorites. But I’m going with the broccoli and cheese soup. Tasty and warms you up.” Liv looked at the woman behind the counter. “A cup of the broccoli and cheese soup, and a glass of water please.”

      “That’ll be thirteen seventy-three,” she answered, pushing buttons on the flat screen monitor sitting upright on the counter.

      Liv handed the blonde a card, which she tapped on the surface of the machine. Everything at the lodge felt so state-of-the-art compared to the rest of Sawtooth Peaks. Even the electronic register felt foreign after using the old-timey one at work. It was fun to try something new, but I preferred the classic feel that the town offered.

      I ordered the broccoli soup, too, and we carried our waters and rolled flatware to a table next to the large windows along the front of the building. The tables on the porch were empty, but there were only two others inside that were vacant.

      “Thanks for inviting me to lunch,” I said.

      “I’m glad to see you. How are things with Cole?” Liv asked. “I’m guessing pretty good since you haven’t spent a night in your bed at home.”

      “Surprisingly, yes, my relationship with Cole has been going really well. He bought a bed for me and even put together an art room,” I answered.

      “A bed for you? Like, so you can sleep in a different room? That’d be crazy. I’ve seen him,” Liv said with a smile.

      “No,” I explained, “He didn’t have a bed. He slept in front of the fireplace.”

      “Who has no bed?” Liv asked.

      “It was kind of cozy actually,” I said. “He has an awesome fireplace, and I’d lie anywhere snuggled up to him. He didn’t make time for furnishing the house before I came back into his life. But yeah, it’s nice to sleep in a bed again.”

      “Wow.” Liv’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s kind of big. You guys are serious, huh?”

      “Pretty serious,” I answered.

      I wanted to tell my sister how committed I was to Cole. I wanted to tell her that he loved me so much that he would do anything for me, so much that he had killed for me. I wanted to tell her that I worried every day that someone would show up and take him away from me for doing what he had to do to save me. And I wanted to tell her that he was a wolf, and somehow even though that seemed like the craziest part of our relationship, he was worth it. But I couldn’t tell her. I couldn’t tell anyone.

      So I left the distance between us, not sharing everything with my sister the way I wanted, and instead asked about her. “Are you going to see Pierce again over the weekend?”

      “I’m going to his place tomorrow after work and staying ’til Sunday morning. I’m a little nervous about spending so much time at his place,” she said. “It’ll be a lot more intense than when he was here and staying at the hotel. I had my own space to retreat to, just in case.”

      “But nothing went wrong, right?” I asked. “And you guys did spend a lot of time together.”

      “Yeah, he’s great. At least so far. I keep waiting to figure out what’s wrong with him,” she said, then lowered her eyes and placed her hands in her lap.

      “There’s not always something wrong with everyone,” I replied, thinking about all of the problems Cole and I had been through in such a short time since I’d been home.

      “Easy for you to say. You’re back with your high school sweetheart, no history of weirdos like the ones I’ve dated,” Liv said.

      “Well, there was Frank,” I said, and creased my nose. I tried not to think about him, or get into any details that I couldn’t share. “But I do remember a few strange ones that you dated. Like the one that liked feet.”

      “I think feet are great,” Liv said with a smile. “I like a good pedicure or foot massage as much as the next girl, but…”

      “But when you’re ready for sex and all he wants to do is touch your feet…” As we laughed, the blonde from the counter placed our bowls in front of us.

      “Thanks,” Liv said in response.

      The woman gave us a nod and went back toward the counter.

      The soup was rich and creamy, hot enough to warm us from the cold outside for a little while. The company was even better. I had missed my sister, and I still missed the way I used to be able to share all of the details of my life with her. After lunch, we drove back to town, radio blaring. Liv dropped me off at the curb in front of Rosebuds and Greenery, where I went in to finish my shift, and count the hours until I would see Cole again.
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      Sunlight broke through branches of the needled pines, shining through my window and warming my side. I sat in the cushioned, rolling desk chair at my darkly-stained, mahogany desk and rested my hand on the manila folder. There were other things I needed to attend to, including the search for Garret and Harkins. There wasn’t time to linger on Frank Wilson anymore. I needed to focus, I told myself.

      I opened the folder for the hundredth time. A stack of photos printed on standard-sized paper filled the center of the folder. I stared at the photo on top of the stack. Shattered glass lay scattered over the kitchen island’s wooden countertop, evidence of the broken lightbulb. Smeared blood streaked across the floor. A bloody knife from the block on the counter lay beside the small man collapsed by the fridge. If I didn’t know better, I might have mistaken him for a passed-out drunk.

      Flashes of that terrible event replayed in my head. The fear in Hailey’s blue eyes, the dripping wound on her face. The scents of her fear and the intruder’s sickness. The pain inside me as I snapped his neck. The sound of the break, and his collapse onto the floor.

      I turned to the next photograph. Lance had recorded my wounds, the stabs the man with the salt-and-pepper hair had made in my flesh with the paring knife he stole from my kitchen. An eight-inch slice across my chest, and a four-inch cut at the base of my neck. Flesh wounds that were already healed. The only evidence that remained were the stripes of lighter colored skin where the knife had been. I turned the page again.

      Hailey sat curled up on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket. Her eyes were sullen and distant, like she didn’t notice Lance was standing there with the camera, or like she didn’t care. White cotton was taped to her cheek where the knife had sliced her skin. A glass of red wine sat beside her, with her fingers wrapped loosely on the stem. It pained me to see her suffering from the physical wound and the emotional one.

      I turned to the last photo. One final look at the man who had tormented my Hailey, the man I had killed. His small, fragile body lay in a box made of fresh wood. He looked at peace with his eyes closed. Only the touch of purple that stained his neck from within and his mangled, crimson left hand were evidence of what had happened to him, of what I had done to him. Blurred behind the box was a hint of orange, of the fire we used to burn his remains. Lance was there for me when I needed him most. The two of us had cleaned up the mess. We had told no one but the Tribunal, and I waited for their response.

      I closed the folder and kept my hand on top. I had killed a man. I would do it again. He would have killed Hailey if I hadn’t killed him. I would make the same decision again in a heartbeat, but the weight of it was eating me from inside.

      In an attempt to move on with my work, I picked up the phone—I needed information about Garret. I dialed the number again, the same one I had been calling every day, but I still hadn’t gotten any real answer. I would have gone straight to speak to Lowell in person, but I needed to stay in town until the Tribunal let me know what they decided.

      “Cook Brothers Bar, Zane speaking,” Zane answered in his familiar, friendly tone.

      “Hey, Zane, it’s Cole Tenbrook again,” I said.

      “Oh. Hi. I still don’t have anything new to tell you.” Zane’s voice tightened. He was not happy to hear from me again.

      I asked, “Did you give Lowell my message?”

      “I called and left him a voicemail. He’ll call you when he’s ready,” he answered.

      I lowered my voice to a measured growl, “Tell him to call me back or I’ll be showing up on your doorstep sooner rather than later.”

      “Fine, yeah, I’ll tell him. Take care, Cole.” Zane hung up the phone.

      I knew he was lying. I could always tell. When I had first called, Zane hadn’t lied to me. He had intended to tell Lowell that I needed to reach him. The same conversation day after day, and now he was keeping the truth from me. He was no longer giving Lowell my messages, and I would find out why. If not soon, then I would make good on my promise after I heard from the Tribunal.

      I opened the top drawer of my desk and placed the folder inside. I didn't need anyone seeing its contents. Especially my mother, who didn't respect my personal space. My black dress shoes made little sound against the hardwood as I walked out to the bar to grab a late lunch. Customers chatted amongst themselves at tables scattered around the room. Locals and tourists ate and drank. In Sawtooth Peaks, people started drinking by late morning, which was good for business.

      “Hey, Amy,” I said as I approached the bar. “How's it going?”

      Amy's brown eyes lit up when she saw me. “Hi, Cole,” she answered.

      A middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair sat on a stool at the other end of the bar, wearing a white, long-sleeved, button-down dress shirt and black suit pants. His appearance reminded me of the man in the folder. I pictured him on the floor in my kitchen, broken. My stomach turned. The man tapped on the counter trying to catch Amy's attention, but she ignored him.

      “Can I get a turkey sandwich?” I asked. There wasn't a huge selection in the small kitchen, but the turkey was always decent. Amy worked the bar and the kitchen during the day, but only the bar in the evening. Fortunately, we had Lila to work the kitchen for dinner and the night, and to cover Amy's days off at the bar.

      Amy reached down under the counter and pulled out a bottle of water and a plate from the mini-fridge. A sandwich sliced in half and adorned with little sword toothpicks sat on the plate. I lifted a corner of the thick, whole grain bread. Turkey, provolone, avocado, tomato, lettuce, salt and pepper, with light mayonnaise. Exactly the way I liked it.

      “I expected you to eat an hour ago, but it's still fresh.” Amy smiled up at me.

      “Thanks, Amy,” I said, then took my water and plate back down the hall to my office. I hadn't realized I was so predictable. I appreciated that she took the time to put together my lunch, but felt guilty when she smiled at me. It would have been easier if she would have seen me as just a friend, the way I saw her.

      I stared out the window from my desk chair as I ate my lunch. Green and yellow needles decorated the dense forest. A porcupine scurried across the browned grass and fallen pine straw. Bluebirds hopped among the tree branches. I thought about shifting into a wolf and running between the trees, chasing the porcupine and birds. I thought about running to Hailey, showing up on the doorstep of Rosebuds and Greenery as a big, black beast. I could take her to run with me through the forest. I pictured her dressed in the clothes she’d picked for work in the morning. She wore a pair of the dark-colored jeans that hugged her curves like an outer layer of skin. I loved the way her ass looked in those pants. She wore a long, loose-fitting shirt with large blue and white stripes and long sleeves. The v-neck showed her ample cleavage. I pictured the wind pressing into her shirt as we ran, highlighting her hourglass figure. A huge grin spread across her face, with her full lips tinted pink from her peach lip gloss. Her blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight that broke through the forest pines. Her long, dark hair hung loose behind her shoulders and bounced with each step.

      “Am I interrupting?” Lance asked, snapping me back to reality.

      I turned toward him as he leaned back in the cushioned oak chair that sat on the other side of my desk. I had noted his scent in the building, but was too lost in thought to notice him enter my office. Lance moved quietly, but with my heightened senses, I shouldn’t have missed him.

      My half-brother was six-foot one, nearly as tall as me, but with a leaner build. We both got our height from our father. Lance got his thin features, silver hair, and blue eyes from his mother, Emma. He tipped the wooden chair on its back two legs as he lounged with his feet on my desk and his hands behind his head.

      “I was just thinking,” I answered.

      “You’ve got a little drool.” Lance touched his chin, gesturing where he suggested my face was a mess. I tightened my lips and scowled at him in return, playing offended.

      “I wasn’t asleep,” I said.

      “Well it looked like you were dreaming to me. Thinking about Hailey?” Lance asked. My brother could see right through me.

      “Maybe,” I answered, letting myself smile a little.

      “Good. You could use some good thoughts. Everything going well still?”

      “Yes. She’s it for me. I took her as my mate,” I admitted.

      “Wow. Congrats, man. You deserve to be happy. Have you told Zaria?” he asked, setting his chair down and sitting upright.

      That was not a conversation I wanted to have, ever. At some point I would have to deal with my mother, but not today. I had enough weighing on me with the Tribunal’s investigation that was certainly ongoing, though I had yet to hear anything. I was dealing with the stain of the blood on my hands. There was still no solid information on Harkins's or Garret’s whereabouts. Plus, my mother wasn’t herself with the rumors of Garret’s death floating around. No, I was not ready to deal with her yet.

      “No, I haven’t told her,” I answered.

      “She’s going to be pissed. Do me a favor and make sure I’m not within a five-mile radius when you break the news.” Lance looked at me with a straight face. I couldn’t blame him. When my mother learned that I had chosen a human for a mate and passed on the chance to claim alpha, she was going to be hell to deal with. She wasn’t mated by the last alpha, and she would never be mother of the alpha either. Lance held the strongest claim with me stepping out of the way, so she would either try to befriend him or take it out on him. I didn’t know which was worse.

      “Sounds fair,” I answered with a smile. I pictured Zaria bringing Lance a gift, a peace offering, then beating him with it. I wouldn’t want to be near her, either.

      “I picture her whole head spinning all the way around, red eyes, horns and scales, spitting fire kind of thing,” Lance said, and we shared a laugh. That sounded about right. “So what does that mean for you? Are you going to stay here and continue all of the bar stuff and play alpha for now? There’s still no one else putting in a claim. Or run off and play human?”

      I considered the question. “I hadn’t really thought much about what it would mean for me as a wolf, only that I needed her as my mate. Hailey is the only one for me.”

      “I’m happy for you. But, that isn’t something I’m looking for. I don’t want to be tied down to one woman for the rest of my life. Think about all of the others I would miss out on. The blondes, brunettes, and redheads. Fair-skinned, dark, and everywhere in between. The humans and the she-wolves. I can’t see giving them all up and settling on one flavor,” Lance said.

      “It only takes finding the right one. Then you’ll know,” I replied. That was what happened with me, what happens to our kind. At least the lucky ones. Lance would find his mate too.

      “Maybe. But right now I’m in the mood for chocolate and vanilla swirl,” he said. “I think I’ll call Chantel and Callie, see if they’re up for some fun. Nice catching up with you.”

      “You too,” I answered.

      After Lance walked out the door, I opened the top drawer of my desk and pulled out the manila folder that sat inside.
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      The afternoon went by in a blur. Before I knew it, five o’clock had rolled around. A familiar deep rumble came from outside. Cole’s motorcycle. My heartrate increased with anticipation. Work was nice, and so was lunch with my sister, but the best part of my day was, without a doubt, seeing Cole.

      I couldn’t wait to be with him and run my hands up and down his defined chest muscles as I clung to him on the ride back to the home he wanted to share with me.

      “He’s here,” Eric said with a smile. “You can go. You shouldn't leave that dark and brooding hunk waiting. But drag him in and make him say hi sometime.”

      “I will. And I'd love to meet Victor one of these days. Maybe we should do a double date or something. I'd love to get you with Liv sometime, too. I think you two would hit it off.” One of these days I’d find a balance between my life with Cole and my social life. It was hard keeping each part of my world separate.

      “Sounds good, hon. Have a great night.”

      “Thanks!” I squealed, running over to throw on my hoodie. “You, too!”

      With that, I raced out the red wooden door to find my sexy mate leaning on his motorcycle in a black leather jacket. Mate. I loved that word and what it meant. It was so primal, so animalistic. But the meaning was deeper. Cole pledged to be with only me forever. I never would have believed we would be at this point so soon, when only a few weeks ago I was living in another city, sure that Cole didn't want me at all.

      I looked him up and down. His medium-length black hair was brushed back away from his square face. His golden eyes sparkled like the sun under his thick brow. Masculine stubble covered his strong jaw, my favorite amount of facial hair. He wore black suit pants and dress shoes, but the blue dress shirt I had chosen for him in the morning was untucked and unbuttoned at the top. I had picked it after Cole told me he liked the way it matched my eyes. With it unbuttoned and his tie gone, I got a peek at the hard chest within the shirt. Cole’s thick, muscular arms and callused hands showed that he wasn't just a man who wore a suit, but a man who spent time doing heavy labor. His tanned skin highlighted his love of the outdoors, and I loved every inch of it.

      “Hey there, handsome,” I said as I walked slowly toward the sex god who was here just for me, swaying my hips. “Waiting for me?”

      He watched my slow approach with a grin spreading across his gorgeous face. I loved the way he reacted to me. I felt confident and feminine when he looked at me like that.

      Cole stood as I got close, and pulled me into his arms. I loved his size. He was a foot taller than me, a solid wall of muscle against my breasts, making me feel small in his embrace. He put his mouth on mine, kissing me hard. I pressed into him, excited to taste him after a long day without him. I wrapped my arms around his back and parted his lips with my tongue. This was definitely the best part of the day.

      “Ready to go?” Cole asked. I reached down and grabbed his hard ass.

      “Yep.” I smiled at him, looking up through my eyelashes.

      Cole grinned and handed me my helmet. He climbed naturally onto the Harley, straightening it between his legs. I admired his strength and size as he moved the bike with ease.

      I put on my helmet and climbed on behind him, more naturally than I had a few days before. I was getting less nervous and awkward from our rides together. Cole revved the engine, and I snuggled up to his back. He smelled like the earthy cinnamon soap I once borrowed from his shower, like the leather of his jacket, and the manly scent that was just him. His chest was like warm stone under my fingers, a feeling that never stopped impressing me.

      I clung to Cole as we drove past Sawtooth Den and into the woods. Space between the tall pines lessened as we traveled down the windy road. The forest was dense with evergreen and bare trees. Pine needles of green, yellow, and brown were scattered along the ground. The sun sank behind the treetops, leaving the sky full of swirling reds and purples. As daylight faded, the headlight on the bike lit the path ahead of us. The icy wind blew my hair back from my face, and the fabric of my clothing tightened against my legs and arms.

      We turned off of the paved road that led to the lodge and onto the private road that led only to Cole’s house. The huge wooden home felt like it was in a world of its own, away from the rest of civilization. The foundation cut into the mountain side, and was constructed of the same gray and tan stones found all over the forest floor. It looked more like a natural part of the landscape than any other building I had ever seen. Wooden decking wrapped around the entirety of the first floor except the section that attached to the mountain. The Tenbrook seal was carved between the roof’s peak—mountain, pine, and wolf. Cole’s seal.

      I climbed off of the bike and left my helmet on the seat. It felt good to be back at Cole’s house. He took my hand in his and we walked up the stone path to the door. I reached in my pocket and pulled out the key with the leather oval bearing the same seal as the cabin.

      “Let me,” I offered, unlocking the door. I was still giddy every time I used the key he had given me. He wanted me to feel at home in his space, and I was working on it. Even though I spent most of my time here, I still felt like it was his house. The Victorian I grew up in still felt more like my home.

      We stepped into the great room, the room where we used to sleep. I eyed the empty hearth, feeling the need to start a fire because the room wasn’t complete without a fire burning. I also liked the way it warmed me while I sat on the new cream-colored sofa.

      “Can we start a fire?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Cole took off his jacket and shoes by the door and walked toward the fireplace.

      “Show me how it’s done,” I said, and sat on the floor in front of the fireplace while I watched him. I loved the way he moved—silently and gracefully for a man his size. Since I had learned his secret, I noticed all of the little hints that had slipped by me before. I couldn’t believe how blind I had been. Cole could move faster and more quietly than any regular man. He was full of beastly, primal sounds. His extraordinary golden eyes suggested what hid beneath the surface, so much more than average. I had always thought his eyes were unique, but I hadn’t guessed how true that was.

      Cole knelt down beside me and put three logs from the stack next to the fireplace into the hearth.

      “First I put in some wood,” he said. He lifted the lid off a white ceramic jar that sat next to the logs and pulled out what looked like dry pine needles. “Then something to get the fire going.”

      He dropped the brown straw on top of the logs, then looked at me with a grin. I rose to my knees next to him.

      “What’s next?” I asked.

      Cole pulled a red lighter out of his pocket and placed his hand on my shoulder. His touch was electric, exciting every cell in my body. I leaned into him, wanting more. He slid his hand slowly down my arm and rested it on my wrist. He lifted my arm forward, toward the hearth. I kept my eyes ahead, anticipating his next move. After placing the lighter in my hand, he guided our arms toward the waiting logs. “Next we light it up.”

      Cole guided my thumb down the wheel of the lighter, igniting the flame. We set the pine straw ablaze, and I sank down onto my mate’s lap.

      He wrapped his arms around me. I leaned my head back into his hard chest and turned to look up at the gorgeous man I loved. He met my gaze with his lips on mine, moving tenderly. We moved together as one, tasting each other, showing each other the love we shared.

      “Mmmm. I’m about ready for bed,” I said.

      “Soon,” Cole said. “But first, let me feed you.”

      I wasn’t hungry, but I knew better than to try to convince my man that all I wanted to taste was him. He seemed to feel the need to feed me. I figured it was another wolf thing, and his food was always delicious.

      He led me to the kitchen, and I leaned my back on the counter as I watched Cole work his culinary magic. “Eric tells me we were hired to landscape at your bar.”

      “Picking flowers and planting has never been something I enjoyed or had an eye for,” he answered.

      “Bullshit. You’re good at everything.” I had yet to see anything Cole couldn’t do better than most, except maybe sharing his feelings. But I was breaking into his shell, and he was worth the challenge.

      “I’m glad you think so, but I can’t keep a cactus alive. No green thumb,” Cole said with a small smile.

      “Really? I never would have guessed. With the whole wolf thing, I figured you were master of nature. Plants and animals bending to your will,” I teased.

      “I can hold my own against man or beast, wolf or bear. But you have me beat with plants,” Cole said.

      “Bears, huh? I don’t really see a lot of bears, but I’m sure your big, bad wolf could take down anything. And if you wanted me to spend more time around the bar, you could have just asked. I don’t believe you really care about flowers,” I said.

      Cole didn't say anything, so I changed the subject. I didn’t want to ruin the mood by focusing on the last time I went to Sawtooth Den.

      “So do you really love cooking? Or just cooking for me?” I smiled at Cole while I chopped the tomato into uneven wedges.

      “Well, I cooked for myself while you were in Elkston, but it didn’t give me the same joy. I love watching you eat, and knowing that I’m giving you what you need,” he answered.

      “Granola bars, ramen, and coffee are all I really need,” I teased. “But your food’s so much better. Which is why I eat so much. If you don’t watch out, I’m liable to get seriously fat if you keep cooking like this.”

      “I love your curves. I don’t like when women look like teenage boys. You’re soft and feminine, exactly the way you should be. And I’ll love you just as much if you lose or gain weight. But if it’s up to me, then you keep every inch of that ass.” Cole gave my butt a squeeze as he walked by.

      “So what’s next?” I asked, warily eying the tomato that I had sliced into jagged and uneven chunks. If Cole had done the cutting, it would have been perfect, each piece the same, but it was only a tomato and he didn’t seem to mind.

      “Well, you could move all of your belongings in,” Cole suggested.

      “Uh, I meant with the food,” I said. Somehow I could promise him forever, but actually moving in felt scary as hell.

      Cole looked over my shoulder at the butchered fruit. “How about tearing lettuce?”

      “Sure.” I walked over to the fridge and found a head of romaine. I pulled it out, walked back to my cutting station, and attempted even tears of lettuce.

      “Really, Hailey. Are you having reservations about us?” Cole asked as he checked the food in the oven.

      I set down the lettuce and turned to him, leaning back on the counter. “No, not about us. I feel like everything is going right with you. I just feel guilty coming home to Sawtooth Peaks and then splitting on Liv pretty much right away. We haven’t spent that much time together, and I can’t tell her anything about my new life with you. It’s hard.” I left out my fear over what had happened with Frank. Things were going too well for us. I was terrified someone would come and screw it up. That the Tribunal or the cops would take him away. That the guilt he carried was my fault, as were any consequences that were yet to come.

      Cole closed the distance and pulled me tightly against him. I rested my head on his chest and wrapped my arms around him. He ran his fingers through my hair as he held me. “After the Tribunal finishes their investigation, you can tell Liv what you want. What you feel you need to tell her,” he said.

      Need to tell her. I didn’t know what I should tell her. Even with Cole’s blessing, I didn’t know that it was the right thing to do. I trusted my sister, but it wasn’t my secret to share. And I didn’t think it would be smart to talk about Frank Wilson. Ever. If we were waiting for the Tribunal, I had time before I could say anything anyway, time to figure it out.

      The oven beeped and Cole went to check the food. I put the lettuce and tomato on two plates. My sad little salad. I added dressing from the fridge in a hand-marked bottle that read Italian Dressing. “Did you make this?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I’m not much for the store bought stuff. It tastes better to make your own,” he answered.

      “Of course you did.”

      Cole just smiled at me, then pulled a deep, aluminum-covered pan out with an oven mitt and set it on the stove. He pulled open the corner of the foil, letting out a puff of steam. The divine smell of our dinner took over the room—herbs and beef. I watched as Cole cut the roast into slices. He plated the vegetables from the bottom of the pan, then the meat, and topped it all with the herbed sauce it had cooked in. We took our plates to the bar and sat side by side for our dinner.

      I felt better about my salad once I tasted it with Cole’s dressing. He was right—way better than store-bought. The green beans, carrots, and potatoes were all delicious, but the beef was the best part. It was tender and full of flavor. I scarfed down every bite and sipped the red wine Cole paired with the meal. Cole watched me as I ate. His eyes were intense, like me forking food into my mouth was some sort of erotic show. I loved the way he appreciated the littlest things, the way he took care of me.

      We washed the dishes together, then I led him upstairs to the bed I had been waiting to be in since I had left it in the morning.

      Cole placed his hands around my waist and lifted me easily to his eye level. Keeping him close, I wrapped my legs around his back and pressed my soft body against his hard chest. Cole’s honey eyes sparkled as he looked deep into mine, showing me his need mirrored my own. Desperate to taste him, I pressed my lips to his. Our mouths moved together as one as Cole lowered me into the cherry sleigh bed we shared.
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      Crack. Fire roared in the hearth, devouring the dead wood beneath it. Every snap reminded me of the neck I had held in my hands, how little pressure was required to snuff out his life. The small man had collapsed onto the floor, like his bones had been removed. With his eyes closed and his anger washed away, he looked at peace.

      My chest was tight, heavy with the weight of the man I had killed with my own two hands. I stared into the flickering flames, hot like the fire that had burned the pine box. If anyone deserved an unmarked grave miles from people that cared for him, it was Frank Wilson, or so I told myself. He would have killed Hailey. He couldn’t be allowed near her again.

      But no one deserved to be burned and buried in the woods. The scent of melting flesh still lingered in my nose when I looked at the flickering flames. It was worse when I closed my eyes. I watched over my mate from my place in our bed. Her chestnut hair was spread across the pillow, framing her heart-shaped face. Easy breaths escaped her slightly parted, full lips. Her naked breasts rose and fell gently beside me, fair skin exposed above the white down comforter over her waist. I took comfort in watching my mate at peace, admiring her natural beauty as she slept. Knowing her nightmares had stopped and that she wasn’t in danger any longer made it all worthwhile. With time, after the Therion Tribunal concluded its investigation, maybe I could sleep too.

      Careful not to disturb Hailey, I inched the blankets off of my chest. I sat on the edge of the mattress, craving the freedom of letting the wolf inside me out, needing to get up and move. Feathery rug fibers tickled between my toes. I had chosen lush fabrics and a soft mattress for my mate. She deserved everything, and I knew she would feel more comfortable surrounded in luxury than she had on the floor. I enjoyed the comfort of the bedroom to a point, but it was no match for the scent of the forest in my nose and the feeling of the cold dirt under my paws.

      After rising slowly, I walked silently out of the room and down the stairs toward the front door. If I remained close to the house, I could be sure Hailey was safe while I ran off some energy. As a wolf, my heightened senses would alert me to anyone—or anything—that approached.

      A wooden board creaked as I stepped onto the porch. I took a deep breath of cold, refreshing night air. The breeze carried hints of pine, dirt, and the night as it prickled my human skin. A raccoon scurried on the forest floor, and white-tailed jackrabbits slept under a bush. The dark, starry sky was clear above the trees as the crescent moon lit the forest below.

      I let go of my control and allowed myself to be the animal I needed to be. My bones cracked painfully, echoing in the quiet forest. Human memories, sadness, and regret faded to the back of my mind as I basked in the release of the change. Fur sprouted all over my body, warming my skin. The sweet scent of my mate still clung to me as my face extended and my hands shrunk.

      As a massive black wolf, I took off at full speed. The wind pressed against my fur as my huge paws pounded the pine needle-covered ground. I stayed close to the house, unwilling to leave Hailey’s proximity. Car-sized rocks in shades of burnt-orange and silver decorated the landscape I used as my playground. I wove between tree trunks and leaped over chasms separating rocks. The tension in my muscles lessened as I relaxed and focused on the motion. A majestic great horned owl swooped down and picked a gray mouse off of the forest floor. It flew back up above the treetops in a flash. I ran after the owl, following its path above me as I moved along the ground, enjoying the company of the silent predator.  When my companion settled into a treetop to eat his meal, I decided it was time to go back. Maybe I would be exhausted enough to get an hour or two of sleep before the sun rose.

      A familiar scent traveled across the breeze as I padded up to the decking by my front door. Harkins, my long-lost enforcer. I shifted back to my human form, back to responsibility. After days of being missing, he would not be bringing me good news. The last thing I needed was more shit to deal with. But at least he was still alive. I went in to put on some clothes while I waited for Harkins.

      I dressed myself in jeans and a white t-shirt as I listened to the approach of the familiar 1972 Chevy. Flames roared in the hearth while I sat and waited for the rumble of the truck’s engine to cease. When I heard the bang of the truck’s door, I stood in the doorway to my home and waited to greet my friend.

      By the look of him, I knew I was lucky that Harkins had made it back at all.

      “Harkins, you look like hell. Please, come in.” I stepped back and held out a hand, gesturing for him to enter.

      His left leg dragged while we walked silently to the kitchen, where Harkins sank onto a bar stool. He clung tightly to a cardboard box like it held everything he owned. Dried blood was crusted to his hairline, adhering to his short brown locks. One eye was swollen completely shut by inflated black and purple skin. Thick red lines crossed down the length of his square face, likely claw marks from a day or so before, based on his accelerated healing rate. His filthy black t-shirt and tattered jeans were likely the same clothes that he had been wearing when he disappeared. With his thick beard and wide frame, he reminded me of a wounded grizzly.

      I pulled two bottles of beer from the fridge and popped off the caps, placing one on the counter in front of Harkins. With the way he looked, I knew we would both need a drink for this conversation.

      Harkins tipped back the bottle and poured its contents down his throat in one endless swig. Impressive. “Another,” he said through his teeth, holding tight to the box in his lap.

      I obliged and waited. The second bottle went down slower than the first. After drinking half, Harkins spoke. He sounded exhausted, and his voice was solemn.

      “Heard from Derek, one I sent for Garret. He’s solid, one of my best. He called, said to meet ’im at the cave down outside Ellistown. Figured it wasn’t too far into valley territory, and I trusted ’im.” Taking a last swig, and downing the beer, Harkins set the second empty bottle next to the first.

      “Another?” I asked.

      “Nah. After I finish,” he answered. “Went down, left my truck on our side, and found Derek. He was in the cave, on the ground in human form. Hands were zip-tied. Feet too. Face was bashed in, chest torn up. Teeth and claw marks looked like wolves. He was a good man.”

      “Yeah, he was.” I didn’t know Derek well, but Harkins trusted him. Derek was a big man, and a sizable wolf. He wouldn’t have gone down easily. He left behind a mate and a set of twins who looked just like him. The part that disturbed me most was that he was tied and murdered as a man. No shifter with any honor would treat another that way. First the wolf that attacked the men in the woods, then the one that attacked Hailey, and now this. Even if I went in today to try to reason with these assholes, there wouldn’t be any way to keep the Tribunal out of it. It had become too big.

      “Untied the poor bastard and put ’im on my shoulders. Figured Layla deserved the chance to give ’im a proper burial,” Harkins continued. “Carried ’im two miles back to the Chevy, and found five assholes waiting.”

      “Anyone you recognized?” I asked.

      “No, but the bastards broke my leg and took me back to Crazy Eyes himself. Guy was damn near as big as you. Big yellow beard, an’ one eye missing. Boss is held up in Ellistown. Saw some faces there that I knew. Town’s gone to shit. Wolves walked in the streets, humans all ran off or in hiding. They built a wall outta wood and metal. Tore it right off the houses. Stratton Walker’s head sat on a post at the gate. Crazy Eyes seems to be held up in the old Mayor’s house, center o’ town.”

      Holy shit, I thought, and took a swig of my beer. The situation was so much worse than I had thought. I was in way over my head. It wasn’t just a few assholes causing trouble, it was the subjugation of an entire town, the destruction of a decent pack. I looked to my friend and said, “I wonder how the Tribunal hasn’t heard about this.”

      “Don’t know. Saw Stratton Walker’s mate. Girl’s thin, looks defeated. Crazy Eyes has her in some sort o’ prom dress or somethin’. Her brother was hangin’ around her. Lots o’ other she-wolves lookin’ as miserable as Stratton’s mate, but with bruises. Didn’t know any o’ the enforcers.”

      “So did Crazy Eyes talk to you?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sent a message.” Harkins set his cardboard box up on the countertop. “Says his name is Dashiell, an’ to give this to you.”

      I looked at the battered box that Harkins had been clinging too, the gift of a mad man. The way Dashiell had treated my men was message enough, so what else would a man I had never met send? Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. A thin, red fluid soaked the bottom of the cardboard, and it reeked of death, of what smelled like a dead animal. I lifted the weathered flaps of the worn, brown box open and looked inside.

      “Shit,” I said. “I’m going to need another drink.”
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      As the thrum of the roaring engine faded in the distance, I walked up the stairs to check on Hailey. I found my mate content in our bed, hugging my pillow. She looked so peaceful while she slept, with lips curved up slightly on the sides. Maybe she was dreaming about me. I pulled the soft, down comforter over her bare shoulders and kissed the top of her head. My Hailey smelled like vanilla and like me, exactly the way she should.

      “I love you, Hailey,” I whispered.

      Before I left, I grabbed a paper and pen. It was difficult to figure out what to say. Though I had warned her that I may have to travel unexpectedly or deal with undesirable situations, I didn’t want to leave her side. Hearing it and accepting the idea was easier than living with it when it happened. When she woke, I wouldn’t be here. I hated that. It wouldn’t last though, and I would be with her again. Unfortunately, this meeting couldn’t wait. I left a note for Hailey on the counter, and put on my jacket and shoes. My chest tightened as I locked the deadbolt.

      Around the side of the house, my bike waited for me in the garage. Few days remained before snow would force me to drive the truck everywhere I needed to go. I could smell it in the air—winter was coming. After pulling the bike out of its place, I was sure to lock the garage door. With the house secure, I straddled my Harley and left to deal with the shitstorm that loomed.

      Brisk wind washed over me as I rode through the woods, my headlight guiding me through the darkness. Daylight would break before the meeting ended. Sleep wasn’t likely anyway, but I wished I was in bed with Hailey. It was harder to leave knowing that Crazy Eyes, Dashiell, targeted me as his enemy. If anyone knew I had mated Hailey, it would put a bull’s-eye on her head as well. It wouldn’t matter that I wasn’t alpha; Dashiell had specifically called me out. I rode along the curving path through the dense forest and onto the road to town.

      Light escaped the windows of Sawtooth Den in a town otherwise still asleep. Street lamps lit the small yards of the Victorian homes and storefronts that lined Main Street in a rainbow of hues. The colors were subdued in the black of night, and the dark windows of the town were a reminder that it wasn’t late evening or early morning, but the dead of night.

      I pulled into the parking lot and noted the familiar vehicles—black SUV, a bike similar to mine, and Harkins’s beat-up, blue truck. Everyone but Lance had arrived. Being the only one that lived outside of town, I’d expected to be the last one there. I knew he wouldn’t be far behind, though, even after the three a.m. wakeup call. Lance always came through for me.

      I parked next to my step-brother’s Harley and went in the already unlocked side door. The scent of freshly roasted coffee hit me as I entered the bar. Probably the better choice in drink to start what would surely be a long day. My mother stood behind the bar pouring herself a fresh cup. She wore tight-fitting black jeans, knee-high gray boots, her favorite black leather jacket, and a large, white t-shirt that likely belonged to Garret. Her black hair was up in a ponytail, and no makeup hid the dark, puffy circles under her eyes. From crying or lack of sleep, the hard confidence she usually wore like armor was missing. The only other time I remembered seeing Zaria so unlike herself was when my father died. Though she wasn’t a particularly good parent, I hated that tonight would be hardest on her.

      “Can I get a cup of that?” I asked.

      My mother gave me a small smile that didn’t match her sad eyes. “Of course,” she answered.

      While I poured my coffee, she went to sit between Harkins and Axel at the only table in the room without chairs on top of it. Axel looked like he always did—just-rolled-out-of-bed dirty blond hair, leather jacket, and torn jeans. I couldn’t tell if Harkins had woken him with his phone call or if Axel had been up like I had. It was hard to tell anything about Axel except for his distaste for me and his short fuse.

      I joined the group with my black coffee, finding Axel and Harkins sipping on tall glasses of beer.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Axel said as I sat down at the meeting table.

      “We’re waiting for Lance,” I said.

      Axel scowled at me in reply, then took a swig of his beer. I preferred the silent hate to the yelling. Heavy tension hung in the air as we waited in silence for Lance. Watching my mug, the minutes felt like an eternity. I hoped Hailey was sleeping well without me, and that she wouldn’t worry when she woke.

      The silence broke as the familiar purr of Lance’s new pickup arrived. All eyes shifted to the door. A few moments later my brother strolled in, looking like we were meeting here for a nice dinner. His short, silver hair was combed into place, blue eyes alert. He had left his button-down, black shirt open at the top to show a touch of his chest as he sauntered in, hands in his jacket pockets.

      “Good evening, all,” Lance said as he walked over to the table.

      “You’re late. No consideration for the rest of us,” my mother sneered.

      Axel sipped his beer, and Harkins gave Lance a nod.

      I stood and greeted my brother with a hug. “Glad you’re here,” I said. This talk would be rough on everyone, and I was glad to have Lance’s support. “Let’s get started. Harkins, go ahead.”

      Harkins walked back to my office and returned with the cardboard box in his arms. Everyone watched as he set it on the table. “Found Crazy Eyes held up in Ellistown. Turns out Garret made it there fine. Not sure what all happened, but nothin’ good. Town’s gone to shit. Crazy Eyes sent this,” Harkins said.

      He gently pulled back the cardboard flaps, opening the box. Everyone stood and leaned forward to look inside. Blonde hair was crusted with blood. Sunken cheeks and facial hair didn’t change that the head in the box was undeniably Garret’s.

      Axel let out a terrible howl and threw the table, knocking the box to the floor. The flimsy cardboard tumbled to its side, exposing the bloody, blonde hair within. Zaria collapsed beside the box, falling to her knees. Tears streamed down her usually stoic face. Cracking sounds filled the room, crisp against the quiet sobs pouring from my mother. Axel’s face stretched forward as he started to change. He shoved open the side door as he shifted into wolf form. Leaving his clothes scattered on the floor by the door, Axel took off into the dark night at full pace as a white wolf.

      Harkins started after him, brows furrowed. I grabbed his wrist and he turned to me, eyes searching my face.

      “Let him go,” I said, and released the stout enforcer’s arm. “The man deserves the chance to deal with this in his own way. If he kills Dashiell, then I won’t have to.”

      “Dashiell?” Lance asked, looking calm and unaffected by the situation.

      “Crazy Eyes,” Harkins answered.

      I looked down at my mother, who sat staring at the box beside her containing her mate’s head. Tears streamed down her face and soft sounds of pain escaped her. I knelt beside her and looked into her lost, golden eyes.

      “Mother?” I asked in little more than a whisper.

      Zaria didn’t seem to hear me, she just stared at the box and cried.

      “He will pay for his crimes. I promise.” I stood, and looked to Harkins and Lance.

      “Now what?” Lance asked.

      “Now Harkins takes my mother home,” I answered. “And we figure out how the hell we get close enough to stop Dashiell.”
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      Sunlight peeked through the trees and in through the window. The pillow I hugged to my chest still smelled like Cole. I loved waking up here in the bed he had bought to share with me, to the natural light rising over the mountains. The silk sheets were pleasant against my skin as I stretched my arms across the mattress. It was always better when Cole was still in bed with me, but most days he woke before me. He was probably already dressed and making breakfast. I sat up and let the sheets fall from my chest. The fire in the hearth had burned out so the room was a little colder than usual, and the candles over the mantle were no longer lit.

      I had to get ready for work, but I hesitated to leave the fluffy rug for the hardwood floor. One toe on the wood, and goosebumps spread up my body. I ran across the room to the warmth of the carpet in Cole’s walk-in closet. I hadn’t been in the closet before, but I knew Cole had put my bag in there. I flipped on the light switch and looked around. It was the biggest closet I’d ever seen. White, built-in shelving spanned the walls of the long room, plus there were a bunch of rods for hangers. Most of the closet was empty. Why he would build such an amazing place for clothes, but keep such a small wardrobe for himself, I couldn’t understand. Maybe he was making space for me in his life before either of us knew I would be here. I liked the thought.

      At the back of the room a red velvet chair sat at an angle facing the rest of the space. The fabric was worn like something that had been well-used, the only piece of furniture with vibrant color, and the only piece that looked like it had history. I’d have to ask Cole about it later. Behind the colorful piece, the wall was covered in a floor-to-ceiling mirror.

      I looked at my reflection. Living without fear of Frank Wilson and eating huge portions of Cole’s cooking had added a few pounds. I used to feel self-conscious about my wide hips and soft tummy, but with the way Cole worshipped my body, I couldn’t help but feel feminine and beautiful.

      Scanning the closet for my bag, I found Cole’s suit jackets hung on a bar on the left side of the room. Dress shirts and pants were folded neatly on different shelves. Jeans and t-shirts each had their own place, all perfectly straight and separated. He’d lined up his shoes on a low shelf next to their match. There was even a little drawer with neatly folded ties, organized by color. Everything was tidy and in its place. I wondered if looking in my dresser would give him a heart attack. Everything I had was thrown in to the drawers. It started folded, but when I dug through, I mixed it all up.

      I turned around to see if my bag was on the other side of the room. The shelf design mirrored the wall where Cole stored his clothes. There was empty space to hang jackets and empty shelves to store pants, shirts, and shoes. My black duffle bag sat on an otherwise empty shelf, but before I could find work clothes for the day, my eyes caught the one piece of clothing hanging on that side of the room. Orange and gold flowers covered the soft, thin fabric. It was a square-necked sundress, much like the one I had worn for our first time three years ago. Then I had worn the same dress again when we made love at the same stream and I had learned that Cole was a wolf shifter. The dress that was torn when I was attacked by the gray wolf in the forest. The dress before me was silky, and a little shorter than mine. It looked like my size. Cole was so thoughtful, and sentimental. I felt so lucky, and a bit guilty that I hadn’t unpacked my clothes. It seemed silly to hold back when I had already promised to be his forever.

      I dug through my bag and decided on a black button-down shirt, a knee-length denim skirt, and dark brown boots that covered my calves to keep me warm. After getting dressed, I dropped my dirty clothes in the hamper. It felt like the first step to keeping my clothes here—washing the dirty ones in Cole’s house instead of Liv’s.

      “Cole?” I yelled as I walked down the stairs. The house was strangely quiet. There were no sounds of cooking, no smells of bacon or coffee. I checked the great room and peeked out at the porch. I looked in the bathroom, and finally the kitchen. Cole wasn’t anywhere. Where could he be? He wouldn’t leave for work without talking to me, feeding me breakfast, giving me a goodbye kiss. He wouldn’t make me go to work alone, he would drive me on the Harley as I held onto his back. Something was wrong.

      “Cole!” I yelled. When I heard no reply, I sat on the bar stool. A ring of keys sat next to a piece of paper bearing my name, right in front of me on the counter. How had I not seen that, I wondered. I read the careful script.

      

      My Hailey,

      Something has come up that I have to deal with. I’m sorry, I hate to leave while you still sleep. I likely won’t be back until Saturday. I’ll call you when I can. Take the truck to work. There’s food in the freezer. I love you.

      Cole

      

      What the hell kind of explanation is that? He leaves and doesn’t tell me why, and he doesn't even plan to come back before night. I couldn’t believe it. What happened to the thoughtful man who had bought the orange dress, who had made a bedroom and an art studio just for me? I stomped over to the freezer, furious and hurt. Inside were individually wrapped meals labeled with their contents—chicken marsala, vegetable omelet, beef and broccoli. I had seen enough. Cole had taken the time to make meals for me, delicious meals, but planned ahead without my knowledge. So how long was he planning on being gone? And how long had he known this was coming? I couldn’t believe he wouldn’t tell me about all of this. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t at least woken me to tell me what was going on. Hurt and frustrated, I slammed the freezer door and grabbed the keys.
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      Cook Brothers’ Bar read the painted wooden sign. Looking up at that sign reminded me of the only other time I had visited this bar. Dad had brought Lance and me along to meet the brothers who owned and ran the business. We were around twelve years old, and our father had taken us all along the boundaries of our pack’s territory. Camping on the ground in the open woods as we went, we had spent an entire week learning all the landmarks. Cook Brothers’ Bar stood on the corner of three territories: Greenville, Sawtooth Valley, and our territory. The brothers who owned it were wolf shifters and belonged to none of the three packs. It was a place for our kind to meet on neutral ground, for packs to come together, and for humans and wolves to grab a beer when they were passing through. Being at the familiar cabin once again made me nostalgic for the week we had spent camping. I missed my dad.

      Though feeling sentimental, I stayed alert as I entered the long, wooden building. The man I’d talked to on the phone had been hiding something, so I didn’t quite know what I was walking into. The quiet room looked exactly the way I remembered—dark wooden walls, heavy wooden booths, and a bar that took up half of the space. The little tube TV that had sat on the corner of the counter had been replaced sometime between my visits with two large flatscreens in the corners of the room. They were situated so the whole room could watch the current show about human hunters searching for deer in the woods. Well, they could have watched it if anyone had actually been in the bar.

      Framed pictures decorated the wall by the door. One was of the Cook brothers, Lowell and Dominic, arms over each other’s broad shoulders in front of the bar. Both brothers had thick heads of blond hair, trim but muscular builds, and huge smiles. The picture looked like it was about fifteen years old, maybe from when they had opened their business. It may have even been there when I had come as a child, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t recognize the men in most of the photographs. The picture closest to the bar was of my father and Stratton Walker, sitting in one of these booths with tall mugs of beer. It was a shame that both alphas were dead now. None of this would have happened if my father was still alive, or if Stratton had seen Dashiell coming.

      “Hello,” I said in the empty room. The lights were on and the doors were unlocked, so someone had to be around.

      “Just a minute. I’m on my…” A thin man with dark hair and colorful tattoo sleeves down his arms walked out of the stockroom carrying a box of liquor bottles.

      One look at me and his eyes went wide.

      “Oh shit,” he said, then dropped the box and ran for the door.

      He was too slow to be a wolf, though he smelled like he spent a lot of time around my kind. I easily beat him to the door, and he slammed into my chest. His scent was overwhelmingly stained with human fear as he fell to the ground and backed away from me.

      “Sit,” I said, pointing to a booth.

      He obeyed without a word, climbing up onto the seat. He stared at me, eyes wide and never blinking.

      “Zane, I’m guessing.”

      He nodded.

      “You know who I am?” I asked, sitting across the table from him.

      He nodded again.

      “How do you know me, Zane?” I asked.

      “You’ve been calling every day,” he answered, voice shaking.

      “I have. But that doesn’t answer my question,” I replied.

      “I, uh,” he stammered.

      “Choose your words carefully. I know when you lie, Zane,” I growled. “I can detect the subtle changes in your voice’s pitch, see the increase in perspiration beading along your hairline. I can hear your heart race in your chest, and smell the stench of your fear.”

      He reached his hand down to his back pocket, keeping his wide, green eyes on mine. “May I?” he asked.

      I nodded, and he pulled his wallet out of his pocket and onto his lap. He dug through, looking down and back up at me as he searched for whatever he wanted to show me. When he found it, he set the small rectangle on the table for me to see. I studied the photograph. It was a picture of me outside of Sawtooth Den, likely taken with a long-range lens from somewhere in the woods based on the angle. Too close. Whoever took this photo could have seen me with Hailey. With any real surveillance, anyone watching would know that she was mine. The thought of Hailey in danger made my blood boil. I couldn’t let her be targeted because of me. I had to keep her safe.

      “Who gave you this?” I growled.

      Zane’s whole body trembled as he stood and slowly walked over to the wall of pictures. He pulled one off of the wall and set it before me. It was a close-up shot of a man with a square face. He had shoulder-length blond hair and a full, thick, yellow beard. A slice across the bridge of his wide nose almost split it in two, and he wore a patch over his left eye. His right eye was dilated like he was on some sort of drugs. Crooked teeth showed through his partially open mouth in what looked more like a sneer than a smile.

      “Where are the Cook brothers, Zane?” I knew the answer before I asked, like I knew the answer to the only other question I needed to ask. But I needed to hear the words from his mouth.

      His voice was little more than a whisper when he answered, “Dead.”

      Despite knowing what he would say, I asked, “What’s his name?”

      I pointed to the man in the picture as I leaned forward, and lowered my brow, staring into Zane’s wide, green eyes.

      He answered in one word, “Dashiell.”
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      My phone vibrated again in my pocket. I didn’t need to check to know it was Cole. He had called three times, and I was set that I was not going to answer. I was busy working, just like he was supposed to be. If he wanted to talk to me, he should have done it before he ran off to god knows where. He should have talked to me when he was planning out the days of meals for me to eat alone, not after. Liv was going to visit Pierce over the weekend, so I had the options of being alone at Liv’s house or alone at Cole’s. I hadn’t decided which was worse yet.

      I thought about the note again, for the millionth time. It read like a list of commands. Take the truck. Eat this particular food. Wait on my call. I pushed another flower stem down into the vase.

      “Whatever that lily did to you, he had better watch out.” Eric raised his brow at me then looked down at the arrangement I was ruining. The lily’s stem had snapped from my rough handling.

      “I’m sorry. Cole had to leave for some work thing. I’m an emotional mess,” I admitted.

      “Been all hot and heavy and now you’re feeling lost without him?” Eric asked.

      “Yeah, but I hadn’t really thought of it like that. I’m hurt that he didn’t tell me what’s going on with him. I thought we could share everything,” I said.

      “Honey, girls are better at sharing feelings. I used to have the same problem with Victor. Now he shares more than he used to, and I’ve learned to accept that holding some things in is part of the whole macho thing,” Eric said.

      “I guess it is,” I answered.

      “And I love my man macho. You two will find your balance too,” he said.

      “Thanks, Eric.” I hoped he was right, that Cole and I would figure out a balance that we were both happy with. Cole had said he might have to be away, but he should have talked to me first. I didn’t think that was too much to ask.

      “Anytime, hon, but do me a favor and take your anger out on the soil next time and not the blooms. There’s some dirt out back that I would just love for you to aerate. There’s all kinds of tools in the greenhouse,” Eric said.

      “Fair enough.” I went out back and took my anger out on the ground. After, I watered all the plants and finished my arrangement. The day went by more quickly than I expected it to after the way the morning had gone. At the end of my shift, I didn’t hear the familiar sound of the Harley that I hoped would come by. I wasn’t surprised, since Cole said he wouldn’t be back, but I was still disappointed.

      At least he had left me the truck. If he hadn’t, I couldn’t have made it to work on time in the morning. I would have had to walk or try to get a ride from Liv or Eric. Who knows how long it would have taken a cab to find Cole’s hidden house in the woods.

      I climbed in the pickup and adjusted the mirrors. A goliath caught my eye. I took a second look, thinking I probably didn’t see what I thought I saw. Sure enough, a wide man, thickly muscled like a professional wrestler, was leaving Sawtooth Den and walking across the street in my direction. I couldn’t tell how tall he was, but his arms and legs looked as thick as tree trunks. He wore a black jacket with a red shirt visible through the opening. He had short, dark hair, and a thick beard. I drove the truck two blocks down the street, far enough away that I could tell if he was following me or just happened to want beer and flowers. It could happen. Maybe he needed liquid courage for an apology to the grieving widow of a man he accidentally killed with a handshake. I told myself that was likely the case, more likely than him wanting to bother me.

      The giant’s gaze followed the pickup. Fuck. He kept the same trajectory as he walked. Maybe it was just about the flowers. The man pulled out a pen and notebook from his pocket and jotted something down as he stood in front of Rosebuds and Greenery, his body still turned toward me. After a moment, he went inside.

      Who was he? I started to panic as I drove away. It seemed like he was watching me. What if he was a cop? What if they finally figured out that Frank was dead, and they sent that giant bastard to take Cole away? I couldn’t let that happen. It wasn’t his fault, it was mine.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed my mate.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you,” Cole said.

      “I noticed, and hello to you too,” I answered.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “No. Everything is not okay. Where the hell are you?” How could he think everything would be okay? He had left me alone in the night and didn’t bother to tell me anything about it. We were supposed to be partners.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’ll try to make it home to you tonight, but if I can’t, come by the bar when you wake and I’ll tell you what I can,” Cole ordered.

      “You just left, Cole. And there’s some giant following me. I’m scared.” I wanted to yell at him, to tell him how hurt I was that he took the time to prepare for being away but didn’t bother to tell me anything. That he still wasn’t telling me anything now. But I didn’t want to fight over the phone. I wanted him to come home safely to me so we could face whatever was going on together.

      He was quiet for a moment, then spoke in a deeper tone, “What does he look like?”

      “Um, like a lumberjack. Angry, dark hair and beard,” I answered.

      “Go back to the house. I’ll send someone. Don’t go anywhere without Harkins. He’ll protect you.” Cole’s tone was harsh, authoritative. He wasn’t going to take no for an answer, which scared me even more. What could make my mate so nervous?

      “What? Why do I need protection? And I’ve never even met Harkins.” It wasn’t fair to expect me to just do whatever he thought was best without giving me a reason. Did he know who this guy was? If he was with the cops, I shouldn’t need protection. Was the Tribunal dangerous? Or was this something else altogether? My head spun with unanswered questions.

      “Just do this for me. I need you safe, and I trust Harkins to keep you that way,” Cole said. “I love you, Hailey.”

      “I love you too,” I answered, and Cole hung up.

      I stared at the phone in my hand while I sat parked down the street from the flower shop. Was I in danger? I drove straight to my sister’s house. There was no way I was going to sit around at Cole’s place without my things. If he wanted me to go right away, he should have given me more information. I trusted that he was looking out for me. There was no question that he loved me. So why the sudden need for secrecy? I thought we had moved past all of this when we made love in the forest, and when he took me as his mate.

      I parked in front of the blue Victorian and used the key my parents had given me to enter my childhood home. I wished Liv was here. I could have used her help, and someone to talk to. But I wasn’t going to bother her while she spent the weekend with Pierce.

      When I entered my bedroom, surrounded by my things, it was strange. It didn’t feel like my room anymore. This wasn’t the bed I slept in. The cherry wood sleigh bed I shared with Cole was my bed now.

      Cole was getting what he wanted. He certainly didn’t plan it this way, but I had to pack my things in the suitcase I brought from Elkston not so long ago. This time I wasn’t going to rush. I took my time collecting all of my clothes. I folded my dresses, my shirts, and my jeans, packing the suitcase full and moving on to the backpack that sat on the closet floor. I slipped the MP3 player from my dresser into my jacket pocket. This time I was going to take everything I wanted. All of my shoes fit in a box that I found in Liv’s recycling.

      I was making the choice to move in with my mate. I could have ignored his warnings, or I could have just hung around his house and left it as his. But I was doing it my way.

      The last things I packed were the two framed pictures from the nightstand. The photographs sat gently on top of my shoes in the box, and I carried my things down the stairs and out to the truck. Packing reminded me of Elkston. I wished it didn’t. I wanted to be excited about moving in with the man of my dreams, but under the circumstances, it was bittersweet.
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      As I drove up the driveway to Cole’s house, my house, I spotted a large man leaning against a beat-up, blue pickup truck. I wondered why pickups seemed to be a shifter favorite. Maybe they were good for hauling lots of wolves around in the back, or they just shouted ‘macho.’ At least I figured the man was a wolf. I parked Cole’s shiny black truck next to the old blue one. Just to be safe, I rolled down the window halfway.

      “Are you the person Cole told me to expect?” I asked.

      The stout man gave me a curt nod, keeping his arms crossed as he leaned with his shoulders on his truck. “Name’s Harkins.”

      I rolled up the window, turned off the engine, and hopped out. The man resembled the one I had seen outside the flower shop, but with a smaller build. His freshly shaven face was covered in bruises, and scars crossed its width. His features were hard, but his eyes were kind. I wasn’t sure what to make of him, but Cole had said Harkins would keep me safe.

      I held out my hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Hailey.”

      “I know,” he answered, without moving. “Where’ve you been?”

      I dropped my rejected hand back down to my side. “Uh, at work,” I answered. “I didn’t realize I had a curfew.”

      “Boss is worried,” Harkins replied, staring at the scar on my neck instead of looking me in the eye. He must not have known Cole had claimed me.

      “So you work for Cole, and he’s staying in contact with you?” I asked.

      The large man answered with another nod. Quite the talker. Cole really should have been keeping in contact with me, but arguing with my bodyguard wasn’t going to help my situation.

      “Okay, big guy. Help me with my bags? Or do you only move when bossman commands it?” I asked.

      Harkins pulled my box and bag out of the bed of the pickup. I carried my backpack. When I unlocked the front door, Harkins followed me into the house, up the stairs, and stopped in the doorway to the master bedroom.

      “You can come in, or not. If you leave my things, I can take it from here,” I said.

      Harkins put down my belongings and started back toward the steps.

      “Wait,” I said.

      He stopped and turned back to look at me.

      “Please tell me if you hear anything from Cole. I need to know he’s okay, and I want to see him the minute he gets back to town,” I said, allowing him to see my desperation.

      Harkins gave me a nod and headed back down the stairs.

      I pulled the earbuds out of my pocket and turned on my MP3 player. Loud music helped distract me from thinking about the huge man I had seen on the street, the other big man downstairs, my communication issues with Cole, and whatever threat loomed over us. I listened to the songs I had enjoyed in high school. It was nice to sing along and get lost in the music, but it couldn’t distract me from thinking of Cole. It was the same music I had listened to when we had dated before, and it was his closet I was unpacking my clothes into. Well, our closet.

      I pulled out shirts and pants and set them on the side of the closet where the orange dress hung. My side wasn’t as orderly as Cole’s, but I tried to stack everything as neatly as I could. He would have to accept my mess as part of the package.

      Once everything had a place, I went to the next room down the hall. I hadn’t spent a lot of time in my studio yet, but being in the space Cole prepared for me to paint made me feel closer to him. The huge easel in the center of the room held a barely painted canvas. Greens, blues, and browns decorated the center of the space—the start of a landscape. I worked on the scene with oil paints, adding more definition to the skyline. It was starting to look a bit more like a picture and less like color blobs. I continued with tall brown lines for the trunks of lodgepole pines. Before long I switched to black. I listened to my music and let the brush move. After a few strokes, it was obvious what I was thinking about. A black wolf stood in the center of the painting. It needed details, but it was obviously Cole. A sigh escaped me. I was hopelessly, utterly obsessed with my mate.

      I turned off my music and headed down the stairs. The wood boards creaked under my high-heeled boots. Glancing around, I didn’t see Harkins anywhere in the house. I figured he was probably just giving me some space by staying outside, which I appreciated. I didn’t know the man, and he wasn’t particularly good company. In the kitchen, I looked at the freezer meals Cole had prepared for me. Although I didn’t approve of him making when he’d known that he would leave without telling me, I was hungry. I’d enjoy this meal, but he’d still have to talk to me about communication later.

      Chicken marsala was one of my favorites, so I chose a prepackaged portion from the freezer. In small print under the dish name was instructions: Microwave on dinner plate setting for three minutes and forty-five seconds. Sounded easy enough. I did as I was instructed, and it was heated just right. It was hard to stay mad while I savored the flavors—herbs, mushrooms, potatoes. I washed my dishes and started a fire in the great room the way Cole had shown me. It felt like a better place to hang out than alone in our bed, so I slipped off my boots and settled in on the sofa.

      Light tapping on my shoulder woke me before I realized I had dozed off. Harkins’s hard face startled me as I opened my eyes.

      “He’s here,” Harkins said.

      “Where?” I sat up and looked around the room.

      He answered, “Put on your shoes and coat. I’ll drive.”
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      Sinking into my coffee-colored, cushioned desk chair, I put down the phone and tried to clear my head enough to figure out what I needed to do next. I wanted to rush home to Hailey, to feel her body against mine and forget about the man in the picture. The sooner I had a plan and made my calls, the sooner I could go home.

      I looked at the framed photograph I had taken from the Cook Brothers' bar. Dashiell had most likely taken the picture himself, judging by how close he was to the camera. I could tell why they called him Crazy Eyes, with his eyelids so far open that his eye almost bulged from its socket, though Crazy Eye may have been more apt. I wondered how he had lost the other eye, and who had sliced his wide nose. I wondered where he had come from, and how he had gathered enough willing participants to take over an entire town of humans and wolves. Most shifters followed the laws that we all lived by, the laws that the Therion Tribunal enforced. How could he have swayed shifters to throw away our entire way of life to support him in his madness? And how had the Tribunal let this happen? How could an organization that policed shifter misconduct around the world not know that an entire town had been massacred?

      Stratton Walker hadn't been a weak alpha. He had run a close-knit pack, with formidable men at his side. Had Dashiell received help from within Stratton's pack? It was hard to imagine, but it seemed impossible to take down all that opposition without any inside help.

      I couldn't find any new information about the invasion except that it seemed to have happened overnight. I had talked to a number of people in Greenville, all of whom agreed that no one had entered or left valley territory on their side in days. Reports on my desk told the same story on our side. Once I had something more than rumors about the situation, I would have to contact the Tribunal myself. Not that I had heard back from them after the last phone call I’d placed.

      No one recognized the description of the man Hailey had seen. All I got was answers like ‘sounds like a bear,’ or ‘maybe a lumberjack,’ and ‘sounds like my cousin from North Dakota’—nothing useful. I had more questions than answers.

      Zaria would want to know about my findings, or lack thereof. After Garret's death, I owed it to her to keep her informed. I picked up the phone on my desk and dialed my mother's cell. After three rings it went to voicemail.

      “Hey, Mom. Just got back from Greenville. Not much to share, but give me a call back anyway,” I said, then hung up.

      At this hour, maybe she was sleeping. I tried Lance next. He answered on the first ring.

      “Just a minute,” he said. Music blared through the phone as I waited. After the slam of a door, it was quiet. Then Lance said, “Hey, what can I do for you?”

      “I just got back from Greenville,” I said.

      “How did it go with the Cook brothers?” Lance asked. “Were they able to tell you anything new?”

      “More bad news,” I said. “Dashiell killed them both.”

      “That's too bad. Lowell and Dominic were good men,” Lance replied, voice somber.

      “They were,” I agreed.

      “Everyone's really lost out on something special without that bar,” he reflected.

      “Yeah, I still remember when Dad took us there when we were kids. I've never done so much camping at once,” I said.

      “That was a great trip. I wish he had taken us more than just the one time,” Lance replied.

      “Yeah,” I said. It would have been nice to have had more time with Dad camping, or at all. “One good thing came from my trip to Greenville. I came back with a picture of Dashiell.”

      “So what does Crazy Eyes look like?”

      I answered, “He's big, and blond, and has only one eye.”

      “Maybe they should call him Crazy Eye instead.”

      I smiled at Lance's comment. It was pleasantly light compared to the weight of the day, still heavy on my shoulders.

      “I was thinking the same thing. I didn't find out much else, but I'll keep you in the loop,” I said.

      “Thanks. Later,” Lance said.

      “Bye.” I hung up the phone and rifled through the papers on my desk, making sure I didn't miss anything important.

      I sensed Amy at the doorway. When I looked up she was smiling at me, hip resting on the doorframe. I had known she was still in the building, but I hadn't said anything to her when I’d arrived.

      “Hey, I thought you might be hungry,” Amy said, holding out a plate with a turkey sandwich on it. I was sure she had made it the way I liked, the same as always.

      “Thanks, I need to get home though. I'm just packing up. You should do the same,” I suggested.

      “Soon,” she answered. “But first, spend a little time with me.”
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      As we pulled out of the woods, I could see Cole’s bike parked at Sawtooth Den. Excitement built in me, making it hard to sit still. I twiddled my fingers and considered running into the bar just because I couldn’t wait to see him. I needed to touch him to know that he was really okay, that the ogre hadn’t taken him away from me, and that he wasn’t hurt from whatever danger he was trying to protect me from. Harkins parked his truck next to Cole’s Harley, and I hopped out of the door before he turned the engine off.

      “Thanks, Harkins,” I said over my shoulder as I rushed to the door in a brisk walk.

      Chairs were set up on top of tables in the quiet bar. The building was mostly dark, with just one light on behind the bar and one that lit the hall from Cole’s office. I walked down the hall, wanting to get to him as quickly as I could. Before I reached him, his office door closed, blackening the walkway.

      The small blonde who worked for Cole approached me from the darkness. As she closed the distance between us, I took in her disheveled appearance. Her hair was unkempt, a blonde mess, unlike the pigtails she usually wore. She strutted toward me, hips swaying. She had a cruel look on her face as she pulled down the bottom of her gray t-shirt, smoothing out the fabric over her stomach.

      What the fuck? I clenched my fists, working to keep my cool. My excitement was replaced by rage. Why would she walk out of Cole’s office looking like she’d just had sex? It made no sense—Cole was mine. He might be holding back information he should share with me, but there was no way he would sleep with someone else. He couldn’t mate me and do that to me. I knew it wasn’t who he was, but I needed to hear it from him.

      “Amy, right?” I asked, blood boiling.

      “Human girl, right?” she answered with a smug grin on her face.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked, careful to keep an even tone.

      “Having a bit of fun. Shouldn’t you be home sleeping?”

      “I’ll wait for Cole to come home to the bed we share. I don’t like to sleep without my mate.” I pulled down my scarf and tilted my head up, proudly displaying Cole’s mark.

      Amy’s face reddened as she pushed past me and ran out the door. Fuck her.

      I stormed into Cole’s office, releasing the anger I held at bay. “What the fuck was that?”

      Cole looked up at me from behind his desk. His brows rose as he met my fiery gaze. In a blur, he moved to where I stood, pressing his body against mine. He put his hand on the small of my back, pulling me close. His touch was electric, igniting every nerve in my body. He used his other hand over my shoulder to gently shut the door and pin me against it.

      “Hailey,” he said in a deep growl. My body reacted automatically to his voice. I loved when he said my name that way, so primal, so sexy.

      I ignored my desire and pressed him for the truth. “Don’t give me that,” I said. “That skanky blonde just walked out of here looking like she’d been fucked.”

      “I didn’t touch her,” he answered, sliding his hand down and cupping my ass.

      “She certainly wanted me to think you did,” I replied.

      Cole lowered his brow. “Then she isn’t my friend. I’ll set her straight. She will never be alone with me again. Trust me, Hailey. There’s only you.”

      He slid his hand down my thigh and up under my skirt. Pulling the denim up with his hand, he moved slowly, teasing me with his touch. He took his hand off of the door and touched the place he had claimed me, the physical mark that represented his promise to me.

      “You’re mine,” he growled.

      “I’m yours,” I said, submitting to his raw sexuality. He traced my neck with his fingers, then squeezed his fist in a handful of hair behind my head, and pulled down. My body obeyed and my head tilted upward.

      Cole put his mouth on mine, forcing his tongue through my lips. I moved with him, caressing his tongue with mine. His desperation was as clear to me as my own. Excitement spread through my body, radiating from my lips. My breasts ached as our chests rubbed against each other.

      “And you’re mine,” I whispered. I needed him to show me, to feel his desire for only me. He should walk around his office drenched in my scent, clear to any she-wolf sniffing around.

      “Yes, I’m yours. Only yours,” Cole gasped between kisses. I pulled his belt loose and tossed it across the room, then tore at the button and zipper of his jeans. Both hands on my ass, Cole lifted me off of the floor. Grasping at my mate, I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his muscular core. Driven by the urge to leave a physical mark of ownership, I put my mouth on his thick neck and sucked. Mine. Cole’s chest rumbled as he let out an animal growl. I released his skin, pleased to see the red oval I had left. His lips pressed hard on mine. I opened my mouth to his as he shoved his tongue inside of me. Cold wood pressed against my ass as Cole set me down on the edge of his desk. I pushed his papers, giving myself a bit more space. A huge sweep of Cole’s arm and all of the papers and office supplies were on the floor.

      It was a hot as hell way to show me he put me above his work.

      “That’s a lot to clean up,” I teased as I sat waiting for him. I pulled my legs up onto the desk, resting the heels of my boots at the edge.

      Cole just smiled and tore my shirt open, exposing the white bra beneath. He was rough and claiming, yet gentle enough to keep the buttons intact.

      “Show me how much you want me,” I said, pulling his jeans and boxers down off his hips. His cock sprung up at me, full and ready. “That’s what I’m talking about. Own me,” I begged, squeezing my breasts and spreading my legs for my mate.

      Cole grabbed my hips and slid me to the edge of the desk. I lifted his white t-shirt up, revealing the defined eight-pack beneath. He slid a finger up and down the side of my panties, teasing me. Tilting myself toward his touch, I pressed my hips forward.

      “Mmmm,” I moaned. I was nervous; anyone could come in and see us, but it didn’t matter. I needed him here, now.

      Pulling my panties to the side, Cole pressed his cock against my opening. “I’m yours.”

      “Give it to me,” I encouraged.

      In one firm movement, Cole entered me. I gasped at the overwhelming sensation. It was hard and rough, exactly the way I needed it to be. The primal mix of pain and bliss turned me on even more. His thickness filled me, stretched me as he moved. I dropped my legs around him and submitted to his dominance. Pulling my hips down to his base, Cole owned my body. With one hand on my side, he continued to thrust into me, moving the other hand to my aching breast. His warm fingers slid beneath the cup of my bra and squeezed. Pleasure met in my middle, streaming from his grip on my breast and pressure of his enormous girth filling me.

      “Yes,” I moaned in delight. I knew I couldn’t take much more before reaching climax.

      One last hard stroke and Cole commanded, “Come for me.”

      My body obeyed, and a wave of ecstasy washed over me. Cole stilled. Aftershocks of my pleasure continued as I laid back against the hard desk beneath me.

      After I came down from the high, I looked into Cole’s fierce golden eyes. A devilish grin spread across his face, and then he spoke, “Stand up.”

      I lowered my wobbly legs to the floor and stood facing my mate. His cock was still hard and ready for me as he stood with his pants down and shirt lifted, and I was excited to see what he had in store for me next.

      “Turn around,” he ordered.

      Fueled by his authoritative tone, I obeyed without hesitation. I was eager to submit to whatever he desired.

      His hands slid down my neck, dropping my unbuttoned shirt to the floor. Goosebumps covered my skin as my body adjusted to the icy air in the room. I hadn’t noticed how cold it was before, with Cole keeping me warm. The heat of his breath tickled behind my ear as I faced away from my mate, longing for his touch to return. With two fingers he traced the mark on my neck, then followed the straps of my bra down with his touch. He unclasped the hook, allowing the bra to drop to the floor. The anticipation was excruciating. I ached to be touched by him again, be filled by him again. Every inch of my skin was raw, desperately longing for the only man I had ever loved. Soon after, Cole slid his hands beneath my arms and around my waist. He moved upward and cupped both breasts in his hands. His touch was pleasantly soothing and sensual. Held close to his body, I started to heat back up.

      “You’re so beautiful, Hailey,” Cole whispered, lips next to my ear. “I love your huge tits.” He squeezed my nipples gently between thumbs and forefingers. I gasped as the pressure reverberated through my core. He released my nipples, and pulled my skirt up around my waist. One finger traced the inner seam of my panties, then he slid them down to rest mid-thigh.

      “Bend over,” he said.

      I did as I was told, and laid my body down on the cold hard desk. I couldn’t believe how turned on I was by being told what to do, by the fact that anyone could walk in the door and see me like this.

      “I love your wide, feminine hips and this perfect, round ass,” he said and smacked me right on the bare cheek.

      I squealed in surprise. I felt so vulnerable lying there, waiting for him to do what he wanted. It was sexy as hell.

      “Fuck me,” I begged.

      Cole slammed into me, pressing in farther than before. It hurt, but it felt so good.

      “Yes.” I bit my lip and held onto the table as he thrusted hard and fast into me. After only a few strokes, I was ready to come again. Blinding pleasure coursed through my body as I tightened around Cole’s cock. He pushed through my release and found one of his own.

      He collapsed into his desk chair and pulled me onto his lap. I was a mess, and I didn’t care. Our physical closeness left me feeling emotionally secure. Let Amy walk in and see us like this. No one could doubt that I was his and he was mine.

      I looked up into his deep, honey eyes and said, “I love you.”

      He squeezed me in an even tighter hug. “I love you too.”
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      I wrapped my arms around Hailey, holding her barely clothed body close to my chest. The tension of the day melted away with her touch. It didn’t matter if the world outside of this room crumbled, because I had her. I was the luckiest man in the world.

      Strands of long, dark hair blocked her face from mine. Gently moving her brown locks, I looked down at the angel I would spend the rest of my life with. Feeling content and close to my mate, I was concerned to see that her eyes were distant as she stared off into space.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Hmm? Yeah, I mean, that was great,” she answered.

      “For me too,” I said. “So what are you thinking about?”

      “I hate to ruin the moment.”

      “Please, tell me.” I didn't want her to feel like she couldn't talk to me. I always wanted to know when something was wrong. Had I been too rough?

      “How long did you know you were going to be running off in the middle of the night? How long did you know that there was some kind of danger?”

      “I didn’t know until Harkins showed up.” I answered.

      “Then why did you make all of those meals? I mean, there’s enough food in that freezer for me to eat for days. You weren’t planning to go away for days at a time, were you?” She looked so open, so vulnerable in my lap with concern on her face.

      “I wasn’t planning on going away at all. I thought you might like to pack something for work instead of having to order pizza or Chinese. If I had felt there was any choice, I wouldn’t have gone.”

      “Oh,” she answered. “Good. I really need you to talk to me. It crushed me that you left without waking me up first. I want to know everything that’s going on in your life.”

      “I’m sorry.” I hadn't meant to hurt her or upset her, only to let her rest.

      “So did you get whatever you needed to done?” she asked.

      “Somewhat. There’s still someone out there who may try to harm you. If you aren’t with me, I want you to stay with Harkins,” I said.

      “Who would want to hurt me?”

      “It’s a crazy guy from another pack,” I explained. “He’s dangerous and he’s killed. He seems to have it out for me, and he might try to harm you to hurt me.”

      “Why is he trying to hurt you?” she asked, furrowing her brow.

      “It’s likely because we have no alpha, so he assumes, just like everyone did, that I would take that place. But I don’t have any concrete answer as to why,” I explained. “Being alpha or next in line would be reason for a challenge, a one-on-one fight. It wouldn’t be a reason for him to harm others.”

      “Soooo, then I’m guessing there’s been no challenge?” she asked.

      “No, he hasn’t put in a challenge. I don’t think he will; he doesn’t play by the rules. When I was out, I learned he has surveillance photos of me. No one but Lance knows we’re mates, and for now it’s safest to keep it that way,” I said.

      “No one knows? Well uh, I’m pretty sure Harkins noticed, and I may have shown Amy when she came strolling out of here looking so smug,” Hailey replied.

      “They won’t tell anyone. But make sure you keep that covered when you're out where wolves from another pack could see you, until we get this figured out,” I said, touching the soft skin on her neck. “If the other pack hasn’t found out yet, maybe we can keep it that way until this is all settled.”

      “Wolves from other packs hang around town?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “We get some. There are some without packs, some visiting from other territories, and some roaming packs. Most don't cause any trouble,” I answered.

      “Most, but not the crazy one that wants to hurt my mate,” she said in a flat tone. “How would I even know if a wolf came in the flower shop? How would I know that he wasn’t human?” She squeezed my hand with hers and looked at me with her big blue eyes.

      “I want me or Harkins with you. Then it won’t matter if someone comes to bother you, human or wolf. You will be safe,” I said. I would do everything in my power to keep my word.

      She nodded, then asked, “Was that big guy I saw in town working for the other pack?”

      “I’m looking into it. Let me know if you see him again,” I answered. I hadn’t learned anything about him yet, but I intended to.

      “Okay. I will,” she answered. Then she smiled up at me and said, “I brought my clothes over and put them in your closet. Our closet.”

      “Really? That’s great,” I replied. I wanted my mate to share everything with me, and to feel like it was our house, not just mine. Claiming space in the closet was a great step toward weaving our lives together.

      “Let’s go home,” she said. And we did.

      Hailey clung to my back as we rode through the dark woods on the Harley. The warmth of my mate against my back was a pleasant contrast to the trip I had spent driving alone. When we got home, we showered together and went to sleep. We spent our first night in our bed, with Hailey officially moved in, snuggled in front of a warm fire. In the morning, I crawled out of bed without disturbing my mate. While I waited for her to join me, I cooked pancakes and coffee the way I knew she liked.

      The wooden boards creaked as she came down the steps soon after me.

      “Good morning,” I said smiling at Hailey, spatula in hand.

      “Hey, handsome,” she answered. “I was thinking maybe we could invite everyone over for lunch or dinner or something. Liv, Eric, and Lance, too. I'd really like to do normal couple social stuff.”

      “Okay,” I laughed. “Just let me know what you'd like to do.”

      Normal couple stuff sounded like exactly what we needed. I was happy to indulge her.

      “I'll have to think about it,” she said. “What do we have on the agenda today?”

      Ideally nothing but food, sex, and quality time with my mate, I thought. But after learning about the Cook brothers and the way Zaria had reacted to the news about Garret, I knew I needed to drop by my mother’s house if only for a few minutes. “I need to check in on my mother, then I'm yours for the day,” I answered.

      “Hmmm,” she replied. “All mine for the day. What will I do with you?”
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      I pulled into the space next to Zaria's SUV and parked the Harley. It had been a while since I’d visited this house, the house I grew up in. I wasn't sure how long it had been, close to a year I thought, maybe not since last Christmas.

      All of the curtains were pulled shut on the small Victorian townhouse. The grass was cut short, likely by the boy who lived two houses down. My mother wasn't much of a gardener, so the yard was bare except for the lone rosebush we had planted when my grandmother died.

      I walked up the two wooden steps to the small front porch and rang the doorbell. After a few minutes, I tried a second time. Since she hadn’t called me back, I was beginning to worry. Dashiell may have targeted her as a way to get to me. Harkins was protecting Hailey, but I hadn't considered my mother. I shouldn’t have forgotten to look out for my only living parent. I’d ask Harkins to send one of his men to watch her until this was over. When no one answered, my chest tightened and I pulled out my key and unlocked the door.

      “Mother,” I said as I opened the door, concerned by the lack of response. Her scent mingled with the odor of stale smoke. I could tell that she was home, but not if she was okay. “Hey, Mom, it's me.”

      No lights were on in the living room, so I shut the door behind me and opened the curtain to the front window. The room hadn't changed much since I was a kid. It had always been my favorite place in the house. We had the same sofa in the same place against the wall for as long as I could remember, next to the brick fireplace. Zaria kept the same coffee table that I used to play with my toy trucks on. The only addition Garret had made when he moved in was the black leather recliner across from the sofa.

      As I looked around the room that was always the same, always tidy, the mess my mother had left told me she wasn’t herself. A full ashtray of cigarette butts sat on the sofa cushion. Empty beer bottles lay across the tabletop; a few were spread on the floor.

      In the darkness of the kitchen, I saw a silhouette of a small woman sitting at the table. She said nothing as I walked past her and opened the curtain, lighting the room with the sun. I turned and looked at my mother. She seemed smaller than I remembered, one hand grasping a half-empty bottle of vodka, the other shielding her eyes and holding a cigarette.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said, and sat down across the table from her.

      She lowered her hand from her eyes and took a long drag from the cigarette before rubbing it out on the plate in the center of the table.

      “What day is it?” she asked, squinting at the window. Her hair was a mess, black strands knotted all over the place. I recognized her rumpled clothing as being the same thing she had worn the last time I’d seen her. It was distressing that she likely hadn't changed her clothes in days, and that she reeked of tobacco and liquor.

      “It's Saturday,” I answered.

      “Where's his head?” she asked, still staring at the window. A strange question, but she clearly wasn't feeling herself. Zaria should have known that Harkins would have buried what we had of Garret in the pack's graveyard. If we found the rest of him, it would go there as well. We would celebrate his life when his widow was ready, but the burying of remains was always done right away.

      “Harkins took care of it. We can have a service whenever you're up for it,” I said, wishing she would look at me.

      “No, no. You owe me his head,” she said, then turned and met my gaze with fiery eyes. Zaria sneered, “Crazy Eyes—it’s his head I want.”

      I wanted to help ease her pain, to make things right. The sacred bond between mates was something I had recently come to appreciate on a personal level. If I was in Zaria’s place, I didn’t know what I would do—Hailey was my life. My mother deserved justice for Garret, but I hated seeing more bloodshed. And I wasn’t ready to storm into an unfamiliar enemy stronghold without more information.

      “I’ll deal with him. Don't worry. You should work on getting yourself a shower, and something to eat,” I said, standing and checking the contents of the fridge. I pulled out some grapes and a block of Wensleydale cheese, then rinsed the grapes while she sat sipping vodka from the bottle.

      “I liked the other one better,” she said, staring off into the distance. “Big ball of anger, fur, and strange questions.” I had no idea what she was talking about. It didn't sound like descriptions of my father or Garret.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “It's my fault,” she replied.

      “Of course it's not,” I said, but she didn't seem to hear me.

      “I thought he would drink the wine. He's supposed to be dead,” she said, staring at the window.

      “Who?” I dried the grapes and set them on a fresh plate.

      “He was supposed to drink the wine and it would be done. It's rude not to drink the wine gifted from an alpha.”

      I snapped my head around to look at my mother. It all started to click into place. The gift Zaria had sent with Garret, the gift she told them was from me. It seemed she had missed her mark and only pissed him off, enough to kill her mate. Dashiell must have had taste testers or an unfortunate friend who happened to like wine more than him.

      “Fuck, Zaria. What did you do?”

      Zaria looked down at her hands on the table. Tears trailed down her cheeks. “I tried to protect the pack. I always try to protect this pack,” she answered.

      “By sending poison to a psychopath?” I yelled.

      Zaria met my eyes, but all of her fire had burnt out. She sagged in her seat; her haunted eyes revealed only her sorrow. “He was supposed to drink the wine and it would be done,” she said. “Garret was supposed to come home.”

      I set the plate down in front of my mother and rushed out the door without another word. I couldn't believe all of this was her fault, that she was the one who’d caused Dashiell to kill Garret, to target me. She was still my mother, and nothing would ever change that. I didn't want any harm to come to her, so I would have Harkins send someone over to watch out for her, but I was done. Zaria was the reason my Hailey was in danger. I couldn't stand to look at her another minute. All of this was my mother's fault.
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      The rumble of the Harley's engine grew louder before cutting out. Cole was home. I set down my brush and skipped down the stairs to see him, as giddy as a child at Christmas.

      The door cracked open and my tall, sexy mate walked in. Beams of sunlight poured in from the sky behind him, sparkling as they touched his ebony locks. I couldn't believe how lucky I was to have this amazing man come home to me. Sadness showed through his saffron eyes as he stood in the doorway looking at me.

      “Didn't go so well?” I asked, moving in to hold him close. I wanted to kiss his problems away. His coat was cold against my skin as I slid my hands under his arms and around his back.

      “Dealing with that woman is draining,” he answered.

      “Well you're home now.” I squeezed my arms tighter, glad to have him with me. Under the scent of leather, Cole smelled like cinnamon and the fall woods. His earthy scent was always comforting. “Let me show you something.”

      I took his hand and led him up the stairs to my studio. We stopped in front of the canvas I had been working on. I looked up at Cole to watch his reaction.

      His eyes widened as he looked over my work, and a smile spread across his face. “I love it,” he said.

      “For a while, every time I came in here I tried to paint the landscape as I remembered it from the great room window,” I explained. “I didn't want to paint it as it was, but how I really saw it and felt it.”

      “And you saw it like our walk home from the stream,” he said, golden eyes sparkling.

      “Whenever I think about the woods, I see you as the giant, black wolf walking with me. So here you are,” I said pointing to the black shape in the center of the canvas.

      “I can tell. Hailey, I love it.” Cole bent down and touched his lips to mine. His kiss was soft and full of love. I kissed him back, loving him even more for liking my painting. I had hoped he would, but it wasn't done or detailed yet and I didn't know how he would feel about me capturing his wolf side at all. “Do it again with me.”

      “What?” I asked, confused. Did he want to make love? It wasn't the way he usually initiated. There was never a question about what he wanted when he wanted me.

      He pulled his arms out of his jacket, and dropped it to the floor, then his shirt. I smiled at him, enjoying the sight. He unzipped his fly and said, “Run with me in the woods. I dream about that night. Play with me.” Cole smiled, and a popping sound filled the air. My mate dropped to his hands and knees; his face elongated as his hands and feet shortened. I watched in excitement as black fur sprouted across his skin, feeling so fortunate to be the person he shared his secret with.

      I smiled back and answered, “Let me get my shoes.”
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      Brown waves of thick hair bounced as she ran. She kept her sparkling, cerulean eyes on me, as she smiled wide with her lush, peach lips. A rose blush colored her cheeks from the crisp air and the exertion, an adorable highlight on her fair skin.

      My Hailey giggled as I ran around her, paws pounding the frigid, dry earth. I led her to the burnt-orange and silver boulders I liked to jump on. She sat on the edge of a rock and watched me. In my element, I leaped over gaps and weaved through trees. I looked back at Hailey, who was staring up at the sky, hands above her head. White flecks landed on her chestnut hair and her heart-shaped face, the first snowflakes of the season. Snowflakes adorned my fur coat, but the cold didn’t reach my skin. I returned to Hailey’s side to share the magic of the moment with my mate. A cool breeze carried the scent of winter through the air, while I sat by Hailey’s feet, as tall as my mate while she sat on the boulder. She reached her arms around my neck, hugging me against her coat.

      “This was a great idea,” she said with a wide smile. If I could have spoken in words that she could understand, while staying in wolf form, I would have. But I didn’t need words to show her how much I enjoyed this time with her.

      I nudged her elbow with my nose, and led her away. We ran through the trees as flurries decorated the world around us. Leaving tracks in the freshly fallen snow, we played until Hailey's hands and nose started to turn red. I led her back to the house and to the fireplace in the great room. After she settled on the sofa, I shifted back to human form.

      “Were we out too long? You look cold,” I said, then put two logs in the fireplace.

      “Are you kidding me? I had a great time,” she answered.

      “Me too,” I replied, lighting the fire. Hailey looked at me from the sofa with a sweet smile across her face. It hadn’t even occurred to me that I was still naked. “I should probably put some clothes on, huh?”

      “Don't cover yourself for my benefit,” she said. “I like you just like that, exposed for me so I can admire the definition of each perfect muscle.”

      I smiled back at her. “You wouldn't be thinking of taking advantage, would you?”

      “Maybe,” she answered, looking up at me through her thick eyelashes. Then her stomach growled, a reminder of the time.

      “Sounds like you'll have to wait. I think it's time for lunch.” She shrugged and smiled. I loved her insatiable appetite for me, but I couldn't let her go without eating. It was my job to provide for her, and it was a job I loved.

      I went up to Hailey's studio for my clothes, and I admired her painting as I dressed. It had a realistic yet dream-like feel. Dark blue sky peeked from behind avocado-colored tree tops. The scenery curved around the focal point—a massive, black beast. In the painting I was larger than life, dwarfing the world around me. Yellow diamonds glittered from the center of my face. My fur was long and wispy, like the detail of a magical fantasy creature. She saw me in such a beautiful way, and I loved it. I wanted to live up to her vision of me, to be the man that she deserved.

      I started by going downstairs to make lunch. Hailey stood waiting for me in the kitchen with two plates on the counter. Each held a sandwich and a banana. “Well hey there. I was going to make lunch for you,” I said.

      “I figured I'd take a turn,” she answered.

      “What kind of sandwiches did you make?” I asked, then took a seat and watched my mate.

      “Turkey. I found some turkey and provolone in the bottom drawer of the fridge. I hope that's okay,” she said, leaning her hip on the counter by the fridge.

      “It's great, thank you,” I answered, then watched her walk over to join me. Her full hips swayed sensually with each step. She was effortlessly sexy and all mine.

      “So how about a dinner tomorrow night? We could invite Lance and Eric. Hopefully Liv will be home and she could come. What do you think?” she asked, looking up at me with her sparkling eyes.

      I took her hands in mine and kissed her warm, pink cheek. “If it's important to you, then we should do it,” I answered.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      With my eyes locked on my mate, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed. I watched Hailey glow with excitement as I held the phone to my ear.

      After two rings, Lance answered. “Hey. Did you find something?”

      “This is a social call. We can talk about that later,” I answered.

      “Oh. What's up?” he asked.

      “Would you come to dinner tomorrow at my place? Hailey wants to...”

      “I'd love to,” he cut in.

      “Great,” I said. I wanted to give Hailey the dinner she wanted, the normal social life that people our age had when they weren’t living in the shifter world. She deserved everything she wanted, and I would give her everything I could.

      “Can I bring someone?” he asked.

      “Sure.” I hoped that was a good idea, that Lance would pick someone Hailey would be comfortable with. “Not Amy,” I clarified.

      “Uhhh, okay,” he said. He’d definitely ask me why later.

      “What time?” he asked.

      I looked to Hailey and mouthed, Time?

      She held up seven fingers.

      “Seven o’clock,” I said to Lance.

      “See you then.”

      After I ended the call, Hailey said, “Yay! This is going to be fun.”

      I wasn't sure that I agreed, but I was glad to see her so happy.
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      After lunch I convinced Cole to take me to Greenville to shop for a dining room table and a TV. My argument, that you couldn't have a dinner party without a table, was quite compelling. Shopping for a table was easy, because Cole knew exactly what he wanted. He picked a long, heavy, dark-stained wooden table. I was happy that it fit in the truck and had leaves that extended its length to fit twelve people. Cole insisted that we didn't need to buy chairs, and assured me that he would take care of it. Not going home with chairs worried me a little, but I knew if he said he would do something then he would. I chose the TV. Cole didn't seem to care much about which we took home, so I picked a flatscreen that would go well over the hearth in the great room.

      When we returned to our house in the woods, Harkins helped Cole mount the TV and carry the giant table to the empty formal dining room. After Harkins left, I said, “So, it's time to tell me about the chairs. If you put it off till tomorrow I might go a little crazy.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, then took my hand and led me out to a cellar door on the back of the house that I hadn't noticed before. Cole lifted the doors open and walked down into the darkness. He probably didn't need a light with his keen wolf senses, but I knew I would fall right down the steps in the dark. I waited outside until he turned on a light, then followed him into the cellar.

      The walls of the huge basement were made of the same stones that made up the house above. The dirt floor was cut into the earth. Wooden beams crossed the space overhead, supporting the house. Along one wall was a corkboard covered in tools of varying sizes—hammers, screwdrivers, saws, and carving tools. Wooden boards and plywood sheets were stacked in an organized fashion by type and size. A waist-high wooden table held larger machines, including a table saw and other power tools I didn't recognize.

      “See?” Cole asked, pointing to a wall with completed wooden pieces stacked neatly. There was a stack of picture frames, decoratively carved, a stack of kitchen cabinets that looked ready to be installed, and two stacks of chairs, darkly-stained and ready to go.

      “Yep. You were right,” I said. “These look much nicer than the ones at the store.” Cole's craftsmanship was impressive. I was excited to have the furniture he had made himself upstairs where it should be, being used in our house.

      “Want to eat dinner at our new table?” he asked, smiling at me.

      “Absolutely,” I answered.

      We went back up into the house, and I started chopping salad while Cole carried up the chairs. He left the leaves out of the table, and set up eight chairs to fit the space.

      “Do you have any more candles?” I asked.

      Cole went upstairs and came back with an armful of white pillar candles of different heights. I helped him place them on the center of the table, where he lit all of them. We went back to the kitchen together and made dinner. Cole handmade meatballs and tomato sauce, while I plated the salad and boiled the noodles.

      We shared spaghetti and meatballs at our new table, lit by soft bulbs in the chandelier and the mountain of candles. As I sipped my wine, I couldn't believe how normal everything felt. I had finally gotten what I had wanted, an extraordinary day with my mate. If only everyday could be so perfect—running through the woods, playing in the snow, shopping and sharing meals like any regular couple. It was even better than normal, since most women couldn’t find a man that could play as a wolf, carve chairs, or cook like a master chef. I fell asleep content in our bed, cuddled close to Cole.
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      Sunday flew by in a flash. I completed my painting of Cole in the woods while he worked in the cellar. We shared meals together and ran around outside in the freshly fallen snow. I even made him watch a cheesy old black-and-white monster movie with me. Before I knew it, it was time to get ready for dinner.

      While Cole worked in the kitchen, I went upstairs and got dressed. I chose the orange dress that he had bought for me. I hadn't thanked him for it yet, or told him how much I appreciated how thoughtful and sentimental he was. It seemed like a good way to end the weekend—dinner with friends and family, and a reminder of our history as a couple. Feeling the silk on my skin and seeing the way the orange dress hugged my breasts and hips, I knew it was going to be hard for Cole to go all evening without touching me…which would lead to an extraordinary night after our guests left. I put on some tall, brown boots to help keep my legs warm, and a cream sweater for my shoulders. I used the mirror and applied foundation over the small scar on my cheek, some strawberry lip gloss to my lips, and a thick coat of mascara to my lashes.

      Feeling confident and playful, I went down to the kitchen and tried to sneak up behind Cole without him noticing, to wrap my arms around him before he knew I was there. I wanted him nice and worked up for later that night. He was leaning over the open oven stirring the vegetables and roast. His tight ass stuck up in the air, begging me to touch it. The scent of the cooking dinner was divine; my mouth watered when I stepped into the room. One foot on the kitchen floor and Cole perked his head up.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he said, then stood to face me. I should have known I couldn't sneak up on him.

      “The food smells great,” I replied.

      “So do you. Strawberry lip gloss?” he asked.

      “Yep. Do you like it?” I asked, with my hands behind my back, and pouting my lips out for Cole to see.

      “Let me taste it, and I'll tell you for sure.” He was pressed against me in a moment, only a blur of movement to my eyes.

      He licked my lips, teasing me and making me hate the game that I had started. It would be as hard for me to resist him as it was for him to resist me. I put my hands on the tight, black t-shirt that hugged every muscle of his fit chest.

      “I think I like it even more than peach.” Cole smiled at me, and set down the giant meat fork he held. “And the dress looks great on you.”

      “You like it?” I teased, sticking my breasts forward and twirling my hair with one finger.

      Cole growled in response.

      “I'll take that as a yes. It's a little shorter than the old one, but it's so soft and silky.” I ran my hands over the soft fabric, starting at my breasts and ending on my ass.

      “If you keep that up, I’ll take you right here on the counter. Now,” he said, with golden fire in his eyes.

      “Tempting. But I want you to wait. I want you so fucking horny that when our guests leave, you ravish me all night long.”

      “Done,” he answered.

      “Thank you for the dress. I love it,” I said, gently lifting the bottom of the dress with a hand on my thigh.

      “Hailey,” Cole gave me his deep seductive tone, and I knew he was ready. “Don't tease too much or I'll fuck you on the table during dinner.”

      “With everyone watching?” I was excited by his need for me.

      “Try me.” A wide grin spread across his face. He reached under my skirt and grabbed my ass with both hands while kissing a trail from my shoulder up the side of my neck. I moaned just as the doorbell rang.

      My mate released me and walked toward the door, leaving me desperately wanting more of his touch and a bit more time before our guests arrived.

      Cole opened the door like we hadn’t just been ready to tear each other’s clothes off; he showed no sign of the need that overwhelmed me. I definitely had started a dangerous game, one that he was clearly better at than me.

      My sister wrapped her arms around Cole's neck. “Cole, so great to see you.”

      Cole put his arm on her back for a moment before releasing her. Liv was a hugger, Cole was not. I smiled at her warmth and his discomfort. It was nice to get the people I cared most about together in one room. Liv wore a loose-fitting black dress with a high-cut neckline and long sleeves. Her white jacket matched her heels and purse. She looked as lovely as always.

      “Hailey, thanks so much for inviting me,” she said.

      It was my turn for a hug, and I squeezed her back. “I'm glad you could come. I was worried you might not make it back from Elkston in time for dinner. How was the weekend with Pierce?”

      “Really nice. I think he might actually be a keeper. I still haven't found anything wrong with him,” she answered.

      “That's great. I'm so happy for you.”

      “Thanks. Life seems to be treating you well too. Give me the tour?” she asked, looking around the great room.

      “Of course,” I answered. “This is the great room. When it's light out it feels like you're smack in the middle of the forest because of the giant windows.”

      “Is that the fireplace?” she quietly asked, looking across the room while rubbing her hand along the top of the sofa.

      Cole walked back toward the kitchen and gave me a wink. Maybe he was planning fun tonight on the new sofa. That would be a treat, in the same place we used to sleep. I tried not to get distracted from Liv.

      “Yep,” I answered. “Let me show you upstairs.”

      Liv followed me to the master bedroom. She looked over her shoulder and said in a soft voice, “So I saw that you took all of your clothes. Are you moving in here?”

      “Yeah, I'm all in,” I said. “I was worried at first, but it's really working out. Cole's amazing.” I would have liked to say the rest—he's a wolf, I'm his mate, it's already done, we're the shifter equivalent of married. But I settled on, “I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

      “I'm so happy for you. I keep wondering if maybe Pierce is the one too. It's too soon to tell, but I really like him,” she shared.

      “That's great, Liv,” I said. Maybe we were both going to get our happily ever afters. I hoped so. I loved being Cole's mate, but I wanted to share the news with the world.

      “So what's with the bite on your neck? Does he get a bit carried away?”

      I wanted to answer honestly, that it was as close to a diamond ring as I was going to get, but I couldn't tell her. I had to hold the wolf part of my life back. “Something like that,” I answered.

      “By the way, great dress,” Liv said.

      “Thanks, Cole bought it for me,” I replied.

      “Good taste in clothes, house, and women. He's a keeper,” she said.

      “Yes he is.”

      Then I showed my sister the closet, and the studio. Liv stopped in front of the painting I was working on, the big, black wolf that shifted my perception of reality.

      “Wow, Hailey,” she said. “What’s the story with the wolf?”

      “Do you like it?” I asked, unsure how to answer.

      “It’s really good,” Liv answered. “What’s your inspiration? I mean that huge wolf dominates the landscape.”

      I couldn’t explain that it was Cole, that my whole world revolved around a man that was the wolf in the painting. So I offered a half truth, “It’s mostly from a dream.”

      “You dream about wolves?” she asked, with her brow furrowed.

      “All of the time,” I answered, then led my sister back out of the room.

      The tour continued with the giant shower, and then the table we’d picked out the day before. We stopped in the kitchen, where Cole was hard at work.

      “This is an amazing house, Cole,” Liv said.

      “It was an empty shell before Hailey,” he answered, his eyes looking deep into mine.

      “You two are just too sweet. I bet you'll be getting married, and I'll still be single. Well, hopefully with Pierce,” Liv said with a smile.

      Cole's eyes widened as he looked at me.

      “Hailey and I used to dream about having big weddings while we were still young and beautiful.”

      “Weddings, huh?” Cole asked.

      “Yep, and having unicorns as pets,” Liv said.

      I kicked her foot.

      “Sorry. You two will figure it out, and congrats on moving in together,” she said, steering the conversation away from marriage.

      “Thanks,” Cole answered.

      “Is there anything I can do to help get dinner ready?” she asked. “Oh shoot, I left your gift in the car. I'll be right back.” Liv stepped outside, and Cole was on me in an instant.

      He held his body tight against mine, holding me in place with a hand spread across the small of my back. I tilted my hips against his hard, thick leg as his fingers tickled up the back of my thigh.

      “Still ready to go?” I asked with a smile, pretending not to notice the huge erection against my stomach.

      He pressed his lips to mine, and moved my mouth with his, his tongue exploring me in a deep, erotic rhythm. My body ached for his, even though I knew Liv would be back any minute.

      “Mmmm,” I moaned.

      “You’re ready, too,” he answered. I couldn’t help but blush. “Do you want a traditional wedding?” he asked, moving his hand up between my legs.

      “I don't know, kind of,” I gasped, having trouble concentrating on speaking as he traced my shape through the thin fabric of my panties. “It would be nice, but really, what I want is you. Here, now, and mine forever.”

      My body ached for him, and I moved my palm slowly up and down the front of his pants, feeling his length.

      The door opened, but Cole ignored it. I pulled away and turned from pink to bright red. For a few more hours I had to keep my focus on the guests I had invited, not on my need for my mate. Even though dinner and teasing were both my ideas, I was finding it difficult to balance the two.

      Liv walked in, followed by Eric holding a bakery box and the hand of an attractive man with dark brown skin. I pulled down on the hem of my skirt, nervous that I was exposed.

      “Hi Eric, so glad you could make it,” I said.

      Liv handed me a bottle of wine, the gift from her car. She smirked, like she knew I’d just been kissing Cole.

      “Thanks, Liv,” I said. Then I turned to the guest I hadn't met. “You must be Victor. I'm Hailey.” I held out my hand to shake Victor’s. The rough texture of his palm reminded me of Cole’s hands, the calluses of a man who did physical labor.

      “Nice to finally meet you,” Victor said. “Nice house.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “Cole built it.”

      “Wow. That's some serious skill. I work for a logging company, pretty good with an axe, but not so much with the fine details,” Victor said.

      “Lots of work though, I'm sure,” I said.

      “It's steady,” he answered.

      “So what is that amazing smell?” Eric asked.

      I answered, “Cole's making a roast. It's one of my favorites.”

      “If it tastes half as good as it smells, I'll be happy,” Eric replied.

      “Trust me, it will. You guys can hang up your coats here if you'd like, we're set up in the dining room.” I pointed toward the big table. The guests left their coats on the hooks by the door and walked to the dining room.

      As I watched my friends enter my house, sharing a piece of my life, I thought as long as I could keep my hands off of my mate, nothing could spoil this perfect evening.
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      Voices carried from the dining room into the kitchen where I worked. Hailey was in her element, chatting with the guests she had invited. I loved to see her so happy—and I loved to see her in that dress.

      Once the beef was cooked just enough, I moved it to the cutting board and sliced the roast. I fanned each piece across the serving tray, then I scooped the vegetables into bowls. When I heard the engine of my brother's truck pulling to a stop in front of the house, I went to greet him.

      Lance held the passenger side door while a thin blonde climbed out. He’d brought Callie, from the bar. She clung to his arm as he shut the door. Lance and Callie made an attractive couple, for however long he was interested.

      “Lance, hey, glad you could make it,” I said from the porch.

      “Wouldn't miss it,” Lance replied. “I believe you've met my date.”

      I looked at Callie in her tight, white jeans, red heels, and a see-through black shirt beneath her leather jacket.

      “Good evening, Callie, you look well,” I said.

      “Thanks. I heard you were settling down with some human girl. Had to come see for myself.” Callie gave me a wicked grin.

      “Behave,” I cautioned.

      “Oh, I won't scare her away, promise. If you're taking yourself off the market, I'll take my chances with the next alpha,” Callie said, rubbing a hand on Lance's chest. Lance's face tightened at her words. Maybe he felt the same way about being alpha as I did, though he had never said one way or the other. It was an idea everyone would have to get used to, including me—Lance would step up and be alpha or someone else would make a claim. Either way, it wasn't my place anymore. I might have felt relieved if I didn't have Dashiell to worry about.

      “Come on in. Dinner's ready,” I said, turning back to the front door.

      “Wait,” Lance said. “Have you talked to the grizzly yet?”

      “Grizzly?” I asked.

      “Big guy, wide as a mountain. He's been asking everyone about what happened with that doctor. If you haven't seen him yet, I'm sure you will.”

      The grizzly must have been the guy Hailey thought was following her, because he likely was.

      “What did you tell him?” I asked.

      “Everything. He's from the Tribunal. Said there could be a trial, so I'm sure he'll be looking to talk to you soon if he hasn't yet,” Lance replied.

      The timing couldn't have been worse. If I was held for trial before Dashiell was dealt with, I couldn't protect Hailey. If it came to that, I'd have to ask Harkins for extra men, or have Lance stay at the house with her. Either way, at least it would be over soon.

      “Thanks for the heads up,” I replied, then let our guests into the house. “Let's eat.”
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      Eric’s chest shook as he leaned over on Victor’s shoulder, his face red and eyes watering. Laughing, he said, “Remember the talent show that year?”

      “I wished I could have been there,” Liv said with a wide smile. “We had a great time practicing at home together. She was so set on performing, I didn’t even try to talk her out of it.”

      I smiled and said to Liv, “As I remember it, you encouraged me. I believe your words were something like, ‘You’re amazing, Hailey, just like Gwen Stefani.’” I fanned my hands away from my face for the full star effect. Liv and Eric laughed, and Victor sat smirking as he watched the three of us. I took a sip of wine and continued, “I may have been a bit off-key, but I remember it going pretty well. There was lots of applause, and I rocked all of the moves.”

      “It was quite a show,” Eric said, and rocked back and forth like he could hear the song in his head.

      “I can’t even remember, what was that song called?” Liv asked, between laughs.

      “HollaBack Girl,” a familiar voice said from behind me. I turned and saw Lance and his date standing in the doorway to the dining room.

      “Oh yeah,” Liv said, giggling.

      “Good times,” I said, and stood to greet my guests.

      Lance hugged me and said, “Hey, Hailey. You look great. Thanks for having us.”

      The blonde beside him crossed her arms and glared at me like I was some kind of threat. I smiled back at her when Lance released me. “You look good too, Lance,” I said. “I’m so glad you could come.”

      “This is Callie,” he said, looking at his annoyed date.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      She gave me a half smile and clung to his arm. What was her problem?

      Turning back to Lance, I asked, “Did you see Cole yet?”

      “He let us in. He should be here any minute. The food is ready,” Lance replied. He leaned around me and waved to the guests at the table. “Hello all.”

      “Good to see you, Lance. It’s been forever. How’s life?” Liv asked.

      Lance said, “Life’s good. Not much has changed, still managing the bar. Fortunately it more or less manages itself since Amy’s so reliable, and Cole does all the paperwork. How about you? You look good.”

      The blonde hanging on Lance’s arm scowled at Liv.

      “Thanks. I’m seeing a paramedic from Elkston, and I got my nursing degree. I work over at Dr. Johnston’s office,” she answered.

      The scent of perfectly roasted beef preceded Cole as he entered the room. He set a huge, porcelain platter in the center of the table. Thick slices of lean, medium-rare meat partially overlapped each other in an evenly-spaced spiral pattern. It was a beautiful display. After admiring his creation, I looked up and admired my mate.

      His tight black t-shirt showed the definition of the muscular chest beneath. Dark strands of hair hung over the sides of his square face, and he smiled at me when our eyes met. I felt bad that he’d been missing out on all of the conversation by spending so much time in the kitchen, but now that the food was done, I looked forward to sitting next to him and sharing the rest of the evening.

      Liv stood and asked, “What can I do to help?”

      “All that’s left is carrying food to the table,” Cole replied with an easy smile.

      I stood and walked back to the kitchen with my sister and my mate. I couldn’t remember the last time I had attended a family dinner with more than just one loved one at a time. It had probably been when Mom and Dad were still alive. Maybe this year we could spend Thanksgiving and Christmas just like this.

      We carried in bowls of vegetables, gravy, and fresh bread. I looked around the room, grateful that Cole had done all of this for me. The table was full of good food and good company. Unscented candles flickered at the center of the spread, surrounded by porcelain dishes full of food. Cole sat at the head of the table and I sat beside him. We passed serving dishes around the table to our friends and family, and everyone filled their plates.

      “Damn, this is good,” Victor said.

      “Did you go to school for cooking?” Eric asked.

      “No, it’s just a passion of mine,” Cole answered, resting his hand on my knee. He moved his thumb back and forth on my thigh, igniting my body with desire.

      I smiled at him. It seemed the game was back on.

      “Well, everything is divine,” Eric replied.

      “Thank you,” Cole answered as he inched his hand up my thigh.

      My body ached for his, but he kept his composure. I put my hand over his advancing fingers, holding him from moving under my dress. My cheeks heated as I ate and tried not to let the rest of the table know how ready I was to rip off my mate’s clothes and jump him on the table.

      “Hailey seems happy working at the flower shop,” Cole continued. Turning attention to me, tricky. I would have to be careful trying to tease him in the future, because clearly he was better at hiding his desire than I was.

      “I am,” I replied.

      “Glad to hear it,” Eric said. “You’re a natural, Hailey. I hope to keep you long into the future.”

      “A sentiment we share,” Cole answered.

      “So, Callie, what do you do for a living?” Liv asked.

      “I wait tables at Sawtooth Den. That’s how we got together.” Callie leaned closer to Lance, kissing his chin.

      “So have you two been dating long?” Liv asked.

      “First social outing together, actually,” Callie answered.

      Lance took a deep gulp of his wine.

      I tried to rescue him from further questions about his relationship. “Eric, have you started thinking about plans for the front garden at the bar?” I asked.

      Lance smiled at me, relaxing back in his seat.

      “I was going to take some measurements Friday night after you left,” Eric answered.

      Cole slid his hand farther up my leg, reaching the top of my thigh. He traced the seam of my panties, and I sat up straighter in my seat in response. It was hard to focus on the conversation around me with his big, warm hand getting so close to where I wanted him. Trying not to get caught made it even more exciting.

      Eric continued, “But a detective came to visit me before I got the chance.”

      “A detective?” Cole asked, and his hand froze.

      “Yeah, from Elkston. He said he was looking for a missing person, some doctor. He didn’t say why he thought the guy would be in Sawtooth Peaks,” Eric said.

      My stomach clenched, and Cole pulled his hand away. Was he talking about the guy that had followed me? Was he really a detective? Or was he from the wolf Tribunal? What had he learned? Questions and fear fogged my mind.

      “Big guy?” Lance asked.

      “Yeah,” Eric answered, “He looked more like a lumberjack than a detective. Did he talk to you too?”

      “Yes,” Liv and Lance answered at the same time. Was he talking to everyone but me and Cole? Why hadn’t Liv mentioned that some cop had come looking for Frank?

      “Liv?” I stared at my sister, eyes wide.

      “I got a phone call over the weekend. I didn’t want to tell you before dinner and ruin the night,” she said.

      I stood, heart racing, stomach churning, and chest tight. “Excuse me a moment,” I said to my guests without meeting their eyes. “I need some air.”

      Two steps from the table, a booming knock shook the door. I froze, unable to move.
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      Eyes wide, Hailey’s fear poured off of her as she stood paralyzed.

      “Let me,” I said, touching her hand.

      The tension in her shoulders lessened slightly with our physical contact. I gave her a smile I hoped was reassuring, then stepped past her to let in our guest.

      When I opened the door, the man before me loomed across the full width of the door frame. He was a few inches shorter than me, but much wider, like a wall of muscle. It was clear why everyone said he looked like a lumberjack, with his plaid shirt, huge arms, and thick, dark beard. But I thought linebacker or professional wrestler when I looked at him. His scent gave him away before he knocked, a mix of earthy tones like any shifter, but distinctly different. Something that made my skin crawl and told me to run in the other direction, something I wasn’t used to feeling—he was a bear.

      “I think we’re going to have to cut dinner short,” I announced to my guests, but kept my eyes on the scowling grizzly in front of me.

      “Cole Tenbrook,” the bear said. It wasn’t a question; he already knew all about me.

      “Yes, come in,” I answered. “Please, have a seat in the great room. We’ll be there in just a moment.”

      The grizzly took in the scene, scanning the room, and inhaling deep breaths with a wrinkled nose. Maybe he was as uncomfortable with the scents of wolves as I was with his. After he seemed content with his observations, he went and stood by the hearth to watch us.

      The guests all eyed the bear warily as they said their goodbyes.

      “Thanks for having us,” Eric said to Hailey, as he hugged her.

      “The food was great. Nice to meet you,” Victor said, and the two left.

      Liv hugged tightly to Hailey and whispered, “Call me and let me know you’re okay.”

      I wouldn’t have heard her if my ears hadn’t been so sharp. Then she hugged me too, and left.

      Callie, the only one who seemed unaffected by the bear, hung onto Lance’s arm. My brother looked at me and asked, “Want me to stay?”

      “No, thanks. We’ll be fine. Take your date home,” I answered.

      Lance paused a minute, judging my face, then nodded and said to Hailey, “Thanks so much for having us. We’ll have to try this again soon.”

      Hailey hugged him, and Callie cringed. My mate ignored the jealous blonde and smiled at Lance. I appreciated the fondness between the two people that mattered most to me, and that my brother was conscious of Hailey’s feelings.

      When all of our guests had gone, I took Hailey’s hand and led her to the waiting bear.

      “Would you like to sit?” I asked him.

      “No.”

      If he wasn’t going to sit, I figured I might as well let Hailey rest on the sofa. Her body shook gently, so I held her close with my arm around her shoulder. I regretted the way the evening had turned. Meeting with the representative from the Therion Tribunal wasn’t something I could put off, and I wanted it over with, but I wished it hadn’t interrupted Hailey’s dinner party. She had been so happy, and now she quivered in my arms. She kept her face hard, attempting to mask her fear and sadness, always so strong. I knew the bear could read her just as I could, but I loved that she was so brave.

      “Hailey Archer?” he asked.

      She nodded in response.

      “Good. You need to be here for this.” He turned to me. “Cole Tenbrook, you stand accused of murdering a human.”

      “It wasn’t…” Hailey started. The grizzly raised a finger, and she stopped.

      “My name is Liam Blake, of the Therion Tribunal. Your fate will be determined based on my findings,” he growled.

      “That seems like a lot of power for one man,” Hailey said. “What information are you collecting?”

      He stared at her without blinking, then said, “Everything I need.” He turned back to me and continued, “Depending on my conclusions, you may be put on trial, with the maximum penalty of death.” His voice was deep, gruff, and matter-of-fact.

      “Death?” Hailey asked, and squeezed my hand.

      “Clearly you had the advantage over the frail, human man. What makes you think you aren’t responsible for breaking one of our most sacred laws?” the bear asked.

      “I did what I had to do. I am responsible for his death. I relive it when I try to sleep. I think about the life I ended, the people he may have left behind. And I know Frank Wilson will never care for another sick child because I killed him. And I would do it again,” I said. “I assume you’ve read my report.”

      “I have. I’ve seen all of the pictures, I’ve seen the site of the burial,” he answered. “But I have not received the account of the young woman.” He looked to Hailey.

      “Me?” she asked.

      He just stared at her in response.

      “It’s okay. Tell him anything he wants to know,” I assured her.

      “I will speak to her alone,” he commanded, lowering his brow at me.

      Hailey looked at me with wide, pleading eyes.

      “No,” I said. “You can ask her anything you like, but I won’t leave her side.”

      The bear growled, a threatening rumble from deep within his chest. Ignoring his threat, I held steady to Hailey’s hand. Liam Blake stared me down with an unflinching, unforgiving gaze. I met his eyes, careful to show him nothing but my stone resolve.

      “It all started in Elkston,” Hailey said. Both of us snapped our heads back toward Hailey as she spoke. “When I first met Frank Wilson, I had no idea what I was getting into.”
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      Liam Blake listened with his arms crossed as I shared every detail I could think of. I told him about the way Frank beat me half to death in the alley in Elkston, the restraining order, the night he showed up in my bed. I told him about the box of chocolates with the handcuffs inside. I told him about Frank lying in wait in the kitchen, his threats, and the stab wounds Cole took so I wouldn’t have to. My body trembled as I spoke, but I didn’t let myself cry. I shared the entire truth with the Tribunal’s representative, and held nothing back, except the tears that welled in the corners of my eyes.

      And lastly, I told him what kind of man Cole was. “Cole’s the most wonderful man I’ve ever met. He’s even-tempered and kind. He doesn’t hurt people, but if he hadn’t defended me, I wouldn’t be alive to tell you all of this.”

      The huge man just looked at me with a hard, blank expression. I couldn’t tell if he believed me, or if he cared. There was no sign of which way he was leaning—for trial or for dropping charges. I looked to Cole, whose face was just as unreadable as Liam Blake’s.

      The knot in my stomach twisted, and I said, “Please don’t take him. He’s my mate, and he only did what he had to, and he’s paying the price. He carries Frank’s weight, more than he should for the kind of monster that man was.”

      The huge man turned and walked toward the door without saying a word.

      “That’s it?” I called after him.

      “I’ll let you know what I decide,” he answered, then shut the door behind him.

      I looked at Cole, who sank down into the sofa beside me. “So he was some kind of shifter?” I asked.

      “Grizzly bear,” Cole answered, and his face softened as he met my eyes.

      “Did you say he was a grizzly bear?” I said, furrowing my brow.

      “Yeah,” Cole answered.

      “I didn’t realize grizzly shifters were a thing. Why didn’t you defend yourself?” I asked, as I released the tears I had been fighting to hold inside.

      “He has my statement and everything that he needs. Begging won’t help me,” he answered. I wondered if he meant begging like I did. Like I shouldn’t have asked for leniency.

      “If I seemed too desperate, that’s because I am,” I said, voice raised and tears streaming. “I can’t lose you.”

      “You were great, Hailey,” Cole said. “You were so brave, and so strong. I’m sorry about everything. About the dinner, about having to deal with that enforcer, and about having to relive all of that again.”

      Cole held me close as I cried, until I had nothing left. Then he carried me to bed and held me until he fell asleep.

      I stayed still, hoping not to bother him, but I couldn’t understand how he was handling the situation so well. While I was falling apart, he acted like a huge grizzly shifter showing up at the doorstep was no big deal. Was life always like this for him? There was no way I was strong enough to deal with this kind of stress on a regular basis. I knew being mated to a shifter would mean having a different life than I would have with someone else, and I loved the ways that side of Cole made him special. But was I doomed to never have a social life and always be looking over my shoulder for the next catastrophe?

      My eyes stung and my stomach knotted. The man I loved and the normal life—I wanted them both. With just a glimpse of that life I’d thought it might be possible, but if the shifter council took my mate away, I’d be left with nothing. I couldn’t talk to Liv about what had happened, and what would I tell her if I lost Cole?
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      A huge beast stood before me. Even from a distance, I could see its black eyes watching every move I made. It towered over its meal, tearing into flesh. A sickening feeling washed over me, one that said I should run away. I shouldn’t look. I circled around, the knife trembling in my hand. The bear continued its meal as its sharp, black eyes followed my every step. I had to see what he was eating; I knew I had to look.

      One step forward and the bear lifted its head and snarled at me with blood-stained teeth.

      My stomach was tight and my heart raced. Just one more step and I’d be able to see.

      Tightening my grasp on the knife’s hilt until my knuckles whitened, I stared at the body on the ground, motionless and familiar. A nagging urge pushed me forward. I had to see his face. One last step and I saw him. My head spun and tears poured down my face. Raven hair, golden eyes, and tanned skin covered in blood. Cole. A horrible sound filled my ears, the wailing of a dying creature. Then I realized the sound came from me. Stabbing pain penetrated the side of my face as claws dug into my skin from the massive paw.

      I jolted upright, with a hand on my face where the bear’s claws had been, where Frank Wilson had cut me. There was no wound, just the thin, white line the knife had left. It had quickly scarred, and I was able to cover the mark with makeup, but touching it was a reminder of what had happened in the kitchen. An extra reminder I didn’t need. I found myself alone in the bed I shared with my mate. Where was Cole? Shaken by the nightmare, I needed to see him, whole and okay.

      “Cole,” I yelled.

      A moment later, he stood in the doorway, dressed in torn jeans and a black, v-neck t-shirt. Relief washed over me, and I took in the sight of my sexy mate. I admired the way the shirt hugged his sculpted chest. With his arm up on the doorframe, his bicep flexed, showing the full size of his strong arm. His black hair hung around his face, a beautiful mess, and his eyes were warm with concern.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked. “I was just cooking some breakfast.”

      I swung my legs out of bed and approached him. The wood floor was cold on my bare feet, and I couldn’t reach him fast enough. I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my head on his chest. He held me close in return. His scent and his touch soothed me.

      “I just had a bad dream,” I answered. “I’ll be fine.”

      “It was a hard night. Do you want to stay home today? I’m sure Eric would understand,” Cole said.

      “No, I need to go to work, feel normal and distracted. Hopefully that bear will finish up what he needs to do and tell us everything is okay. Until then, I need to stay busy so I don’t melt down.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you want to talk or if there’s anything I can do for you,” he offered. “Everything will be okay, whether there’s a trial or not. You’re safe from Frank Wilson. And Harkins will make sure you stay that way.”

      “I need a bodyguard again today?” I looked up into his eyes.

      “Yes,” he answered. “Until I know everything is settled with the valley pack. I can’t take any risks with your safety.”

      I had forgotten about the asshole wolf that was out to get us. It wasn’t fair, we had just started our lives together and the world kept throwing obstacles in our way.

      “Will life ever settle down? Or does being a shifter mean constant crisis?” I looked into Cole’s eyes for reassurance.

      He smiled at me and said, “You’re right. Life has been crazy with Wilson, the Tribunal, and the threat of the other pack. It’s not usually like this. Usually I just do paperwork at the bar, deal with my family, and handle alpha duties like maintaining peace between packs and within our pack.”

      “Are you disappointed that you won’t be alpha?” I asked.

      “No, Hailey, I’m happy to be with you,” he answered. “I never wanted to be alpha anyway. When all of this is over, I’m passing the torch to Lance if he’ll take it. If not, someone else can step up. I’m done. I’m taking you on a relaxing vacation, somewhere far from here, where we can spend time alone and I can make love to you for days without interruption.”

      I smiled up at my mate and said, “I’ve always wanted to go to Hawaii.”
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      Much better suited for spring or summer than for the frost-covered morning before me, I chose a sleeveless coral and turquoise shirt from the closet. Maybe the happy colors would keep me positive throughout the day, and if not, at least I looked cute. I put on some black skinny jeans and boots, and grabbed a white sweater to keep my arms warm. The smell of bacon wafted up to the closet where I dressed. My stomach rumbled at the scent—I needed to wrap up and get downstairs. My hair was unruly, so I pulled it back into a high ponytail, then went down to join Cole for breakfast.

      Bacon, scrambled eggs, and balls of pink, green, and orange melon waited for me on the counter. Cole carried two forks over and sat on a barstool waiting for me.

      “Your bacon lured me from the bedroom,” I said.

      “Good. Come eat with me,” he answered.

      I sat beside Cole as we shared breakfast together. Everything was cooked perfectly as always. Every day should start this way, the two of us sharing breakfast—he couldn’t be taken from me.

      “What’s wrong?” Cole asked.

      I looked up at him, working to relax my face. “Nothing new.”

      “Everything will be okay,” he said, placing his hand on mine. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      After breakfast, Cole drove me to work. Harkins was waiting outside of Rosebuds and Greenery, leaning against the wooden siding with his arms crossed. I said goodbye to Cole and went inside. When I greeted Harkins, he nodded at me, then continued his brooding.

      Work was uneventful, a blur of customers and creating arrangements. I hoped I wasn’t making Eric crazy. He tried to start conversations with me, but I had a hard time keeping my focus, and often gave one word answers.

      “Let’s do something special for lunch,” Eric said.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I answered. “I’m not really hungry.”

      “Come on. I promise you’ll have a nice time. If not, you can sulk all week in the greenhouse if you want and I won’t hassle you,” he replied.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” I answered, and pulled my coat on over my sweater. The brightly colored shirt wasn’t helping as much as I had hoped.

      While Eric locked up, I walked over to his car.

      “Not driving today, honey,” Eric said.

      He took my hand and led me down the street. Harkins followed a few steps behind us without saying a word.

      “Where can we get something good to eat by walking?” I asked.

      “Just wait and see,” Eric teased.

      We strolled down the street and Eric whistled while he swung our hands between us. I was lucky he was such a kind and positive person. His company everyday reminded me how fortunate I was for landing the job at the flower shop.

      “Here we are,” Eric said, pulling me across the street to Sawtooth Den.

      “I’m always happy to visit Cole,” I said, “but I don’t know that the food here is all that remarkable.”

      “Then maybe he should cook instead of just handling the business aspect,” Eric said.

      “You’re probably right,” I answered.

      Harkins held the door for us, and I walked in. Forest green and cream-colored candles covered all of the tables. The room was lined with people, some I knew from around town, some I didn’t. Liv, Victor, and Lance stood along the back wall, smiles across all of their faces. In the center of the room stood Cole, staring at me intensely with his deep honey eyes.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, excited and a little nervous by the crowd.

      Cole approached me, and Eric nudged my back. I stepped forward and met my mate in the center of the room.

      “Hailey Archer,” Cole said. “With the blessing of our friends, my extended family, and yours…” He dropped to one knee and took my hand. “Will you marry me?”

      I couldn’t believe he had done this for me. Mating was his custom, and he knew marriage was mine. He had put a lot of care into this. He’d gotten everyone together in the middle of a work day. How he’d managed it, I had no idea. Our dinner guests from the night before, plus a whole room filled with other people wanting to share this moment with us. I assumed his extended family meant his pack, though I didn’t see Zaria, Garret, or Axel. And what about keeping our relationship private from the eyes of rival wolves? This was as public a proclamation of our relationship as it could get without shouting from the rooftops. But he’d asked me a question I still needed to answer, so I’d have to ask him about all of that other stuff later.

      I looked into my mate’s eyes, the man I had pledged my life to in private, the man I loved with everything I had, and the answer was easy. “Yes.”

      Cole beamed. He slid a ring onto my finger, a gorgeously carved, ornate piece that felt light and smooth on my skin. Tiny spirals were carved into the thin, wooden ring. It wasn’t a traditional engagement ring; there was no diamond or gem, just a beautiful handmade piece that reflected its creator. Minimalist and natural—it was perfect. Cole stood and held my hands, then bent down and kissed me. His lips were soft and tender as we stood in the center of our friends and family in a loving embrace.

      “Wooo,” someone yelled. Laughter and happy chatter filled the room.

      Cole took a step back and held my hand up high, displaying his ring on my finger. “She said yes,” he said, raising his voice for all to hear.

      Everyone in the room clapped for us as they shared in our moment.

      “There’s champagne and snacks on the bar,” Cole yelled over the din, and the hooting and clapping got louder.

      Liv was the first to approach us. “Congratulations!” she said, squeezing Cole and me both in a big hug.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Lance, Eric, and Victor joined in the circle to offer their best wishes.

      “Told you it would be a special lunch,” Eric said.

      “You were right,” I agreed.

      “I hope you two are planning to host for the holidays,” Lance said, shaking Cole’s hand and giving me a hug.

      “I want in,” Victor said. “Thanksgiving with my family is torture. My mom can’t cook and she and my grandmother bicker the entire time.”

      Joyous tones of the conversations around the room continued as our friends and family celebrated with us. Elated, I looked up at Cole and mouthed, “Thank you.”
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      After everyone had the chance to congratulate us, I slipped Hailey out the back door. She glowed with excitement, and I couldn’t be happier seeing her that way.

      “So you’re sure Eric won’t mind?” she asked, sitting next to me on the truck seat playing with her ring.

      “Eric suggested you take the whole day off,” I answered. “After last night, he wasn’t expecting you to come in at all. I thought this would be better.”

      “It was surreal,” she said.

      “I didn’t know what kind of diamond and ring style you’d like, so I made this ring as a placeholder. When you’re ready we can go pick whatever you like best,” I offered.

      “I like this one,” she said, spinning the wooden ring on her finger.

      “I’m glad,” I said. Seeing her smile told me everything was going to be okay. My Hailey was happy, which was all I wanted.

      I drove her home in the truck, to make the rest of the day exactly the way she deserved.
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      After a short drive through the forest, the truck stopped in front of our house. I watched as Cole walked around to my side and opened my door for me. This was the man I would marry. It wasn’t just a secret anymore, it was actually real. Everyone—human and shifter alike—would know our bond and our promises to each other.

      I hopped out of the truck and smiled up at my mate. When he reached down behind my knees and my shoulders and lifted me, I snuggled into his chest. He smelled like cinnamon and the woods, wonderful like he always did. The ease in which he carried me, holding me with his sculpted arms, made me feel small and feminine. We went straight up to our bedroom, where Cole laid me on the soft, pillowy mattress. I lay on my stomach and rested my chin on my palms, while my elbows propped me up. It was the perfect position to watch Cole light the candles on the mantel, and the fire beneath.

      The flames danced and filled the room with a dry, natural heat. Cole’s defined muscles flexed with each movement. I loved watching him cooking, bending, even just walking. Everything he did was graceful yet strong and masculine, like the wolf that lay just beneath the surface.

      “Thank you for the party, and the gesture,” I said.

      “Mating, marriage, I want to connect us in every way,” he answered, sliding his jacket off and setting it down next to the hearth.

      “I want that too,” I replied.

      He stood in front of the hearth, my beastly mate, looking at me. The flames flickered behind him, and natural light shined in on him from the huge window. It was a beautiful sight, the power of the fire, the strength of my man, the beams of sun highlighting the intensity of his golden eyes—this was a scene I would need to remember to paint.

      Cole approached the bed, muscles flexing with each stride. I knelt on the edge of the mattress to meet him.

      Tracing the line where my scar hid below makeup with his thumb, Cole looked into my eyes. “You’re so strong. You’re a survivor, Hailey. And I love you,” he said, then put his lips to mine.

      Desire tingled through my body as our mouths met. Every inch of me ached for his touch.

      “I love you too,” I answered, then slid his black t-shirt up over his head. His broad chest was perfectly sculpted, each muscle distinct and well-trained. Tan skin was striped with thick, darker colored scars, slightly upraised, each telling a story of his bravery. I traced the scars he had taken for me—the teeth from the wolf in the forest, the blade from my crazy stalker. Those marks were a reminder of where he had bled for me, for what we had been through, and how he had been there for me. “I love these scars.”

      Touching my lips with his, Cole kissed me, gently, slowly moving me with him. He slid his fingers through my hair, and I tasted his mouth with my tongue. A hint of champagne still lingered on his lips from the party. I pulled off my jacket and dropped it off my shoulders and onto the bed. His hands slid down my spine, leaving a trail of sensation behind his fingertips. He encased me in his arms, so large and hard around me, tickling my sensitive skin with his hair. Desire burned in his eyes, as intense as the flames behind him.

      I looked up at my mate, my fiancé, through my eyelashes, and smiled. A small tug on my shirt released the fabric from the waist of my jeans; and I slid the silky fabric over my head, dropping it at Cole’s feet. A grin spread across his face, then he moved against me in a blur of speed. My breast filled his hand, and he squeezed gently, kissing the bra over my other nipple. Cole always knew exactly what I needed, how to ignite my body. I longed for more, wanting his hands to touch me everywhere at once. He released my heavy breasts, dropping my bra to the floor. Cool air prickled the sensitive skin of my already hard nipples. The pleasant warmth of Cole’s wet mouth enveloped one, while he pinched and pulled the other. A moan escaped my mouth.

      My thighs ached as he worked my bare breasts. I wanted more, more touch, more closeness. I unclasped his belt and pulled it through the loops of his jeans, then dropped it to the floor. His cock pressed hard against his fly, begging me for release. One button and a zip, and he was free, pants dropping to his feet. With him gloriously bared to me, I looked over his chiseled body. I ached for him; I needed his touch. I needed to show him exactly how I felt about him.

      He let go of my breasts, leaving me cold and needy, and unclasped my jeans. I pulled on the sides of the waistband and sat to remove the last of the cloth restraints. After I dropped my jeans and panties to the floor, Cole stepped between my thighs. Then he knelt before me.

      I grasped his ebony locks between my fingers as he nuzzled between my legs, the hair from his unshaven face tickling my thighs. His breath was warm on my sensitive skin, as was the gentle massage of his tongue. He circled my clit, licking up and down my entrance.

      “You’re always so ready for me, Hailey. I love the way your body responds to my touch,” he said, then continued his pace. A thick finger teased my opening as he kissed my most sensitive area. I wanted the finger inside, to feel his body in mine. As if he could read my mind, he moved his finger gently in and out, pressing farther with each thrust.

      I moaned, arching my back in response to the heightening pleasure building inside me.

      Cole stood and pulled off his boxers. His huge cock was aimed right at me. I reached for him, grasping the part of him that filled me best, and touched him to my cleft. He pressed gently in one inch at a time, stretching me with his girth, then pulled back, leaving me desperate for more.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled my breasts against his hard chest, circling my legs around his hips. Cole grabbed my ass with both hands and slid me slowly, gently down his length until I reached his base. Filled to my limit, I looked into his eyes. We were as close as two people could be, connecting physically and emotionally.

      “You feel so good, Hailey. This is my favorite place to be. Alone in our room, inside you,” he said.

      He quickened his pace, lifting me faster and harder with each stroke. Each downward movement brought me closer to climax. Pressure built in my middle, and I said, “This is my favorite too. I love you, Cole Tenbrook.”

      One last thrust and waves of pleasure washed over me, radiating through my body. Cole’s arms tightened as he climaxed with me. We fell down on the bed together, recovering as aftershocks still spread within me.

      “I love you too,” Cole replied.

      We lay together on our big sleigh bed, warmed by the fire and each other. I listened to the cracks of the burning wood and the heavy breaths of my mate beside me. Best Monday ever, I thought, staring up at the ceiling and feeling content. I thought about the way the day had started, strained from the night before, the morning at work, and the surprise engagement lunch.

      “Cole,” I said, looking over at him. “Why wasn’t the rest of your family at the bar?”

      “Lance is the only one that matters,” he answered.

      “I can see leaving out Axel, but what about Zaria and Garret?” I asked.

      Cole took a deep breath, and admitted, “Garret was killed by the leader of the valley pack.”

      “What? When did this happen?” I asked, then I thought about when this all started, when I first heard about the danger the valley pack posed. “Is that what happened when you ran off in the night?”

      “Yes. Dashiell, the leader, beat up Harkins and sent him home with Garret’s head as a warning to me,” he answered.

      “Wow,” I said. No wonder Cole hadn’t wanted me out without a guard. The idea of the grizzly shifter following me didn’t sound so bad if there was a man out there that wished me harm, the kind of man that cut off people’s heads. Maybe one guard wasn’t enough after all. “I understand that you wanted to protect me. I wish you had woken me and told me then. I could have been there for you,” I said.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I still don’t understand why,” I replied. “Why does this Dashiell guy hate you so much?”

      “The whole thing was Zaria’s fault. She sent poison to the crazy pack leader, and said it was from me. So you being in danger, that’s because of her,” he said, face hard.

      “So that’s why you didn’t invite her to the party,” I said.

      “That’s why.”

      “What about Axel?” I asked, touching the hard line his mouth had turned into. “Did you exclude him because he’s an ass, or did something happen to him too?”

      His expression softened as my fingers brushed his face. “Axel ran off when he found out. I haven’t heard from him since. If we’re lucky, he’ll kill the bastard and it’ll be over.”

      A life without having to watch out for the next threat sounded nice. I studied my mate’s face and hoped that we could find some peace before long. Lines of concern surrounded his eyes, and I knew we wanted the same thing.

      “No more secrets. No partial truths. No trying to protect you without talking it through,” he said. “How does that sound, future Mrs. Cole Tenbrook?”

      I curled up on his chest and answered, “It sounds like exactly what I need.”
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      I pulled the fluffy, down comforter up over her shoulders. Rosy heat still remained on Hailey’s cheeks. Her full, pink lips were slightly parted as she breathed easily in her sleep. She must have been exhausted from the night before, the threats of Dashiell and the Therion Tribunal hanging over us, and of course the great sex. She was beautiful when she slept, showing none of the stress lines that she had been carrying lately. I wanted to let her rest as long as she needed.

      I gazed out the wall of windows at the forest around us. Past the pointed tops of the tall and slender lodgepole pines and the reddish-brown western larches, past the stones that covered the sloped earth, to the afternoon sun hung low in the sky. Before long, it would set and blanket the blue sky in oranges and purples. Soon it would be time to cook, but until then I wanted to rest by Hailey’s side. I wondered what we had in the kitchen for dinner. If nothing else, we had lots of leftover roast in the fridge.

      Ringing sounded from the floor. I looked down to my jeans on the rug beneath the bed. I didn’t want to answer, but the sound continued. Hailey sighed and rolled in her sleep. The sound must have bothered her. I climbed out of the covers and pulled the phone from the pocket of my jeans. It was a call I couldn’t ignore—Harkins. I pressed accept and stepped out into the hall.

      “Yeah,” I answered, just louder than a whisper.

      “Sorry to bother you,” Harkins started. “Knew you’d wanna hear this. Zaria got attacked.”

      “Fuck,” I said. “What about the protection you posted? Is she okay?”

      “She’s gonna be fine, just shaken and a little bruised,” he replied. “Was two of them. Reynolds took a hit to the head, but Witt took ’em both down.”

      “Were they Dashiell’s?” I asked.

      “Seems that way,” Harkins said.

      “I’ll be there soon.” I hung up the phone. Dashiell had attacked my mother. We needed to figure out what to do, and deal with him sooner rather than later. I dialed my brother.

      “Hello,” Lance answered.

      “Lance, Zaria was attacked,” I said. “We need to make a move soon. Keep someone close. Don’t be alone. I don’t want you to be targeted next.”

      “Well I’m with Callie right now, so I’m not alone. But I see what you mean. If Dashiell’s targeting your family, I’m likely next. I’ll make some calls. Don’t worry about me,” he replied.

      “Be safe,” I said, and hung up the phone. Looking through the doorway, I saw Hailey still asleep on the bed. Our perfect day just ended, and I was thrown back to reality. I didn't want to have to wake her, but I couldn’t leave without talking to her.

      “Hailey,” I said, touching her shoulder.

      She peeked through her eyelashes at me. “Hmmm?” she said, and stretched her arms and legs out.

      “I’m sorry to wake you. My mother’s been attacked. I have to go and see that she’s okay,” I said.

      Sleep faded from her eyes at the sound of my words. “Take me with you.”
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      Tension emanated from my mate. His body was stiff as he dressed, and the softness he had shown me when we were intimate was replaced by a hard mask of indecipherable emotion. I pulled on my boots and asked, “Is it really okay if I come?”

      “Of course,” he answered without looking at me.

      “Cole, I need to know that it’s really okay. I understand that you’re upset about your mother. Who wouldn’t be? But, I’m worried that you don’t want me to come,” I explained.

      “Hailey,” he said, cupping my face in his hands and looking deep into my eyes. “I don’t want you in harm’s way. There’re likely dead wolves and a lot of blood waiting for us at my mother’s house. I don’t want you to have to see that. That said, I’d prefer to have you at my side until I know that Dashiell is no longer a threat. If you’d rather stay here, I’ll have Harkins come and watch over you. If you want to come along, there’ll be damage control for me to deal with when we get there.”

      I appreciated his honesty. Cole was doing exactly what he had promised. He woke me to talk to me, and he told me everything, not just vague ideas of what he was thinking. “I’m coming,” I answered.

      We dressed and took the truck through the woods and back to town, to Zaria’s house. The Victorian townhouse looked exactly like I remembered. The wooden siding was still painted white, and well maintained. Being the house at the end of the row, Zaria’s yard was larger than the rest on her street. It seemed like a waste of a good outdoor space, bare and unused. Smaller front yards along the street were full of trees and bushes, plants that would flower when spring arrived. Scooters, bikes, and balls were scattered down the sidewalk in front of other homes, houses full of children and happiness. Zaria’s porch was bare. Windows covered the turret on the side of her home, with curtains closed. Cole had only brought me to his house once when we had dated in high school. Zaria had been the same cold, condescending bitch then as she had been when Cole brought me to the bar after I came home. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her, but I wanted to be here to support my fiancé.

      A large man lingered next to the door, standing tall and rigid, watching us as we walked up the sidewalk to the porch. He was clean-shaven, with a square jaw and almost-white blond hair. I noticed that a lot of wolf shifters seemed to have blond hair. I wondered why—a question to ask another time. Purple and blue skin surrounded his left eye, and his crimson-stained shirt peeked out from beneath his black leather jacket.

      Cole approached the man guarding the splintered and broken wooden door, and offered his hand. “Witt,” he said.

      “Yes, sir,” the man replied, clasping Cole’s hand.

      “Thank you for protecting my mother,” Cole said. They shook, then Cole pushed open the door to the house he grew up in. I looked up at the big man and gave him a small smile.

      He nodded at me and said only, “Ma’am.”

      Harkins greeted Cole as we stepped into the living room. “Cole,” he said, “glad you’re here.”

      “Thanks for the call,” Cole replied. Harkins looked past Cole at me and raised an eyebrow.

      “Kitchen’s a mess,” Harkins said to Cole. “Might wanna keep your lady in here.”

      I looked up at Cole, then at Zaria sitting in a big, black leather chair as she stared out the window, expressionless. My boots clicked on the floor as I walked past the men and sat on the plaid sofa across from her. “I’ll be fine here,” I said. “Go ahead.”

      Cole and Harkins walked to the kitchen, and I turned to Zaria. Dark circles surrounded her sunken eyes, her hair was a mess, and I could smell the smoke and liquor on her even from my distance. Her jeans were torn, and her dark green shirt was wrinkled. She looked like she’d been having a hard time well before she was attacked.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked.

      She turned to me and answered, “What do you care?”

      “Your son is my mate. I love him. And he cares about you,” I answered.

      “Don’t be so sure,” she replied, and furrowed her brow.

      “I’d like us to be cordial,” I said. “You don’t have to like me. I know I’ll never be a shifter, but I will be the mother of your grandchildren someday, so you might want to ease up on me a bit.”

      She stared at me with the same golden eyes I treasured on my mate. It was strange seeing similarities between them when their personalities were nothing alike. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking with the expressionless mask she wore, but I felt the weight of her judging me.

      “I’m doing fine,” she finally answered.

      “Do you need any bandages for your wounds?” I asked, pointing to the blood that soaked through her sleeve.

      “No,” she answered. “Just flesh wounds.”

      “Maybe you should stay at our place until this is over,” I offered, regretting the idea as soon as it came out of my mouth. What a horrible mess that would be. We would have no space and time alone if Zaria was with us, but I couldn’t imagine the guilt Cole would feel if something else happened to her.

      Zaria raised an eyebrow and smirked at me like I was amusing her. “I’m fine here,” she answered.

      “Fine,” I said.

      It was the longest conversation I’d ever had with my future mother-in-law.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          

      

    

    






Cole

        

      

    

    
      Bloody paw prints were smeared across the white linoleum tiles. Crimson droplets were spattered across the wooden cabinets. There was more red around the kitchen than paint on the walls. The scene reminded me of the man in my kitchen, the man I had killed. There was much more blood here—a fight between wolves instead of men. Two gray wolves lay in the center of the floor, one with a white muzzle. I took a closer look at the intruders who had attacked my mother. Both had fatal wounds to the throat—Witt was efficient. I didn’t recognize the larger gray wolf, but the smaller wolf with the white muzzle was familiar.

      “Do you know either of them?” I asked Harkins.

      “Not the big one. Little guy used to be one of Stratton’s. Think his name was Keir,” he replied.

      “Doesn’t matter now. But that means Dashiell converted some of the old pack when he took over. There could be some allies hiding in Ellistown. Or at least a few that might not fight for him if they were unwilling to fight for Stratton,” I said. At least something positive might come out of this attack. “Did you call the Tribunal to report this?”

      “Yep, left a message just after I called you,” Harkins replied.

      “Good. Who knows how long it will take to hear back from them, though. Something’s off. I didn’t hear back about the doctor until a grizzly showed up on my porch,” I said.

      “Mm-hmm,” Harkins answered.

      “How bad off is Reynolds?” I asked.

      “Upstairs on the bed, takin’ a rest,” he replied. “He’ll be fine in a week or so.”

      “So pretty bad,” I said. “Thanks, Harkins.”

      I walked back to the living room to check on Hailey and my mother. It was good seeing my mother being civil with my mate, though that was more likely due to the injuries than to a change of heart. I sat next to Hailey and set my hand on her knee. She looked up at me with concern in her deep blue eyes.

      “Everything okay?” I asked Hailey.

      “Oh yeah,” my mother replied. “I’m peachy.”

      “Yeah, I’m just worried about you,” Hailey answered. “Are you holding up okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I replied, then turned to my mother and said, “Tell me what happened.”

      It was hard to look at her, knowing that she had caused all of this. I couldn’t forgive her, not now, maybe not ever. But being pissed wasn’t enough to keep me from checking that she was okay and finding out what had happened.

      She took a swig from the bottle of vodka in her hand, then said, “I was sitting in the kitchen, eating lunch alone. Since I wasn’t invited to your party at the bar.”

      “You’ve made your feelings clear, you’re a drunk mess, and it wasn’t about you. It was about me and Hailey, and I needed it to stay that way,” I replied.

      Zaria stared at me, her expression blank—the world’s best poker face. “There was some noise from out front,” she continued. “Reynolds went to check it out. He didn’t come back. Witt stayed with me in the kitchen, waiting in wolf form. They broke down the door, little one as a man, big one as a wolf. Witt went to stop them over there.” Zaria pointed near the doorway. “Little guy slipped past him, shifted and bit my arm.”

      “Did you shift to defend yourself?” I asked.

      “No,” she answered. “Witt made that mess all by himself.” She leaned forward from the big recliner and raised her voice. “And he needs to clean it up.”

      Hailey asked, “Why didn’t you help him?”

      “Didn’t you hear?” my mother answered, “Garret’s dead. I got him killed. There’s nothing left for me. I’ll gladly take the punishment for sending that poison.” Zaria laughed. “Maybe next time they’ll send more than two.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell me?” I asked.

      “The little one seemed scared, like he immediately regretted biting my arm. If the big one had gone down outside I doubt the little one would have come in at all.”

      “That is helpful, thanks,” I said. To take down Dashiell, we might only have to take down select targets. The problem was knowing which were which. “You can’t stay here with the broken door and Dashiell’s men looking to harm you.”

      “I prefer being home,” she answered.

      “I know, but it’s not safe. You need to stay somewhere else,” I said.

      Zaria smirked and looked at Hailey. “Well,” she said, “since you insist, your mate invited me to stay at your house.”
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      My shoulders were rigid, and I kept my hands in my lap. I held my legs together to keep from touching Zaria’s leg as the truck carried us over bumps through the winding forest road. The drive was painfully long, wedged between Cole and Zaria in the cab of the pickup. Light conversation might have helped, but everyone silently looked out their windows.

      Cole’s face had been hard and expressionless since we left Zaria’s house. I hoped having her around wouldn’t be too hard on him, and on us as a couple. There was no doubt that it would be hard on me, losing the freedom to be at ease in my own home. But I tried not to linger on that. The Tribunal would recognize Cole’s innocence. Cole would somehow take care of the threat of the other pack safely without putting himself in danger, then we would get our home back, and we would go on the vacation he had promised.

      The truck bumped in a pothole, pushing everyone to the right. I quickly scooted back toward Cole. Zaria didn’t move or look at me. I wasn’t sure if I should be glad or not, so I rested my head against my mate’s arm and tried to pretend she wasn’t there. What would we be doing if we were alone, I wondered. Probably talking about the scene at Zaria’s house, and our feelings about the situation. If she was going to stay with us, we would have to figure out how to be us despite her presence. I regretted inviting her the moment she said yes, though I knew it was the right thing to do.

      After what felt like an eternity, we were home. I unlocked the door and Cole carried Zaria’s bag to the entryway.

      “Nice house,” Zaria said, and walked into the great room to the massive wall of windows.

      “You’ve never been here?” I asked.

      “No,” she answered.

      I couldn’t imagine never having my family at my home. Just after moving in with Cole, I was ready to share my new space with my sister. I wondered whether it was Cole who didn’t want her there or if it was Zaria who had never chosen to visit. A little blame probably fell to each of them. Well, even though she had to stay, at least it was a step in the right direction.

      “Your son does great work,” I said.

      “I know,” she answered, voice taut.

      Had I offended her? It certainly wasn’t my intention.

      “Let’s make dinner,” Cole said.

      Zaria sat down on the sofa by the hearth and stared out the window into the forest lit only by the last hints of sunlight peeking through the mountains and pines. There wasn’t much to see this time of day, but maybe she could see more clearly than me with her golden wolf eyes. I wondered if she appreciated the beauty that surrounded the home or if she was too drunk and jaded to appreciate anything at all.

      Glad that my mother-in-law had chosen to stay out of the kitchen, I followed Cole. “What are we having?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he answered, “Why did you tell my mother she could stay here?”

      “I didn’t want her to come, but I thought she shouldn’t be alone,” I replied, careful to keep my voice down.

      “You’re right, she shouldn’t. I wish she was at Axel’s, or Amy’s, or anywhere else but here,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied. “I didn’t want to make it harder on you. Why has she never been here before?”

      “It was kind of you. You’re a sweet and thoughtful person,” he said, and pulled me close in his arms. “I invited her once when I was finishing the decking and the house was complete. She didn’t come and never asked to visit any other time, so I didn’t bother inviting her again.”

      “That makes sense. Maybe having her here will be good for the two of you. Maybe you can work some things out,” I suggested.

      “That’s a pleasant thought, but I doubt anything will change. It hasn’t so far,” he said.

      It was nice having a few minutes to ourselves in the kitchen. I hugged him and reminded myself that soon we’d be in Hawaii with all of this behind us.

      We made sandwiches and salads to keep things simple after the long day. I cut the vegetables while Cole put together the grilled ham and swiss. Zaria joined us at the table, where we ate. The sandwiches were tasty with a sweet and tangy honey mustard. Everything Cole made was delicious, so it was no surprise. Even something as simple as a sandwich tasted better when he made it.

      I was beginning to think Zaria’s stay was going to consist of nothing but tension and long, awkward silence, but then her phone rang. She went to the entryway where her purse sat and dug through to find her cell.

      She answered, “Axel.”

      Cole stopped eating and snapped his head toward his mother.

      Zaria said, “You’re in Ellistown?”
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      “So how did he gain their trust?” I asked my mother.

      “I’m sure it wasn’t hard to convince Dashiell’s pack that he’s not loyal to you,” she answered.

      “Great,” I said dryly. “It would have been better if he had called me.”

      “Well, maybe he would have if you had treated him half as well as you treat that snobby half-brother of yours,” she said.

      “I never did anything to Axel,” I said.

      “That’s true. You never made any effort to make him feel like a part of your family,” she replied. “It’s always about you and Lance.”

      “Lance and I grew up as brothers,” I said, working to keep my cool as my mother insulted me in my own dining room. “Axel only became part of my family when you chose a mate. We were both adults already. And really, if he wanted to be friends he’d lose the attitude. It’s him that has a problem with me, not the other way around.”

      “Bullshit,” she replied.

      I needed to turn the conversation back to what was relevant, not fight about why my step-brother and I weren’t as close as Zaria would have liked. “So he’s free to explore in town as a hired thug, but how are we supposed to get more information?” I asked.

      Zaria smirked at me. “He said he’d call. His phone’s off for his safety. When he has something, he’ll let us know.”

      I had to admit it was good news that we had a man on the inside, so long as he came through for us. With Axel working for Dashiell, we could get tactical information on Ellistown. We could learn who was cooperating out of fear and who was loyal. It was vital to figure out who our potential allies were and where innocents were staying in the town. We could discover which areas of the perimeter were least guarded, and when the best time would be to stage an assault. I hated the idea that taking down Dashiell depended on Axel’s reliability. If he let his affiliation with my family be known or showed his hatred for Dashiell, he would be dead for sure. I was surprised that he had made it that far, and that he controlled himself well enough to deceive the valley pack.

      “Tell me the moment he calls. I want to talk to him,” I said, then left the table to wash my dishes in the kitchen.

      Hailey helped me set up the sofa with sheets and blankets for my mother to sleep. When we went to bed I was hopeful that Axel could provide us with useful information, but was tired from dealing with my mother. I looked forward to having Dashiell dealt with and my mother back to her own house. When this was over, we’d go on vacation together, just me and my mate.
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      My body stayed warm under the down comforter, but icy air lingered around me. I woke alone in my bed to a cold room without a fire. The room was more frigid than usual. It was the first time that I had woken here without embers burning in the hearth. Sunlight filled the room, radiating from high above the treetops. I worried that I had slept in too late and needed to rush to work. After the short day yesterday, I didn’t want to take advantage of Eric’s kindness.

      Climbing out of my warm blanket cocoon, I checked the clock. I still had an hour before I needed to be at Rosebuds and Greenery. Despite the cold, if Zaria hadn’t been staying in the living room I would have gone straight down to the kitchen to find Cole. But I didn’t feel comfortable walking around in just a t-shirt and panties with my future mother-in-law in the house. I picked dark blue jeans, a white ribbed tank, an oversized green sweater that reminded me of Cole’s office, and some knee-high, brown boots. After a little bit of mascara and lip gloss, I ran my fingers through my hair to unknot it and pulled it back into a high ponytail. Warmer and covered up, I went downstairs.

      A fire roared in the empty great room, and I was tempted to curl up in front of it to let the heat sink through me. The bedding we had set out for Zaria was neatly folded in the corner of the open room. Preparing to deal with her, I took a deep breath and headed to the kitchen. Cole stood alone by the fridge filling two glasses with orange juice. He was dressed for the day in dark-washed jeans and a white t-shirt, a favorite outfit of his recently. His hair was a sexy mess, lying over his golden eyes.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Hey,” Cole replied, gifting me a full smile. If we had been alone, I would think he was ready to head back up to the bedroom.

      “Where’s your mother?” I asked.

      “Out in the woods for a run,” he answered.

      “Alone?” I asked. As much as I didn’t care for Zaria, I didn’t want her to get herself killed.

      “Witt’s keeping an eye on her. He’s proven himself quite capable.” He set down the glasses and moved toward me.

      “No suit again?” I asked, catching his contagious smile.

      “I’m done with trying to be what the pack wants, what my mother wants. I’ll continue running the bar with Lance, and I’ll see this crap with Dashiell through, but I’m not alpha. I’m mated to a beautiful woman, and I know exactly what I want,” he continued.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked.

      Cole was on me in the blink of an eye, his arms around my back, kissing my neck.

      “Mmmm,” I said. “That’s nice, but I think we need to get ready for work.”

      He kissed a trail up my neck and gently parted my lips with his. His mouth was sweet, slowly moving mine, tempting me to forget my responsibilities altogether. One hand rested on the small of my back, holding me close, while the other moved gently up and down my spine, tickling and arousing me. I put my arms around his waist and enjoyed the moment.

      The front door shut and I felt someone’s eyes on us, standing behind me. I dropped my hands, but Cole lingered, as if to tell his mother, Fuck you, this is my house and my mate.

      “What do you have for breakfast besides your human?” Zaria asked.

      Cole held on another moment before he broke our embrace. “Help yourself. There’s eggs, bread, cereal. All kinds of food.”

      He kissed me one last time, then went back and picked up the glasses of orange juice. We sat together at the bar to eat the food Cole had prepared, just like we always did. He had cooked toast with butter and jam, scrambled eggs, and crispy bacon—heaping plates of delicious food. While we enjoyed the food Cole had prepared, Zaria picked an apple out of the fruit bowl and ate standing in the center of the kitchen.

      Trying to ignore the tension that Zaria’s presence caused, I asked, “How was your run?”

      “Would have been better without that big, slow guard trailing me,” she answered.

      “It’s for the best having someone with you. Witt’s proven his worth, and he didn’t object to spending more time around you,” Cole said.

      “Sure,” she answered.

      “Try not to get in any trouble,” Cole told his mother. “Witt can take you wherever you want to go. Except for home.”

      She nodded in response.

      We finished our breakfast and Cole drove me to work. Though it was brief, it was nice having time alone away from Zaria on our drive through the woods.

      “What are you going to do today?” I asked.

      “I’ll check in on my paperwork at the office. I’m waiting for more from Axel. I’m hoping he’ll call. When we have more intel, we’ll start planning an assault. If the Tribunal won’t do anything to stop Dashiell, we have to. I’m not letting anyone else get hurt at the hands of Crazy Eyes if I can help it. If we’re lucky, we can get to him and restrain him without bloodshed. But that may be too much to ask.”

      “What if you don’t hear from Axel?” I asked.

      “I don’t know yet. I guess we send in someone else to try to do the same job. Maybe we’ll get lucky and the Tribunal will step in. I still don’t understand why they let him get away with taking over an entire town to begin with,” he answered.

      “Maybe,” I said. “I wonder how much longer we have to wait to find out what Liam Blake decided?”

      “Not long, I hope,” he answered. “But don’t worry. I’ll be okay. Even if there’s a trial, I did what I had to.” His face was tight.

      I wished his body language told me the same thing his words did.

      When we pulled up to the curb in front of Rosebuds and Greenery, I saw Harkins standing like a statue by the door. I gave Cole a quick kiss on the cheek, then turned to climb out of the car.

      Cole put his hand on mine, fingering the ring he had given me. “Hailey,” he said, “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I answered and hopped out. There was too much hanging on his shoulders. I wished something would be over with, Dashiell or the bear’s investigation, ideally both.

      “Good morning, Harkins,” I said.

      “Ma’am,” he replied, giving me a curt nod. As I opened the red door to the flower shop, I heard the little bell ring over the noise of Cole’s truck as it drove away. All the lights were on in Rosebuds and Greenery, and the sign was turned to open, but I didn’t see Eric anywhere.

      “Eric?” I called, peeking around into the cutting area. My boss was always here before me, greeting me when I entered. He lived on the second floor of the shop and came down every day before opening time, and worked until after close. It was strange for him not to answer.

      “Eric?” I walked down into the greenhouse and looked out the glass, in case he had stepped outside. But he was nowhere to be found.

      I went back to the stairway that led up to his apartment from the greenhouse. Listening for a sign that Eric was around, I walked up the stairs, but the building remained silent.

      At the top, I came to a red wooden door that matched the one on the front of the shop. I knocked, hoping he would come out and explain he’d come back upstairs because he’d forgotten something. But no one answered.

      Checking the handle, I found it was unlocked. With a small push, I cracked open the door and stepped in, feeling uneasy and like I shouldn’t be here. I had never been in Eric’s apartment, and didn’t want the first time to be an uninvited stroll into his personal space. But I had to make sure he was okay. If he didn’t want me here, he should have called, or at least left the front door locked. He’d have to forgive me if I found him and Victor taking the day off.

      Papers were scattered across the gray carpet at the doorway. I didn’t take Eric for the type to leave things thrown around. His shop was always in perfect order. What if this had something to do with me? What if Dashiell’s men came looking for me like they had come for Zaria? What if they harmed Eric just for being in the way? My stomach dropped, sending me from concerned to distressed.

      “Eric?” I called, voice shaking. “Are you okay?”

      I prayed he would answer and be annoyed that I was up here, that he was fine and I had worried for nothing.

      The lush carpet gave to my footsteps as I walked into the room to the left. It had light blue walls and a deep, white sofa. A framed picture on the center of the wall, a photograph of Eric and Victor arm in arm, hung askew. I reached my hand into my pocket and slipped my house key between my fore and middle fingers, holding it tightly with my fist. If there was an intruder, at least I had something to defend myself. As I turned to the right, I found my boss. He was bound to a kitchen chair by duct tape around his middle, and his legs were secured to the front legs of the chair. Duct tape covered his mouth, and his glasses lay shattered on the floor. A scrape on his forehead beaded with blood. His eyes were wide with terror as he looked at me.

      “Oh my god, Eric,” I said, voice shaking as I rushed toward my friend. “Who did this to you?”

      His eyes raised above my head as I tried to pull the tape from his mouth.

      I snapped my head to see the threat behind me and screamed as loudly as I could, “Harkins!”
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      I headed straight toward my office without acknowledging Amy as she smiled at me from the bar. As I opened the heavy door, I saw Lance sitting in the chair across from mine, waiting for me with his back turned.

      “Good morning.” He turned his head and greeted me.

      “Hey,” I said, and shut the door behind me.

      “I have a few things to share, wanted to catch you first thing this morning,” he said.

      “Please do,” I replied, then sat across from my brother at the desk. I was impressed at how put together Lance looked so early in the morning. His silver hair was perfectly combed, and his black dress pants and white button-down made me look unprofessional by comparison. He often came in later in the day, when more customers were at the bar, and stayed through the night until last call. “Did you just get here, or were you here all night?”

      “I didn’t sleep,” he answered. “I hear Axel went into Dashiell’s territory.”

      “He called my mother,” I said. “Apparently he hates me so much they believed he would make a good ally. I don’t know if they know his identity or not, but he has a phone and I’m hoping he’ll be able to provide some useful information.”

      Lance said, “I hope he does. That would be very helpful. How’s your mother? I heard she was attacked.”

      “She’s fine,” I said. “Unfortunately she’s staying with me.”

      Lance gave me a sympathetic half smile, then said, “I’ve tried calling the Tribunal. I left three messages about Ellistown and what happened to Garret. I expected a quick reply with the severity of the situation. No one has returned my calls.”

      “I’m concerned that something’s wrong, since they let Dashiell take things so far. I expected that they would’ve taken him out right after he slaughtered that town. Or if somehow they didn’t know before, they should have come by now,” I replied.

      “Well, we know where to find one of them. Your bear friend is staying at the bed and breakfast. He was easy to find. It was there or the lodge, and he didn’t seem like the fancy vacation-taking sort. Also he doesn’t seem to be hiding. All it took was a phone call to find out where he was; he had the room registered in his name,” Lance said.

      “Thanks, Lance. I’ll go talk to him after lunch.” I needed to know where he was on my case. And I needed to know why the Tribunal hadn’t responded to Dashiell’s actions. “Is there anything else?”

      “One more thing, but it’s not life or death. I know Harkins really respects you, and these times have been hard on you, and hard for everyone. He’s had it rougher than most. You may want to give Harkins your blessing to pursue Amy. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but he’s been in love with her forever.”

      “Amy? Really? Okay, thanks,” I said. How had I not noticed, with as much time as I had spent with the two of them? Harkins did spend a lot of time watching over her, and he confided in her. Lance always picked up on emotions and motivations I didn’t. He was a better people person than me, but he was also strong. He was much like our father. I hoped he would find a mate that suited him, because he would make a great alpha.

      “Keep me informed,” he said with an easy smile as he strolled out the office door.

      I pulled the manila folder out of my desk drawer and looked at the picture on the top of the stack inside, the picture of a dead man on my kitchen floor. There had been too much blood shed lately, too many deaths. The doctor in my kitchen, Garret’s head in the box, the wolves at my mother’s house—I needed it to stop.

      “He won’t mind, trust me.” My mother’s voice came from the bar’s entrance. I could smell that Witt was with her.

      I put the folder away in preparation for Zaria’s intrusion. But she didn’t come through the hall, she settled somewhere out in the bar instead. I was grateful. Sifting through my stack of papers, nothing popped out at me, so I started at the top, reading each boring line.

      “Harkins!” Amy’s voice was a shrill cry.

      The scent of blood tainted the air. What the hell was happening?

      I rushed to the bar entrance, and found Harkins collapsed on the floor.

      He lay on his stomach with his arms beneath him, and one of his legs was twisted unnaturally. His head was turned to the side, face swollen and unrecognizable.

      Fear paralyzed me. He was supposed to be watching over Hailey.

      “Hailey,” he murmured in little more than a whisper. “Hailey.”

      My insides squeezed in knots and I bolted across the street. My heart was racing; I couldn’t think. I had to find her.

      The red door to Rosebuds and Greenery hung halfway open. I couldn’t smell her. Where was my mate?

      “Hailey!” I yelled. Shoving through the rooms of the empty shop, knocking down flowers and tables, I searched for her.

      Muffled noise came from upstairs, faint and unclear. I followed the sound up to another open, red door. Inside there were signs of struggle, papers and lamps knocked over, a picture on the wall tilted to the side. The sound led me to the living room of the small apartment.

      Eric, Hailey’s boss, sat bound to a kitchen chair, emanating a scent of pure terror. His eyes were wide as he yelled into the tape that covered his mouth.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      He nodded at me, tears welling in the corners of his green eyes.

      I grasped the duct tape at the corner of his face and pulled hard and fast.

      “Hailey,” Eric said in a rush. “They took Hailey!”
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      Pins and needles stabbed my fingertips. I tried to adjust my hands, but the tendrils of the rope scratched and squeezed my wrists. It was tied too tightly to move. I knew I should be terrified, but I wasn’t. The sensations around me felt more like a dream than reality. My shoulders and my head ached, and I wasn’t quite sure why everything was black. Something hard pressed against my waist, and my head felt heavy. Was I upside down?

      My body dropped and turned. A cold, hard surface pressed against my left side. Shuffling noises and voices I couldn’t make out echoed in the space around me.

      The cloth over my head was lifted, and harsh light filled my vision. My eyes fought to adjust from the blackness to the glaring fluorescent lights. I was on a well-worn wooden floor in a huge room lined with books on shelves that stretched to a high ceiling. An ornate chandelier hung above me, with dangling crystals that glimmered in the light.

      “Welcome, Hailey Archer,” boomed a deep voice from somewhere in the room. I pushed myself upright, sitting as the spinning room began to settle. In front of me stood a huge man with wild, yellow hair hanging over his shoulders and a matching thick beard. A patch covered his left eye, and a thick scar crossed the center of his wide nose. He wore a black leather trench coat over his broad shoulders, with no shirt beneath it. The center of his bare, chiseled chest was exposed between the front flaps of the coat. His legs were covered by loose-fitting jeans and black boots caked in mud. Behind the man sat a heavy wooden desk chair, decorated with tall slivers of metal, like a makeshift throne.

      I looked up at the man before me, as I sat bound at the wrists on the floor. As the fog in my head cleared, the reality of the situation hit me. My heart raced as I looked into his bulging, crazy eye.

      “I see you’re coming to,” he said with a sneer. “I understand that you’ve been given the mark of my enemy.”

      “What?” I asked, voice trembling.

      He bent forward and pushed my head to the side. I flinched as he poked my neck with his thick finger. “Too bad I don’t care for humans. If you had been a she-wolf, you would join my harem.”

      “Please,” I started, tears welling in my eyes.

      “Don’t worry, plenty of my men aren’t as choosy. You can stay until your mate comes for you. You’ll make nice bait.”

      “Wait,” I cried.

      The cloth bag went back over my head from behind, and someone lifted me over his shoulder. I remembered the same thing happening in Eric’s apartment. Eric had looked past me with terror in his eyes at the men that had stood behind me. I couldn’t remember anything else, just noise and blackness. I worried for Eric. I hoped they hadn’t harmed him after they captured me. There was no need to if I was the prize they had waited for. But I felt terrible for being the cause of all of this. Wolves never would have broken into his home and taped him to a chair if he hadn’t been associated with me.

      I worried for Harkins, who had been there protecting me. There were at least the three I had seen, and I knew Cole’s loyal friend never would have let them take me if he had still been able to put up a fight. Maybe they had left him alive; I hoped they did. Under the circumstances, it seemed most likely I was being held in the town of the wolves that Cole had talked about, the crazy ones that Zaria had sent poison to. Who else would want to use me as bait?

      As soon as Cole learned that I was taken, he would come for me, exactly like his enemy wanted. I hated that it would be my fault he would rush into danger, that he wouldn’t have the time to plan and figure out a strategy, time to be safe. He would rush in here, irrationally brave to save me. I knew he loved me enough to be that reckless, because I loved him just as much, with everything I was. I couldn’t be bait.

      My stomach tightened, my breathing quickened, and beads of sweat tickled my face beneath the bag. I wouldn’t let him die for me.

      I tried to move my hands, but the ropes dug further into my wrists, and a voice below me said, “Don’t struggle.”

      The man carrying me tightened his grip on my waist. My body shook with fear. How was I supposed to help Cole if I couldn’t even move my hands? My tears soaked the bag covering my face.
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      I ran as fast as my human form could move, fuck anyone who saw me. His scent was clear from the sidewalk in front of Mama Nan’s Bed and Breakfast. The smell of bear made my skin crawl. The wolf inside of me urged me to go in any other direction—walking into a grizzly’s den was suicide, even if it was only a temporary home. The small Victorian sat alone on its lot, so I knew he was inside that building and not just one nearby. I opened the front door and found Nan at a counter by the door. She was a petite widow, in her mid-sixties. Nan was a kind and gentle soul, always full of smiles, and rented out space in her home for the company more than the money.

      I did my best to shield the emotion from my face as I asked, “Hey Nan, I’m looking for Liam Blake. Is he in?”

      “Nice to see you, Cole. It’s been a while. How are you?” the small older woman said, with a wide smile. It was hard to stay polite; I needed to get to Hailey. Every moment I wasted was one that she was in danger.

      “In a bit of a hurry. It’s urgent,” I said, with a small smile so as not to raise concern.

      “Sure, dear. This way,” she replied, and led me up the stairs to the room on the left. It was difficult to keep her slow pace and resist the urge to just pick her up and carry her to our destination.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You’re very welcome. Come by and say hello sometime when you aren’t busy,” she said, touching my arm gently.

      “Will do,” I answered, and waited for Nan to walk back out of sight.

      When she was gone, I banged on the door. Liam Blake cracked open the entryway and raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Let me in,” I growled.

      He opened the door enough for me to walk past him, and shut it behind me. Photographs were spread out all over his bed. Some were the pictures I had sent to the Tribunal, others were of the people in my life and Hailey’s. More still looked like they were taken at a hospital and apartments in the city.

      “Awfully demanding for someone trying to prove he’s a marshmallow,” he said in a flat tone.

      “I’m not trying to prove anything,” I said, keeping my voice even. “I only told you the truth.”

      “Why the visit? Something new you’d like to add to the record? I was going to come by to see you later this evening,” the bear said, his face a mask.

      “Why are you here? Why didn’t the Tribunal send a wolf?” I growled.

      “I was wondering that myself,” he answered. “But it’s my job to go where I’m told.”

      “My people have been calling the Tribunal about murders. No one has responded,” I said.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” he replied, brow furrowed. I knew he wasn’t lying. So why didn’t he know all of this already?

      “Some crazy wolf went into Ellistown, killed the alpha, his enforcers, and god knows who else,” I continued. “He’s walled up the town, and no one goes in or out. He killed my step-father and sent the head to me in a box. Then he sent wolves to attack my mother, and now he’s taken Hailey.” By the end of my account, I realized I was yelling. My chest was pounding. I needed to get to my mate. I took a deep breath and lowered my tone. “If they won’t help me, I was hoping you would. I’m going for her, fuck the consequences, but I could use some backup.”

      Liam Blake stared at me with his cold, dark eyes. His mouth was turned down as I waited for him to say something, anything.

      “I’ll have to make a few calls,” he said.

      “I’m going back to the bar to see if I can get any support,” I said. “Then I’m leaving. Dashiell has it out for me. I will not sit around and wait while he has my mate.”

      He raised his hand as if to still me, and met my eyes with concern. “Did you say Dashiell?” he asked.

      “Do you know him?” I replied.

      “Let me make some calls. I’ll see what I can do,” the grizzly said calmly.

      “You do what you have to, but I will too. And I can’t wait,” I growled, and pushed past the bear to the door.

      “Cole Tenbrook,” he said, and I stopped to listen but kept my body firmly placed at the exit. “Frank Wilson was an asshole. No one will miss him. He was negligent at his job and was fired. Other women in his past made complaints to the police, similar to Hailey’s. Those women all turned up dead. His apartment was filled with pictures of Hailey and girls that looked a lot like her.”

      I turned and examined his softened expression.

      Blake continued, “My finding is that you were within your rights protecting your mate, and the case is closed. I was planning to pack up and head back tonight.”

      “That might have been a relief to hear under different circumstances. But right now all that matters is finding Hailey,” I said and rushed back down the steps.

      I was on the street before I heard Liam Blake call after me, “Good luck.”
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      “I’ll be back for you later, girly,” the man growled as he dropped me to the floor.

      I heard footsteps—loud, thudding boots—then the creak of a shutting door. A last click and jingle told me he had locked me somewhere. With my hands bound behind my back I wasn’t sure how I was going to get the hood off. I sobbed in the blackness, for myself and for all of those close to me who would be hurt because I’d let this happen. Carelessly, I’d let myself be taken and now Cole would come and get himself killed. It was my fault, and I couldn’t even take off the damn bag on my head. How was I supposed to escape when I was too helpless to accomplish something so simple?

      “Shhh,” a gentle voice came from my side. Someone pulled on my wrists, moving the rope. The restraints loosened and I could feel my fingers again.

      I lifted the bag from my head and looked at the small woman crouched beside me. Freckles speckled her sunken cheeks. Her full head of fiery red hair matched the intensity of her emerald eyes. Her nose and lips were thin, and she had a pretty, oval-shaped face. Muscles lined her thin, bare arms. She looked like she had been strong and beautiful once, but only a shell remained. I wondered how long she had been held here, how long it had taken to break her. Likely longer than it took to break me.

      My tears continued as I quietly looked at the woman in the pink tulle dress. “Thank you,” I let out in a whisper. “Where am I?”

      “Ellistown,” she answered. No surprise there, I thought. “I’m Trixie. No one in this room will hurt you.”

      I looked around the bare, medium-sized room, and imagined that it was likely once a nice bedroom, one with furniture, and a window that looked over the town. One that didn’t have a caged light and a heavy door that locked from the outside. Women huddled in corners and in sleeping bags on the hardwood floor, all dressed alike. Had they all been here the same amount of time? Or was Dashiell collecting us over time? I counted them—there were seven, each wearing a pastel-colored tulle dress and stockings, but no shoes. There was one dim light on the ceiling, encased in plastic. The window had been boarded shut, so I couldn’t use the sun to tell how long it had been since I was taken. Had it been an hour? Five?

      “What’s your name?” Trixie asked.

      “Hailey,” I answered softly, wiping the tears from my cheeks. I tried to focus on the woman in front of me, and held my tears at bay.

      “How did you get here, Hailey?” she asked.

      “I was kidnapped,” I answered, fighting back the tears that threatened to fall once again.

      “Strange,” she replied.

      “The big, blond man called my mate his enemy. I’m bait,” I said, voice trembling.

      “Interesting. No human has been brought to join us. He only claims she-wolves,” she said. “His name is Dashiell.”

      “I thought wolves could only choose one mate. How long have you been here?” I asked.

      Trixie sat down and crossed her legs, then smiled at me. Her smile seemed genuine, and showed her true beauty. I bet it had been too long since she smiled, and I was glad to meet her—the first friendly face in this horrible town. “My whole life,” she said.

      “How long has it been like this?” I asked, gesturing to the cage around us.

      “Too long. Thirteen nights ago, that man brought wolves in on all sides while we slept. They massacred the town, killing everyone who tried to stop them. Women and children were killed in the streets,” she said, showing no emotion.

      “That sounds horrible,” I replied. “Where were you when it happened?”

      “In bed with my mate, the alpha of our pack,” she said. “We woke from the noise of destruction and cries. Stratton, my mate, tried to stop them. He shifted and went out to find the one responsible, to stop the violence and protect the town.”

      Heroic, responsible alpha Stratton was probably a lot like Cole. I would have asked more about him, but I knew the ending of the story wasn’t a happy one, so I focused on Trixie.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I went in search of the injured and anyone needing help. I was sure Stratton would be fine. He was always fine. I wasn’t scared, I was angry. Angry that someone would do this to my home—hurt my neighbors and burn their houses,” Trixie said.

      “It sounds like you both did what you felt you had to,” I said. Just like Cole felt he needed to help bring down Dashiell, I thought.

      “We did,” she answered. “It didn’t take long to find people in need of help. An old woman that lived just down the street from my house, a human who made wonderful cookies for all of the children, lay in the street. A big gray wolf stood over her, pulling on her arm. I heard her screams and ran to her in wolf form, sinking my teeth into her attacker. He snarled at me and ran off, laughing in his deep, wolf voice. Laughing like the whole thing was some great joke.”

      “Are they all like that?” I asked. “The ones holding us here?”

      “Not all,” she said. “Many are bloodthirsty, and many are cowards.”

      “So how did you end up in here?” I asked.

      “I heard Stratton’s screams,” she said. “So I ran to him, as fast as I could. He was here, on the steps of this building, being torn to pieces by Dashiell and his pack. I ran to him, tried to help. But it was too late. They put his head out at the entrance of town, and their leader decided that I’d make a nice trophy.”

      Trixie tilted her neck showing me the savage scars that scraped from her shoulder to her ear, scars that had been covered by her hair.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      “Dashiell told me I belonged to him, that his mark wouldn’t just cover Stratton’s, but be impossible for any wolf to miss. Then he used his claws,” she explained.

      “That’s horrible,” I said. Trixie's story made me think of my bond with Cole. I couldn’t imagine losing my mate, going through what she had. I would be lost without him, and the idea that he was coming here to face Stratton’s same foe terrified me. After listening to her story, Trixie seemed stronger to me than I had first thought by her appearance. I hoped to channel a fraction of her strength to somehow stop Cole from meeting Stratton’s fate, to do something to help him or at least warn him that they knew he was coming.

      “It is done,” she replied. “The story is similar for all of the women here. Those who mated strong wolves have lost their mates. Those who chose poorly, who mated weak-willed men, have their mates walking amongst our captors. Like my sister-in-law over there, Mara.”

      Trixie pointed to a young woman hiding over in the corner, hugging her knees. She wore a light blue dress much like the one Trixie wore, but had bruises over her forehead and eye. Bruises shaped like hands covered her neck and left upper arm. At the mention of her name, Mara began sobbing.

      “Your brother did that to his mate?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she answered. What kind of man would leave his wife in a cell to be treated this way? I thought wolves were supposed to be protective providers. It seemed that Trixie’s brother lacked her strength.

      “So tell me, Hailey, why would Dashiell or his men leave Ellistown to kidnap a human woman? What makes your mate so special?” Trixie asked, leaning in to hear my story.

      “My mother-in-law sent poison in my mate’s name,” I said.

      A huge grin spread across Trixie’s freckled face. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “You’re going to help me end this.”
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      Derek, Garret, Harkins, Reynolds. I recited their names in my mind, the dead and the injured. Recent violence had thinned our pack, violence caused by Dashiell, the man that held my mate. Stratton, Lowell, Dominic—the friends that we would never see again. Others were missing, or unknown to me, like the scouts we never recovered and the people of Ellistown. I was without the authority of alpha status, without the Therion Tribunal, and without Harkins. I was only willing to make one last stop to ask for help. With every minute that passed, Hailey was in more danger.

      Storming into the bar, I scanned the room for my brother. He stood chatting with a group of human patrons that sat in a booth.

      “Lance,” I called, desperate to talk to the one person I knew I could count on for support.

      He looked at me, then turned back to the table and said something to the guests before walking over.

      “Let’s talk in your office,” Lance said, gently pulling me by my forearm. I followed and shut the door behind us.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” I told him.

      “Did you talk to the grizzly?” he asked.

      “Yes, but he didn’t make any promises that matter. He’s not willing to go now, and I have to go immediately. I don’t care how risky it is, or if it’s a trap. I need to get to her, now.” I struggled to keep my voice down. I was desperate. I knew entering Ellistown was suicide, but it didn’t matter. Hailey was worth any consequence. My heart ached in her absence. My inner wolf boiled just below the surface; I was barely able to hold my human form and keep myself from running to her alone.

      “I understand,” he replied. “Let’s go.”

      I hugged my brother. I knew I could count on him, that he would back me up. My mother loved to tell me that I should put family and the pack first, but Lance and I did put each other first. Other than Hailey, Lance was the only family that I needed.

      We walked out into the woods behind the bar, far enough behind the trees not to be seen. I pulled off my jacket and shirt, leaving them hidden under the piney branches of a tall tree. Footsteps approached, and an unexpected scent.

      Amy, Witt, and Zaria met us in the woods.

      “Harkins would have come if he could walk. I tied him to his bed, just in case he tried to crawl here,” Amy said. I scanned the group that had come to my aid: two small she-wolves, a powerful enforcer, and Lance—a balance of strength and cunning.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” I said, looking at each of my companions in turn. “I don’t know what kind of chances we have of surviving this night, but it means the world to me that you are here. I am grateful for each of you.”

      Zaria held up her cellphone toward me, and said, “Axel’s on the line. I told him we’re on the way. He has some ideas that may help, and he’d like to talk to you.”

      I took the phone, and for the first time since Hailey was taken I felt a little glimmer of hope. I couldn’t believe so many people cared enough to put their lives on the line for me.

      My family was a little bigger than I had thought. Maybe we would survive this night.
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      Mud ground into the knit of my forest green sweater as his boot pressed down onto my stomach. I wrapped my fingers around his dirty heel and tried to ease the crushing weight, but it was no use. I looked up at the huge, blond monster with black holes for eyes and crooked, yellow teeth that showed through that ugly grin. He held his prize in his hands, outstretched for me to see. I screamed in pain, but not from the pressure on my stomach, from the realization of what Dashiell held. The golden sunlight was gone from Cole’s unmoving eyes, and I realized I had failed him. It couldn’t be true. I screamed at myself, Wake up!

      Beads of sweat trickled across my forehead, and my heart raced in my chest. I blinked and found myself exactly where I had been when I had lain down to rest. The light on the ceiling still glowed. I didn’t know how Trixie could keep track of days without light from outside. There was no way I could tell if it was day or night. Maybe it was a wolf sense.

      I rolled over onto my back and looked at Trixie beside me. She was kind enough to let me share her bedding on the floor of our cell. I hoped I could live up to her expectations. She was used to strong she-wolves as backup, and I was only human. No heightened senses or animal strength for me.

      Though her eyes were closed, Trixie didn’t look like she was getting any rest. Her body was stiff, her fists balled tight, and she appeared ready to pop up to defend herself at any moment. I recognized the tense pose as the same way Cole had slept after Frank Wilson. Maybe Trixie would find some rest in her sleep, and not just nightmares. I hoped so.

      Remembering my dream, I wondered if Cole was sleeping right now too, or if he was on his way here to find me. I hoped he took time to prepare before storming in recklessly. If he had a plan, maybe we’d all have a chance at making it out of Ellistown alive. If not, we were probably all fucked.

      Movement across the room caught my eye. A woman in a green dress stood by the boarded window, tracing the plywood with her finger. Her cheeks were hollow and her eyes were dark. Her long, blond hair hung loosely braided down the center of her back. Yellow strands hung over her face and shoulders, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      “Hi,” I whispered to the woman, quiet enough to not disturb Trixie.

      She didn’t seem to hear me, and continued feeling the grain of the wood where the window should have been.

      Careful not to touch my red-haired companion, I stood slowly. Softly stepping toward the woman in the green dress, I tried again. “Do you miss the window?”

      Still, she didn’t seem to hear me, so I touched her shoulder. She flinched like I struck her, backing away and crouching to the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Her wide brown eyes stared up in my direction, deep, glazed pools that didn’t quite seem to see me.

      I sat beside her and said, “I’m Hailey. What’s your name?”

      She focused on my face as I spoke. Her brows furrowed as her eyes sharpened, she looked at me like I was some kind of monster, then hid her face down between her knees.

      “Enemies of Dashiell should not speak to his property,” she said, voice shaking.

      I scooted away, recoiling from the her. I didn’t want to be anyone’s enemy, or the cause of making the woman uncomfortable. Her words shook me. How could someone with the strength and abilities of a wolf shifter be pressed so hard into submission to refer to herself as property? This was only the fourteenth night. In two weeks, Dashiell had turned strong women into this. What would that mean for me if Cole didn’t make it here to save me? What would happen to me between now and whenever he arrived? If these women couldn’t endure, how could I? I stood and walked back toward Trixie, careful not to disturb anyone sleeping on the hardwood floor. My heart longed for Cole, to see his face, to touch his skin, to be held in his arms. I wished I was home with my mate, sleeping in our bed together. Even having Zaria stay over with us didn’t seem so bad anymore.

      I felt the weight of eyes following me as I knelt down next to Trixie. A man thick with muscles stood in the doorway, staring at me. I recognized his short, brown hair and bushy mustache. It was the man from Eric’s apartment, the one who had kidnapped me and had blinded me with the burlap bag.

      Paralyzed by his intense gaze and crooked grin, my heart raced as quickly as I would have run away if I could. I looked at him with wide eyes, like a deer in headlights, or prey caught by a wolf.

      “My shift just ended,” he said loud enough to disturb all of the sleeping women in the room. He wasn’t concerned for them, or that they might try to stop him. He was confident and in control.

      My hair stood on end from the sound of the same voice that had said I’ll be back for you later, girly. True to his word, here he was.

      “Lucky for me, boss doesn’t care for you,” he growled, closing the distance between us slowly, drawing out my dread and apprehension. “He wants you breathing, but otherwise, you’re mine.”

      The enforcer reached a hand down and grasped my hair between his thick, callused fingers. Desperate to relieve the pain on my scalp, I straightened my legs under me as he lifted my body up by my hair. My face was a mask, unwilling to betray my emotions, the mask I had learned from my mate and his mother. I wouldn’t show him my fear. I would endure what I had to while I waited for Cole, or an opportunity.

      “I’m claimed,” I said in a flat tone, pulling down the neck of my sweater to show him Cole’s mark.

      “So I hear,” he answered, giving me a wicked grin. He turned me around and pulled down on the waistband of my pants, holding me in place by my hair.

      The girl with the braid watched from beside the boarded window, face blank. Mara cried from the corner, holding her body in a tight ball. I kicked backward at the man behind me, frantic to do anything I could to stop him.

      “I like fighters,” he growled, and shoved me to the floor.

      I crawled forward, trying desperately to escape, to find something to use to defend myself. There was nothing but bedding and she-wolves so far gone that they would do nothing while this asshole tried to rape me right in front of them.

      A heavy weight pressed my thighs down into the floor, holding me in place. He had me, I couldn’t get away. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, and my body was moist with sweat. My attacker pulled at my pants with both hands, lowering them down over my hips. “The more you scream, the more I’ll like it,” he laughed.

      A heavy weight fell on my back, the man laid on top of me noiseless and motionless. I didn’t understand, though I was grateful he had stopped. I turned my head, and found his ugly face next to mine on the floor. His eyes and mouth were open, and crimson fluid pooled under his cheek.

      “They can’t find Jagger like this,” a voice behind me said. “Not yet.” Trixie had saved me.

      Tears of relief streamed down my cheeks. She rolled the big man off of my back, and offered me a hand up from the floor. I graciously took it, then righted my pants. I looked at the dead asshole on the floor beneath me and kicked his corpse. I shoved my shoe into his stomach, and then punted his ugly, mustached face, letting my frustration out on the one who deserved it.

      “Ready?” Trixie asked as I slowed down my assault. I looked up at my friend, the only one who had helped, and wrapped my arms around her thin shoulders.

      “Thank you,” I said, unblinking at the blood on her hands. Under different circumstances, I would have been terrified of Trixie, but given our captivity in the heart of a crazy wolf shifter’s den, she was the perfect ally.

      “You’re welcome,” she answered, then rubbed something on the dead man’s shirt, leaving stains of red behind. Trixie stood and offered me the sharp object she held, a jagged shard of glass, wrapped at the widest end in a piece of the pink fabric of her dress.

      I took the makeshift blade in my hand, appreciating Trixie’s resourceful gift. It was lightweight and sharp enough to cut through a man’s throat, with the savage at my feet as evidence. Under the circumstances it was the greatest present anyone could have given me, worth more than any treasure. “Why?” I asked.

      “Jagger had it coming,” she answered, taking his arm and pulling him toward the corner of the room by the door. Taking his other wrist, I helped her drag him out of sight of anyone walking by the room. If someone looked at the floor, the puddle of blood was still a dead giveaway of our act. The same was true if someone walked in. Jagger wasn’t well hidden in the corner of the room, but maybe leaving him there would buy us some time. Trixie pulled her bedding over the puddle of blood. Fortunately her sleeping bag was black.

      “I mean why me? Why now?” I asked, still in awe of the weapon I held.

      Trixie pulled out a second blade from under her skirt ruffles. “Before you came, I had a plan for the next time Dashiell summoned me, a desperate and terrible plan. When the monster that murdered my mate put his greasy hands on me, I was going to stab him in the only eye he still had, then end his miserable existence.” Trixie said. “It wouldn’t take long for his enforcers to end me. I had no exit plan, no hope to survive. No one here would have helped me. Then you showed up, Hailey. I have to kill Dashiell. But with your help, I have a glimmer of hope, a tiny chance that I could make it out of this alive. Hailey, you are that hope.”
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      Icy wind stung my eyes as my paws slammed the grassy ground. Each exhaled breath turned white before my muzzle. I pictured my mate, my angel with cerulean eyes. Her full lips curved in an easy smile as sunlight sparkled on her thick brown hair. Nothing could distract me from my course. No matter what it took, I would find my Hailey tonight.

      The air was harsher in the open field, without the protection of the densely clustered trees that faded into the distance behind us. Gray clouds hid the moon, leaving the world around us as black as my fur. The dark cover gave us an edge, an advantage we desperately needed for facing a stronghold of enemies with greater numbers. Our silent strides could only be heard by keen wolf ears. I held to the hope that Axel's intel would be accurate, and that we would get lucky.

      Lance raced by my side, determination clear in his crisp, blue eyes. His endless support gave me strength. The scent of my pack surrounded me, reminding me that we had another advantage—loyalty. Lance, Zaria, Amy, and Witt had my back, and would support me to the end. Even Axel had come through for me. Of Dashiell's men, half were traitors from Stratton's pack, and the other half were along to cause destruction. None were there because they cared for their leader; none were there because they cared for each other. If we could put down Dashiell quickly, it would be over.

      Panels of wood and sheet metal curved along the borders of the ellipse that was Ellistown. Inside the walls of brown, gray, and black lay a town shrouded in darkness. Street lamps and buildings were left in the blackness, with only the tall building in the town's center lit. We approached the wall from the north, just as Axel had suggested. The quaking aspen stood just where he had said it would, a thirty-foot tall tree decorated in brilliant gold leaves. The tree stood as a marker to our entrance, and a meeting place if we were separated.

      The pack remained quiet as we drew near the wall; any unnecessary noise could have drawn unwanted attention. I inspected the rippled metal panel that likely belonged on a roof. The corner was loose, just as Axel had promised. My mate was so close, held somewhere on the other side. Needing to reach her, I rushed forward, lifting the corner with my muzzle. Lance stopped me with a small nip on the tail. I listened.

      “I don’t get it.” I didn’t recognize the voice.

      “Well, obviously I’m way better in wolf form,” said a second.

      “So?” asked the first.

      “So, why give us guns if he doesn’t want us to use them?”

      “We are using them,” said the first.

      “No, in wolf form. Wouldn’t I look badass with this thing strapped to my shoulder? I’d be biting and shooting, like pew pew, grrrr. Awesome, right?”

      “Uhhh,” said the first.

      The voices came right up along the fence. Better guards would have noticed our scents, those of five wolves standing two feet away. Maybe they were drunk or just overconfident in the ability of the wall to keep out intruders. Either way, we waited for their voices to fade into the distance.

      Witt lifted the corner of the metal slowly to reduce any chance of noise. The opening was just big enough to crawl through on our bellies. It was this or stroll through the front gate and be seen for sure. I went in first, with the ground and metal squeezing my body from all sides. Then came Lance, Zaria, and Amy, while Witt held the metal open. Since I was the largest wolf, the others had an easier time fitting through the small opening. Witt came through last, and I took our first accomplishment as a good sign.

      I looked between the dark houses up toward the large, brick building that glowed with light like a beacon. With two stories and a tall, steep roof, the mansion dwarfed the homes around it. It was no wonder Dashiell had chosen the mayor’s mansion as his den. Any other building would have looked shabby in comparison. Tall, slender windows and wide picture windows alike had been boarded shut from the inside. It prevented intruders from entering the glass, but also made it hard for someone inside to monitor the rest of the town. Guards standing in the light of the mansion, looking out away from the building wouldn't see as far as they would have if the street lamps had been on, which was another advantage we could use.

      We followed the metal wall silently around the perimeter to approach the mayor's mansion from behind. Since the patrol just passed, we had a little over thirty minutes to reach the back of the building before we crossed paths with them again. We moved as a stealthy unit through the backs of the streets toward our destination.

      No noise came from the homes we passed, except for one. Stifled sobs escaped through the walls of one small building, the scents of humans emanating from within. Lance looked to me as we padded up next to the house.

      “After,” I said in a whisper so soft that only he would hear me. We couldn't risk stopping on the way. Humans couldn't be quiet enough to make it down through the fence without alerting the listening wolves. Plus, we couldn't risk crossing paths with the patrol again. We needed that time to reach the mansion. Hailey had to come first.

      Lance lowered his brow, a subtle difference in wolf form, then followed without a word. I wanted to save the entire town from Dashiell too, the innocent wolves and people suffering his unbalanced rule, but we couldn't delay and we couldn't split up. I needed my brother by my side, and I hoped Lance and I were still on the same page.

      We rounded the building and reached the back. Only a few dark houses stood between me and the building that held my mate. Taking our time made my skin crawl. The need to reach Hailey dominated me, so much so that it was hard to think straight. Having my pack as a voice of reason was vital to our survival.

      “No casualties unless it's necessary,” Lance instructed. “Not all of them are killers. Some are just weak-willed.” Amy, Zaria, and Witt nodded in agreement.

      “There,” Zaria whispered, nodding at a door on the corner of the tall, brick building.

      Only one guard stood beside its entrance, with another two rounding the corner to patrol the immediate perimeter. A few more seconds and only one guard would stand between me and the door. The outer perimeter guards would be back around soon, so we had to make a move before then. One would go down easy. I showed my teeth in anticipation.

      “Let me,” Amy said.

      I looked at the small, gray she-wolf. Her eyes begged me to listen. How could I bring her along and not trust her judgment when she offered her help? I didn't know what she had in mind, but I needed my pack to make it through; I couldn't reach Hailey alone. I nodded and sat on my back legs, putting my trust in Amy.

      “Bite me,” she said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I need an injury. Trust me,” she said.

      Before I could think, Witt nipped Amy's hip, leaving a small wound that dyed her fur red. She gifted him a wicked grin and ran two houses down, alone in the darkness.

      A moment later she limped toward the mansion, naked in human form, and dragged her leg behind her. The man at the door aimed his pistol at Amy as she approached. The salt-and-pepper haired guard watched her with greedy eyes that looked her body up and down. The middle-aged shifter had muscular arms and a round belly. It was a smart ploy to draw him from the door. Amy was right, and it was good that I had trusted her.

      “How'd you get out here, honey?” he asked.

      “I've been hurt,” Amy purred, and touched her hip. “Can you help me? I'd be so grateful.”

      She stopped about twenty feet from the door. The guard approached, holstering his weapon and leaving his back to us. “One so pretty as you should be upstairs,” he said. “But lucky for me, I found you first.”

      Witt and Lance shifted to human form without the guard noticing. “We'll catch up,” Witt whispered.

      Lance and I went for the door, with Zaria at our heels. Witt slowly approached the guard from behind as the middle aged man put his hand on Amy's hip just above her wound.

      “Let me see what I can do,” the guard said.

      A thump followed and I looked back at my friends. The guard was collapsed on the ground, and Witt dragged him by the arm toward the dark houses outside of the light's reach, with Amy at his side. They would be fine. I needed to focus on our task, reaching Hailey.

      As we entered the mayor's mansion, I caught a hint of her scent. It took everything I had not to charge in after her.

      And then we heard a woman scream.
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      Someone screamed. I held my breath, praying no one would come this way.

      With careful, quiet steps, I stayed close behind Trixie as she led me through the unfamiliar halls of our prison. To help reduce the noise I made, we had left my boots behind in our cell. It was Trixie’s idea, and I noticed the difference right away. I still wasn’t as silent as a wolf, but at least I was quieter than usual.

      White walls were decorated with framed paintings of landscapes with men, horses, and dogs—classic British hunting works from the 1800s. Burgundy, floral rugs ran the length of the corridors over hardwood floors, pleasantly lush on my bare feet. I wondered who had lived here before it had been hijacked by a crazy wolf man. Someone with expensive, classic taste, I guessed, but this was no time to ask for details. Trixie and I hadn't spoken since we’d left our cell for fear of being found, and I carefully followed her lead in every step and movement to the best of my ability.

      Trixie held up a hand, and I stopped. She leaned her back against the wall and tilted her head to listen to something I couldn't hear. Grabbing hold of my hand, she led me back the way we had come, at a fast walking pace. She slid her blade back into her stocking, then quietly opened a door. I tucked my glass into the back pocket hidden by the bottom of my sweater, and followed her in.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      I jumped as a man's voice spoke between gritted teeth with quiet disdain.

      Trixie shut the door. “Hello, brother.”

      The room was luxurious compared to our quarters. A queen-sized bed with burgundy bedding filled most of the space, and a small desk sat by its side, covered in papers.

      I looked at the thin man sitting on the four-poster bed. He bore the same fiery red hair and freckles as Trixie, but he looked to be comfortable in the same place his sister and wife were abused and sleeping on the floor just down the hall. He wore a button-down shirt and black pants, like he performed some kind of service to Dashiell that was more white-collar than most of the wolves I had encountered. With the greeting he offered us, he didn't seem like an ally. I wondered what his role here could be, and if Trixie had known that he could be found in this room.

      “You should go back,” he growled and stood, towering over his sister. “You can't be here, and you certainly can't bring her here.”

      He gave me a hard look. He might have been handsome if he wasn't such an asshole.

      Moisture beaded on my skin as I waited to see what would happen next.

      “We aren't going back,” Trixie answered.

      I knew as well as Trixie that we couldn’t return to our cell with the dead enforcer, but it didn’t seem like her brother would help us either. If we were waiting for someone to pass by in the hall, I hoped they would hurry past so we could be on our way.

      “You'll get us both killed,” he growled.

      “Fuck you, Troy,” she said. “We just...”

      The door slammed open, knocking me back and sending pain through my arm as it hit my shoulder.

      “Told you,” a small, blond man said to his taller, brown-haired companion. “She has a distinct scent.”

      I looked back at Trixie, who was on her knees, with Troy's long, pale fingers wrapped around her neck.

      “Help me bring them to him,” Troy told the other two, with his face flushed.

      Trixie's face was a stone mask.

      I looked at the brown-haired man's sneer as he wrapped his thick, callused hand around my upper arm. I couldn't believe it was over. Would Dashiell kill us, or worse? I hoped my value was higher than the life of one enforcer. I swallowed hard and tried not to vomit.
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      Heavy traffic and lack of cleaning left an overwhelming musk of wolves through the hall, masking our presence from Dashiell’s men, or so I hoped. Dried mud crusted to the wine-colored rug and between the cracks of the hardwood floor. Lance stood beside me in human form while I waited as a wolf for the approaching guards. Zaria stood behind us, a smaller version of me with her golden eyes and ebony coat, and watched the door we had entered.

      The stomping footsteps of approaching boots echoed down the corridor from around the corner. I listened carefully for subtle differences between the steps taken in unison—two guards. Lance looked down at me and held up two fingers, then pointed ahead. We had come to the same conclusion.

      As we waited for the enemy to close the distance, a cracking sound from just around the corner broke the silence. Zaria carelessly moved around us, putting herself in full view of whomever stood in the hall, so I was forced to follow. So much for waiting for them to come to us.

      Long legs spread out across the width of the walkway across the carpet. A man in boots sat propped against the wall, head hanging low, chin resting against his chest. Above him stood my step-brother, holding a heavy flashlight and a stack of folded clothes.

      Axel looked more put together than I remembered. His short, blonde hair was combed back, and he stood tall with his shoulders square.

      “Axel,” Zaria said, softly with a voice that human ears would not understand.

      “Thank you for the information,” I said. “It’s gotten us this far.”

      Axel nodded at me, then held out the stack of clothes to Lance. Lance smiled and said, “Much appreciated.”

      Zaria and I shifted to human form and dressed in the t-shirts and loose pants that Axel had provided. There were no shoes, but staying barefoot would keep the noise level down. It was thoughtful enough that Axel had brought us clothes.

      “Where are the others?” Axel asked, looking around the corner toward the door.

      “Amy and Witt will catch up.” Lance set down the extra sets of clothes on the head of the unconscious man on the floor.

      “How are you holding up?” Zaria asked.

      “I’ll be better when it’s done,” he answered, voice taut.

      I never thought I would be following Axel's lead, but my step-brother had really come through for me. His instructions for our entry to the town and the guard schedules had been key to our success so far. I would always owe him for helping me save my mate.

      “Let’s move,” I said, once we were all clothed.

      Axel looked calm and confident as he led us through the halls. Maybe being in this town had helped him somehow. Maybe plotting revenge for Garret's death was what he needed to find purpose and control over his inner beast.

      The hallways were eerily clear of Dashiell's men as we followed Axel through walkways and up the flight of stairs. The farther we traveled through the building, the less dirt was tracked on the hardwood. I wondered where everyone else was. It seemed that most foot traffic remained on the first floor, and that Axel knew how to avoid the others. We stopped at a reinforced door, with metal and extra locks recently attached. It looked like a make-shift prison cell. I couldn’t smell her vanilla, lavender scent, but this place was so full of wolves it was disorienting. Hailey wouldn’t have her soaps here, and with this door it had to be the place. She just had to be inside waiting for me.

      “He keeps her here,” Axel said, and pushed the door open with ease. “This should be locked,” he said and placed a hand on the pistol holstered on his hip.

      I rushed into the room, but I couldn’t smell my mate. The window was crudely boarded shut, and the dim light on the ceiling was caged, like a in a prison cell. I scanned the room and found blankets, pillows, and sleeping bags. She-wolves cowered in the corners by what once was a window; one sobbed loudly. Others laid on the floor, staring off into space. There was a dead man in the corner, throat slit. Hailey’s boots sat on the floor beside the body, but there was no other sign of her.

      My head spun. What the fuck was I supposed to do now? Where was she? If she wasn’t here, where was she? “Hailey!” I screamed.

      Zaria put her hand over my mouth, stifling some of the noise.

      I had to find her. She was supposed to be here.

      “Hold it together and go find her,” she said, my voice of reason.

      “You're not coming?” I asked.

      “Look at these women. You've called in the reinforcements, now get out of here before they show. I’ll make sure these poor girls do too,” she answered.

      I looked at the she-wolves, thin and bruised, dirty and broken. How could I have let my Hailey be taken here? Did he put her in a frilly dress and hurt her too? I pictured her among them. My blood boiled. Dashiell would pay for his crimes, and I would get Hailey back.

      “Come,” Axel said, looking at me through steady, dark eyes. A man I had considered reckless and volatile stood beside me unruffled, leaving me feeling irrational by comparison.

      I looked to Lance. “I'm not leaving them like this,” he said. My brother’s kind, blue eyes were full of sadness and resolve. “Go ahead. I’ll come when they’re safe.”

      Fuck. Four had followed me to this hellish place, yet we hadn’t found Hailey and my companions had scattered. I couldn’t do this alone.

      I looked to Axel, then I followed him. He was the only one who could help lead me to my mate—the crazy step-brother who hated me.
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      Troy had stayed in his bed, leaving his sister to die without lifting a finger. What kind of man would do that? I guessed the same kind that let his town burn and let his wife be taken as a sex slave. Trixie stood beside me in the room I had first been brought to when I was kidnapped, the library with the desk chair throne, the place Dashiell would decide our fate.

      The room smelled like old books and a sweat-filled locker room, a strange combination. The wolves were quiet while we waited for the one-eyed beast to come, at least as far as I could tell with my heartbeat thrumming in my ears.

      A sharp impact on the back of my leg dropped me to my knees. The impact hurt and my body lurched forward. I snapped my head back and saw the small blond man with sharp features who had led us here. His beady brown eyes, scraggly whiskers, and pointy nose reminded me of a rat. He held his boot an inch from my back and smiled at me. I worried for the fragile blade in my back pocket. If it broke, I would have nothing.

      He forced Trixie to her knees beside me, and I wondered if she had a plan. I pulled from her strength, this she-wolf who didn't flinch at her execution. We would share one last stand, and if we were lucky she would get her revenge. But it would take more than luck for us to survive.

      I spun the wooden engagement ring on my finger and pictured my mate. I thought of him in jeans and a t-shirt, wearing his leather jacket and leaning on his Harley as he waited for me after a long day at Rosebuds and Greenery. The sun set behind him, and amber shades in the sky mirrored his gorgeous eyes. I longed to touch him again, to feel his arms around me. I hoped Cole knew how much I loved him, that even in the end he was in my thoughts. Lance would have to help him deal with my death if I didn't make it home, and help him know it had not been his fault.

      Heavy boot steps thudded against the hardwood floor by the door. I looked over and saw our enormous, shirtless captor walking from the doorway on the other side of the room. My stomach dropped at his appearance. Dashiell wore nothing but boots and black jeans that hung low on his hips. His muscular frame reminded me of my mate, but that was where the similarities ended. Dashiell bore more scars than Cole. Jagged tears and teeth marks covered his chest, the worst of which was the slice that disfigured his wide nose. His face was split in a wide grin, like everything was always so amusing. It was more disturbing than if he had looked upon us with anger.

      Dashiell sat on his makeshift throne, decorated with slivers of metal. All eyes were on him, and his gaze lingered on Trixie.

      “I just love your spirit,” he hissed between his crooked teeth.

      Trixie leaned forward and spat at the feet of the would-be king of Ellistown. The brown-haired man behind her sneered and smacked the back of her head, knocking her red curls forward.

      “Your timing could have been better, though,” Dashiell said. “We're expecting guests.” His one-eyed gaze shifted to me. “And not just for you. It seems we have a bear problem.”

      “Bears?” Rat Face asked, voice shaking.

      “Can't you smell it in the air?” Dashiell asked, with a wide smile and eyebrows raised. “Tonight will be full of fun. I've always wanted to try bear stew.”

      Rat Face shifted his weight between his feet, and his companion, the brown-haired man with the goatee, grasped the gun at his hip until his knuckles whitened. Were bear shifters that intimidating to wolves that the mention of bears would set them on edge? Remembering my encounter with Liam Blake, I could see why. Perhaps the distraction would be enough to give us a chance.

      “Now, what to do with you two?” Dashiell looked back and forth between me and Trixie. “Let's have a little fun. Beatrice is mine. You two can have the human. Leave her breathing, remember,” Dashiell said to the men behind us, with a sneer.

      My heart raced, and my breath was ragged. Trixie had helped me survive so far, but even together we couldn’t take down all three. The blade of glass felt heavy in my pocket. I didn’t know how long I could wait before I drew it. Could I still follow her lead? How far was she going to let this go before making her move?

      Trixie stood and approached Dashiell on his throne, with her hand resting on her skirt, just above the blade I knew hid beneath. Watching intently, I jumped when the man behind me placed his rough hands on my shoulders. I ducked down away from his grasp and crawled on hands and knees toward the open door we had entered through. The goateed man closed the distance, placing himself between me and the door.

      “Where do you think you're going? Stay down just like that,” he said, unzipping his jeans. He was the larger of the two, taller and more muscular than Rat Face. I was hyperaware of the shiv in my pocket, but I forced myself not to pull it out. Waiting until the right moment could mean the difference between life and death.

      Shifting my focus between the two, I tried to keep my thoughts straight and struggled to take deep, even breaths.

      “Takin' turns or a twofer?” Rat Face asked his friend. Goatee was bigger, so I had to go for him first. When he was close enough, I would have to make my move. I couldn’t wait any longer.

      A horrid cackle filled the room, a pained laugh from behind me.

      Both men turned to look at Dashiell. Trixie sat in his lap, legs straddling his. Her hand was on his face as she pulled back, leaving bloody glass sticking out of Dashiell's only eye. He held tight to her waist with both arms as she tried to push away.

      “So feisty,” he said, and bit into her neck.

      Trixie screamed as his teeth broke her skin.

      My attention was pulled back to Rat Face, standing in the doorway, screeching. It took me a moment to realize a giant black wolf stood in the doorway beside him, with his teeth on the man's belly, and his golden eyes fixed on me.

      “Cole!” I yelled. My mate had come for me, he made it in time to save me, and everything would be okay. With him here, I knew everything had to be okay.

      A thick, hairy arm wrapped around my neck from behind. “You let me out of here, or I kill her,” he said to Cole, and pressed the hard barrel of his pistol to my temple. I recognized Goatee’s voice. His breath was hot and ragged against the side of my face. He knew it was over or he wouldn’t have asked for a way out. There was no way he was more formidable than Cole, I just had to get out of the path of his gun. I looked into Cole’s intense, golden eyes, and inched my hand back toward the blade in my pocket.

      A blur of white passed through the door behind Cole and went straight to Dashiell. I froze and followed the movement with my eyes. A white wolf sunk his teeth into the eyeless man's neck, pressing his front paws between Dashiell and Trixie. I didn't recognize him, but I was grateful that he was helping my friend.

      Goatee tightened his grip on my neck, and I shifted my eyes back to my mate. Cole stalked forward, head down, his fiery, golden gaze on the man holding me. Rat Face lay collapsed on the floor, grasping at the wound in his side.

      “Fuck,” Goatee said.

      Looking around the room at Rat Face on the floor and Dashiell, who sat motionless as the white wolf continued his snarling assault, I knew Goatee was desperate. It had to be now. I reached my hand to my pocket and grasped the cloth-covered top of my blade.

      Goatee didn’t seem to notice my movement as he slowly backed us toward the other end of the room.

      Shiv in my fist, I jabbed my hand downward into Goatee’s thigh. He yelled in pain but held tight.

      “Fuck all of you,” he said, backing us through the open doorway Dashiell had used, and away from my mate.

      “Cole,” I said in a whisper, reaching my hand toward my mate as the arm around my neck tightened.

      Cole stalked forward, keeping our pace as Goatee backed into the hall. Once we got outside, he would have to let me go or kill me, I didn’t know which, but Cole wouldn’t let him drag me out of town. With my only card played, the glass knife sticking out of his leg, I didn’t know what to do but follow and watch my mate.

      The man holding me howled in pain and loosened his grip. I didn’t know what happened, but I used the opportunity to press the glass harder into his thigh. Goatee hissed and dropped the gun. I kicked it forward, away from his reach, and ran for Cole. I looked back and saw Goatee on the ground, a large wound in his side. A silver-haired wolf stood with blood dripping from his muzzle, looking at me. Though I had never seen him as a wolf, I knew those deep blue eyes and that silver hair.

      “Thanks, Lance,” I said, then turned to the huge, black wolf who stood against my leg. I wrapped my arms around his furry neck—my hero, my love.

      A growl turned my attention back down the hall to a big, blond-haired man running toward us. Lance looked to me and nodded, then headed back the way he had come, toward the approaching enforcer.

      I remembered the friend I had left bleeding in the other room. “Trixie,” I said to Cole, “I need to help Trixie.”

      We ran back into the library and found Trixie holding her neck, sitting on the floor. “Do you need a bandage?” I asked.

      “No,” she answered. “The bleeding has stopped.”

      We turned toward the growling sound that continued at the throne, as the white wolf tore into the eyeless man that had long since stopped moving.
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      “Axel,” I growled, then shifted back to human form. I touched my step-brother on his white, fur-covered shoulder. “Brother,” I said. “It's over.”

      Axel showed me his teeth, red staining his snowy coat.

      “It's over,” I repeated, more softly.

      He climbed down off of the man that was once Dashiell, then shifted back to his human form.

      Axel stood staring at me with his intense, dark eyes. The composure he had shown when he led me here was gone once again. I held out my hand, and he accepted. We shook hands for the first time.

      “I couldn't have done this without you. Thank you, brother,” I said.

      The side of his mouth lifted slightly in what was almost a smile. Axel nodded at the fiery-haired woman in the blue dress, then walked out of the room the way we had come.

      I turned to my mate, who stood before me, as beautiful and perfect as I remembered. She looked exhausted but uninjured. I held her head against my chest, feeling her face against my bare skin. She was warm, and soft, and safe.

      “Hailey,” I growled.

      She looked up at me with teary blue eyes and a wide smile as she held her arms around my waist. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      I watched her closely when she released me and walked over to the girl with red hair. “Thank you for everything, Trixie,” she said, and embraced the petite woman in her arms.

      “Thank you too,” the woman replied.

      “Are you Stratton Walker's mate?” I asked, remembering Harkins's description. I couldn’t imagine what she had been through.

      “I was,” she answered.

      “If you need anything, let us know. If you helped my mate when I could not, then you are as good as family to me,” I said.

      “I think this town is going to need a lot,” she answered.

      Then I smelled it. The scent that threatened to make me bolt.

      “Am I late?” Liam Blake asked from the doorway. He filled the opening to the room, casually leaning against the doorframe in a plaid red shirt and jeans. I couldn’t believe he showed up. It would have been a lot more useful if he had come with me in the first place. But, the way we had left things, I hadn’t thought he would come at all.

      “You missed the whole goddamn party,” I said.

      “Is that Dashiell?” he asked, pointing to the mess on the over-decorated office chair.

      “It was,” Trixie answered.

      I took Hailey's hand, unwilling to be another moment without her touch. “You took your sweet time showing up,” I said to the grizzly.

      “I brought friends,” he answered.

      So did I, I thought. Since I had Hailey, I didn’t care about what mess the Tribunal would have to clean up. They shouldn’t have allowed any of this to happen in the first place. I just needed to take care of my mate.

      “Can we go?” I asked. “I need to get Hailey home.”

      “My unit is clearing the way. We will have questions,” he said.

      “Of course,” I answered and led Hailey out of the brick mansion that had been her prison.

      Grizzlies surrounded the building, some as beasts, some in human form. Others walked down streets with lamps, knocking on doors. I had never seen so many bears in one place. One thick bear in human form ushered some of Dashiell’s men into the back of a black box truck, each of them wearing zip ties on their wrists. Another paced back and forth behind naked wolves in human form that laid face down on the ground. She-wolves dressed like Stratton’s widow sat on a bench in front of the mansion. Humans lined up and followed another bear down an otherwise empty street.

      I couldn't get out of this town soon enough. I walked Hailey to the hole in the wall where I had entered with my pack. It wasn't just a small hole anymore, but a place where the wall had been torn down in sections. There was no way I could leave without my pack, so Hailey and I went to the golden-leafed tree where we had agreed to meet.

      Lance, Amy, Witt, and Zaria stood waiting for us below the quaking aspen tree, fully clothed. My pack was bruised and bloodied, but we stood together, more united than ever.

      Lance tossed me a pair of pants which I gratefully put on. “Thanks. Where did you get these?”

      “Axel,” he answered. Axel, I thought, the key to our success tonight.

      “Let's go home,” I said.

      “We're going to run,” Amy said with a smile.

      “That bear offered a car ride,” Zaria said, pointing to a man back inside the town's walls.

      “Thanks everyone for coming, for helping me save Hailey. My gratitude is beyond words,” I said.

      “We're glad you have her back,” Lance said, and Zaria nodded. Witt and Amy smiled, then we turned and walked to the bear my mother had pointed out, leaving our pack to run through the fields and forest together.

      Hailey and I rode in the back seat of a van to our home in the woods. It was a peaceful, uneventful trip. Hailey snuggled against my side as the bear drove us without speaking. As I looked down at my mate, the woman I loved with all of my heart, I was finally content. I held my arms around my strong, brave Hailey, and I never wanted to let go again.

      “Let's get married,” I said.

      “Well that's the plan,” she said, touching her ring with her index finger.

      “I mean, why put it off? I want you to be mine in every way. I want the world to know how much you mean to me, and I want to take you on the vacation you deserve. We’ll do everything as both mates and man and wife,” I said.

      Hailey smiled up at me, her blue eyes sparkling. “Let’s do it.”
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      Strings of white lights wrapped around the wooden handrails of our spacious decking. The sloped forest of dense evergreens behind me was lightly dusted in white powder. A blaze of orange, crimson, and violet was painted across the cloudless sky. The last inches of sun peeked over the tree-topped mountains as it sank from view. Crisp fall air mingled with the floral scents from the arrangements set all around us.

      My grip was tight on the huge bouquet of white roses and lilies Eric had made for me. Excitement blocked the sting of the cold air and made it hard to stand still as I shifted my weight between my ivory stilettos. I felt like a princess in my flowing white dress and my hair up in a beautiful chignon. Liv had fixed my hair and applied the perfect balance of natural looking makeup. I couldn’t stop smiling as I looked over the friends and family that had come to share this special moment with us. Victor recorded our wedding, taking photographs of everything and everyone. Zaria, Axel, Witt, Amy, Reynolds, and Pierce stood watching the ceremony and the sunset behind it.

      Eric stood with me as a bridesman along the deck railing. He wore a black suit with a tie that matched Liv’s forest green dress. He had provided all of the flowers for our special day, and gladly accepted my request to join my side of the wedding party. Liv stood next to me, holding a smaller version of my bouquet, and she smiled nearly as much as me. Harkins stood rigid with a lined face, clearly uncomfortable in his suit as he stood next to Lance. Cole’s silver-haired brother looked natural in his well-tailored suit, a complete contrast to Harkins. Lance wore an easy smile as he stood at Cole’s side holding the rings.

      I looked into my mate’s intense, golden eyes as Reverend Willis officiated. I listened to the words uniting us as man and wife, the ceremony that we shared with our loved ones. Our first union, our promise to belong to each other forever, had been blissfully private. I loved that we had both: a private, primal union, and a public display where we could confess those promises to each other with our closest friends and family there to share the moment with us.

      “Hailey Archer, I’ve loved you since we were sixteen years old,” Cole said. “You hadn’t noticed me yet, but I dreamed about you every night. I’ve never felt that way about anyone else. I’ve made mistakes, and I’m sure I’ll make more. But if you’ll let me, I will spend the rest of my life caring for and protecting you, trying to be the man that you deserve,” Cole proclaimed.

      I smiled up at my soon-to-be husband as he shared his vows with me, holding back the joyous tears that welled in my eyes.

      “My dearest Cole, you are my soul mate, the love of my life. There has never been anyone but you. You’re everything I ever wanted and so much more. I look forward to sharing every day and night by your side, now and forever. I promise to be yours always, your partner in everything,” I said, voice trembling.

      When it came time we exchanged rings. It was easy to proclaim, “I do.” We had already promised each other so much more than to stick with each other through sickness and health. We had survived so much, and were closer than ever.

      Reverend Willis said, “I now pronounce you man and wife, Mr. and Mrs. Cole Tenbrook.”

      I let go of the tears I had held, and moisture trickled down my cheeks.

      Our wedding party clapped, as did our friends and family that stood watching. Cole pressed his lips to mine, placing his hands on my moist cheeks, and I felt our connection tingle through my whole body. I had never been happier than I was when we shared our first kiss as husband and wife.

      My cheeks ached, but I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt different, more complete and content, after saying our vows. I bounced with each step as we greeted our guests. Axel shook Cole’s hand and offered me a small smile before walking away. I held tight to my husband’s hand as each person took a turn to congratulate us. Eric hugged both Cole and me, then went to stand next to Victor who was busy snapping pictures of the flowers, the sunset, the food, and all of the guests as they talked to us and amongst themselves. Harkins gave us a nod then went to stand with Amy, Reynolds, and Witt. The one I was most nervous about walked up to her son with a smile. Zaria hugged Cole, then looked to me, and put her arms around my shoulders.

      “Congratulations,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I answered, genuinely surprised and grateful for her warmth.

      Liv squeezed me hard when she got a chance to break in, with Pierce at her side. “I’m so happy for you,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I answered, then whispered, “How long until it’s your turn?”

      She smiled wide at me in answer.

      “Hey Pierce,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” he answered. “Congratulations.”

      Liv bent down and whispered in my ear, “Cole told me. You know, about the wolf thing. I want to hear all about it when you get home from your honeymoon.”

      “That’d be great,” I said then turned to my mate, my husband.

      I wrapped my arms around my husband and kissed his hard chest. He put his arms around me, and kissed the top of my head.

      “Thank you,” I said, looking back at Liv. Cole had known how hard it had been for me not to have Liv to talk to in the same way I always had. It was the one thing that I never thought I could have, openness with my sister and my secrets. Cole had given it to me without me even having to ask.

      “A small wedding gift,” Cole said.

      “I love you, Cole,” I said looking up at his clean-shaven, square face, his raven black hair, and his deep, golden eyes.

      My husband met my gaze. “I love you too, Hailey.”
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      I held tight as the warm, salty breeze pulled up on my floppy sunhat. Hot grains of white sand tickled between my toes as I reclined on a fluorescent pink lounge chair. If I had been with anyone else I would have regretted the white string bikini that showed off more skin than it covered, but with Cole I never worried about my body. My husband cherished the fullness of every curve; his desire for me made me feel like a sexual goddess.

      The white metal table between me and the empty chartreuse chair held two flat-bottomed glasses. One had only ice inside, and a closed paper umbrella popping out of the top. I took a sip from the other tumbler, that was full of an alcoholic juice ombre of orange to pink. The paper umbrella stabbed through pineapple wedges and maraschino cherries.

      I took a sip of the sweet, tropical Mai Tai and set my gaze on the man waist-deep in the light-blue ocean ahead of me. His wet hair was slicked back against his head and curled forward from behind his ears, framing his lightly-stubbled, square jaw. He gifted me a smile that was meant only for me, a sweet and loving side that no one else saw. A beautifully clear, big, blue wave loomed behind him, and I pointed to warn him. Cole turned and jumped into the crashing surf, emerging after with his hair hanging over his face. Salty water streamed down his chiseled chest, rounding each sculpted muscle. Cole slicked his hair back with a sweep of his hand, flexing his thick bicep with his movement, then pointed his index finger toward me on the chair. I smiled at my playful mate, enjoying the clean Hawaiian beach as much as he was. He crooked his finger, beckoning me to join him. I couldn’t resist him, so I took one last sip of my Mai Tai and left my hat in the beach chair.

      The hot, white sand burned my feet as I ran to my husband, my mate. I could see rocks and shells beneath the crisp, cerulean water as I ran into the sea. The cool water soothed the lingering heat from the sand on my feet, and Cole met me at the ocean’s edge.

      I covered my face as he splashed water up at me, moistening my bikini and bare skin. The cold water surprised me and I squealed. Cole growled and scooped me into his arms, tasting my mouth with his. His lips were soft and gentle as they caressed mine, and the cool waves splashed against us. I lost myself in his touch. Cole fulfilled me, made me a better version of myself; I had so much more than I had ever wanted or thought possible. Back in Elkston, I never would have believed this life was possible—a life with the man of my dreams, my high school sweetheart, my big, black wolf.

      I pulled away and splashed my mate with a handful of ocean water. He gave me a wicked grin and chased me as I jumped through the waves. We frolicked in the water, in the sand, and at our hotel for two weeks in Hawaii. It was an amazing honeymoon, and the start of a playful, joyful life together as man and wife, wolf shifter and mate.
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      Walker Bar and Grill—the black, wooden letters stood strangely untouched above the splintered front door. Sections of sharp glass spiked along the frame of the shattered window. The dark-shingled roof and brick foundation were left intact. Our restaurant had fared better than most of the buildings around it, likely due to the strength of brick. I guess the three little pigs were on to something.

      No one walked through the doorway to buy lunch. There was no laughter from customers within. No sound of cars driving through the streets. Ellistown was a ghost town, a shell of the place where I had grown up. Even the scent of the air on the street was wrong.

      At this time of day, there should have been the smell of freshly baked cookies wafting from Mrs. Earnstein’s house a block over. There should have been perfumes and perspiration, humans and wolves, car exhaust and life. The greasy scent of burgers searing on the stove and mozzarella sticks soaking in the deep fryer should have hit me as I had approached the grill.

      But there was nothing. None of the familiar signs of normal life remained, only the scents of ash, destruction, desperation, and bear.

      With a tap of my boot, the shredded door to the building that had once been Stratton’s and my restaurant creaked open. It had taken me a week to gather the strength to return to this place; the knot in my core tightened as I stepped inside.

      Someone was here, but I wasn’t surprised. A heart beat in the kitchen, accompanied by the scent and sniffle that had become as natural to me as the sounds of my own breathing. With a flip of the switch, the dangling fluorescent lights flickered and buzzed before lighting the room.

      Walnut chairs and round tables lay cracked and broken across the dirty hardwood floor, upside down and on their sides, far from where they belonged. Glass shelves along the wall behind the dark-stained bar sat empty of their liquor bottles. It was no surprise that looters would choose the town’s only bar as a target, but knowing this didn’t make it any easier to walk into. If Stratton had seen his pride and joy in such disarray, he would have snapped.

      But he would never see the grill or anything else again. Pain stabbed in my middle.

      Glass from the shattered window crunched beneath my boots as I walked across the hardwood to the space that had been mine. The kitchen was in worse condition than the seating area, or maybe it only felt that way because it meant more to me. White ceramic shards lay scattered across the floor—chunks of plates, handles of mugs. Some cabinet doors hung open, others dangled from broken hinges. The place had been ransacked. If they had taken all of the food, I would have nothing to feed the refugees.

      The she-wolf I had expected sat on the floor by the open fridge.

      “Hello, Mara,” I said.

      She didn’t answer.

      Seeing my sister-in-law balled up and crying in the same light blue dress she had worn during those two weeks of hell was just another reminder of everything that had happened. A reminder I didn’t need.

      I reached past Mara and cracked the heavy fridge door a few inches further, though I knew it was hopeless. No surprise, it was empty. The bears would have to bring supplies in or I was going to have to try asking for assistance from the next town over.

      I shut the door gently, treating the appliance the way it deserved. Maybe the place could be salvaged, but without Stratton it didn’t matter. My mate, my partner, my best friend was gone.

      Mara whimpered and leaned into my leg. Her frail, bony shoulder trembled against my calf. I looked down at my brother’s mate, the girl with the golden hair I had once envied. She had been beautiful and thin, before Troy had tossed her away. Now she was little more than skin and bones, a sight that tore at the hole inside of me. She should have been with the other she-wolves from that cell, staying at the inn where the bear watched over them. But she came here to me.

      “Mara.” I spoke softly and touched the top of her yellow hair.

      She looked up at me with her big, brown, sunken eyes.

      “Let’s get you into some real clothes.” I offered my hand, and she accepted.

      After she stood, Mara squeezed my hand and didn’t let go. I led her from the grill through the quiet streets, back to the house Stratton and I had shared. It was only a block away.

      Each time I returned to this place, the hole inside me ached. The Larsons’ house next door was blackened from a fire that had scorched the grass in their yard and ours. Their roof had caved in and their door was broken down. I hadn’t yet heard what happened to them, and figured I may not ever. I wasn’t sure if it was fortunate that the fire had stopped in my yard or not. If the house had burned, I wouldn’t have had to go back inside.

      Squeezing Mara’s hand as fiercely as she clung to mine, I led us through the hole where the wooden siding had been removed. We used to keep the door locked, but I no longer had a key and the gaping hole made it pointless. The missing wall opened to what had been my favorite room. Now it was only the open, filthy entry to the section of the house I still used. My boots clicked across the dirt-covered kitchen floor, leaving tracks in the fallen ash. Barefoot, Mara stepped silently beside me, her toes blackening from the floor beneath.

      I pulled the sheet that acted as my door to the side, and we walked into the living room, hand in hand. Mara sat on the sofa while I lit a fire. Four hours of sunlight remained, but we would need the warmth during the harsh night ahead.

      With arms crossed, Mara sat shivering as she stared into the growing flames. The sleeveless, baby blue dress hung from her bones, offering little protection from the icy bite of the November air. She needed more clothing, and I needed that dress gone.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I entered through the bedroom door. The drawers of my dresser were still open from the last time I had entered. I scooped an armful of options for Mara, then turned back toward the door. Just a few steps farther and I could breathe. Just a few steps and I could shut the door behind me. I willed myself forward, but my feet wouldn’t budge. If I had taken out more clothes last time, I wouldn’t have had to come in this room again, but I hadn’t. I had only taken what I needed.

      After exhaling the breath I held, his scent filled my nose. I looked at his pillow, creased where his head had lain. The blankets were still bunched at the bottom of the mattress where we had thrown them after the screams of our town had woken us. I embraced the scent that I had been avoiding, the unique blend of sandalwood, oak moss, and leather.

      The hole inside threatened to consume me. It was hard to remember the time before Stratton was a part of my life, and now he was gone. I considered climbing under the covers and sleeping on his pillow, just to be close to the man who had always been there for me. But it hurt too much. Instead I grabbed his black baseball hat from his dresser and shut the door behind me.

      Arms full of clothes, I rested against the bedroom door. I steeled myself for helping Mara. Shoving thoughts of what I had lost back into the knot I held in my middle, I dropped the clothes next to Mara on the sofa. Her big, brown eyes followed my movement.

      “You can take whatever you want,” I offered.

      Mara looked down at the pile beside her and pulled out a pair of boot-cut jeans and a thick, gray sweater. She stood and dropped the blue, tulle dress to the floor. She was even thinner than I had thought. Ribs showed through her chest and hip bones protruded from her sides. She slid on the clothes she had picked. They hung off of her body, worse than they did on mine, but regular clothes no matter how many sizes too big made her look more like a person and less like an emaciated doll. I smiled at the accomplishment. Mara met my gaze, then wrapped her arms around my neck. As I hugged her back, I felt a little less broken inside. At least we had each other.

      Mara reached down and grabbed the puffy, blue dress in her arms, then shoved it into the burning fire. The synthetic fibers fumed and filled the room with an unnatural stench, but I couldn’t help but smile. I ran to the corner of the room and pulled my matching pink dress from under the blanket I had used to hide it, and threw it in the flames with Mara’s.

      Mara took my hand and we watched dancing flames engulf the hideous fabric evidence of the trauma we had endured.
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      Greedy eyes followed me as I strolled between tables and checked on customers. I should have known better than to touch Callie. Only go for women when you both want the same thing. But she desired to be claimed by the next alpha, and I wasn’t looking for a mate. When Cole was next in line, she had been all over him, and after news had spread that he had mated a human, Callie had moved on to me.

      Usually I had enough sense to avoid trouble.

      Laughter stood out amongst the sounds of drinking and chatter; the bachelorette party was well underway. The maid of honor had called ahead to reserve a table for her and the other nine women she had brought along from the lodge. I waited until they were settled into the large booth before approaching. They were already a little tipsy.

      “Good evening, ladies, I’m Lance Tenbrook,” I said, gifting them my smoothest smile.

      “Hey there, handsome,” said the busty brunette with the words ‘Maid of Honor’ stretched across her chest.

      “Having a nice evening?” I asked.

      “This is great,” said the one wearing a crown and a shirt that read ‘Bride’ in a curvy script. “So many burly guys. It’s like, so rural here.”

      “Maybe we can get a lumberjack stripper,” a small redhead giggled to the girl beside her.

      “I’d like to offer a round of champagne for the party. Thank you for making Sawtooth Den your choice to host your celebration,” I said.

      “Woohoo!” another girl cried, and laughter filled the air.

      I turned back toward the bar.

      “Wait.” The maid of honor grabbed my wrists with a sweaty palm, and I met her glazed eyes. “Come back to my room with me, over at Sawtooth Lodge. Or if there’s someplace closer that we could get some privacy…”

      She stroked my arm with her soft fingertips.

      It wasn’t a bad offer. She accentuated her hourglass figure with a short jean skirt, cut off just below her round ass. Her white v-neck showed the lacy detail of the hot pink bra beneath and exposed smooth, rounded handfuls of ivory breasts.

      But I needed to work, and I wasn’t interested in causing any trouble with Callie’s hawk eyes glued to my back.

      I bent down and whispered in her ear, “I’d love to, but your friend looks like she needs you tonight.”

      She looked back at the bride-to-be, who had her hand on the ass of a tall man who looked a lot more sober than she did.

      I walked over to the bar to order their drinks.

      The small blonde behind the counter smiled as she worked the men at the bar, swaying her hips and leaning forward to listen to their empty speech. Amy earned her tips and kept everyone happy, and kept the money coming in. She was reliable, and I knew we were lucky to have her.

      “Amy,” I said, “Can you get a bottle of champagne and glasses for the ladies at the round table?”

      “Yep,” Amy answered, and her pigtails bounced as she got to it.

      I looked over at Harkins, who leaned against the wall watching every move she made. Poor sap had it bad. I reached over the bar and grabbed two longnecks, uncapped them, then headed over to the stout enforcer.

      “Boss,” he nodded. Harkins watched the customers move around the room, eyes squinted and sharp, but avoided looking back at Amy.

      “You should just tell her,” I said, and handed him a beer.

      Harkins grimaced and groaned at me in response.

      “If you don’t make a move, someone else might,” I said, and sat on the stool next to the brooding enforcer.

      His brows lowered into a fierce scowl, highlighting the lines that ran down the right side of his face.

      “Hands off,” he growled.

      “Whoa, whoa, big guy. I didn’t mean me,” I said with a smile, holding my hands up in innocence.

      I pointed a finger across the bar to the small table with two brothers drinking beer. Both men sat stiff and square in their seats as they chatted.

      “What?” Harkins asked.

      “Wait for it.” A few moments later, Witt looked over at Amy, eyes lingering too long to be just a glance.

      Harkins groaned, then took a swig of beer and crossed his arms. “He can look wherever he wants.”

      “It’s more than a look,” I said. “Trust me. He’s been eyeing her since we went to Ellistown for Hailey. Cole’s mated, and Amy’s ready to move on; she’s available, but she won’t be forever.”

      Harkins looked down at the beer in his hand but didn’t speak.

      “It’s just an observation,” I said. “How are you feeling? You look well-healed.”

      “I’m better,” he answered. “It was rough, taking a second beating before fully healing from the first. I wish I could have stopped them.”

      “I know. Cole knows. You did your best, and Hailey’s fine.”

      “I know,” Harkins said. “What about you?” He turned his gaze up and met my eyes.

      “I’m fine. I survived the ordeal relatively unscathed,” I answered.

      “I mean,” he said, “Callie looks ready to pounce. You gonna mate her?”

      “No. God, no,” I replied. “I’m not ready to take a mate. I shouldn’t have encouraged her by giving her the time of day. But you’ve seen her.”

      The pictures she had left me flashed in my mind, the nude photographs taken inside my truck without my knowledge. She was lovely, but the photographs and the thong she’d left for me was taking things too far.

      We both took swigs of our beer and looked around the room at the busy bar. Shea and Callie carried drinks to full booths. People gathered around the pool tables, watching others play. The bachelorette party had ordered more rounds of fruity cocktails. Nights like this were great for the business. I wished Cole was here with me, running our father’s bar by my side, but he seemed to hate being here almost as much as he hated being handed the right to claim alpha.

      “People are talkin’ about you,” Harkins said.

      “I know,” I said.

      “They deserve an alpha,” he said.

      “They do,” I agreed, then went back to greeting customers and putting on a smile. Between regular business and the bachelorette party, the bar raked in a solid haul for the night.

      When it was time to lock up, Callie attacked.

      “Hey,” she purred, pressing her small body against my hip.

      “Hi, Callie. Good work tonight.”

      “Carrying drinks is easy. I’d be happy to show you what I’m best at.” She smiled up at me, pressing her perky breasts forward out of her low-cut shirt.

      “You have many talents,” I replied. “But I’m ready to call it a day. With Cole on his honeymoon, I have extra work to do in the morning. Maybe Reynolds or Witt would be up for a night out.”

      “Neither will be alpha. You know I only want you.” Callie looked up at me through thick eyelashes.

      It was the same look I had fallen for before, but I wasn’t willing to make that mistake again.

      “Plus, you’ve never even taken me to your house,” she said. “You took me to your brother’s and we’ve played at my place. Take me home with you.”

      I knew it wasn’t really about me. Callie made it clear that she was only interested in whoever held the best claim to be alpha. First she only had eyes for Cole, and now me. If Axel or Harkins had held the strongest claim, she wouldn’t waste time acknowledging my presence.

      “I’m not ready for a mate, Callie,” I said. “And I’m not interested in putting in a claim.”

      It was a half-truth, but the right thing to say. I wasn’t ready to put in a claim, to try to live up to my father’s memory. But supporting my pack, and being there when they needed me—that was something I wanted to do.

      “Well, not tonight, but I have a few moves that will make you beg for more. I’ll give you a lifetime of great sex.” She rubbed a hand up my chest, and I knew she could do as she promised. Callie could provide fun, but that was all. We had nothing in common and I didn’t enjoy her company enough when we had our clothes on to promise my life to her. “Did you get my gift?”

      “The pictures? Yes, I saw them. I left them in an envelope in your locker,” I said.

      “I know you liked them,” she said. “Why not keep them and think of me?”

      “You’re pretty and nice, Callie. But I don’t want to lead you on. I’m not claiming alpha, and I’m not taking a mate. I’m not interested.” I turned back to cleaning up from the busy night.

      She said nothing else, and I hoped this time she would listen. I didn’t want to be cold, but I had told her before that I wasn’t interested. Then she left me the pictures and panties. I hoped that wouldn’t be the case again.

      Harkins waited for Amy to go before heading out. I said goodnight to both as they left. I was last to go, and rode home in my truck.

      Just four blocks from work was the two-story Victorian I had grown up in. The light blue paint was the same shade my mother had chosen for the wooden siding when I was a child. It was the same hue as the apron she had worn when she used to bake me cookies. Windows around the block were dark, lights out due to the hour. I was the only one in the small town neighborhood arriving home from work at three in the morning. My father had done the same on the weekends when he had run Sawtooth Den.

      The sloped driveway ended at the front of the house. I parked in the same place I always did and stepped noiselessly across the stone sidewalk to the front door. Snow speckled the ground, and the moist, crisp air suggested more would soon fall.

      As I removed the keys from my jacket pocket, Sparky, the German Shepherd that lived next door, barked from inside the window of the Freedmans’ living room. I snarled back at him, and he went silent. The same thing every night. One of these days I’d remember to keep my keys in hand after I climbed out of the truck.

      After Sparky’s greeting, the street was peaceful. Golden beams of the streetlamps followed me to the door, but were left behind with the cold night air when I entered the house. I stepped into the warmth and blackness of my living room, where my eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness.

      Without delay, I ascended the stairs toward my waiting bedroom. Before entering, I looked down the hall to the lifeless, empty bedroom my parents had shared. I had packed up their belongings but couldn’t get myself to take over the master bedroom. The house was too quiet without them, though I knew I would have moved out if they had still been alive. Maybe Cole and I would have moved into an apartment together, but that never happened. I had inherited this house, and now the duty to take over as alpha. Cole didn’t want it, and I didn’t know how to fill our father’s shoes. John Tenbrook had balanced family, business, and pack. He had built friendships between Sawtooth Peaks and the surrounding territories, and was adored by all. Now the pack was just a shell of what it had been, and the relationships with surrounding pack leaders had died with him. I wanted to be the alpha my father had been, serve my pack and protect them. But John Tenbrook had cast a long shadow.

      I took in a deep breath and continued to my room. Before settling into bed for the night, I emptied my pockets and dropped my clothes in the hamper, then pulled on a fresh heathered t-shirt from the dresser. The soft fabric was cold against my bare chest, as were the sheets on my bed. I stared up at the exposed wooden beams on my bedroom ceiling and waited for sleep to take me. Before long I would need to get back up for work—another day of covering for my brother while he was away. Another day filled with people waiting for me to claim alpha.
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      Howls of pain echoed through the night. Destruction and cries surrounded me from every direction. Moonlight lit the town where the street lamps had gone out. Terrified people ran from their homes and their assailants as smoke billowed from rising flames on scattered buildings. I wanted to help them all, to save everyone. When I heard his voice, everything else faded into a blur.

      Weaving through the commotion, I raced toward the center of town, toward Stratton’s pained wails. A blend of smoke, blood, fear, and the scent of unfamiliar wolves filled my nostrils. Why was this happening? My heart raced as I bounded through the frantic crowd. Stratton, my mate, my best friend. I had to find him.

      One last cry and I knew I would never hear his voice again, but I had to reach him no matter the cost. My paws pounded the earth as I crossed the courtyard to the only building left lit by streetlights around the mayor’s mansion. A crowd of gray fur gathered on the front steps, snarling and tearing at something spread silently beneath them.

      His scent was clear above the rest—sandalwood, oak moss, and leather. I knew it was Stratton. I had to see him, do something to save him. Recklessly bounding into the group of wolves on the stairs, I sank my teeth into the thigh of the one closest to me. Metallic fluid hit my tongue, and the beast howled in pain. The group snapped toward me, leaving their prey in my sight. I looked at his motionless body, his tattered fur, his unblinking eyes. No.

      Cold earth pressed against my side, my head, and my vision blurred. A hole tore inside of me, as I tried to blink my eyes into focus to see him one last time. Sharp claws pierced my neck, tearing down over my shoulder, and a horrible voice filled my ears.

      You must be Beatrice. What a lovely prize to claim.

      Fingernails scraped down my shoulder, pulling the blanket from my back and trailing red lines down my furred skin. My eyes shot open and darted to the hands touching me. Pained moans escaped Mara as she lay next to me on the sofa bed, clenching her fists on my paw. I exhaled and pulled myself out of her crushing grasp, then shifted back to human form. Grabbing the first thing I could find, I threw on a sweater from the floor. The fire had burned out, leaving the room much too cold for human form.

      Mara moaned. Her face was lined from whatever nightmare had disturbed her sleep. Her fists balled in front of her, and I wished she had felt ready to shift to wolf form for the night. She would have slept better and stayed warmer. Then again, I might have woken to fangs tearing my flesh instead of dull fingernails scratching my skin.

      Climbing back to her side on the sofa bed, I pet her yellow hair in an attempt to gently wake her.

      “Mara,” I whispered. “Mara, you’re safe now. It’s just a dream.”

      “Hmmm.” The tension melted from her face and she rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey,” she replied.

      I smiled at the first word she had spoken since Troy had abandoned her in Dashiell’s prison.

      I would have asked how she had slept, but I knew the answer.

      “I need to go by the inn today,” I said. “I’ve been putting it off too long. You’re welcome to come, but I understand if you aren’t ready.”

      “I can’t go home,” she said, brown eyes wide.

      “I know,” I replied. With as hard as it was for me to come to this broken house and reminders of the mate I had lost, I knew it would be infinitely harder for Mara. Her mate was still alive, and reminders of him would be reminders of what he had done to her. “You can stay with me as long as you want.”

      The lines on Mara’s face faded and the tension in her shoulders lessened. She nodded in response to my words.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, then slipped on my pants, boots, and button-down jacket.

      Mara sat on the edge of the sofa bed and watched me as I bundled up.

      “I’m just going to the kitchen,” I said, then walked through the sheet that acted as my door.

      As chilled as the air was in the living room, the kitchen was at least ten degrees colder. I kept my arms crossed tight against my chest to conserve warmth as my boots crunched on the slick floor beneath. A thin layer of white and clear crystals encased the dirt and boot print-covered tiles, shimmering in the morning sunlight.

      Careful of my footing, I tread slowly across the snow and ice. It would have been easier to cross in wolf form if I hadn’t needed to reach the cabinets.

      All of the fresh foods had spoiled, but I still had a few cans stashed. Cans of tuna and peaches in hand, I grabbed two forks and filled the tall thermos from a jug of water. Thank God we had prepared for winter blizzards with cans of food and gallons of bottled water.

      Mara sat exactly as I had left her, watching me as I reentered the room.

      “I brought breakfast,” I said, holding up the two cans as proof.

      Mara slumped against the back of the sofa. “I don’t know if I can eat.”

      I knew how she felt. It was difficult to move forward, hard to make myself eat. I hadn’t been hungry since Stratton died, and the lack of food while we were imprisoned in the mansion made every bite seem like too much.

      “You need to,” I replied, then picked up the can opener that sat on the bricks by the fireplace. I stuck a fork in each can and offered my sister-in-law the peaches first, knowing it was a dish she favored. The strong scent of the tuna made it harder to stomach, but I knew I needed to eat, so I did. After three peach slices, Mara put a hand over her tiny stomach and set the can down. Given her size and condition, I took three pieces as a victory.

      I offered Mara some water, then stood and put a backpack over my shoulders. Stratton’s black baseball cap sat by the empty fireplace. He couldn’t help me. I put his hat on anyway, hoping to borrow some of the courage that had made him such a strong pack leader.

      “I have another coat and bag you can use,” I offered to Mara, pointing to the pile of linens beside the bedroom door.

      “Thank you,” she replied, then put on the black wool coat. She looked like a child playing dress-up in her mother’s closet with my coat hanging off of her tiny frame. I knew I didn’t look much better.

      After Mara put on the backpack, we went out into the icy cold.

      She followed close behind me as we made our way down the street. Some houses were burned completely down, others looked mostly intact. Targeting abandoned buildings with easy entries, we entered the homes of neighbors who were long gone. We salvaged canned goods, clothing, and blankets until our bags were full of food and our arms were full of linens. After reaching our limit, I led Mara to Ellistown’s only guest quarters, the Come On Inn.

      Suppressing the instinct to run was difficult as the musky scent of bear filled the icy air. The Therion Tribunal should have sent wolves to stop Dashiell, and to assist in the aftermath of his reign of terror. I had yet to learn why we were sent bears. But they had removed the hostile wolves from town and had helped in gathering the humans and wolves that had needed assistance. Though all but one had left, their scent still lingered.

      I looked up at the snow-dusted inn. The one-story wooden building brimmed with the survivors of Dashiell’s invasion. Though it was a tragedy that so few remained, the choice to stay was a testament to the character of the humans who had chosen not to be relocated to another town. After learning the hard way about our world, most had moved under the Tribunal’s assistance and supervision. The humans who stayed were as resilient as wolves.

      Inside, the lobby was empty; no attendant waited at the desk. Mara shivered behind me, and I regretted taking her out in the cold. But the hot, dry air in the inn would soothe her better than the fire in my living room had.

      Following the hallway, we headed toward a deep voice and the scent of bear.

      “Yes,” the broad man said toward the wall. His shoulders were as wide as Mara’s and mine side by side. Short dark hair covered his head, and his plaid shirt was tucked into his jeans. A familiar scent—I knew this bear as the one who had led the others to our town, the one who knew Hailey’s mate. I held up a hand to let Mara know we should wait.

      A muffled voice spoke through the phone to the bear. She said something about eight days. I couldn’t quite make it out.

      He waited, then spoke again in an even, gravelly tone. “That’s not soon enough. There’s just not enough left unspoiled.”

      Another pause, then he said, “Okay,” and hung up the payphone. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen someone use one of those.

      The mountain of a man turned to us, and Mara grabbed my arm with her icy fingers. He wrinkled his nose as he studied our faces with cold, dark eyes—first me, then Mara. “Pink dress, and blue?” he asked.

      “Trixie Walker and Mara Lynch,” I answered.

      Mara moved behind me, partially shielding herself from his gaze.

      “Here to join the rest?” he asked, looking past me at my sister-in-law.

      “To visit,” I answered.

      “Can’t be good out there. Not much better here though, either. Come on, I’ll show you,” he said, then led us further down the hall.

      “Did any children stay?” I asked when we stopped at the end of the hall. There had been no children playing in the snowy streets, but I had to know for sure.

      “One family,” he answered. “The Moores. Woman and child survived. Do you know them?”

      Of course, the Moores. Wolves wouldn’t leave for fear, well most wouldn’t. I hadn’t thought wolves would cause this kind of destruction either, so I wasn’t sure what anyone would do or was capable of anymore. It was good to hear their family had survived. I set the bundle of linens in my arms down onto the floor and reached in my bag. There wasn’t a lot to give, but I wouldn’t see children starve if I could help it.

      “Did I hear there are no supplies coming for a week?” I asked.

      “You shouldn’t listen in on other people’s conversations,” he answered.

      “You were in the hall. You knew we were there. If you didn’t want me to hear you could have made your call in private.”

      He stared at me, then replied, “No supplies.”

      In order to prevent escape, Dashiell’s men had destroyed the only gas station in town, burned cars, and slit tires. It was efficient, as now we were stuck here without means to transport supplies in and out of town. Sawtooth Peaks and Greenville were close enough to run to as wolves, but too far to carry supplies as humans, especially in this weather.

      I pulled out a half-eaten jar of peanut butter from the backpack, a true prize under the circumstances. The protein in the small, plastic container could sustain a person long enough to wait out the delivery of supplies. “Please take this to Rosemary Moore,” I said, holding out the jar to the towering grizzly.

      “I could take you to her,” he answered, and lowered his brow as he stared at me.

      I shook my head. It was hard enough going to see the women I had shared a prison cell with. I couldn’t handle seeing Rosemary and Billy too. It was just too much.

      “Okay.” He took the jar in his massive fist, and knocked on one of the doors.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The grizzly nodded and walked away, and I picked up the pile of clothes I had placed by my feet. A moment later the door cracked enough for a short brunette to peek through.

      “Trixie,” she squealed. The door shut and a metallic clink told me she was unlocking the chain.

      Fleur swung the door inward, allowing us to enter. Thick brown hair hung in waves around her face. Her lips upturned in a smile that didn’t match her sad eyes. A white cotton bathrobe hung over her yellow tulle dress like a sweater. She should not have had to wear that dress after being rescued. I made it two steps in before Fleur wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Trixie, it’s good to see you,” she said.

      “You too,” I replied, patting her gently on the back.

      Mara stood silently behind me, my shadow. I adjusted the linens I held and reached back, taking her hand, and meeting her wide, brown eyes with my determined green set. We needed strength, and I knew it had to come from me.

      “Together,” I whispered.

      “Together,” she replied, and squeezed my hand.

      Fleur and Anika watched us as we entered. Sierra, Viveca, and Annora didn’t seem to notice us. The room had only one bed, but the women had blankets spread across the floor. If I had to guess, the five had chosen to stay together rather than be separated to different rooms. All of the she-wolves who had been held by Dashiell were back in the same room. All but Mara and I still wore the equivalent of black and white striped jumpsuits, the rainbow of hideous tulle dresses.

      Mara followed my lead as I set down the clothes on the bed next to Anika, replacements for their prison garb. We upturned the backpacks, dropping cans of mandarin oranges, boxes of crackers and cereal, and even a bottle of champagne. If anyone could use a drink and positive distraction, it was the women I had been through hell with.

      Anika picked up a box of cereal and eyed the wine. “Thank you.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had heard the nurse speak.

      “There’s more out there to collect. Most was pillaged or destroyed. But there is more. There are clothes here for all. I could use your help in gathering more for people who cannot help themselves. Some are humans, she-wolves, elderly, and even a child. Each stubborn to the last. But supplies aren’t coming in time. Ellistown needs your help,” I said, looking around the room at the women who needed me.

      If they were like me, keeping busy would help. We all needed to move on, move past what had happened to what could be. And even if they helped, we would need more outside assistance. The acting alpha of Sawtooth Peaks had offered his support. When I was done here, I needed to call Cole Tenbrook.

      Mara took my hand in hers and looked to the others and said, “We can make this a place to live again, not just survive, but really live. But we need to do it together.”
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      Broken beams of sunlight heated my shoulder from the window beside the rolling desk chair. No wonder Cole was always daydreaming. Between the heat of the sun and the softness of the chair, sleep threatened to deter me from my work. Working through the last night didn’t help, either.

      I scooped the stack of papers off of the desk and moved to the firmer, forest green chair I usually sat in when I entered the office. The view from the other side of the desk felt more natural. Cole had always been in here when I had stopped by, but with my brother on his honeymoon, it was a strangely quiet morning. I preferred the more animated pace of the night shift.

      With my Italian loafers crossed on the edge of the desk, I tipped the chair back on two legs and dug into the stack of papers. The first was a food order from Lila. The sassy cook hadn't received as much recognition for her work as Amy had. It was likely due to the fact that Amy was more attractive and more personable. But Lila was good at her job, always reliable and competent. If Amy ever left, I’d be happy to give Lila the position.

      I slipped my phone out of my pocket and sent in the electronic request, then initialed the paper form and leaned it on my chest. The next paper in the stack was a field report from Harkins. He had identified the two wolves that had attacked Zaria in her home. The first was listed as average-sized, with gray fur, and a white muzzle. Behind the form, a stack of photographs were attached by a paperclip. Having Harkins report so thoroughly must be a huge asset to Cole. I laid the photos across my legs to look between the pictures and the text. One photograph documented the defeated intruders from Zaria’s kitchen. Two gray wolves laid motionless in a pool of crimson, injured only at the throat. The smaller of the two had a white muzzle. Focusing back on the text, I continued scanning for more information.

      The smaller of the two was recognized as Keir Doyle, of Stratton Walker’s pack. A headshot was marked with his name—light blond hair and a thin jaw. I didn’t recognize him. Considering the state of Ellistown, it wasn’t a surprise to hear that some of the trouble had come from within. Had Doyle turned on his alpha before or after Stratton’s death? Was the Therion Tribunal looking into individual involvement, or was it only Harkins and Cole who had dug for the truth?

      The larger of the two attackers was Aldrich Bastion. I looked at the pictures I’d spread over my legs. The man in the second headshot looked familiar. His face was hard and rectangular, with sweeping blond hair that hung over his close-set, dark eyes. A wide, bulbous nose sat in the center of his all too familiar face. Then it clicked. I had seen that man at the Cook Brothers’ Bar, meeting with Stratton Walker. Aldrich Bastion was Sawtooth Valley’s contact at the Tribunal. Was the Tribunal purposefully skirting a full-fledged investigation of Ellistown because some asshole that was involved belonged to their organization? Did they send grizzlies because there was an internal investigation going on?

      I felt like I was still missing something.

      Loud ringing from Cole’s desk startled me, bringing me back to the office from inside my head. Dropping my feet to the floor, I leaned forward and grabbed the corded phone.

      “Hello,” I answered.

      “Cole Tenbrook?” a sultry woman’s voice asked across the line.

      I paused a moment, trying to clear my head of the trouble I had stumbled across in my brother’s papers to focus on her words. “I’m sorry, Cole’s out of town. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Oh,” she replied, voice trailing.

      Something inside of me sparked, a need to help her if I could; it was something about her voice that drove me to keep her on the line.

      “I’m Lance Tenbrook,” I said. “Cole’s brother. If there’s something you need from him, I might be able to help.”

      “Well, he had offered assistance to Ellistown. We are in need,” she said.

      “Anything our pack can do to help, I’ll make it happen,” I replied. Why had I said that? It was careless to make an offer without knowing what she was asking. It seemed I was making foolish choices a habit lately.

      “There’s not enough food to feed the survivors. I would travel elsewhere myself to buy supplies, but I’m required here,” she said, voice taut.

      “I’ll personally see it done.” Food was not an extravagant request. There was no reason I couldn’t pick up a few things. After what that town had been through, they shouldn’t suffer hunger in the aftermath.

      “We have money. I’ll pay you for whatever you can gather,” she said, voice returning to the husky tone she had started with. The way she tightly controlled her words, and the sultry tone she spoke in intrigued me. What was it about this woman I had never met that had me so off?

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of supplies,” I replied.

      “Thank you,” she said, voice raising like someone being kind was a surprise. “I should go.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “It’s Trixie. Trixie Walker.”

      “I look forward to meeting you, Trixie Walker,” I said.

      “Yes,” she said. “Goodbye.”

      After she hung up the phone, the room felt quieter than it had before she had called. Trixie Walker, likely mate to the late Stratton Walker. Anticipation fluttered inside of me. There was something about her that I was drawn to, though I wasn’t quite sure what it was. What was I getting myself into?
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      I look forward to meeting you, Trixie Walker. Why couldn’t it have been Cole that had answered? And why had I been such an idiot? Yes—what a ridiculous reply. Never had I felt so off balance. Irrationality was the last thing I needed while I struggled to find the strength my pack required from me, that Mara needed from me. This man would be trouble.

      After returning my phone to my pocket, I took in a deep breath and reentered the room at the end of the hall. Viveca, Anika, and Fleur had changed their clothes, choosing from the stack of jeans and sweaters Mara and I had brought. They looked more like they should, like the women I had known before.

      Viveca had pulled her thin, straight, blond hair up into a high ponytail, like she had worn when she taught. The oversized white sweater was a far cry from the fitted dresses she had worn to school, but it was a start.

      Anika sipped on a disposable plastic cup filled with the wine I had brought, looking more content than she had an hour before.

      Fleur had chosen a loose pair of jeans and a Walker Bar and Grill t-shirt from the pile. If she had worn a fresh flower in her hair and applied some makeup, she would have looked ready to go to work, like none of this had ever happened.

      I wished Annora and Sierra had been able to bounce back as well. Both sat on the floor by the window, still dressed as Dashiell had forced them to. Mara kneeled behind Annora, stroking the younger woman’s golden locks with a wide brush. Watching my sister-in-law help another, instead of being the one most lost, warmed my heart. Spending my time with her was helping me feel like a person as much as it was helping her to do the same.

      “Supplies will come from Sawtooth Peaks,” I said to the room.

      Mara smiled up at me from the floor. I never thought I would be grateful to share my sofa with my sister-in-law, but her light was returning, and mine with it.

      “Do you know when?” Fleur asked.

      I should have asked, but I hadn’t been thinking clearly. “No, but sooner than the bears can provide, I’m sure.” I turned back to Mara. “What do you need from your house?”

      “I can’t go there,” she answered.

      “I know,” I said. “But I need to speak to Troy. Are you comfortable staying here?”

      Mara looked around the room at the other she-wolves. “I’ll be okay,” she said.

      “I’ll return when I can,” I said, and took an empty backpack from the bed.

      “Good luck,” Mara whispered as I closed the door behind me.

      I needed all of the luck I could get. What would I say to my twin when I saw him? What would he have to say for himself? For his actions? For what he did to Mara? I hoped he had returned to his home, and had not been taken by the bears. I needed him to explain.

      Sparse snowflakes floated down onto the quiet, ice-covered street and melted as they landed on my coat. Stratton’s cap was damp on my fingers as I pulled it downward, securing it on my head. I crossed my arms to conserve body heat as I trekked out into the flurries. It would have been faster and warmer to run across town as a wolf, with thick fur to keep in my heat. I might have even been able to enjoy the snow. But there would have been no way to transport the backpack as a wolf, and though everyone left in town knew about shifters, I didn’t know what kind of reaction would come from openly running through the streets that way. Also, I had never been concerned about being without clothes after shifting back to human form, but after Dashiell, I hadn’t taken any chances of leaving myself vulnerable, even alone in the woods. It was an all-around better idea to stay human as I walked to my brother’s house.

      The white, wooden rancher was in worse shape than my home. Long, ivory boards were scattered across the yard, and light blue shutters jutted out of the bushes below the windows. All that was left was the framework that held up what had been the front of my brother’s house. There were no sounds of life in what had been a busy neighborhood. There was no scent in the cold, damp air of my brother or any other wolves. It was unlikely that he could be living in those conditions, but because I had walked the distance, I had to be sure.

      “Hello,” I called. “Troy, are you there?”

      No one answered, so I tossed my bag between two support beams and squeezed myself in after it. A sheet of ice and snow covered the kitchen and living room. Floors, tables, chairs, and the sofa were all encased in an opaque white crust. No footprint indentations marked visitors before me.

      It seemed Troy wasn’t here. But if not here, then where? I remembered bears stalking over Dashiell’s men, wolves that had lain in the street, bound. There had been box trucks transporting wolves from Ellistown—both victims and oppressors. I feared that my twin was among them, especially since he had been inside of the mansion.

      Evidence of the weather lessened as I stepped down the hall to the back of the house. Framed pictures decorated the walls. I stopped and admired the photograph of Gran hugging me and Troy in her lap. It was taken a few years after we had moved in with her, a few years after Mom had died. We all looked so happy.

      Most of the pictures were of Troy and Mara. My sister-in-law looked so alive, so much healthier than she had after the mansion. For a moment I debated taking a memento for her, but decided it would likely bring her more pain than comfort. So that the trip had not been made for nothing, I went to their bedroom and collected some of Mara’s belongings. She was bound to feel more herself in her own clothes.

      An ornate, porcelain hairbrush sat atop the mirror-backed dresser by the bed. I collected it and the small makeup bag that sat beside it and put them in my backpack. The dresser and closet brimmed with more clothes than I could carry, about twice what I had owned before I had given much of my wardrobe away. Prioritizing, I gathered the pieces I felt were most essential, and those I recognized as some of her favorites. Underwear, bras, a pair of skinny jeans, a few shirts that looked familiar, and a warm sweater all made it into my bag. Little room left, I picked a pair of flats that would fit her better than my shoes. She couldn’t wear them in the snow, but she could use them indoors.

      Before I left, I picked one last item to return home with—the photograph of Gran, me, and Troy.
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      My palms were moist on the wheel as I drove slowly past the sign that read Ellistown. The windshield wipers flicked back and forth as I rolled slowly through the empty streets, unsure where to go.

      The town was nothing like it had been the night we had come for Hailey. Metal and wood that had created boundary walls had been removed and sat in mounds at the edges of town. The homes that those supplies had belonged to were left abandoned and in pieces, while moist flurries fell through missing roofs. In the light of day, the burning and destruction was much more evident than it had been in the rush of that night. These people needed more than a few boxes of food; they needed their town entirely rebuilt.

      I drove slowly, looking for a sign of where the survivors were actually staying, a sign of life. A wide-shouldered giant walked toward my truck through the parking lot of a long, wooden building, and locked eyes with me.

      In a red, plaid shirt and dark jeans, with brown hair and beard, the mountain of a man was unforgettable. My grip tightened on the wheel. I’d recognize the grizzly who had investigated Cole anywhere—Liam Blake.

      I parked the truck and climbed out to speak to him. The grizzly seemed unaffected by the chill of the icy air and snow as he stopped next to my truck without a jacket. Snowflakes melted as they landed in his hair and across his shoulders. Blake was nearly as tall as me, and at least twice as wide, a massive wall of muscle. Unsure of his intentions, I offered my hand, and he accepted.

      “Lance Tenbrook,” he said as we shook, “what brings you to Ellistown?”

      “Mr. Blake, I’m looking for Trixie Walker. Do you know where I can find her?”

      “What do you want with her?” he asked, his face hard and unreadable. Interrogation must have been in his nature.

      “She called me. I’ve brought her some things,” I said, gesturing to the box that sat on the truck’s bench.

      He crossed his thick arms and looked into the truck’s window, then nodded at me. “She came by here earlier, but walked down that street not too long ago. She’s probably the only she-wolf wandering the town. You should be able to find her.”

      I followed his gaze and saw more of the same, an empty street in ruins, blanketed in white.

      “Thanks,” I said, and set out in the direction he had indicated.

      It would have been smart to have taken the time to dress for the weather, to put on boots instead of loafers. I should have worn a thicker coat and a hat. If I had been thinking clearly, I would have asked for more information before throwing on my jacket, gathering what I could fit in a box, and driving straight here to see a woman I knew nothing about. I should have asked what she wanted me to bring, and how I could reach her. But I couldn’t think about anything that I should; all that occupied my mind was the desire to reach Trixie Walker.

      I wondered if Trixie was better dressed for the weather than I was. I wondered what kind of errand she was on, and what kind of person she was. The sound of her husky voice still lingered in my mind.

      After a few quiet blocks, I heard movement ahead. Following the sound, I found a rancher missing all of the boards that should have composed the front siding. A small woman climbed out between the studs, then pulled a backpack between the studs behind her and slung it over her shoulders. The stuffed bag looked like it weighed as much as her, with her tiny frame.

      Continuing my approach, I couldn’t help but stare as I tried to get a better look at the woman who had such an overwhelming effect on me.

      Fiery red hair hung over her shoulders in loose ringlets, and her emerald eyes lit when she met mine. A light speckling of freckles decorated the tops of her cheeks and across the bridge of her petite nose. Her mouth turned up at the side for only a moment, revealing an adorable dimple, then straightened once again. She was naturally beautiful without the smile, but after seeing a glimpse of the redhead’s grin, I wanted nothing more than to see her smile again.

      My inner wolf urged me forward to touch her, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, but I held back.

      “Trixie?” I asked, leaving a few feet between us. Even with the distance, I caught her intoxicating scent: citrus, cranberry, and a gentle sweetness that didn’t come from her soap.

      She squinted her eyes at me, then put a black baseball hat over her head. “Who wants to know?”

      “I’m Lance, Cole’s brother,” I said, with what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “Oh,” she said, “that was fast. Did you bring anything with you?”

      I looked down at my empty hands. “Of course, back at my truck. Will you walk with me?”

      She stepped up to my side, and we walked back the way I had come. “What did you bring?”

      “I threw together a box of random stuff. I’ll bring more if you tell me what you need.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I’m happy to help,” I replied. “If you don’t mind me asking, was that your house?”

      “No.”

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry.” I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, but I had an overwhelming desire to know everything about her.

      “It’s my brother Troy’s house,” she said.

      “I’m glad you have family here for support,” I replied.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that.” Her shoulders relaxed as we walked, easing my worry that I was causing her additional stress. “I haven’t found him yet. But my sister-in-law has been staying with me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that he’s missing. Have you talked to Liam Blake, the grizzly? He may know where your brother is,” I suggested.

      “No. I’m not much for bears.”

      “You’re not alone on that. For whatever reason, the Tribunal sent them instead of wolves, and the grizzlies seem to want to help. Well,” I said, “at least the one that stayed.”

      “He’s okay,” she agreed. “Tell me about you.”

      Trixie looked up at me, more relaxed than she had been, her bright green eyes searching my face.

      “Well, I run a bar that I share with my half-brother in Sawtooth Peaks,” I said.

      “So if he mated a human, does he remain your acting alpha?”

      “No, it wouldn’t be accepted, and he doesn’t want to be,” I said.

      She nodded. “So you are without an alpha just as we are? Or have you claimed the position?”

      “Cole just left on his honeymoon, and no one’s put in a claim yet. I’m expected to, and I’m doing my best to fill in, but I have no mate.”

      “Oh,” she blushed, red cheeks mirroring her beautiful hair.

      “Do you have a next in line here?” I asked.

      “No. Stratton had no brothers. It’s undecided. Besides, there isn’t much of a pack left to claim,” she replied gesturing to the remnants of the town around us.

      “I’m so sorry you lost your mate,” I said, and touched her hand. Her skin was soft and cold. My inner wolf screamed for her as my body ignited at our contact. I had never felt such a need for someone, never felt the urge to tear off a woman’s clothes and mate her in the street.

      Allowing myself only a moment of her, I released her hand. Trixie let out a breath.

      “Stratton was my best friend, my partner in business and in my life,” she said, face flushed, and placed a hand on the cap on her head. “I first met him the day Troy and I moved in with Gran, when we were kids. He had come over to see who the new kids were and he had enjoyed playing in the dirt as much as I had. We were fast friends, but just that. So when Stratton needed a mate to take his father’s place as alpha, perform the duty our pack required of him, it was easy to say yes. We had always enjoyed each other’s company and I had never imagined fairytale love in my cards.”

      “It sounds like you accepted your mate out of duty, just as he did.”

      “It’s true, but even so, it’s hard moving past the loss of my best friend. He’s always been here, and my life is too quiet without him.”

      I could relate to the too quiet, but I knew losing a mate, whether or not there was romantic love, must be harder than just living alone.

      “I’m sure,” I said. The long building where I had run into Blake stood just ahead.

      We stopped at my truck, and I wished the distance had taken longer. “The box is on the bench,” I said. “It isn’t much, but if you want me to bring anything else, or you need anything at all, please call me. Even if you just need someone to talk to.” I pulled a bent business card from my pocket and handed it to Trixie. It had my name, the name of the bar, and my cell on it.

      Staring down at the card in her hands, Trixie said, “Thank you, Lance Tenbrook.”

      “Just Lance,” I said. “And you’re welc—”

      She cut me off with her supple, pink lips on mine. Her eyes closed, and she touched my chest with her small hand. She lit my body on fire, every nerve raw and desperate for more. I put my hands in her strawberry hair, fingering her soft curls. The wolf inside compelled me to claim her as my mate. I moved my lips against hers, tasting and exploring her sweet mouth. Fighting myself, I held back, but I needed more; I needed her.

      As if she felt my desperation, she pushed away, leaving me cold and empty. Her emerald eyes were wide, and lines of concern crossed her brow. “I’m…I’m,” she said, “I have to go.”

      Trixie opened the passenger side door to my truck and pulled out the box of food I had brought from my pantry.

      “Thank you for this. I’m sorry,” she said, and took off toward the Come On Inn.

      “Trixie,” I called, but she didn’t turn back. Her red curls bounced as she ran from me.

      I had let myself go too far. She had just lost her mate, and I was ready to claim her in the street.

      If I followed her inside, I would probably just fuck things up worse. She deserved the space she needed. Part of me wished she would run back outside, or call as soon as she entered, begging me to follow. The other part knew my timing couldn’t be worse, and I needed to regain self-control before I saw her again.

      All of my ability to reason disappeared in her presence, and only one thing was clear—Trixie Walker was meant to be my mate.
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      Butterflies fluttered in my stomach, and my heart raced. What was I thinking? The sensual, magnetic pull to that man was nearly impossible to resist. Confidence had poured off of his tall, fit body. He had dressed like a business man, not like he should be running errands for me in the snow. How many women had fallen for those deep, sapphire eyes and easy smile? Plenty, I was sure. He must have thought I was such an idiot, kissing him like that. We didn’t know each other, I was a broken mess, and he was way out of my league. There were plenty of reasons why I shouldn’t have crossed that line, but I couldn’t help it. I had never been so drawn to anyone before, never felt such a strong need to touch another person.

      One thing was clear—I couldn’t trust myself around Lance Tenbrook.

      Holding tight to the box he had brought for me, I leaned against the wall by the payphone in the hall of the Come On Inn. It was hard not to rush back out to him, see how far he would let my passion go. I needed to go in and see Mara, to have someone to talk out my feelings with. Was it too soon after losing Stratton? Had I dishonored his memory by kissing another man? Stratton’s and my relationship had never been a physical one, but we had been mates.

      My feelings wouldn’t matter, anyway. After I made such an ass of myself, Lance wouldn’t want to see me again. He probably had beautiful she-wolves lined up begging to be his mate. What chance did someone like me have? I ran my fingers through the hair that hung over my shoulder, checking that the red strands covered my scars. The best thing to do was to bring in the box of food, give Mara her clothes, and try to forget about the man whose face I couldn’t get out of my head.

      Straightening myself, I took a deep breath and knocked on the door at the end of the hall. Fleur peeked through and unlocked the chain.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi, Trixie. How did it go?” she asked.

      “Troy wasn’t there,” I answered, and looked around the room for my sister-in-law. “Where’s Mara?” I asked, unable to find her in the small room.

      “Your brother came here while you were gone,” she said, then looked down, avoiding my eyes. “He asked Mara to go back to the mayor’s mansion with him.”

      I crossed over to the bed and dropped the box of food. Turning back to Fleur, I asked, “Did she go willingly? Or did he force her?”

      I tried to keep my voice even, but it was difficult. While I was out flirting, Mara had been taken.

      “She went without being forced,” she said.

      “I have to go. There’s food in the box,” I said, and left without looking back.

      The icy earth crunched beneath my boots as I stalked toward the prison where I had been held. At least the snow had stopped. My coat and hat were already damp from walking around in the falling snow, too much more time out in the cold and I was liable to get sick.

      My fists held tight to the straps of the backpack I carried. I had hoped that Troy wasn’t taken away by the bears, but now that he had Mara, I wasn’t so sure that his escape was for the best. He’d left Mara and me to rot with Dashiell—why was he interested in her now? She had been doing so well, and now being back with him, back in that place, I imagined her curled up in the corner of our cell wearing her tulle dress and sobbing. The thought made me sick, and I prayed that I was worried for nothing.

      The two-story building stood apart from the rest of town, yet sat in its center. I had avoided even looking in this direction since that night, the night that I had been freed. The weight on my back felt greater with each step I took, and it was increasingly difficult to make my legs move. I told myself I didn’t have to stay long, I just had to talk to Troy and Mara, then I could go. Mara could come home with me, and Troy too, if Mara wanted him.

      There was no front door on the mansion from where the bears had forced their way in, only a plastic sheet attached to the frame. As I pulled it to the side, my head spun. My chest was tight as I stepped through the doorway, making it hard to breathe. All of my instincts told me to bolt. Forcing a measured, deep breath, I took one step at a time. The sooner this was done, the sooner I could go.

      “Hello?” I called. The sound of my voice in my ears was shaky and unfamiliar.

      Hyperaware of my surroundings, I listened for signs of him. I expected Dashiell to step out any moment, to call me Beatrice and put his hands on me. I knew he was dead, but knowing didn’t ease my fear. After a few more steps, a tall, wide figure entered the hall. His scent was wolf, and his stance was hard, like an enforcer. Goosebumps covered my skin. It took everything I had not to run for the door.

      “Trixie?” he asked. After he spoke, I recognized the man. Short, brown hair, dull, gray eyes, and concern on his brow—I recognized him as Dwayne Cullen, one of Stratton’s men.

      “Dwayne?” I asked, working to steady my voice.

      “Yeah,” he answered. “How are you holding up?”

      Not a question I was willing to answer.

      “I need to see my brother,” I said.

      “Okay. I’ll show you to him,” he said, and held out his arm, gesturing me to walk beside him.

      I kept my distance as he led me through the elaborately decorated mansion, while keeping him within my sight. If he was here, did that mean he’d stood beside Dashiell? I didn’t remember seeing him the night of the attack or any time after. Clearly he hadn’t died by Stratton’s side, but he also wasn’t taken by the bears. Was he a coward or coldblooded? I decided not to ask.

      Just outside of the library, we found my twin in the hall. He looked comfortable in black dress pants and a white button-down shirt, like an important businessman. It seemed my concern for him was for nothing; Troy had not suffered any of the horrors the rest of the town had.

      “Troy,” I said, more firmly than I had intended.

      “Trixie,” he said, and put his arms around my shoulders, “how nice to see you, sister.”

      “Where’s Mara?” I asked.

      “She’s upstairs, settling in. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to see Mara,” I said.

      “Mara, dear,” he called over his shoulder, then turned back to me. I felt Dwayne’s eyes on me as I stared down my brother.

      “I was worried about you,” I told Troy.

      “There’s nothing to be concerned about,” he said. “I’m just fine.”

      “I see.”

      “You look like you could use a good meal,” he said, looking me up and down. “Would you like to join us for dinner?”

      “Dinner?” I asked. I had to beg a stranger for food to feed our town, and my brother was living in the luxury of a mansion, eating full meals. The thought made me sick.

      “Yes, you can catch up with my mate at dinner.”

      “Mara,” I called.

      “I assure you she’s fine. But it’s nice to see you two getting along so well.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Why not?” he answered. “My home is in pieces, and this place was empty.”

      “You were here before it was empty,” I said.

      “I made myself useful,” he replied.

      “Useful? You didn’t try to help Stratton. You didn’t help me. And worst of all, you left your mate to be used by any man working for Dashiell. Tell me why. I deserve to know why.” My voice was shaking, and I realized I was yelling.

      “I’m sorry about whatever happened to you. I did what I had to, just as I’m sure you did,” he said. “So, I’m guessing you won’t stay for dinner.”

      “Mara,” I yelled.

      My sister-in-law crept softly into the hall behind Troy. She kept her gaze down and stopped behind him.

      “Mara,” I said, pushing past Troy, and taking her hand. “Mara, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she answered, eyes on my feet.

      “We should go,” I said, and pulled gently on her arm, but she didn’t follow.

      “Mara will stay here with me,” Troy said. “She is my mate, after all.”

      “Mara,” I said, “you don’t have to stay. You don’t owe him anything.”

      She met my eyes, with a hard, emotionless expression. “I belong with my mate. You should go.”

      My eyes stung as moisture welled in the corners.

      “Mara,” I said.

      If she wouldn’t go, I couldn’t make her. I couldn’t force her to leave him, even if I knew she wasn’t happy here. Maybe if he wanted her, he would try to make his actions up to her. Though ‘I did what I had to’ was a pathetic excuse.

      I reached into my backpack and pulled out the framed picture of Gran and me with Troy, something I had intended to bring home, a reminder that Troy needed more than I did.

      “I picked this up at your house when I went looking for you,” I said, handing my brother the photograph.

      Then I turned to Mara, and set the backpack full of her belongings at her feet. “These are for you,” I said. “You are welcome at my house anytime.”

      I hugged the sister that I had fed and clothed, the one who’d helped me find my strength again.

      Then I turned and left the way I had come. The air outside seemed colder as the sun set and I wandered back to my empty house alone. I was numb, mind and body, and my feet moved on their own as I watched the sky. Purples and reds swirled behind gray clouds, and the golden sun sank behind distant trees.

      I slipped my hands into my coat pockets and noticed the battered, rectangular paper within. My fingers slid across the upraised letters and numbers, and I pictured the face and the taste of the beautiful man who had given it to me.
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      The cool, hard wall pressed against my back as I watched the room from beside the door. I had taken Harkins’s favorite spot to observe but not be bothered. Customers moved about, drinking, talking, and playing pool. Shea’s red hair drew my eye as she crossed the floor from bar to tables and back again. Her low ponytail gathered her fluffy ringlets at the nape of her neck. Shea was lovely in her own right, but she couldn’t compare to Trixie. Shea’s hair was a dull auburn, where Trixie’s was a scarlet flame that beckoned me to run my hands through her vibrant strands, and her emerald irises sparkled with intensity.

      After just a glimpse of Trixie Walker, the whole world looked dull by comparison.

      Callie walked between me and Shea, and blew me a kiss. I averted my eyes and listened to the chatter that filled the room. Sawtooth Den was full of calm and pleasant tones, laughter and drinking—all was well.

      An authoritative female voice stood out from the rest and caught my attention. Zaria. She was speaking to Axel. “There’s no better time, and none better qualified.”

      Zaria’s words reminded me of the way she had spoken to Cole. Now that he had taken a human mate and given up his right to put in a claim, it seemed it was Axel’s turn.

      She continued, “Your father performed many of the alpha’s duties while we’ve been without a true leader of this pack. If you were to take a mate and put in a claim, no one would oppose you.”

      Axel took a swig of his beer and turned toward me. Lines of concern crossed his forehead, and he looked like he wished he was somewhere else. His dark, brown eyes pleaded with me to save him. I had no desire to speak with Zaria, but I sympathized with Axel, knowing how his step-mother could be.

      “Axel,” I called, strolling across the room to him, with my hands in my pockets and a casual grin across my face.

      “Lance.” He smiled back, concern melting away from his brow.

      “How’s it going?” I asked, and held out a hand.

      He turned his body away from the small, raven-haired woman and took my palm in a solid shake.

      Zaria turned and walked away—my presence was the best repellent to that woman.

      After she had exited the bar, Axel said, “Thank you.”

      “Anytime,” I answered, and sat across the table from him.

      “Did you hear her?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      “Fuck alpha. Now that my father’s gone and I got my revenge, this place feels even less like home than it did before,” Axel said.

      I studied the blond man before me. His shoulders hung, and the dark circles under his eyes made him look tired. All of his resentment for Cole, and the fire that seemed to control him had faded. What was left after the deaths of Garret and Dashiell was a different man than Axel had been before.

      “That makes sense,” I replied.

      “I never really wanted to move to this town to begin with,” he said.

      “But your father had chosen Zaria.”

      “Yeah. And you know what she’s like,” he said.

      I smiled in response.

      “The more she talks, the more I think I’d be better off packing a bag and taking my bike on the road. I don’t get it,” he said. “It’s like she thinks I should want the responsibility, want to take a leading role here.”

      “She always wanted to be tied to the alpha,” I replied.

      “First my father, then Cole, now she’s pushing me? Fuck that,” he said. “What about you?”

      “What about me?” I asked. We both knew Zaria had no interest in me.

      “Are you going to take a mate and put in a claim?”

      “I hadn’t considered it until recently,” I said. Not until I met Trixie. I hadn’t wanted a mate, and so I wouldn’t have claimed alpha. But now, all I knew was that I wanted her, needed the fiery haired woman who constantly occupied my thoughts.

      “Well, I’m not going to be your competition,” he said.

      “And I haven’t said that I’m putting in a claim,” I replied.

      “True.”

      “You’ve earned a place in this pack on your own,” I said. “If you want to stay, we’re happy to have you. If you choose to go, don’t go without saying goodbye.”

      “Thanks,” he said.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to check the number. It wasn’t one I recognized. Few calls came in from numbers I didn’t know. I hoped it was her.

      “Excuse me,” I said, and walked back the hall toward Cole’s office.

      I pressed the button to accept and stepped into the quiet office.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Hi,” she said in that smooth, sultry tone that made me want to reach through the phone and touch her.

      “Trixie.”

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said. “And sorry for my behavior.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about,” I replied.

      “I made a complete ass of myself,” she said.

      “You were perfect.”

      She let out a small laugh, and I pictured her freckled cheeks raising and wrinkling her eyes as she smiled.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, really,” she said. “I just…I just needed someone to talk to.”

      “I’m glad you called me.”

      “Am I interrupting anything?” she asked. “I don’t want to bother you if you’re busy.”

      “Really, Trixie, you’re no bother. I’m at work. This place runs itself. I have an amazing bartender who can run the shift without me. If there’s something she can’t handle, she has an enforcer that sticks to her like glue.”

      “I wish I had found someone like that,” she said.

      “Before all of this, you had a bar, too?” I asked.

      “Kind of,” she said. “Stratton and I had a place, Walker Bar and Grill. It was more his vision than mine, but I’ve always had a passion for cooking, or at least I did.”

      “What’s your vision?” I asked. “If you could do anything, what would it be?”

      “I guess it would have been mostly the same,” she said, and I could imagine her smiling again.

      I sat down in the hard chair across from my brother’s desk, tipped back, and closed my eyes. I pictured her intense, green eyes, her fiery, red hair, and the taste of her mouth on mine.

      She said, “If it had been all up to me, I would have probably made more kinds of food. We did burgers and fries mostly, and I would have liked to make more of my Gran’s recipes.”

      “Did she teach you to cook?” I asked.

      “She did. And passed down her passion for it to me. It was just me, Troy, and Mom until Mom died, then we moved in with Gran,” she said.

      “I’m sorry about your mom,” I said.

      “I don’t remember her all that well. It was harder when Gran died a few years ago. She was the one who raised me.”

      “Now it’s just you and Troy?” I asked, remembering that she had been out looking for him when we had met.

      “And his mate, Mara.”

      “Have you found any new leads on your brother’s whereabouts?” I asked.

      “I found him,” she answered, but the warmth in her voice was gone.

      “That’s good, right?” I asked.

      “I hope so.”

      We sat in silence for a few moments, then I asked, “Trixie, what are you doing tomorrow?”

      “Well, I guess I’ll take the girls out into town, and see what we can do to start making this place whole again.”

      “Is there anything I can bring by to help?”

      “Gloves, hammers, and nails would be a good start,” she said. “Some tarps to cover the holes. And I’d be happy to have an extra set of hands.”

      “I’ll go by the store when it opens.”

      “Lance,” she said, “we’ll pay for the supplies.”

      “I’m not worried about it, Trixie. I just want to help.” I left out the rest—I just want to help you, provide anything you need.

      “Thank you, Lance. I’m feeling a bit better.”

      “Call me anytime,” I said.

      “Good night,” she said, voice soft and alluring.

      “Good night, Trixie.”

      The rest of the evening went by in a blur. Trixie filled my thoughts, and I couldn’t stop smiling. I spoke to customers and invited Axel to come with me to Ellistown. Trixie had said they needed an extra set of hands, and I thought it could be good for him to escape Zaria for the day.

      I couldn’t wait for the morning to come and for the chance to see Trixie again.
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      The chilly mattress of the sofa bed indented under my flexed paws as I stretched my legs. The warmth of my fur had helped me sleep through the night even after the fire had burned out.

      Once the sleep drifted from my eyes, I remembered that Stratton was gone, Mara was gone, and I was all alone. I expected the loss to hurt more, but this morning the pain had dulled. Stratton would have wanted me to survive and be happy, and so far I had survived. My sister-in-law couldn’t stay with me forever, and had chosen to go back to her mate. It was her choice to make.

      And as much as I had helped Mara, she had helped me. I had channeled my strength to support her, and moved through the days and nights feeling like a person again. The girls needed me, the town needed me, and Lance was coming. I pictured the tall, athletic man with the crooked grin. His deep, blue eyes shined nearly as brightly as his extraordinary silver hair. Never had I seen someone with that shade of hair. It wasn’t gray like an older man, but metallic and elegant over his masculine face. Did he have hair the same gorgeous color in other places? I blushed at the thought. Focusing forward was the best option.

      Giving up the warmth of my fur, I shifted back to human form. Goosebumps covered my skin and I rushed to dress. Only one pair of jeans and one sweater were left in the corner where I had stacked my clean clothes. The chilled fabric was uncomfortable against my bare skin as I slid on my last outfit. The idea of washing a load of laundry felt so mundane and out of place in my post-Dashiell life. As I scooped the pile of dirty laundry into my arms, I noticed my hands were shaking, a shiver from the cold. I dropped the linens by the sheet that shielded the living room from the open section of the house, and went back to the hearth to start a fire.

      Only three logs remained. Just like with everything else, I would have to look for more soon. I placed one in the waiting fireplace with some kindling and lit the wood. Flickering flames grew stronger as they fed from the tinder. The reddish-orange heat stopped my shivering, but I lingered by the fireside to be sure it had finished its job. Dancing reds and oranges grew to include hotter yellows. How long would it take to stop picturing the town ablaze every time I looked at my source of heat?

      After the fire had warmed me thoroughly, I slid on my boots and coat, and packed my pile of dirty clothes into a tote bag. One of the abandoned houses down the street had a working washer and dryer, and no problems with its electricity. I’d have to borrow them soon.

      As I went through the sheet and into the kitchen, my boots crunched on the icy floor. The last can of tuna sat alone in the cabinet where we had kept all of our blizzard supplies. I used a can opener and grabbed a fork, then went back to eat in front of the fire. It was strange how normal it was all starting to feel—the hole in the roof, sleeping on the sofa, Ellistown standing in ruins. Was it normal now, or was I just growing numb?

      When the tuna was gone, I set off into the icy town outside. Sunlight reflected off of the frozen earth, lawns, and unused streets alike, creating a blinding glare. At least it had stopped snowing. Except for the crunchy ice beneath my feet, the streets were quiet as I approached the Come On Inn. Without traffic entering or exiting town, every change stood out. I recognized the silver pickup parked by the front of the building, and I blushed.

      An unfamiliar blonde man stood by the truck, and I paused. His scent was definitely wolf, and he dressed in a worn, leather jacket, dark blue jeans, and boots. Something about him was familiar. Was he one of Dashiell’s men? Had Lance brought him here? Or was he lingering by the truck for some other reason?

      I continued forward, hoping Lance would show up sooner rather than later. It was probably just nerves, but it was hard to trust anyone anymore.

      The blond man caught sight of me, and our gazes locked. Dark circles surrounded his deep-set eyes, with nearly black irises. I recognized that stare, that face. When I had seen him last, he was a crazed, snow-white wolf, devouring Dashiell.

      Unsure whether I should feel more or less at ease, I continued my approach.

      “Lance,” the man called, but kept his eyes on mine.

      The door to the inn opened, and silver-haired perfection stepped out. He wore a dark, distressed leather jacket over a fitted, white t-shirt that clung to his flat chest. With loose jeans and dark boots, he pulled off the casual look as well as his more formal attire.

      His piercing blue eyes met mine, and the frigidity I had felt melted away. Sexy silver stubble speckled his square jaw, a shade darker than the hair on his head, and his confident grin told me he was a man who could show me a side of myself I had never known.

      My cheeks heated and I gave him a small smile.

      “Trixie,” he said in a tone that made me wish we were alone.

      “Hi, Lance,” I said, then turned back toward the man beside him.

      “Trixie, this is Axel. Have you two already met?” he asked.

      “I believe we have,” I said. Then held out my hand to greet Axel. Up close, I noticed no signs of the fury he had shown that night. And to be fair, I hadn’t been much better off at the time.

      “Yes,” Axel said, shaking my hand. “How are you?”

      “I am,” I started, and paused to choose an appropriate term, “surviving. How are you?”

      “The same,” he said.

      Lance turned to me and said, “I thought we could use an extra hand today, and fortunately Axel was available.”

      “Your assistance is much appreciated,” I said.

      Axel lifted a tarp out of the bed of the pickup and said, “Where do we start?”

      “Anywhere there’s a hole,” I said. “But we should focus first on the homes of those who remain. There are survivors staying in the inn that would like nothing more than to return to their homes.”

      “Sounds good,” Lance said.

      “Let me get the girls,” I said. “We’ll meet you here.”

      “Okay,” Axel said as I entered the building.

      After being outside, the lobby of the inn was dark by comparison. I wasn’t surprised to see the grizzly behind the reception desk, as his scent preceded him. What I didn’t expect was to see Blake attaching a tool belt to his waist.

      “Don’t squint at me like that,” he growled, keeping his eyes down on the task he was completing.

      “What?” I asked, and forcibly relaxed my face. Had I been scowling?

      “I see the way you look at me. Your silver-haired friend out there told me what the lot of you would be up to today.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “I’ve been charged with keeping the town safe, which doesn’t mean I have to stay at this desk. I’m coming out to help.” His big, brown eyes met mine. Other than his threatening scent, Blake seemed okay, for a bear.

      “That would be appreciated,” I said, and continued back the hall. With the company of Lance, Axel, Blake, and the girls, this would prove to be an interesting day.

      After two knocks, Viveca answered the door with a smile. Her straight, blond hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, and the darkness surrounding her eyes had lessened.

      “Hey,” she said, and held the door for me to enter.

      “Hi.” I walked to the center of the room.

      As I scanned the faces of the women scattered around the small space, I thought they seemed a little more like themselves. Everyone had chosen something to wear. A little bit of food and some fresh clothes went a long way.

      “Good morning, ladies,” I said. “A friend to Ellistown has brought building supplies. We need everyone to lend a hand today. First priority is to those that have stayed. We will cover holes with tarps until we can do better.”

      “What can we do to help?” Fleur asked.

      “I’d like you all to help me gather the people staying here, human and wolf alike. The residents of Ellistown are our greatest resource, and we want to get them back into their homes,” I said.

      All eyes were on me; even the younger and more lost of the group showed interest in my words. Then Blake said from behind me, “Let’s do it.”
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      My breath caught as Trixie stepped out of the inn, her pink lips turned up slightly on one side. The slightest sign of her pleasure warmed my heart. I would give anything to see her smile.

      Sunlight sparkled as it caught her loose, cherry curls. Without a hat hiding her face, each tiny freckle was visible. I adored them all. Her petite frame was hidden beneath an oversized coat and jeans. I wondered what she looked like underneath, and if those clothes had fit her before all of this had happened. If she would let me, I would see them fit her well once again.

      “Help is on the way,” she said, in the smooth, sensual voice that had won my heart before I had ever laid eyes on her.

      She stood beside me, just inches from my skin, and I felt an electricity between us, an overwhelming desire to touch her. There was no question about it for me—Trixie Walker was my mate. Did she feel even a glimmer of the same intensity for me?

      “Great,” I replied, willing myself to hold it together.

      Liam Blake joined us next, then a flood of others followed—women and elderly, wolves and humans.

      When everyone had gathered, Trixie spoke loud enough for all to hear. “Ellistown is our home,” she said. “Together we can make it whole again. It’ll just take time. Lance Tenbrook from Sawtooth Peaks has provided us with supplies. We’ll split into groups. Take what you need to cover the holes in your homes. Let’s make it safe for everyone to sleep in their own beds again.”

      A short woman with thick, brown hair and a round face started clapping. Others followed. I smiled down at Trixie, a born leader. She took charge and embodied the strength that her pack needed, inspiring a broken town to rebuild. If only I could manage to find that same strength for my pack. They deserved an alpha.

      Two young women with golden hair approached the truck, holding hands. I recognized them as women who had worn the colored dresses that night in the mansion.

      “Annora, Sierra, help Mrs. Moore so we can get Billy back in his own bed,” Trixie said.

      They nodded, and took a tarp and hammer. Blake watched the two frail women, then followed after them.

      The crowd slowly thinned as small groups carried supplies in different directions. Axel went with two she-wolves who had been trapped in the mansion. Trixie stood by my side when everyone else had left.

      “Show me your house,” I said.

      She took in a deep breath, grabbed some supplies, and started walking without me. I picked up a box of nails and my tool belt and followed after her.

      A few quick strides and I returned to her side.

      “My house needs electrical work,” she said without looking at me.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I replied.

      “You could assist someone else if you prefer,” she said.

      I touched her arm and stopped in the street. “Trixie, there is no one I would rather be with.”

      Her face flushed when she met my eyes with her deep emerald gaze. Then she started back down the road, and I followed. She felt the electricity between us, but she pulled away. Reading people was usually a strength of mine, but Trixie wasn’t like other people.

      We stopped in front of a white, wooden rancher. Wooden boards were scattered across the ground, some scorched by the fire that had destroyed a large portion of the grass. The left side of the front of the house was missing, along with a portion of the roof. Cabinets and appliances were visible through the opening. A stainless-steel refrigerator and stove were dulled with a layer of ash and ice. Countertops and wooden cabinets were encased in ice. Trixie watched me with concern on her face as I looked at her house.

      “It looks like we should start with the kitchen,” I said. “Do you have a ladder?”

      “Around back,” she answered, and I followed her to a small shed. A ladder was mounted on the side. I carried it to the house and climbed onto the roof.

      “We can patch the roof temporarily, and get the electricity back on,” I explained. “But we’ll have to collect more supplies from Greenville. You should come with me tomorrow, and we can bring back more shingles and wood for everyone.” Of course I could go alone, but I wanted any excuse to spend time with this woman that drove me wild. I looked down at Trixie on the ground below me and waited for her response.

      “Okay,” she said, smoothing her hair down over one shoulder with her fingers.

      I set to work and patched the roof with tarps. Luckily, the home only needed a few wires reattached where the wall was torn out. If it had been more complicated, I would have required the help of an electrician. Trixie helped hold the boards that I nailed to the side of her house, and I enjoyed just being in her company. We carried wood from a pile at the edge of town back to her house, and filled in the hole where her kitchen had been exposed to the elements. By the time the sun began to set, the only entrance to her home was the door.

      I cleaned up outside, while Trixie went in to do some laundry. The last thing I put away was the ladder from the shed.

      As I was out there, the scent of bear preceded Blake’s approach.

      “Your friend went home,” he said when he reached the scorched yard.

      “Axel?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Thanks for telling me,” I said.

      “Everyone’s calling it a night,” Blake said, and turned back.

      “There’s dinner in the cooler. I’d appreciate if you could make sure everyone gets something,” I replied. “Thanks for coming out.”

      “Your supplies made it possible,” he said, and walked away.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of Blake, always cold and emotionless. He didn’t have to help with the work, but he had done it anyway. There was no need to walk down here and tell me Axel had left or that everyone was turning in, but he had done me the courtesy. If he had smiled even once, I would have thought he liked me, but the bear never smiled.

      Ellistown was lucky to have him, even if he was strange.

      “I’ll be right back,” I hollered in the door.

      “Okay,” Trixie said.

      I went back to the inn and grabbed two of the subs I had left in the cooler for everyone’s dinner. Most were taken, but people were still trickling in from around town. When I returned to Trixie’s house, I knocked on the door.

      “Welcome back,” she said, opening the door with a smile.

      “I brought dinner,” I said.

      Trixie looked down at the subs in my hands. “Come in.”

      We ate on the sofa in the living room, since there hadn’t been time to clean in the kitchen. The wheat sub rolls were filled with chicken salad, made with grapes and walnuts, the way my mom used to make it. Trixie sat beside me, and I felt the electricity return, the need to touch her, to claim her.

      “Lance,” she said. “This is too much.”

      I hoped she didn’t mean my presence, this pull between us.

      “It’s just a sandwich,” I replied. “Is there anything that needs to be fixed in your bedroom?” I asked, looking around the room at the piles of clothes and bedding on the floor.

      “No,” she answered.

      “Okay,” I said. I didn’t want to push. If there wasn’t something to fix, she had to have her reasons not to have her clothes in the bedroom.

      “I haven’t been able to sleep in there since it happened.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and placed my hand on hers. Touching her felt right. I wanted to pull her into my chest and hold her, but I didn’t. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Maybe,” she said, lips gently parted. Her skin was warm, and her cheeks heated. Trixie rose from the sofa, lacing her fingers in mine, and I followed her into the bedroom.
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      The room seemed a bit less off-limits with Lance by my side. I wanted to share my personal space with him, to let him get close. I sat down on the edge of the bed, and he sat by me. Every nerve was raw and desperate for his touch. All of this was new and intimidating for me, this enchantment that controlled me.

      “Thank you for today,” I said, tilting my head to look up into his gorgeous eyes, deep as an ocean.

      He smiled down at me, then bent his neck, and took my mouth with his. His lips were tender, in contrast to the rough stubble covering his square jaw. Flutters tingled inside of me, sensation spreading from his warm, soft lips. My body was on fire, hot with a yearning I had never felt before.

      “Anything for you, Trixie,” he growled, revealing the beastly desire that matched my own.

      Desperate for more, I pressed my mouth back against his. With slow, gentle movements, he parted my lips with his tongue. So expertly controlled. I wondered how many women he had kissed. Certainly more than the number of men I had. There had never been a kiss like this for me, there’d never been such passion. I followed his lead, and let our tongues dance, licking, circling, exploring.

      Every inch of me ached for his touch. The longer I tasted him, the more needy I became. I turned and climbed onto his lap, straddling his legs. Lance’s arousal pressed up against me through his jeans, assuring me that he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      After running my fingers through his impossibly silver, short hair, I brought them down, learning his body with my fingertips. The darker stubble on his jaw was rough and sharp to my touch. Inching his tongue deeper inside of me, Lance slid his hands onto my hips.

      Touching his hard chest through the thin fabric of his t-shirt, I slid my hands down to his waist, and tickled up under the fabric. His skin was warm, and the muscles beneath were hard. I traced the ridges of each abdominal, and the valleys where they met. So strong and masculine, so perfect. A line of dark silver hair trailed from his bellybutton to beneath the waistband of his jeans. The rough texture of the fur between my fingers was a stark contrast to the smooth skin it decorated. Grasping the hem of the shirt, I pulled it up and over his head. Lance lifted his arms and moved with me, and watched my face with fire in his deep, sapphire eyes.

      “Trixie,” he growled. “Tell me if it’s too much.”

      “I want you,” I said, admiring the definition of his bare chest, and the desire in his gorgeous blue eyes. It was too good to be true, that this kind and gentle, yet strong and handsome man wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      “Promise you’ll stop me if it’s too much,” Lance said, voice lowering to a deep rumble.

      “I promise,” I said, wishing he’d touch me and knowing I wouldn’t stop him. I needed this, needed him. I couldn’t stop.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, his lips returned to mine, harder, more desperate than before. His cool, huge hands slid up under my sweater, and unhooked my bra with ease. After noting this new indication of his experience, I hoped he wouldn’t find me lacking. He moved his palms beneath the cups of my bra, and gently squeezed my breasts with both hands. Warmth moved through me, connecting the sensations from our kiss, my breasts, and the pressure from beneath me.

      A moan escaped my lips as he moved to my nipples, squeezing softly between thumb and forefinger. I pressed my chest forward into his expert embrace.

      “Lance,” I moaned.

      He slid his hands down my sides, and unclasped my loose jeans. I stood, pulled the bra from beneath my sweater and dropped the jeans and panties off of my hips. They fell to the floor, leaving me wearing only my sweater. I watched Lance’s hungry expression as I moved, growing more nervous as I disrobed.

      “Your turn,” I said as I climbed back onto the bed.

      Lance stood, turned to me and dropped his jeans and boxers to the floor, leaving his every chiseled inch exposed to me. His entire body was lean and muscular, with lightly tanned skin, and dark silver hair highlighting the trail to his erect manhood. The size was intimidating.

      “Wow,” I said, appreciating the perfection before me. “How many women have seen you like this?” I asked, immediately regretting the question.

      “No one else that mattered,” he said, and stalked forward, climbing onto the bed over me.

      Resting my back on the soft comforter, I looked up into his intense, blue eyes as he knelt above me on all fours.

      “I’ve been with women casually,” he said. “But you are the only woman I’ve ever truly wanted. I think about you constantly, Trixie. There is only you.”

      I leaned up and kissed him, knowing that he told me the truth, and sharing his sentiment. I’d never desired a man like I desired Lance. I had taken a mate for duty, and I’d had no consensual physical connection with anyone since. Even when I had been with Stratton for the mating, it hadn’t been like this.

      Lance kissed me back, then lifted my sweater up over my stomach. I stopped him with my hand. He hadn’t seen the scars, and I wasn’t ready for that.

      “Leave it on,” I said. “Please.”

      Lance moved down beneath my ribs, and kissed my exposed belly, leaving a warm, moist trail as he traveled downward. I held my breath as he reached my hips, moving down between my legs. Butterflies danced within me as I waited to be touched, and hoped not to be judged. Would Lance like what he saw? His breath teased me before his tongue reached my opening. One hand slid back to my breast, squeezing as he massaged me below with his tongue. Pleasure from the warm, moist movement combined with his hand on my chest met in my middle, making me feel worshipped like never before.

      His tongue circled and he pinched my erect nipple gently between thumb and forefinger. Slowly he slid his warm hand up my thigh, and fingered between my folds. One thick finger softly pressed inward, teasing and pleasing me.

      Desperate for more, and terrified that it would hurt, I said, “Be gentle.”

      He looked up at me with those dreamy, sapphire eyes, and answered, “Always.” He pressed inward, a little deeper each time.

      “I’m afraid,” I admitted.

      Lance began to pull his hand away, but I caught him and held him inside.

      “Of what?” he asked.

      “I’ve only mated and done this for duty, and it was painful, not like this. Then there was Dashiell…”

      “You’ve never been with a man because you wanted to?” he asked, concern on his face.

      “No.”

      “We should stop. Trixie, I don’t want to scare you or hurt you.”

      “Please don’t,” I said. “Don’t stop; I need this.”

      “Trixie,” he growled.

      “I want it to be you,” I said. “Show me what it’s supposed to be like. Show me what it feels like to be cherished.”

      He smiled up at me, then put his head back down between my legs. With moist circles and rapid flicks, Lance melted me with his expert tongue. His finger moved faster, in and out, curved up toward my belly. I couldn’t help but moan in response. Pressure built and I grasped at the bedding, holding on with both fists. With the tip of a second finger, my body ignited, pleasure coursing over me with reverberating aftershocks. I screamed with delight.

      With every muscle relaxed, I sank into the comforter and stared up at the ceiling.

      Lance crawled up beside me and pulled me close, with my back resting against his hard chest. He wrapped his arms around me, and rested his head on my shoulder.

      Struggling to catch my ragged breath, I inhaled deeply, and wrapped my fist around his hard cock. “What about this?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Let me take care of you, the way that you deserve.”

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






Trixie

        

      

    

    
      I love your spirit, Beatrice. But try to bite me again and I’ll remove your teeth. Try to shift, and I’ll break your leg.

      The binding dug into my wrists as I tried to free my hands. The rough, pink fabric was the only barrier between his skin and mine. I wanted to scream, but he liked it when I did, so I clenched my teeth and kept it in. My heart raced as he pressed down on my neck, shoving my face into the hardwood floor beneath.

      Scream for me.

      My eyes shot open, and my heart raced. Darkness surrounded me. The heavy arm resting over my middle weighed me down, like a restraint tying me in place. My sweater, damp with perspiration, clung to my skin, suffocating me. I climbed out of bed and rushed to the living room. I looked down at my bare legs, then back at the bedroom door to where Lance slept, where I had slept. It was too much, too fast. Dashiell’s words haunted me.

      Scream for me.

      I ripped the sweater off and threw it to the floor. Goosebumps covered my skin, which was still damp with sweat, but the cold didn’t reach me. My mind raced and my body was numb. What had I been thinking? Getting close to Lance—we were going too fast.

      The warm air in the house suffocated me; I needed out. I ran to the kitchen to find it closed off. Backtracking to the door, I paused. It felt unnatural to use the entrance that I always had. I had become accustomed to the hole in the kitchen, and I knew this was right, but it didn’t matter—it was change. My shaking fingers turned the locks and pushed open the door I hadn’t used since Stratton had been alive.

      Once I shut the steel door behind me, I could breathe. Inhaling deep, icy lungfuls of night air, I was free.

      I let go of control, of the dream, of the men who occupied my thoughts. I let go and the cracking of my bones filled the otherwise silent, night air. Fur coated my chilled skin as I sank to my paws. My surroundings sharpened into focus from the fog of human eyes, ears, and nose. Rectangular hints of houses in the distance enhanced until I could see individual icicles dangling from rough shingles, wooden boards nailed to hidden frameworks beneath, and reflective glass squares catching glimmers of light from street lamps.

      There was little to be heard on such a quiet night with so few people around, but the cool wind whispered through the needled branches of evergreens, dropping pebbles of ice to the ground beneath. The sky was clear and the moon shone down on me; the scent of wood fires filled the air. After the day’s work, some of Ellistown’s residents must have been able to return to their homes and enjoy the warmth of their fireplaces as they slept.

      Anxiety faded into the back of my mind as the thrill of being a beast took over. It was exhilarating to be one with the world around me, and I took to the streets. A thin layer of snow offered little traction for my pounding paws as it dusted the icy earth beneath. I slowed around street corners, but ran at full speed without caution down empty streets. The wind bit my face as I pressed forward against its path.

      When my muscles began to feel the burn of fatigue, I slowed. Without proper meals or room to run during those two weeks under Dashiell’s reign of terror, my stamina had waned. I knew it would take time to fully recover, but change was why I ran, and change was not what I wanted to face tonight.

      When I stopped, I realized where I had led myself—to a brick building with a shattered window. Walker Bar and Grill stood before me. This was the place I had spent all of my time in my past life, the life that had ended in a single night. Apparently even in wolf form, I could not allow myself to be truly lost in the moment, to run free.

      I stepped through the open doorway and lay down on the floor of what had been the dining area. There were no comforting scents of burgers, or patrons, or of my best friend. Even Mara was gone. There was only me and the frigid night air blowing through the window.

      I wondered what my sister-in-law was doing right now. Was she sleeping peacefully next to her mate, content and secure? Or was she plagued by nightmares and held there out of duty to the man who had discarded her? I owed her another visit after daybreak, to be sure that she was okay. If she needed an out, I would be there for her.

      Just like Lance was for me. I couldn’t believe what an ass I had been, leaving Lance alone in my bed, the beautiful man that had cared for me, comforted me. He was respectful and understanding, generous and perfect in every way. I had only thought of myself when I ran, leaving without a word. My actions were unfair to him, and told me just how unprepared I was for a relationship with anyone.

      As I wallowed in self-pity, I caught the approach of a familiar scent carried through the air. Pine, leather, and an undefinable earthy scent—Lance.

      I took a deep breath and rose to my feet, then watched the doorway for his arrival. It didn’t take long before a huge, silver wolf stood in the doorway, an alpha predator without question. His thick fur coat shimmered in the moonlight, the same metallic shade as his extraordinary hair when he was in human form.

      Huge paws moved silently as he approached. His cobalt eyes sparkled even in the darkness. Lance was more gorgeous as a wolf than I could have imagined, built of powerful muscles and strong lines.

      A flurry of emotions overcame me—arousal, guilt, and confusion.

      “Trixie,” he said, voice deep and gravelly, in a tongue only shifters would understand.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      I watched his muscles flex as he padded silently to my side and nuzzled his snout on my neck.

      “You have no need to be sorry. I was concerned, not upset,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered, studying his face.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “This was my restaurant,” I said, “before.”

      “A place you find comforting?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I answered, “it seems so. I had a nightmare, and I needed some air. I just ended up here.”

      “Show me around,” he said.

      It wasn’t the reaction I would’ve expected. I thought he would be hurt or angry, that he would be disappointed or no longer interested if he realized how broken I really was. But instead, he asked me to involve him in the life I used to have, the one before. So I did.

      “Fleur used to wait tables out here,” I said, and looked around at the broken wood and glass, the upturned tables and chairs that were scattered across the hardwood. “There had been a few others, but always Fleur.”

      “You seem fond of her,” he said, with his deep, wolf voice. “Did she survive the massacre?”

      “She did,” I answered. “She’s one that Dashiell had taken.” I pictured my friend with the brown, wavy hair and an easy smile. It was fortunate she had survived.

      “One that stays in the inn now? I had the opportunity to help them the night Dashiell died,” he said.

      I hadn’t realized that Lance had been in the mansion helping the women when Hailey and I had gone for Dashiell. I’d hated leaving the other women behind, but it would have been more dangerous to take them. I knew it was for the best, but it was reassuring that the man who was here for me now was the same man who’d helped protect my companions then. My stomach turned, and I was reminded of the guilt I felt for leaving his side without a word.

      “Yes, and thank you,” I replied, and led Lance to the bar. “Stratton worked here.”

      Lance looked and listened, but padded silently at my side.

      I saved the best and worst part for last. “This is the kitchen,” I said, and stopped in the doorway.

      “Where you cooked?” he asked, stepping ahead of me between broken shards of ceramic that littered the floor, and taking in the room.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “We should clean it up,” he said, meeting my eyes with his deep, sapphire set.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know if it matters. I couldn’t run this place alone and I don’t know that I want to try. I used to work seven days a week, afternoons and evenings. I don’t know if I could do it again, or if I even want to.”

      “You don’t have to,” he said, and nuzzled my nose with his. Warmth flowed through me from his touch; as man or wolf, Lance comforted and ignited me. “If this place is important to you in any way, it shouldn’t be left like this. To bring Ellistown back to life, we need to rebuild.”

      And to bring me back too, I thought. Not just me, all of us.

      “I’m ready to go home,” I said.

      On the walk back down the frozen, empty street, we remained in wolf form, a sight unheard of not long before. Lance towered over me as a giant, silver canine, as much size difference between us as there was when we were in human form. My gray fur lacked the metallic shimmer that made his so alluring, but he didn’t seem to mind. I wanted to be content just being in his company.

      He had been so kind to me, and I hoped we could be good for each other, but as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t forget that dream. The binding on my wrists, what Dashiell had done to me, and the way I had reacted when I woke. I wasn’t ready to consider a mate, no matter how perfect he was.

      We stopped in front of my house, which was now mended because of him.

      “Lance, you’ve been nothing but kind to me.” He took a step closer, and I took one back. “But I’m still a mess. I need some time.”

      “Trixie,” he started. Moonlight caught the shimmer of his brilliant silver fur, and his sparkling eyes searched mine.

      “Please,” I begged. “Your presence intoxicates me, something I’ve never felt, which both excites and scares me. I need you to go so I can think. I’m sorry, Lance.”

      I turned my back to him and returned to human form. The icy air bit my skin, and my cheeks heated as I felt his eyes on me. Willfully keeping my eyes forward, I opened the door and stepped inside, putting a wall between us. Taking some time was the right thing, I knew it was, but the ache inside me compared only to what I had felt when I had lost my mate.
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      My eyes remained fixed on the white, steel door, though I knew she would not walk back through it. I stood paralyzed, hollow, waiting just in case she changed her mind. When Trixie did not return, I padded slowly back toward my truck. What had I expected? It was unrealistic for a woman to go through what she had and bounce right back with open arms to the first man who showed interest.

      Your presence intoxicates me, something I’ve never felt, which both excites and scares me. Her words echoed in my mind, the sentiment mirroring my own feelings. I had never felt so drawn to anyone, never so desperate to touch or care for another person.

      But more than scared and intoxicated, I was driven and sure. Trixie was my mate, and I would do anything for her, including giving her space, no matter how difficult it was.

      The world was more vivid in her presence, clearer, more intense. Each step I took in the opposite direction was as difficult as the last, clouding my world with the dull filter that had covered my senses before Trixie. Her sweet citrus and cranberry scent still clung to the skin beneath my fur, a constant reminder of how close we had been, of how she had allowed me to be the first man to worship her. I hoped to be the only one, that she would choose me, just as I knew she was the only choice in mate for me.

      When I returned to my truck, I was grateful that I had left it unlocked. It wouldn’t have been fair to knock on Trixie’s door after she had asked me to go. Encounters in the past had ended with me left naked and without keys or phone, due to shifting or angry boyfriends. After learning the hard way, it had become habit to leave my keys, phone, and an extra set of clothes in the truck.

      I shifted back to human form and dressed in the jeans and white t-shirt that sat folded behind the seat of the pickup. A coat and shoes would have been nice, but it was better than nothing. The icy earth was harsh on my bare human feet, so I moved quickly into the cab. Feeling around under the seat, I found the keys I had left in their usual spot. A turn of the key and the engine roared, sounding unusually loud in the dead of night.

      Fiery red hair, emerald eyes, and adorable freckles occupied my thoughts as I drove on autopilot out of Ellistown and toward Sawtooth Peaks. I went over her expressions in my mind: intense and distant, shy with a beautiful blush, and a hint of happiness and contentment when she had allowed me in her bed. How long would it take to count all of Trixie’s freckles? Fair skin only two shades darker than the rest speckled across her cheeks, less clustered together over her body. Three by her navel, one on her hip, two more on her inner thigh. How many had I not yet noticed? How many speckles decorated her shoulders? If I was lucky, I would have the opportunity to find out.

      Before I knew it, I was parked in my driveway. The neighbor’s dog, Sparky, barked from behind the glass that separated him from me and the outside world. I noticed the noise as I walked up to the door of my home, but it seemed distant and unimportant. Up the stairs and to bed, I followed the motions that were required, and focused on what I could do for Trixie.

      As I drifted off to sleep, I hoped that a good night of rest would help bring me the clarity I needed.
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        * * *

      

      Early sunlight peeked through the curtains and stirred me from my dreamless sleep. Little time seemed to have passed between lying down and waking. I dressed and ate in a fog, then walked to work, hoping the fresh air would help clear my head. Though Sawtooth Peaks sat at a higher altitude than Ellistown, traffic helped keep the streets clear of ice and snow. Shovels and salt cleared the sidewalks. The everyday noise of cars driving, doors closing, and the voices and movement of residents made my home feel so much more alive than Trixie’s. Had Ellistown sounded like Sawtooth Peaks before Dashiell? I hoped it could still be revived.

      As I approached Sawtooth Den, I saw a familiar black truck parked behind the bar, and my spirits lifted. Some time with my brother was exactly what I needed to distract me from returning to Trixie’s doorstep when she had made it clear that she needed space.

      I caught a glimpse of short blond hair and a leather jacket entering before I reached the door. It was too early for patrons. At this hour, it had to be Axel.

      I stepped inside the bar and found Amy behind the counter, putting away freshly washed glasses. Harkins leaned with his back against the wall in his favorite place in the room. Axel sat at the bar, sipping a beer. I nodded at Harkins and took the stool next to Axel.

      “Good morning, Amy,” I said, with a nod at the bubbly blonde.

      “Heya, boss. Missed you here last night. All was well, and your brother arrived just before you.” Amy glanced down the hall toward Cole’s office.

      “Thanks, Amy,” I replied, then turned to Axel. “Thanks for coming with me to Ellistown.”

      “No problem,” he said.

      “You could have taken the truck back if you wanted.”

      “I like to run,” Axel replied.

      “Will you be going back?” I asked. “There’s still a mountain of work to do. I’m sure you noticed.”

      “It did me some good going along,” he said, “but I think I’ve made my decision.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “It’s time for me to move on. Spending time with those women showed me the type of bond they have with each other, and with their home,” he said. “This isn’t my home. Not really. I want to find that for myself. Some place away from Dashiell and Zaria, away from the memory of my father. I need to find a place of my own.”

      “I can appreciate that,” I said. “When will you go?”

      “After my beer,” he said lifting his mug.

      I offered my hand, and we shook. “Best of luck in your travels,” I said. “I hope you find everything you’re looking for.”

      “Thanks,” Axel replied. “I hope you do too.”

      The truth was, I already had. I had found exactly what I didn’t know I was looking for, and I just needed to figure out how to make it work. It had taken Cole and Hailey years apart and a kidnapping to find their balance. Maybe my brother could offer some insight, or at least good company. I stood and headed back the hall to the open office door.

      The gold band on Cole’s finger shone as he raked his fingers through his jet-black hair. His brow was furrowed and his shoulders hunched as he glared at the paper on his desk. He sat in that chair seemed to cause him a great burden, one that should have been lessened by taking a human mate and leaving behind any chance of becoming alpha.

      I strolled to the chair opposite my brother and propped up my feet. His gaze shifted directly to my loafers, then to my face, and then the harshness of his expression faded.

      “Hey, brother,” I said. “How was your trip?”

      The corners of his lips turned upward, and he replied, “Wonderful.”

      “I’m surprised to see you back in here so quickly,” I said. “I thought you’d still be on island time, strolling in with a margarita around noon.”

      “I wanted to check in on the paperwork, and make sure all was well. Did you see this?” He pointed to the report from Harkins that contained photographs and the names of Zaria’s attackers.

      “I did,” I replied.

      “Keir Doyle, Aldrich Bastion. Are those names familiar to you?” he asked. “I was hoping for a lead, but I don’t recognize either.”

      I examined the photographs, then pointed to the blond with the bulbous nose. “This one, Aldrich Bastion, was Sawtooth Valley’s contact at the Tribunal.”

      “Do you think this is why they’ve been sending out bears instead of wolves?” Cole asked. “Some kind of corruption in the wolf ranks?”

      These were the same questions I had asked myself when I had read the report. If Cole thought the same, it was likely true.

      “That’s my guess,” I replied.

      “What do we do?” he asked, showing me the hard mask he had worn when I’d entered.

      “Not much we can do with the information for now,” I replied. “Tell me about your trip. How’s Hailey?”

      He softened at the mention of her name, and I wondered if I did the same at Trixie’s.

      “It’s concerning,” he said. “The corruption, I mean. But, yes, the trip was amazing. It was exactly what we both needed.”

      “Did Hailey go back to work today too?” I asked.

      “She did. I expected it to be difficult to go back in the building where she was kidnapped, but you know her. She bounced right in, hugged Eric, and set to work with a smile,” Cole replied.

      “That’s great,” I said. “You two have been through so much. What do you think made the second time around work out better than the first?”

      “You mean when she came home versus when we were in high school?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “We grew up,” Cole said. “We made compromises, and eventually held nothing back. I built her an art room, and she put up with all of the crap that came along with finding out I was a shifter, moved in with me, even when it wasn’t always easy. Why all the questions?”

      “Just curious,” I said with a smile.

      “You’ve met someone,” he remarked, reading me with ease. “Is it like I said it would be? Do you know she’s the one as well as you know anything in life?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “One word from her lips, one glimpse of her, and I knew she was the only mate for me.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      “She’s strong and gorgeous, and she’s been through hell. I can’t imagine wanting anything more than to make her happy and make her mine,” I said, picturing her oval face and petite features.

      “Who is she? When do I get to meet her?” he asked.

      “When I’m ready to share, you’ll be the first to know. And, Cole, you’ve already met her.” Dropping my feet to the floor, I headed for the door.

      “Hey, wait. Not fair,” Cole called after me with a hearty, deep laugh.

      “See you later, brother,” I said, and set out to do what I needed to do. Cole had offered the clarity that I had hoped for. I knew what Trixie needed, what I could do to provide for her, even at a distance. So I set out to make it happen.
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      A mix of pine and leather, Lance’s earthy scent still clung to my skin, and to the pillow next to mine. I rolled across the bed to the place Lance had slept, where Stratton used to sleep, and embraced the traces of my lover that remained.

      With his scent all around me, I pictured Lance’s strong and masculine face. His jaw was square, and covered in a sexy, silver stubble. His features were sharp, but gentle, eyes of endless sea and a perfectly shaped nose. Everything about him was balanced, and that confident yet playful smile drove me wild.

      Guilt hung over me for wishing he was still here, for wishing that I could give myself to him, mind and body without reservation. It was me who had asked him to go, and I knew that Stratton would have only wanted my happiness. The more time I spent with Lance, the more I wanted to be with him, the more I knew he could offer me that happiness. I needed to figure out how to leave my baggage behind before I could fully embrace the man who had shown me kindness and lit me aflame like no other. If he could truly still want me when I was ready. Remaining in this bed was a good start, one Lance had given me strength to accomplish. If he hadn’t come in with me, I would have slept on the sofa, afraid to be here.

      Something on the floor caught my eye, so I inched over to see what it was. Lance’s jacket, clothes, and shoes lay on the carpet beside the bed. It hadn’t occurred to me that I had sent him out into the blistery night without his clothes. I reached in and checked the pockets of the leather jacket and the jeans. There was no phone or keys. Was he able to get in his truck and drive home? Without clothes? Or was he forced to travel in wolf form to preserve warmth, while leaving his truck behind?

      I reached to the nightstand and grabbed my phone. Quickly pressing the buttons, I started to dial. Then I forced myself to stop. It would be so easy to call and ask him back with his clothes on my floor, a convenient excuse to see him again. When I heard his voice would I have the willpower required to ask him to keep his distance? Part of me wished I had just called, the rational part told me to send a text.

      I just realized that I sent you away without clothes. I’m sorry.

      A few moments later, a text came back: I made it home fine. Don’t worry, Trixie.

      Then he added, You can leave them at the inn if you don’t want them at your place.

      I hadn’t said I didn’t want them here. Did he not want to see me or had he taken it personally when I had sent him away? Of course he had taken it personally, who wouldn’t?

      I don’t want to send them away, I replied. I didn’t want to send him away.

      Then keep them until you’re ready to see me. I miss you already, Trixie.

      Again, Lance surprised me with his warmth. He had every right to be upset with me, but instead he was kind. The temptation to call and beg him to return was hard to ignore.

      I miss you too, I returned.

      I climbed out of bed and folded his clothes, and set them neatly in a pile next to the dresser, on top of his boots. The worn, black leather jacket looked like something Lance had been wearing for a long time. The color had faded along the seams, and one pocket had a hole in the bottom. I touched the leather to my face, cool and soft, and full of his scent. He could lend me strength, but I needed to do a few things for myself before I could be ready.

      First I showered and followed the routine I had repeated every day before Dashiell. I shaved my legs, washed and blow-dried my hair. The woman who looked back at me from the mirror was not the broken shell who had hidden from her life, but she wasn’t the woman she had been either. My face was thin, too thin. My body, too. Rib and collar bones showed through my skin where the definition had been softer before. My skin was dull, and lacked the healthy glow it used to have. Remembering that I had to take one day at a time, I dressed in a blue long-sleeved t-shirt that reminded me of Lance’s eyes, and jeans that hung loosely from my too-thin body, then boots and a coat to walk to the shed. Inside, there was a stack of empty totes.

      I carried two back and dug through Stratton’s dresser. I couldn’t move on if I treated my life like he was going to walk back through that door and wonder where his favorite Rolling Stones t-shirt was. He would not be coming back at all. I stacked his clothes in a tote. It wasn’t the same as throwing them away; maybe someone else could get good use out of them. I could donate them later, but today I would take them out of my bedroom.

      There wasn’t much: three pairs of jeans, one pair of suit pants, socks and underwear, a few t-shirts, and one dress shirt folded with a single tie. It didn’t seem like enough of a footprint for a good man to leave behind. There should have been a monument or something that said Stratton Walker was a good man and a strong alpha. All who’d lost their lives under Dashiell’s reign deserved a memorial, something that said they were more to Ellistown than a few boxes in their families’ sheds.

      When I found the thin, overused, black Rolling Stones t-shirt in my hands, I didn’t have the heart to put it in the box. Instead I set it on the bed next to Lance’s jacket. That shirt I had to keep.

      I carried the boxes to the shed and felt a weight lifted. It had been easier than I’d expected to pack up Stratton’s things. There wasn’t more sadness for his loss than there had been before I moved the clothes, only the same knowledge that he was gone. But now I didn’t have the constant reminder of how it was—the weight of expecting him to come back and pick up where we had left off. Stratton would always be a part of me, the friend and partner that I had lost. But if I could accept that I needed to move beyond his everyday presence in my life, maybe I could make space for Lance. Maybe I wouldn’t have to run from the overwhelming mix of warmth and longing I felt for him.

      I brushed my teeth and threw Stratton’s toothbrush away, reminding myself that he wouldn’t need it. Before I left, I slid Stratton’s t-shirt over my smaller long-sleeved one, and traded my trench for Lance’s leather jacket. I felt a little closer to the two men who had been good to me. I hoped to borrow their strength when I returned later to the mansion to check on Mara.

      First though, I needed to check on the rest of the girls. Since my attention had been focused on Lance, I didn’t know who had returned to their homes or if the girls would still be sharing a room at the inn.

      Instead of walking throughout town checking each of their houses, I decided the most efficient course would be to start at the inn.

      As I approached the long, wooden building, I caught the familiar scent of grizzly. I was unsure whether or not I should be glad that the scent no longer made my hair stand on end. Was it a good thing to become accustomed to grizzlies? Or was it just the one bear that no longer made me completely uneasy?

      Liam Blake walked up the hall toward the desk when I entered. The huge, gruff shifter looked me over, eyes lingering on Lance’s jacket, and wrinkled his nose as he sniffed the air.

      “Trixie Walker,” he said, without expression.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Looking for breakfast?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered. “I’m looking for my companions. Are they here, or did they return to their houses?”

      “You should eat breakfast,” he replied. “And yes, yellow dress is here.”

      “Fleur,” I corrected.

      “Fleur,” he said. “She’s at the end of the hall.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, then headed that way. I felt Blake’s eyes follow me until I rounded the corner.

      The door at the end of the hall was open, and boxes blanketed the bed and floor. Fleur dug through a box on the bed and pulled out a can of peaches, Mara’s favorite.

      “Good morning, Fleur,” I said. “What’s all of this?”

      “You don’t know?” she asked, smiling at me with her full lips painted red.

      “No,” I answered.

      “Your friend brought these when he brought the house supplies yesterday,” she said. “It’s food and toiletries, tons of it.”

      “Why didn’t I see it yesterday?” I asked. I had been in here that morning, and had brought the girls out with me. There were no boxes anywhere, here or in the lobby.

      “Liam and I moved them in here this morning, since no one is staying in this room anymore. He and Lance had set them in the dining room, but there’s nowhere to eat if it’s full of boxes.”

      I bent down and lifted the cardboard flap on top of the box, and examined its contents. There were loaves of bread stacked inside, loaves and loaves of fresh bread.

      “You mentioned the dining room,” I said.

      “Oh yeah, want to see?”

      I followed Fleur down the hall and past the lobby, where Liam Blake sat silently behind the desk. Fleur waved at Blake fondly as we passed; then we continued down the other hall.

      The crowd of people packed into the tiny room was overwhelming. Neighbors stood elbow to elbow, smiling as they chatted with each other. The dining room wasn’t anything special, folding tables and chairs were spread through a small room, and every seat was filled. What impressed me most was the long banquet tables against the far wall covered in disposable dishes, bottles of juice, packages of muffins, fresh fruit, hardboiled eggs, toast and butter, and even a pot of fresh coffee. Some food sat on serving plates, while packages containing more sat behind each dish. Had Lance done all of this? He’d done this for my people without even mentioning it? My heart warmed and my stomach growled. I remembered the reflection of the hard, thin woman who had looked back at me in the mirror, and joined the line to fill a plate.

      People turned and looked at me as I picked my food—an egg, toast with butter, and a Golden Delicious apple. Was I gathering attention because I looked different with my hair cared for, or simply because I was the widow of the late alpha? Fleur led me to a table full of women from the hotel room, the women from my cell. Anika smiled up at me from her seat, then stood and offered me her place.

      “I can stand,” I said.

      “Please,” she replied. “I’m already done eating.”

      “Thanks.” I sat, and sank my teeth through the skin of the crisp, juicy apple.

      Everyone ate, but I could feel their eyes.

      Then silent Sierra said, “Thank you for this.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had heard her speak. Had I ever? The petite brunette hadn’t spoken in the cell or since, at least not in my presence. I just stared at her.

      “For the houses, for the food,” she said and looked back down at the muffin on her plate. She took a small bite and smiled.

      “I didn’t do this,” I said.

      “You brought him here,” Fleur said, “your friend.”

      “I appreciate that he brought all of this,” I said, “but it wasn’t something I set up.”

      “Everyone knows we eat because of you,” Fleur replied. “Maybe not because you set it up or twisted any arms, but you got us food and building supplies one way or another. You encouraged us to work together. Like it or not, we look to you.”

      I looked around the room and caught the gazes of Billy and Mrs. Moore, each of the girls who had shared my cell. I saw the gazes of others I didn’t even know, and lastly of Liam Blake at the door. I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t their alpha, I hadn’t even personally brought their supplies, yet everyone looked to me. How could I carry that weight without letting them down? I had no idea, so I continued on the food that Lance had brought for me, and wished Mara was here. She should have been a part of this, of our community.

      I finished my food, feeling fuller than I had for as long as I could remember, then grabbed a blueberry streusel muffin and a can of peaches. I said goodbye to the girls at the table, and set out toward the mansion alone.

      The icy air felt harsher than it had before breakfast. Was it colder, or did it just feel that way because I was going from the warmth of the community and the room to frigid isolation? I took in a deep breath, inhaling the sweetness of the blueberry muffin, the leather of the jacket, and the scent of Lance that lingered on it. Could I be everything the pack and the town needed me to be? I hoped so.

      The sight of the tall brick building up close made my stomach sick, making me regret eating the wonderful breakfast. I found unfamiliar faces inside: hardened, scarred shifters that seemed to have taken residence with my brother. The men watched me as I entered, and said nothing. I headed through the long halls toward the library, where I expected to find my brother. Around a corner, Mara caught me by surprise.

      “Mara,” I said.

      She wore her own clothes, those that I had brought her. I recognized the skinny jeans and sweater that hung loosely off of her.

      “Trixie,” she said, then turned and looked at the thick-shouldered man who shadowed her. I hadn’t noticed him before she turned. Was he her guard or captor? It wasn't clear.

      “I brought you these,” I said, and handed Mara the peaches and muffin.

      “A fresh muffin,” she said. “Wow, thank you.”

      I linked my elbow with hers and led her to the bottom of the staircase where we sat. I wanted to make sure she ate the muffin while I was here to be certain it wasn't stolen. The guard lowered his brow at me as he watched us, but I ignored him and kept my gaze on my sister-in-law.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked.

      “I’m,” she started, then paused. “Okay.”

      “You’re still welcome at my place,” I offered, and the guard growled. “We closed the hole and fixed the electricity. I had help. Everyone is banding together to rebuild. You should come and see.”

      “I need to stay here,” she said.

      “My mate chooses to stay here with me.” Troy sauntered into the hall from the office. He looked well in his black dress pants and white, button-down shirt. He looked healthy, unlike Mara.

      “Hello, Troy,” I said.

      “Did you bring food for me?” he asked, looking down at Mara, who cupped her muffin in both hands.

      “There’s food for all, down at the inn,” I replied, though my brother looked well-fed already.

      “Bears finally bring in supplies?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered.

      “Hmmm. I have news to share, and you’re exactly the right witness to hear it,” Troy said, standing stiff and looking down at me, “given the identity of your dead mate.”

      I just stared at him. How my twin had become so cold I didn’t know, but I worried for him, and for Mara.

      “I, Troy Lynch, claim alpha of Sawtooth Valley.”

      I gazed into my twin brother’s eyes, that looked so much like my own, and wondered why. Why would he want to be alpha of this broken pack? And why did the idea make me sick all over again?
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      Long strides took me out the door quickly and into the cold, distancing me from my brother. What would he do with alpha? There was little left to protect, few left to manage. No one would respect him, someone that had worked with Dashiell, for whatever reason. I needed someone to talk to, someone outside of the pack, someone that I could entrust with my feelings without fear of backlash.

      The phone was against my ear before I realized I had dialed.

      “Trixie?” His familiar voice warmed me from the inside out. Just hearing the way he said my name was a comfort. I pictured his soft, sensual lips speaking my name.

      “Lance,” I replied. “Is it an okay time?” I kept my feet moving, heading away from Troy.

      “I’m happy to hear from you anytime. Are you okay?” he asked, with concern in his voice.

      “Kind of,” I answered. “Yes. I’m not in any immediate danger.”

      “What’s bothering you?”

      “It’s my brother,” I said.

      “Is he okay?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “It’s just, he’s claimed alpha.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” he asked.

      “You don’t know Troy,” I answered.

      “Tell me about him.”

      “We’re twins,” I replied. It seemed as good of a place to start as any. “We’ve never been much alike, though. People tend to assume that littermates are similar, but not me and Troy.”

      “How so?” Lance asked.

      “He was unkind to me as a child, which I know many siblings are. And he never grew out of it.”

      “Did he do something to you just now?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered. “But I worry about his motivation. I know it’s a terrible thing to feel about my brother, but he’s a selfish man and I worry what he will do with his power. I worry for Mara, his mate.”

      “He hasn’t earned a right to make you feel only good thoughts toward him just because you share blood. Has he hurt your sister-in-law?” Lance asked.

      “I don’t know exactly what happened between Troy and Mara the night that Dashiell came,” I said. “All I know is that she ended up in the cell with me, discarded, and he held a room in the mansion. Maybe he threw her there, maybe he just let her be taken. I don’t know.”

      “Both are terrible. Do you think he’ll hurt her now?” he asked.

      “I think he’s using her so he can claim alpha. Making her stay with him, though she won’t admit it.”

      “Will he let you see her?” he asked.

      “Yes, but not alone.”

      “Hmmm, I’m not sure what I can do to help. It sounds like we’re stuck until we find some kind of evidence that she wants to leave or that he’s harming her in some way,” Lance said.

      “Yes. I agree, but it helps to have someone to talk to,” I admitted.

      “I’m glad you called.”

      “Me too. I miss you,” I said. “I wish you were here.”

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      I paused a moment and looked around. “I just got back to my house,” I answered. The walk had gone quickly with the good conversation.

      “I’ll be there in ten.”

      Ten minutes meant he had to be here already, or very close to it.

      I wondered what Lance was doing in town without me, but was grateful no matter the reason. Butterflies fluttered within me in anticipation of seeing him, of touching him again. There was nothing I wanted more than to be held by Lance Tenbrook. “I can’t wait.”
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      The warmth of the sun in the cloudless sky melted the frozen blanket that covered the earth. Light reflected upward from the icy crystals that had yet to melt. Water dripped off icicles clinging to cars and rooftops in a gentle rhythm. The long-sleeved, black t-shirt on my back drew the heat of the day like a magnifying glass. Partially melted ice cracked beneath my boots as I strolled down the quiet street. I appreciated the reprieve from the short, gray days that had filled most of November.

      After weeks of clouds and snow, I couldn’t help but be drawn to the sea of cerulean above me. No matter the weather, I knew the best part of the day was yet to come. Each footstep brought me closer to Trixie. Just the thought of her brought a smile to my face.

      As I rounded the corner, I caught sight of the beautiful redhead that consumed my thoughts. She sat on the porch step in front of her house, wearing blue jeans and my leather jacket. My inner wolf growled, pleased and fueled by her display of our relationship. Anywhere she traveled, she would carry my scent.

      Her scarlet locks hung differently today, straighter and more voluminous. The dark circles around her emerald eyes had started to fade. She met my gaze with her familiar intensity and rose when she saw me approach. If it was possible, I thought she was even more stunning than when I had seen her just the day before.

      I watched her confident stride as we approached each other, her full hips swaying with each step. She held her head high, keeping her sharp, emerald eyes on mine. Trixie had an aura of strength and confidence, an alpha she-wolf if I had ever seen one. She had rallied her people and put others above herself. I admired her as a person, and as the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

      “Lance,” she said when we met, with a small smile and a full blush over her cheeks. “Thank you for coming.”

      I pulled her in close, and held her in my arms. She rested her head on my chest, and I felt better than I had since we’d parted the day before. “Trixie,” I growled.

      “It’s good that you’re here,” she said. “But why were you so close? I expected you to be in Sawtooth Peaks.”

      “Let me show you.”

      I took her hand and led her back the way I had come. Her fingers were cold in mine, but I couldn’t imagine letting go. Now that we were together again, I couldn’t imagine ever letting go.

      “Would you like your jacket back?” Trixie asked. “I have my own at home.”

      “Keep it,” I said with a smile. “It suits you.”

      Trixie smiled, and her cheeks turned pink all over again. I loved the way she let me break through her wall of strength and affect her.

      Just a block over, we arrived at Walker Bar and Grill.

      “You were here?” she asked.

      “Not the whole time,” I answered. “I did go home after I left. And don’t worry, I had clothes in my truck.”

      She smiled, then touched the blue tarp covering the hole where a window belonged.

      “I ordered one,” I said. “A window. It should be here sometime next week, after the glass guys get back from Thanksgiving break.”

      Trixie walked to the new door I had installed earlier that morning.

      “Do you like it?” I asked. She ran her hand along the ridges of the ornate details of the dark wooden door. “My brother made it.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, and turned to me. I held out the key for her, and she accepted.

      We entered the bar, and Trixie turned on the light and took in the room. “You did all of this today?”

      “I started early,” I answered with a smile.

      Trixie bent down and touched the just-polished wood floor and checked her finger to find nothing on it. She moved to the tables and chairs I had set upright, the ones that had not been broken. Then she ran behind the bar and quickly to the entry to the kitchen. With her hands on the doorframe, she stood and stared.

      I moved in behind her and watched as she looked over the room that she had said meant the most to her. “I put the broken furniture out back for now. I fixed the light, rehung the cabinet doors, and cleaned up the floors. I haven’t had the chance to—”

      Trixie interrupted my speech with a passionate kiss. Her soft hands cupped my stubbled jaw, and she closed her eyes as she moved my lips with hers. I massaged her tongue with mine, and slid my hands through her satiny red hair. Every inch of me wanted to take her in the kitchen, make love to her and claim her as my mate. My cock pressed hard against my fly, and a possessive animal growl came from deep within me. I took a step back and looked into Trixie’s gorgeous, vulnerable, green eyes.

      “Trixie,” I growled.

      “Lance, I’ve never wanted someone the way I want you. I know you want me too. Why do you pull away?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “I can’t risk screwing this up. Trixie, I need you more than I need to breathe.”

      Her shoulders relaxed, and her expression softened. “Thank you for the bar,” she said.

      “Anything for you,” I replied. “Is there anything you have to do right now?”

      “No,” she answered.

      “Run with me.”

      I pulled my shirt over my head and dropped it to the floor, then watched Trixie as she slid her shoulders out of my jacket. Our eyes remained locked as we let each piece of clothing fall to the floor. Her eyes changed before she took off her last piece, the long-sleeve shirt she had worn under her t-shirt. She looked nervous as she slid the fabric slowly up over her head, and I remembered that she had asked to keep her sweater on when I had shared her bed. When she let the fabric drop, I saw what had made her anxious. Inflamed red lines marked her neck, collarbone, and shoulder. Scars discolored her skin where teeth and a set of massive claws had scraped across the entire area, and had damaged her neck.

      I took a step forward, and offered a warm smile. Trixie watched my face, her body stiff and her eyes pleading. One last step and I closed the distance between us. With a trail of tender kisses, I followed the curve of her shoulder up to her neck, and ended at her chin.

      “Trixie,” I gasped, looking deep into her emerald eyes. “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

      “It was Dashiell,” she said, visibly relaxing. “And I know I’m too thin, it’s because of everything that happened.”

      I nodded in response, and kissed her lightly-freckled skin just below the hairline. With a step back, I took in the whole package. Her full hips came in to a thin waist. More bones showed than I would have liked to have seen, but her pert breasts stood full and perfectly round. If she would let me, I would provide for her and feed her so she felt healthy again.

      “You’re beautiful,” I replied. It was difficult not to touch her, so I shifted to wolf form. “Run with me,” I said.

      And she did. Trixie shifted into the exquisite gray and white wolf that I had seen here in the bar last night.

      When we stepped outside, she took off at full speed. Down streets of melting ice, I chased after her, with the warm sun overhead. Trixie led me through town, up and down streets empty of traffic, but more alive than they had been. Neighbors worked together clearing sidewalks, repairing buildings, and reclaiming their town. A woman with brown hair waved at Trixie and giggled. Others turned and watched as we ran past, Trixie’s friends and neighbors.

      With a sharp turn, Trixie bounded through the snow, under the wooden sign marked Ellistown. I followed the same path, and knocked the icicles down with my back. Trixie barked a giggle and raced out into the pillowy, white landscape, still untouched and as white as the fur on her face. At its deepest, the snow came halfway up my legs, just below Trixie’s belly. We left trails of paw prints as we dashed across the fields. White-dusted pines reached up to the cloudless sky in the distance toward my home. I paused and wondered if Trixie would come home with me if I asked. Would she want to see Sawtooth Peaks and meet my pack as I had met hers?

      Nearly silent breaths approached me from behind, and I smiled and turned to see my gray and white-furred companion diving onto my back. Trixie lay on top of me, as I spread my legs out in the cold, wet snow. She licked my nose and giggled.

      “Trixie,” I said, enjoying the feel of her name in my mouth. “Can I show you my home?”

      “What?” she popped up, and stood over me.

      “Will you come back to Sawtooth Peaks with me?” I asked. “I’d love to show you my life.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll bring you home in the morning if you’d like to stay the night,” I said. “I can sleep in a separate bed if you—”

      Trixie licked my mouth then started running back toward town.

      “I said yes,” she yelled back at me. “Let’s do it.”

      I smiled and chased after her.
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      How long had it been since I’d left Sawtooth Valley? Certainly not the eternity that it felt like. I held on to Lance’s hand as he drove us into Sawtooth Peaks, and I clung even tighter to my bag. This was a big step, meeting his friends and family, being introduced to his pack. There would be familiar faces—Hailey, Cole, Axel. What did coming here mean for Lance and me as a couple? Would his pack be accepting of me, or would they be looking for him to mate a she-wolf from Sawtooth Peaks? Dating wasn’t something I had done in the past, so the idea was foreign and a bit intimidating.

      Though I was filled with uncertainty, I knew I wanted to follow through with this, to pursue this relationship.

      Lance parked the truck by the edge of a heavily-wooded forest, in a small lot.

      “Ready?” he asked, squeezing my hand and looking into my eyes with a reassuring smile.

      “Ready.” Leaving my bag on the seat, I hopped out onto the stone lot. More snow had fallen here than at home to be certain. White banks bordered the edges of parking lots and streets, but the classic stone roads were bare.

      Lance met me by the side of the truck and took my hand. We walked to the entrance of a one-story wooden building, with crimson shutters on large windows, and a hand-carved sign that read Sawtooth Den.

      Lance held open the heavy wooden door for me to enter. I took a deep breath and stepped inside.

      “This is Sawtooth Den,” Lance said, “the bar my father passed down to me and to Cole.”

      The dark room was filled with humans and wolves alike, all dressed casually and drinking. The noises and smells reminded me of Walker Bar and Grill, though there was no scent of burgers or space for a large kitchen by the bar. A rough man leaned against the wall by the door. When he noticed us, he straightened and came to greet us with a wide smile. His thick frame and full beard reminded me of Liam Blake, but he was smaller, with scars down his face, and a warmth that the bear lacked. I didn’t think Blake was capable of smiling.

      “Lance,” the man said, and hugged my silver-haired companion, then turned to me.

      “Harkins,” Lance said, “meet Trixie Walker.”

      “A pleasure,” Harkins said, and offered me a large, rough hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, and smiled as best as I could with as nervous as I felt.

      The eyes of wolves around the bar followed me, probably judging a potential mate of the man they wanted as alpha.

      “Harkins is our eyes and ears, and our muscle,” Lance said.

      “Happy to serve,” Harkins said with a smile, and kept his eyes on me.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” Lance said to me. “Please excuse us,” he said to his friend.

      The rugged man returned to his place against the wall, and we walked over to the bar. A friendly blonde bounced over to us from behind the counter.

      “Hey there, Boss,” she said with a salute. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Amy, this is Trixie Walker.”

      Amy turned her attention to me. “From Ellistown?”

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “I was there that night,” she said. “When Cole went for Hailey. It’s a real tragedy the way your town was treated. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m okay,” I answered. I knew she meant well, but I didn’t want to talk about Dashiell or what had happened. I focused on what we had accomplished since. “Sawtooth Valley is full of survivors. Not everyone stayed, but those who did have banded together to rebuild.”

      “Trixie led them,” Lance said, beaming down at me. “She inspired her people to overcome the tragedy of what happened and start over. She’s a born leader.”

      I blushed at his words, so kind.

      “It was only because of Lance that we had food and supplies. We could not rebuild without him,” I said, looking up into his gentle, blue eyes.

      “It sounds like you two do well together,” Amy said, watching us. “Can I get you something to eat or drink?”

      “What’s good?” I asked.

      “Turkey club,” Lance replied.

      “I’d like one of those, and some water,” I said.

      “I’ll have the same,” Lance said, then turned to me. “Can you give me just a moment? I’d like to get Cole.”

      “Sure,” I replied.

      As soon as Lance stepped down the hall, a hard-faced, thin blonde swooped in like a hawk on a field mouse. Her shoulders were rigid, and she showed none of the warmth Amy and Harkins had.

      She slid in next to me while Amy was at work on the food and said, “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. Lance is mine.”

      Her eyes were daggers, and I laughed in response. “If he cares so much for you, why is he here with me?”

      Her skin turned red and she gritted her teeth. “He’s just using you. You’re an old bone to chew, that he’ll tire of. Then he’ll find comfort in my bed, claim me the way I deserve.”

      “You should leave,” I said, voice flat. She was obviously just jealous, but was that really something that he did? Had he thrown women away? He said I was the only one who mattered, and I felt like we had something special, but I wished this woman would just leave me alone. As confident as I felt in what we had, the evening had been tainted with a glimmer of doubt.

      “I work here,” she said, and stomped away.

      I turned and locked eyes with a handsome, raven-haired woman of around forty years. Her lips curved up slightly to the side and she raised her glass to me. Then a soft hand touched my shoulder. I turned to find Lance and Cole Tenbrook side by side. The two shared nothing in looks but their height. Cole’s hair and skin were darker, his build thicker. Lance held himself more confidently, more relaxed than his stiff brother. I preferred Lance’s lean, muscular build, and sharper features, but they were both handsome in their own right.

      “Ms. Walker,” Cole said with a smile. “Great to see you, and with none other than my brother.” He elbowed Lance’s side.

      “Just Trixie, please,” I replied.

      “Okay, Trixie it is,” Cole said.

      “Let’s grab a table,” Lance said, and led us to a spacious booth on the side of the room. I slid in first, and Lance after. Cole sat across from us on the other bench.

      “Thank you for the door, it’s lovely,” I said.

      “No problem. I have a stack of doors in my cellar. Tables and chairs, cabinets too,” Cole replied. “Lance said you might need some of those, and that the town may need a lot of things. I’d be happy to come down and help rebuild.”

      “That would be much appreciated,” I said, and squeezed Lance’s hand on the bench between us.

      “So tell me about yourself, Trixie,” Cole said. I appreciated the question. It wasn’t about what had happened to me or how scarred my town had become. It was just about getting to know me.

      “I grew up in Ellistown with my twin brother, raised by my Gran,” I said.

      “Are your brother and Gran still in Ellistown?”

      “Troy is,” I said. “Gran died.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Are you and your brother close?”

      “No,” I answered.

      “We’ve been fortunate to have each other,” Lance said. “Since we’re so close in age, we grew up together even though we have different mothers.”

      “That’s nice,” I said.

      “Trixie enjoys cooking,” Lance told Cole.

      “Oh yeah?” Cole looked at me. “What’s your specialty?”

      “I’m fond of my fish and chips,” I said. “My Gran taught me how to cook. I like cooking anything, really.”

      “If you’re up for it, I could use a hand for Thanksgiving dinner,” Cole said. “That is, if you don’t have any plans.”

      I turned to Lance, searching his sparkling, sapphire eyes. Thanksgiving with his family was a big deal. Were we up for it?

      Cole watched Lance and me look at each other with uncertainty, then said, “You don’t have to decide now. There will be plenty of food. You can let me know later or just show up. Hailey wants to make it a big thing.”

      “Sounds nice,” I said, but I wasn’t sure. I thought about the blonde from the bar, what she had said to me. I thought about the ups and downs Lance and I had already faced in such a short time. Thanksgiving sounded so normal, so familial.

      Amy spoke from beside the table, alerting me to her presence.

      “Food’s ready,” she said, passing out waters and plates to the three of us from a large tray she held with her other hand. “Enjoy.”

      Her gaze seemed to linger a moment longer on Cole than it should have in passing, then she headed back to the bar. I wondered if it meant anything, then focused on the food before me.

      The first bite excited all of my taste buds: soft, whole grain bread, mayonnaise, turkey breast, provolone cheese, iceberg lettuce, pale tomato, and crisp, smoky bacon. Two months ago, I wouldn’t have been impressed. It was just like any other turkey club, but after eating little more than canned fruit and tuna, it tasted divine. I looked up from the sandwich I devoured to see Cole and Lance smiling at me.

      “Don’t judge,” I said. “I don’t remember the last time I had a turkey sandwich.”

      “No judgment,” Lance said. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

      “I always appreciate a woman who can eat,” Cole said.

      Lance touched the side of my lip and licked off the mayo from his finger. I felt my cheeks heat, then I took another bite.

      “You’re going to spoil me, then take me home,” I said to Lance. “Even the hardboiled eggs and toast was a treat. I don’t think I thanked you yet.”

      “You don’t have to. And if you don’t want to, I don’t have to take you home,” he gave me a wicked smile, and I blushed all over again.

      “I have responsibilities,” I said.

      Cole ate quietly, and acted as if he didn’t notice our exchange.

      “I know. We’ll bring anything you want, and you can get back to cooking,” Lance said. “I’d like to try your fish and chips, and anything else you’d be willing to make for me.”

      “I’d like that,” I said.

      We finished our meal and said goodbye. Other than the comments from the blonde, I felt the outing was positive. When we returned to the truck and rode toward Lance’s house, I was a ball of nerves. Another first was coming—a night in Lance’s bed.
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      Street lamps lit the sloped roads, full of tall, Victorian houses, and people drove in every direction. The town was pleasantly alive, but also a reminder of how far Ellistown had fallen. Lance pulled into a slanted driveway in front of an immense, two-story home with blue siding. It looked about twice the size of my house in Ellistown. I felt silly, being intimidated by a house, but I was far from my comfort zone.

      “This house belonged to my parents, before they died,” Lance said.

      “It’s lovely,” I replied.

      “It’s empty,” he said.

      Lance opened his door and climbed out of the truck. I grabbed my bag and followed his lead. Thick, snowy borders lined the sidewalk leading to the door. A brown and black dog paced back and forth behind the white picket fence one house over, watching us intently.

      Inside, Lance’s home was warm, clean, and minimalist. There were no decorations or pictures on the white walls of the large living room where we entered. Only a flatscreen above an unused stone fireplace, and a blue and white plaid sofa were situated in the open space.

      “Do you not spend much time here?” I asked, looking into the spotless, barren hearth.

      “No,” he answered, “not much.”

      “Is the sofa your taste?” I asked, remembering the way he had dressed before he had come to do manual labor. I expected Lance to prefer modern, elegant, masculine pieces.

      “My mother’s,” Lance replied. That made more sense, I thought, and nodded.

      “What else would you like to show me?” I asked.

      Lance smiled at me and took my hand, leading me to the next room, his spacious kitchen. White cabinets hung from robin’s egg blue walls above the cream-colored tile floor. The white appliances looked dated but pristine. Everything I had seen told me that Lance had left the house the way his mother had kept it before she had died. I knew firsthand how difficult it was to move past the loss of a loved one, and the difficulty of being surrounded by their memory.

      “Did your mother love blue?” I asked, noting the similarity between the paint on the kitchen walls and that on the exterior.

      “She did.”

      “It feels a bit like she still lives here,” I said.

      “It’s been difficult to make changes,” Lance replied. “Every time I erase a piece of my parents’ lives, I feel I lose part of them with it.”

      “I understand,” I said. “Did she enjoy cooking?”

      “Baking mostly,” he said. “She used to make the best chocolate chip cookies. I liked to help her when I was little. She always let me lick the dough off of the beaters.” Lance smiled at the thought. To preserve her so, he must have really cared for his mother. “A bit like you and your Gran I’m guessing.”

      “Yes, quite a bit.”

      “So, what did you think of Sawtooth Den?” he asked. “And of the people?”

      “Cole, Harkins, and Amy all seem kind,” I said.

      “But?” he asked. “I’m sensing a but.”

      “What’s the story with the blonde?” I asked.

      “Blonde?” he asked, looking genuinely confused.

      “Overly thin, rude,” I replied. “Claimed you belonged to her, and that you would throw me away when you were done with me.”

      I didn’t believe it was true, but I needed to know what made her think she had a right to him.

      “Trixie.” He moved in close, holding my body to his with a firm grasp around my waist.

      The closeness made me hyperaware of every inch of his body that touched mine—from his palm and fingertips on the small of my back to his hard chest muscles against my breasts. So close, his earthy scent filled my lungs—pine and leather.

      Desire and intensity clear in his sapphire eyes, Lance continued, “I have eyes only for you. I want no one but you.”

      He pressed his lips to mine, and I believed him.

      “Did you date her before?” I asked. “What’s her name?”

      He pulled back and led me to the sofa to sit. I turned my body toward him to listen to his story.

      “Her name’s Callie,” he said. “She wanted Cole when he was next in line for alpha.” He put his hands in his lap and slumped his shoulders. “After Cole stepped down, Callie put her sights on me. I made the mistake of sleeping with her, only looking for something casual. That was the only thing I ever looked for before you.”

      “But she wasn’t satisfied?”

      “No,” he said, “she doesn’t seem to take no for an answer.”

      “What makes me different from the rest?” I asked.

      “Everything,” he replied. “You stirred something inside of me. I’m a different man since I laid eyes on you, god, even heard your voice. More than anything I want to spend every day by your side, giving you everything you desire, and everything that I am. I never wanted that with anyone else. I’ve never felt this way. I didn’t realize I was asleep until you woke me up.”

      I climbed onto Lance’s lap, kneeled over him and tasted his sweet lips on mine. “I think I love you,” I admitted.

      “I love you too, Trixie.”

      Where we went from here I didn’t know, only that I needed to be closer to him. I parted his lips with my tongue, tasting the man that I loved and who loved me in return. His mouth was warm and moist, and followed my movements. With large hands caressing down my shoulders, Lance slid his distressed, leather jacket down my arms and onto the floor. Even through the fabric of my shirts, I savored the sensation of his trailing fingers down my arms.

      I sat up straight, and slowly lifted the hem of Lance’s long-sleeved t-shirt. Each inch exposed a taste more of the hard, muscular chest beneath, starting with the silver trail of hair that led beneath his waistband. The line tempted me, and I slid a finger through it, following the ridges and valleys of his sculpted abdominals. Rough compared to the skin around them, the hairs shone when they caught the light, beautifully, impossibly silver like that hair atop his head. Lance pulled his shirt off and watched as I explored him. His desire pressed up against his fly beneath me, and I removed my shirts as well. Ignoring my scars, Lance put his hands on my breasts, and his mouth back to mine. A gentle pinch sent tendrils of desire through me, and I gasped.

      “I want you,” I said.

      “I’m all yours.”

      I stood and admired the view. Lance put his hands behind his head, accentuating the muscular form of his strong arms, as he looked over my body the same way I did his. Lance’s eyes were hungry, his wolf barely below the surface, but he remained still, restrained.

      I stepped out of my boots, then unclasped my jeans, allowing them to fall to the floor. Lance growled as I stood before him in only my white, cotton panties. My eyes remained locked on his as I bent before him and pulled off his boots, one by one. With each moment that passed, it seemed more difficult for him to hold himself back. I wasn’t sure that I wanted him to hold back. Yes, I was nervous, but I wanted him, and his passion. I wanted to feel his love and desire for me, and feel his body deep within mine.

      I knelt on the floor before him, and unbuttoned his pants. Lance stood in an instant and dropped his pants and boxers with them. His blue eyes were icy flames of desire, and his huge cock stood hard and ready, an inch from my face. I reached a tentative hand to his length and caressed the skin that was softer than anywhere else on his body.

      “Let me do for you as you did for me,” I said, looking up at Lance’s intense expression. I was nervous and excited, and wanted to worship him the way he had me. With a small lick I found him salty. I aimed him with a fist around his base, and slipped him into my mouth. He filled the small space easily, with little more than the head inserted. My entire body was on fire, burning for him to be inside of me. I took a little more, moving him in and out of my lips, but I couldn’t take much more foreplay, I needed to be with him fully.

      He moaned with my movement, closing his eyes as I moved my tongue. Taking a little more, I tested how deeply I could fit him.

      “Trixie,” he growled, then gently pulled back and offered me a hand to help me rise.

      “Was it not good?” I asked.

      “It was perfect,” he replied. “But I don’t want to end before we begin.”

      I smiled and slid down my panties, with a thumb on each hip.

      Lance stepped back and sat on the sofa, beckoning me with a wave. “You can have control,” he said. “Stop me if it’s too much.”

      I nodded and climbed back on his lap, straddling him with my knees around his hips. He pulled his face to my chest, with an arm around my back, and took the tip of my breast into his mouth. Coils of pleasure moved through me, making me ache for more. As if he could read my mind, Lance touched between my legs, gently massaging my clit. He circled and sucked, and I moaned from the sensation. I grasped his length between us and aimed it against my opening.

      Afraid that it would hurt, but desperate to have him, I lowered slowly, stretching as I moved downward. I raised to reduce the pressure, but every inch he had filled ached to be filled again.

      “You’re so tight,” he growled.

      “You’re too big,” I moaned in reply.

      Each downward stroke took him impossibly deeper inside of me. Lance continued on my clit, rubbing harder as I went, and placed his hand on my needy breast as I started moving up and down too fast for him to keep his mouth on me. With tender lips, Lance kissed my neck and chest.

      Just as I had when he’d used his mouth on me in my bed, I felt pressure building inside of me.

      “I’m so close,” I said between ragged breaths.

      Lance slid his hands down onto my hips and tilted me slightly, lifting and pulling me down, deeper than before. With only two thrusts, I yelled as my vision blurred and the most extreme pleasure I had ever felt washed over me, wave after wave. My muscles tightened, and Lance kept the rhythm, moving me through the immense bliss that ignited every nerve, radiating from our physical connection. Warmth filled me, and I sank down onto him as he released my hips. His rigidity lessened, and I melted down against his chest.

      Lance brushed my hair off of my forehead, moist with sweat, and kissed the top of my head.

      “I love you, Trixie Walker. Everything I am is yours.”

      I squeezed him in my arms. “I love you too.”
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      Flexing my legs, I stretched out across the chilled sheets, leaving the comfortable place where my body had kept the bedding warm. The bed felt strangely empty, and my heart sank when I turned to the side and saw no sign of Trixie. Had she left in the night? Had I done something wrong? Searching the floor in a fit of panic, I found that her bag still sat by the bed, so she hadn’t left. Relieved, I threw on a t-shirt and boxer briefs before descending the stairs in search of her. The scent of toasted bread drew me to the kitchen.

      Leaning against the door frame, I watched as Trixie stretched up into the cabinet and pulled down two glasses. Her oversized t-shirt rose up over the bottom of her panties as she lifted herself on tiptoes, showcasing the curves of her ass. She dropped down, glasses in hand, and set them on the counter in front of her.

      “I can feel your eyes back there,” she said.

      “I like what I see,” I replied.

      Trixie turned to me, hair up in a messy bun, cheeks flushed, and looking as happy as I had ever seen her. “I hope it’s okay, I had to check out your kitchen.”

      “Of course,” I answered, and her smile widened.

      “You didn’t have much to work with,” she said, turning back to the counter.

      “I don’t do much cooking,” I replied, crossing the cold tiles with my bare feet.

      Wrapping my arms around Trixie, I leaned my chin on her shoulder and looked down at the plates that she had prepared.

      “Avocado?” I wrinkled my nose, examining the green spread across the toast, under slices of hardboiled eggs.

      “Trust me,” she said, then bent so she could kiss my arm.

      “I do.”

      Reaching around to Trixie’s side, I opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of orange juice. Little was left in it, but there was enough for two half glasses. After emptying the plastic container, I tossed it in the recycling and led Trixie to the pub table in the corner of the kitchen where I preferred to eat.

      “I noticed the dining room when I came down this morning,” Trixie said.

      “I don’t use it, since it’s always just me,” I said. “This just makes more sense.”

      “Just you? You don’t feed your dates here?” she asked.

      “You’re the first woman I’ve brought home,” I replied.

      “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “I just thought since you said you had some casual partners that they would have gotten to share some breakfast and a bed with you.”

      “I’ve always been clear that I didn’t want anything more than sex,” I said. “When you share your bed and your personal space with someone, it means more.”

      “I guess it does,” she replied, with a smile.

      The toast was tasty, a flavorful combination of egg, avocado, toast, salt, and pepper. It was simple, but much better than I would have come up with using the same ingredients, which would have been simply a hardboiled egg and toast with butter.

      “This is nice,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “I’m glad you invited me.” She smiled. “So what’s next? I need to make sure I get back before too long to check in on the pack. Make sure Troy’s not parading around telling people what to do or something.”

      “Is there anything you’d like to see before we go?” I asked.

      “Hailey,” she answered. “It’d be good to see her.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I replied.

      After breakfast, we dressed and headed out into the frigid morning air. Pink, chilled skin ran across Trixie’s cheeks and nose, along the same strip as her adorable freckles. She wore my jacket, and I loved the way it hung on her, making me feel large and masculine by comparison. Everything about the morning and the previous night was perfect, except that it was almost over.

      We took the truck down to Rosebuds and Greenery and parked along the curb. Trixie examined the buildings that lined the street, tall Victorians of various colors all stacked in a row.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “It’s so different here,” she answered. It was different, and not just because Ellistown had been torn apart. Sawtooth Peaks was full of classic, two-story buildings, moving from Main Street out in every direction. Yards were sloped, and a few steps behind Sawtooth Den led into the densely forested mountains. Ellistown was a flat valley, one-story ranchers down streets that circled the immense brick building at its center. Different was apt but didn’t tell me how she felt.

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “It’s happy and alive, like little gingerbread houses painted with candy frosting,” Trixie replied.

      “Whimsical,” I said. “I think Ellistown has a more natural feel, more down-to-earth.”

      Trixie nodded.

      “Ready to go in?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she answered and climbed out of the truck.

      Her warm, petite fingers wrapped around my palm, and we walked up to the flower shop hand in hand. A tiny bell sounded as I pushed the door open.

      “I’ll be right with you,” Hailey called from somewhere in the building, out of sight.

      The room was filled with floral scents, and bouquets of varying shapes and colors. I knew the sight and scent of flowers reminded most people of beauty and life, but the only time I could remember being surrounded by so many arrangements was at my parents’ funeral. I pushed back the thought and smiled down at Trixie, whose expression of awe reminded me of a kid in a candy shop.

      “A fan of flowers?” I asked.

      “I’ve never been a flower person, but it’s pleasant to see such life in the dead of what feels like a sad and desperate start to winter.”

      “Can I buy you some?” I asked, eager to see her smile last as long as it could.

      “Let’s get some for the inn,” she said. “And a dahlia for Fleur.”

      “Okay,” I replied, appreciating the way Trixie always considered the needs of her pack. I doubted that she could go more than a few hours without concerning herself with the welfare of others. I had never met someone so kind, strong, and beautiful.

      The clicking of high heels against the hardwood drew my attention toward the wall behind the counter. Trixie oriented her gaze in the same direction with a quick flick of her head.

      “Sorry for the wait,” Hailey said, rounding the corner.

      “Good morning, Hailey,” I said to my sister-in-law. She wore a turtleneck sweater over tight-fitting jeans, and heels that made her look taller than she was. Her heart-shaped face was slightly fuller than it had been, and her blue eyes sparkled as she looked at the two of us. She glowed with happiness—married life suited her.

      “Oh my god, Trixie,” Hailey squealed, and threw her arms around Trixie.

      Shoulders stiff, Trixie accepted the affection, and tapped Hailey on the back. Next was my turn for a hug, and a hello.

      “Hi, Lance. Good to see you,” she said, then moved back to Trixie. “How’ve you been? I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “It is good to see you, too,” Trixie replied. “You look well.”

      “Thanks, I just got back from my honeymoon.”

      “Congratulations,” Trixie said with warm but sad eyes. I wondered if coming here had been a bad idea. Was it too hard to see Hailey? A reminder of what had happened in the mansion? Or was it difficult to see how easily Hailey had recovered from the ordeal?

      “Tell me all about the girls,” Hailey said, with soft concern.

      “They’re settling back into their homes, trying to rebuild their lives. It’ll take time,” she said.

      “I’m sure,” Hailey replied. “If there’s anything I can do, let me know. We could come down to Ellistown over the weekend to help. Cole’s an accomplished carpenter and cook and I, well…I like to help.”

      “That would be much appreciated,” Trixie said.

      “Did you have a nice time in Hawaii?” I asked Hailey.

      “Oh yes.” Hailey leaned her hip on the counter. “It was everything I had hoped for and more.”

      “Good,” I replied.

      “You two should come for Thanksgiving. I don’t mean to presume,” she said, “but I love you both, and it’ll be great food.”

      Trixie took my hand, and I looked down into her unreadable, emerald eyes. The idea of spending a holiday with Trixie was pleasant, and Cole had offered as well. But I didn’t want to answer without discussing it. Knowing her, she would want to be with her pack, caring for them, unable to enjoy Cole’s meal if thinking they were not doing the same.

      “We’ll come,” Trixie replied.

      Wow. I hadn’t expected that.

      “That’s great,” Hailey squealed. “I’m so glad.”

      “I’m sure it will be nice, Hailey,” I said. “By the way, do you have any dahlias?”

      “Of course,” she answered. “I should have asked if you wanted anything. Eric keeps a bit of everything. Are you looking for a bouquet?”

      “Just one flower,” Trixie answered. “Fuchsia if you have it.”

      “Yep,” Hailey said, “one sec.”

      She headed back behind the wall, and I surveyed the flowers arranged in colored vases along a tiered shelf by the door. I picked a white vase full of pink roses, forest green leaves, and small white flowers, and put it up on the counter. Trixie watched as I grabbed a second: a colorful blend of yellow and orange blooms.

      “I prefer that one,” Trixie said, pointing to the second.

      “It’s for your house,” I replied.

      “I’ll pay,” she said.

      “Please let me,” I replied, wanting to give her everything.

      “You’ve been paying for everything,” she argued. “It’s too much.”

      I traced my fingers through her fiery red locks, so reflective of her strength. “Trixie,” I growled, then placed a kiss on her small, freckled nose. “I want to provide for you. I want to give you everything you desire.”

      Her faced turned pink in an adorable blush, and she whispered, “Okay.”

      At the clicking sound of Hailey’s heels, we pulled apart and turned back toward the counter. I paid and we said goodbye, then climbed back in the truck. My heart was heavy as we drove back to Ellistown, and it felt like it was splitting when we parted ways. Trixie had become a part of me in so little time, and on the drive back I wasn’t sure how I would stand the time apart and the distance between us.
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      Flames danced across blackened logs in the hearth. There hadn’t been many occasions where I had taken the time to sit and use the fireplace, but it felt like that kind of night. Maybe work would have been a nice distraction, but I knew I couldn’t put on a smile and deal with customers. It was better to take the time to get my head on straight, and Cole was happy to cover for me after I had run everything while he was on his honeymoon. He had offered that I take whatever time I needed.

      I sat on the sofa that still smelled like Trixie, and traced my fingers over the screen of my phone. How long should I wait to call? She had agreed to Thanksgiving dinner, but could I wait two days to hear her voice?

      Ferocious barking came from outside; I had never heard Sparky so worked up. What could have him so upset? Climbing off of the sofa, I crossed the floor to the window to see what was the matter. Before I could look, I smelled the problem, and my hair stood on end.

      My bare feet padded silently across the cool hardwood to the door. I opened it to find a bearded goliath with his fist in the air, poised to knock.

      “Come in,” I said, eyeing the black van parked in my driveway.

      “Lance Tenbrook?” the grizzly asked.

      “You found me. Please come in so the German Shepherd doesn’t wake the entire neighborhood.”

      The dark-haired grizzly looked over toward the Freedmans’ house like he had only just noticed the snarls of the enraged beast, then nodded and stepped inside. A second grizzly entered after him, his twin I would have guessed if not for the blond hair and beard. Both men were dressed exactly the same way, with black, button-down coats, black jeans, and lace-up, black boots. It seemed the Tribunal had finally gotten around to asking about Ellistown.

      The yellow-haired bear lifted the clock from the mantel, looked at the bottom, and set it back down, then peeked behind the television like I could be hiding something between the flatscreen and the wall mount.

      “What is this concerning?” I asked.

      “The Therion Tribunal has opened an investigation regarding the events surrounding the murder of Stratton Walker, alpha of Sawtooth Valley,” said the brown-haired grizzly.

      “Good,” I replied.

      He raised an eyebrow at me.

      I said, “So you think there are answers behind my television?”

      The blond turned and scowled, then went back to inspecting under sofa cushions and around the room.

      “When did you meet Stratton Walker?” the brown-haired man asked.

      “Never officially,” I replied. “I knew his face, but never spoke to him.”

      “As alpha of Sawtooth Peaks, you never introduced yourself to the alpha of your neighboring pack?”

      “I’m not alpha,” I replied.

      “Then who is?” the brown-haired man asked.

      “We have no alpha,” I said.

      “You’re the son of John Tenbrook, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you’re acting alpha until you take a mate,” he said.

      “No,” I replied. “My brother, Cole, has been filling in.”

      “Cole Tenbrook, mated to a human woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm,” the brown-haired man replied.

      “And Stratton Walker’s mate, how long have you known her?” he asked. I kept my face a mask. When I met Stratton or Trixie had nothing to do with what had happened to Ellistown. Neither did which brother in Sawtooth Peaks was acting alpha.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

      “Matteus Patterson. That’s my brother Kenton,” he replied, pointing to the blond. “Now answer the question.”

      “I met her recently.”

      “Before or after her mate was murdered?” Matteus asked.

      I kept my face a mask and answered, “I had never visited Ellistown until the night I accompanied Cole to rescue Hailey from Dashiell. I didn’t meet Trixie Walker until this week.”

      Kenton scribbled something in a small notebook.

      “How would you describe your relationship?”

      “Unrelated to the events surrounding the murder of Stratton Walker,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “I did not know them, and had not been to that town.”

      “You were seen in Ellistown the night that the insurgence was taken down.”

      “I’m sure I was,” I replied. “I entered the walled town with my brother and other members of our pack, as I told you, to rescue Hailey, my brother’s mate.”

      “So you were in the mayor’s mansion that night?”

      “Yes.”

      “But somehow you didn’t meet Trixie Walker until this week?”

      “Correct.”

      “Hmm,” he said, and lowered his brow. Kenton scribbled in his notebook.

      “If you’re really looking to find out what happened to Stratton, it seems like Dashiell would be a good place to start.”

      “The dead wolf?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think he’ll be answering any questions.”

      “Have you looked into him at all?” I asked. “Do you know who he was?”

      Matteus’s face hardened, encouraging my line of questioning.

      “How about Aldrich Bastion?” I asked.

      Kenton stopped his scribbling and stared at me, clearly recognizing the name.

      “What about him?” Matteus asked, clearly the brother with the better poker face.

      “How is he related to Dashiell?”

      “How is that relevant?” Matteus diverted, and I had him. If they had not been related, he would have said so. I expected some connection between the two, but this was more. I remembered the description Cole had given me of Dashiell, and the photograph I had seen of Aldrich Bastion.

      “Aldrich Bastion was Stratton Walker’s contact with the Tribunal,” I said.

      Kenton crossed his arms, and both just looked at me.

      “I’m not asking, I know it’s true,” I said. “He was one of the two that Dashiell sent who broke in and assaulted a member of my pack.”

      The grizzlies said nothing, so I continued. “Based on the resemblance and your reaction, I’m guessing Dashiell’s last name was Bastion.”

      I met Matteus’s cold, dark stare and waited for him to speak. Had the brothers known all of this? Or were they just hesitant to offer me any information confirming or denying my allegation? Who had suggested I should be a suspect? I waited for some hint of their take on the situation.

      There was nothing until the brothers headed toward the door. Matteus turned back and said, “We’ll be in touch.”
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      Staying in Ellistown was responsible. No matter how much I yearned to be with Lance, Sawtooth Peaks was not my home. My pack and my town needed me.

      Hints of his scent still lingered on the sheets, on his leather jacket, on me, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted to bury my face in his chest and feel his skin on mine. I wanted to see his perfect face and touch his metallic locks.

      A soft, floral scent filled the room from the arrangement of orange roses and yellow daisies. Without light, I couldn’t distinguish between the cheerful colors, but the gentle, sweet scent reminded me that they were there, another reminder of Lance’s care for me. The bed felt cold and empty, but I wasn’t afraid of thinking about Stratton in my room anymore. I could lay in my bed and think of Lance, knowing that Stratton was gone but always a part of me, and be okay with the balance.

      What I couldn’t do was sleep.

      I tossed off the covers and swung my feet to the floor. Maybe I wasn’t the only one having trouble sleeping. I slid a pair of jeans up over my hips, pulled up the zipper, and attached the snap. Maybe it was my imagination, but it seemed like the denim fit a little better and hung off a little less. Having an adequate supply of food was all thanks to Lance. The thought of him carrying boxes of food into the inn, wearing the jacket he let me use, flexing his arms with each heavy box, made me smile. He was gorgeous, fit, and kind.

      I pulled Lance’s leather jacket over my shoulders, feeling like I was carrying a piece of him with me, and slipped on my boots. The dahlia we had bought for Fleur was in a glass of water in the kitchen. I pulled the bloom from the water and headed out into the cold, dark night.

      The streets felt strangely quiet after my visit to Sawtooth Peaks. Sidewalks had not been shoveled, streets not plowed. The people who’d fled had not returned, leaving the atmosphere more like a ghost town than the home of survivors. Street lamps and moonlight lit the path to the Come On Inn. I stomped my boots on the mat at the front door and entered.

      The giant grizzly, Blake, sat behind the reception desk, as he always did. The man didn’t seem to eat or sleep, but always looked stoic and alert. I was yet to be convinced that he wasn’t some sort of bear-scented, mountain-sized robot.

      “Good evening,” I said, as I approached the desk.

      “Trixie Walker,” he replied.

      “Are any of the girls here?” I asked, twirling the dahlia stem between my thumb and forefinger. “I’m looking for Fleur.”

      “Yellow dress? She doesn’t leave much.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

      The hairy robot watched me exit the lobby. First, I checked down the hall, the room where they had all stayed together. After a few moments without response to my knock, I tried again. Still no luck, so I checked down the other way where we had shared breakfast. The dining room was empty except for Fleur, sitting alone in the corner at an otherwise empty table. Dark circles surrounded her eyes as she stared off into space. I was glad I found her, but disturbed by her disposition. Fleur had been doing so well, had seemed so much like herself. Was it nightmares?

      “Hi, Fleur,” I said, taking the seat next to my friend.

      “What? Oh, hi, Trixie.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, touching her shoulder.

      “The food,” she said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your brother took all of the food.”

      “He what?” I shot up from my seat and balled my fists.

      Fleur looked at me with her big, sad, doe eyes. “Troy came in during dinner, said that as alpha he had the right to distribute the food. He pretended it was in our best interest, like he was doing us some favor. Then his enforcers took everything away. None has been returned.”

      “He has no right,” I said, feeling my cheeks heat. The stem of the dahlia snapped in my fist before I realized my fingers had tightened. I looked down and loosened my grip, regretting the damage I had caused to the beautiful flower. Putting on the most reassuring smile I could muster, I brushed back the brown hair from Fleur’s face, and slid the flower behind her ear. She touched it lightly and looked up at me.

      “Thank you, Trixie,” she said.

      “I’ll fix this, Fleur. Everything will be okay.”

      “I know you will, Trixie,” Fleur said with a sad smile. “You’re always here for us.”

      Except when I’m not—when I’m enjoying myself in Sawtooth Peaks with my boyfriend, and my brother is stealing all of the food. I felt like such an ass. I should have known Troy would do something like this. He wouldn’t have even known about the food if I hadn’t brought some into his home for Mara. How could I make this right?

      “Try to get some sleep,” I said to my friend as I headed back to the lobby, restraining myself from bursting into a full-paced run.

      From the hall I heard Fleur speak. “You too,” she said.

      If I thought it had been hard to sleep before, it would truly be impossible now. I couldn’t return to my bed until I had confronted my twin.

      I caught Liam Blake’s gaze as I stormed into the lobby, then froze. “Why didn’t you stop him?”

      “Who?” he asked, face blank.

      “Troy,” I said, frustrated by the question. “Why did you let him take our food?”

      “Skinny wolf called himself alpha,” he said, voice flat.

      “So you let him steal from us?”

      “Food gifted to the pack, redistributed by the alpha,” Blake said. “Not my place to interfere.”

      “Not your place? I thought you were here to protect us.”

      “I’m here to make sure none of Dashiell’s men come back, if any escaped during the confusion—a temporary defense so you aren’t left without. Inner politics of your pack are not my concern,” he said.

      “There will be no one left to protect if we have no food,” I said, and walked out.

      The bite of the air seemed harsher on the walk to the mansion. I crossed my arms, clenching my fists inside the long jacket sleeves for warmth. The town was asleep, and any snow that had melted had certainly refrozen into ice. The earth crunched beneath my boots as I took sure and careful steps to the center of town.

      The first thing I noticed was the new door, white steel by the look of it. It reminded me of a prison cell door, out of place amongst the classic wood and brick. Just as disturbing was the guard posted beside it. Troy had gone from no door to well-secured passage in a short time. I wondered if it had to do with the food he had stolen, and hoped it wasn’t to keep Mara in.

      If I entered, would I be allowed back out?

      The brown-haired guard with gray eyes was one I had seen here with Troy before, Dwayne Cullen, one that had been Stratton’s.

      “Dwayne,” I said with a smile. “Nice to see you again.”

      He smiled back. “You too, Mrs. Walker.”

      “New door?” I asked, like it was as trivial as asking if he had gotten his hair cut.

      “Yep,” he answered.

      “How’s Mara?” I asked.

      “She’s okay.” Then his face softened. “Given her mate just claimed alpha, she seems sad.”

      I nodded. “I’d like to see her, say hi.”

      “Oh,” Dwayne straightened. “I’d have to ask your brother first.”

      “Of course,” I said, like it made total sense for her to be kept without the right to see whomever she pleased. “I’d like to talk to him too. If you send for him, I’d be happy to ask myself.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, then turned away from me and touched a button on his earpiece. “Mrs. Walker is here.” A moment of silence, then, “Yes, sir.”

      Dwayne turned back toward me.

      “So, what’s the verdict?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, “but you’re not to enter at this time.”

      I believed him; he did look sorry. Coward or coldblooded, I had wondered, but now I knew. Dwayne Cullen wasn’t a killer, turned against his pack and his alpha. He was a coward that flocked to whoever had power and offered the best chance of survival. That had likely been Dashiell, and now it seemed my brother held that power. The bears wouldn’t have looked for those who were submissive that night, assuming they were victims. Most who served Dashiell had been vicious and went down full of fight.

      “My friend brought that food to help the town, Dwayne. Now the people have nothing to eat. What kind of alpha steals from the mouths of his people?” I considered punching him in his stupid face, forcing my way in to reach Mara and the food my brother had stolen. Chances were good I would accomplish neither. Troy had a fortress and enforcers, and all I had to reach my goal was anger.

      “I don’t…” His voice trailed.

      “This isn’t over,” I said, and turned away.

      Did Troy somehow think that stealing our food would give him power? That deciding who received what and when would secure his place? The bears would bring more food. Lance would bring more food. All that Troy’s selfishness had assured was the same thing I already knew—my brother did not deserve to hold the status of alpha.
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      After only one ring she answered.

      “Hello?” A whole night without hearing her sultry voice was far too long.

      “Trixie,” I growled, a guttural reaction to her sound. Then my voice softened. “Tell me if I’m presuming too much.”

      “Okay…” Trixie replied.

      “I’m at the store,” I said.

      “And?” Something in her voice seemed off, like she was holding something back.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      Maybe I was just imagining it. “I was thinking of buying a turkey.”

      “I thought your brother would provide the turkey,” she said, voice more like I expected.

      “He will for Thursday, but I meant for today. What do you think about having an early Thanksgiving dinner at the inn? We could cook together at your place. Well, I could help,” I said.

      With the stiffness Trixie had showed over the idea of Thanksgiving at Cole and Hailey’s, I thought she could use one of her own, with the people she cared about.

      I went on, “I was thinking that if anyone deserved a celebration of thanks, friends, and family, it’s the people of Ellistown. What do you think?”

      She was quiet, and without being able to see her reaction, I had no way to tell what she was thinking.

      “Trixie?”

      “That sounds wonderful,” she answered.

      “As the chef in charge of the feast, please tell me what to buy.”

      She giggled, then gave me a list. I bought everything from turkey to sweet potatoes, green beans to cheesecake. When it was all packed in the back of the pickup, I drove straight to Trixie’s house. My mind wandered as I drove, lingering on the words of Matteus Patterson. The thought that the Tribunal was looking for a prior connection between me and Trixie was concerning. It all seemed a bit more than routine. There was no good reason to consider me in connection with Stratton’s death, which made me worry for Trixie. Were they looking for motive for her to have caused all of this? I couldn’t believe she would have her mate murdered and herself imprisoned, or that the thought could cross anyone’s mind. If anyone at the Tribunal had a brain, they would see the same. Between the ridiculous questioning, the digging through my house, and the avoidance of discussing Dashiell and his brother, I was left with the assumption that we were being framed. To protect the Tribunal from investigations into their own involvement, one or both of us was going to be the focus of their blame. Maybe I should call back, ask Trixie if she had been confronted by the bear brothers. She was in Ellistown for all of the events, so it was possible that they were hoping to find some evidence of conspiracy at my place to incriminate Trixie. The thought made me sick, and I hated to worry her unnecessarily. There was no proof that the Tribunal was after either of us. I decided to wait, not to call, and drove the rest of the way silently hoping the Tribunal was after me and not her.

      The front door opened as I pulled into the short driveway beside Trixie’s wooden rancher. Trixie stepped out wearing her usual dark jeans and black boots, and my leather jacket. But instead of a dark t-shirt beneath the jacket, she wore a cream blouse and a simple green apron that matched her sparkling, emerald eyes. Her bright, crimson hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, away from her face and neck. This was the first time she hadn’t hidden her neck, and I appreciated the trust she showed. She looked ready to start cooking, and greeted me with a wide smile.

      “Hey, you,” I said, with a step out of the truck. I slammed the door behind me and caught Trixie as she jumped at me and threw her arms around my neck.

      She planted a kiss on my chin, and everything felt better. I relaxed my shoulders and kissed her, tasting the natural sweetness that was only her.

      “Hi,” she said. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “So where’s the turkey?” she asked, eyeing the bed of the truck. “It’ll take hours to cook.”

      “We better get started then,” I replied.

      Trixie released me and we carried in all of the groceries. She dug through the food in search of the giant bird as soon as we set the last bag on the kitchen floor.

      Trixie stopped on the paper bag filled with only one item. “Big turkey,” she said with a smile. “I don’t know how you got it in here.”

      “It was all the clerk,” I replied. “She used some kind of grocery-packing kung fu. Let me help you.” We paused only to remove our coats and roll up our sleeves, then I let myself be swept up in her momentum.

      Grabbing from beneath, I lifted the turkey, bag attached, onto the counter. We ripped the paper and peeled it off together, discarding the moist, brown strips. Trixie dug in right away, buttering and seasoning the bird with dried herbs from her cabinets. Within a short time, the turkey was in the preheated oven, cooking on the pan Trixie had prepared before my arrival.

      “What’s next?” I asked.

      “Vegetables. We need to clean and cut everything, get it ready to cook.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, then dug through the groceries and pulled out every vegetable I could find. We worked side by side throughout the day, with me washing and cutting, her seasoning and putting everything together. Watching her smile as she moved through the kitchen made me almost forget about the bears and their questions. I knew I needed to talk to her about the Tribunal and my concerns, but I didn’t want to ruin the moment. It could wait until after our early Thanksgiving.

      When everything had finished cooking, we packed the truck. Trixie took care in arranging each dish in the pickup’s bed by temperature, and in such a way that nothing would tip over on the trip to the inn. I took the short drive even slower than my usual turtle’s pace in town, with the icy streets and carefully prepared and packaged food in the back. If I could help it, everything would be perfect for this meal.

      When we arrived, Trixie let her hair down; it fell in loose waves around her shoulders, and covered the scars on her neck. Her smile lessened when we parked, though her happiness still showed in her eyes. Her fiery hair was as beautiful up as it was down, and I knew I was lucky that she let her scars show around me.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” she answered, and we climbed out.

      Trixie’s shoulders tensed as we carried in the first set of serving dishes, and I wondered what had put her on edge. Was it the social gathering in general? She had seemed pleased with the idea. Taking careful, steady steps, I carried the twenty-four-pound turkey as I followed Trixie, who carried a large dish of almond green beans. Thankfully, Trixie was able to open and hold the door for me, because I was afraid to drop the town’s only main course.

      She headed straight down the hall without acknowledging the bear behind the counter. Blake gave us a curt nod, a gesture I returned. All eyes were on Trixie, me, and the turkey as we entered a small, crowded dining hall. We set the dishes on a long table, and Trixie scowled as she scanned the room. Her shoulders relaxed, and the smile she had worn before we arrived returned. I wondered if there was someone in particular she was concerned could be here. Either way, all seemed to be well.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” a brown-haired girl said as she hugged Trixie. I recognized the dahlia behind her ear, slightly wilted but still bright, and knew that she was someone special to Trixie.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” Trixie said, and hugged her back just as hard.

      “Lance, this is Fleur. Fleur, Lance,” Trixie said.

      I shook her hand.

      “You were the one from the mansion, right?” Fleur asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, remembering her face from that night. She’d been one of the she-wolves in the pastel dresses.

      “Glad to meet you officially under different circumstances,” she said.

      “Likewise.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving, or close enough, to everyone,” Trixie said, loud enough for all to hear.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” the crowd yelled back, from smiling faces all around the room.

      “I know life has been difficult,” Trixie said. “But we are survivors, and I am thankful for every one of you.”

      Voices filled the room. One shouted above the rest, “We love you, Trixie.”

      When it was quiet enough for her to speak again, Trixie said, “My friend Lance Tenbrook has been kind enough to bring us this food. He is of course the same man that brought us food and supplies before. And I am thankful for him.” Trixie took my hand and a soft pink blush covered her freckled cheeks. If we had been alone, I would have kissed her, but I wasn’t sure how ready she was to share our bond with others, so I settled on smiling down at her and gently squeezing her small hand in mine.

      “Is there anyone who wouldn’t mind helping us carry in the food?” she asked, turning to the crowd.

      Most of the people watching us raised a hand or stepped forward. As every other time I had seen Trixie amongst her pack, I was reminded of their loyalty and love for her.

      “Thanks,” she laughed. “I only need a few.”

      Trixie started toward the door. Fleur and another brown-haired woman followed, slipping on their jackets on the way out.

      We carried in the food and everyone filled their plates. Trixie sat between me and Fleur as we ate, and every face I looked at wore a smile. The food was delicious, everything perfectly prepared by Trixie. I watched as she interacted with her people, a natural leader. I spoke when I was required to, but held my focus on the woman I loved, content that I could give her the holiday she deserved.

      We went back to her house after everyone else had left, each person taking some of the feast’s leftovers with them. I held Trixie through the night, through a pleasantly warm and dreamless sleep, and hoped that Thanksgiving Day with Cole and Hailey would be a fraction of as perfect as this day had been.
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      Harsh sunlight poured through the crack between the curtains, warm and bright against my face. Unwilling to submit to the morning and open my eyes, I rolled to my side and felt the warmth of the man beside me.

      Straightening my elbow, I slid my fingers across the bare skin of his chiseled chest. Earthy tones mingled with hints of pine and leather—I breathed him in, savoring the scent of the man I loved. How had I been so fortunate to have Lance Tenbrook in my life? Waking to him in my bed was the perfect way to celebrate what I was thankful for. He’d rescued the girls that night in the mansion, and repaired my roof and house to a point where it was truly a home again. Lance provided building supplies and food, and gave me strength to reclaim my life. Everything I had to be thankful for was due to him.

      Inching closer, I pulled my body against Lance’s side.

      “I love you, Lance Tenbrook,” I whispered, and peeked at his rugged yet beautiful, restful face.

      Eyes closed, he rolled toward me and enveloped me in his strong arms. His embrace was warm and comforting, the perfect way to start the morning. I sank further into him as his chest expanded with a deep breath.

      He nuzzled his face into my hair. “I love you, Trixie Walker.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” I said.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” he replied, gradually opening his eyes. “Was yesterday everything you had hoped for?”

      “It was,” I said, remembering the wonderful meal we’d cooked together and the company we had shared it with. The only thing missing had been Mara. Part of me wished Troy had been there as well, and Stratton. I wished that we could have all shared a meal: my best friend, my brother, my sister-in-law, and the man I loved. But Stratton was dead, and Troy probably would have taken everything for himself instead of sharing with our people. Poor Mara was out of sight; I would have to find a way to see her soon. But yesterday was about sharing a meal with my pack and today was about sharing a meal with Lance’s. After the holiday festivities ended, I would find a way to visit my sister-in-law.

      “Are you nervous about today?” he asked, trailing kisses down the side of my face.

      “A bit. I’m fond of both Hailey and Cole, but I feel a bit out of place in Sawtooth Peaks,” I admitted.

      “Want to cancel and spend the day hiding in bed together instead?” A smile crossed Lance’s face, just before he nibbled my chin.

      I squeaked in surprise.

      “No, we should go,” I replied, though it was a tempting offer.

      When he looked at me like that, it was difficult not to tear off my clothes and submit to his will. All sense was lost with a look at that playful smile.

      I said, “If we’re going to continue this relationship, we have to make an effort to be a part of each other’s lives.”

      He nodded then said, “Okay, we’ll go, but tonight I want you all to myself.”

      “Deal.” I pecked his moist, soft lips, then popped out of bed before he could tempt me to change my mind and spend the entire day with him between the sheets.

      “Trixie,” he called after me as I raced to the kitchen.

      “Time for breakfast,” I called back, then pulled out the fresh eggs that he’d brought the day before.

      Fast, gentle hands slid across my belly from behind, pulling me in close. The contact startled me, as I hadn’t heard his quick approach. A lump formed in my throat, and my stomach dropped. Dashiell.

      “Trixie,” he growled.

      I pushed down frantically at his arms, dropping the egg carton. Yolks leaked from the package onto the floor.

      “Trixie, are you okay?” All physical contact stopped and I struggled to think.

      I turned around and found Lance behind me. Of course it was Lance. Panic faded to regret.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, staring into his concerned, deep, blue eyes. I knew it was crazy, it made no sense. Dashiell was dead and only Lance was here with me.

      “No,” he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you really okay?” His forehead was wrinkled as he left two feet of space between us.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “I didn’t hear you. It was just a gut reaction.”

      “I never want you to fear me,” he said, taking me into his arms slowly, tenderly pulling me in to his chest.

      “I don’t.” I meant it. Lance made me feel safe, it was just me that needed to adjust to being surprised.

      “If I ever do anything that makes you uncomfortable, please tell me. And I’ll be sure not to sneak up on you again,” he said.

      “I’m really okay,” I said.

      “Good.” He kissed my forehead and reached down to clean up the yolky mess at our feet. Lifting each white oval and inspecting it, Lance separated four undamaged eggs from the package. I grabbed some soapy paper towels and wiped the floor.

      The mood had changed, though I couldn’t think of any words that would make it right. Lance felt more distant as I cooked the eggs and we ate. We dressed and got ready for the drive and early dinner at Hailey and Cole’s house, but Lance didn’t touch me again. After we were ready, we rode silently in the truck to Sawtooth Peaks. Had I broken something between us that couldn’t be fixed? I didn’t want him to fear touching me; I loved when he touched me. I lingered on my concern until the truck stopped at Lance’s house.

      “I forgot to bring a gift,” he said. “This will just take a moment.”

      “Okay,” I replied.

      He ran into the house, and I was left sitting alone in the truck wondering if I should follow. The German Shepherd in the yard next door ran circles around his fenced space, watching me as I watched him bound through the snow-covered lawn. Everything had been so easy with Lance, we had played in the snow together, made love, and everything had felt so right. Now I sat alone wondering if I had screwed all of that up.

      Lance jogged out of the house, climbed back into the cab of the truck, and handed me an expensive-looking bottle of wine. I stared down at the bottle as he started the truck back out of the driveway.

      “Are we okay?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want you to be afraid to touch me,” I said.

      “Trixie,” he said, gently, and put the truck into park. Reaching over and placing his hand on mine, he met my concern with reassuring warmth. “I love you, and I will always want to touch you. I just want to make sure you have the space you need.”

      “I love you too,” I said.

      He leaned over and kissed my cheek, and I couldn’t help but smile. Leaving his hand on mine, he sat straight and started the truck back down the driveway. Reassured by his touch, I started to focus on what was next—dinner with his friends and family.

      Once we passed the bar, tall pines quickly blocked much of the sunlight that had lit the other streets in the town. Broken beams sparkled as they landed on snow covered branches. So close to the lively town full of people, the forest beyond was relatively untouched by human hands. I could definitely see the appeal of living just past the town’s borders. Cole could enjoy nature and shift for a run in the woods without the prying eyes of his human neighbors.

      We parked in front of a huge cabin that blended into the landscape, with warm cedar-toned wood. The foundation was built of stone, and the house was accented with a green the shade of pine needles. Huge windows offered a view straight through the house to the other side. The craftsmanship was impressive, and the size was a bit intimidating.

      Smoke billowed upward from the house’s chimney, filling the otherwise moist wintery air with a dry, wooden scent. My pumps sank into the snow, making me regret the choice not to wear boots until we entered the house. The snow moistened the bottoms of my pants as I stepped carefully toward the door. Lance caught my elbow and offered a steadying arm to hold on to for the walk up onto the porch. I handed Lance the bottle of wine and looked up to find Cole standing in the open doorway waiting for us.

      “Sorry about the snow,” Cole said. “I shoveled, but it’s hard to get that last layer above the dirt.”

      “We’re fine,” I said.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” Lance said to his brother, with a smile.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” Cole replied.

      The brothers shook hands when we reached the door, and Cole gave me a friendly hug. “I’m glad you came,” he said.

      “Thank you for inviting me.”

      “Did your mother show?” Lance asked Cole.

      “No, she insisted on staying home alone. I’m going to drop by later tonight to check on her,” Cole replied.

      “I’m sure she was stubborn about it,” Lance said.

      “Hailey tried to coax her into coming, though I told her it was a lost cause,” Cole said.

      “She’ll learn how Zaria is,” Lance said with a smile, “or Zaria will change.”

      “That would be the day,” Cole said. “Come in. Everyone’s at the table.”

      Cole hung our coats and led us around the corner to a spacious dining room. An enormous table sat in the center, topped with cream-colored candles and a forest green strip of fabric running down its length. Cloth placemats matched the color of the pillar candles at the center of the table, and held white place settings. Hand-carved chairs surrounded the table, filled with dinner guests. Hailey rushed over as we entered the room.

      “Lance, Trixie,” she said. “It’s so good to see you. I’m glad you could make it.”

      Lance handed her the bottle of wine and she hugged him. “Thanks for having us,” he said.

      “Nice looking wine,” she giggled, then hugged me. Hailey’s short dress was a cheerful orange that matched her personality. Her thick, brown hair was pulled partially up in the back, but left flowing over her shoulders and framing her ever smiling, heart-shaped face. “You look nice, Trixie.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “You do too.”

      “Let me introduce you to everyone,” she said, and linked her elbow in mine. I took in a deep breath and followed her lead, leaving Lance with Cole in the doorway to the kitchen.

      “This is Eric, my boss,” Hailey said, touching the shoulder of a red-haired man with thick, black glasses. He set down his glass of wine and offered me his hand. I smiled, and accepted.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said.

      “You too.”

      “I hear you helped keep Hailey safe in Ellistown,” he said. “We’re all thankful. Those people that took her were just awful. I can’t believe there are people around here that just kidnap women like that. I thought that was more of a big city problem. I’m still having nightmares about them in my apartment. I put in two more chains on the door.”

      Eric’s scent was human, and he didn’t seem to know much about what had happened. But the topic left me uneasy.

      “We were there for each other,” I replied, remembering Hailey on the floor with the bag on her head. The fierce look of determination on her face when the bag came off remained in my memory, the strength she showed when confronted with what we both had known would be our deaths. She was stronger than any other human I had met, and I had survived that hell because of her as much as she had survived because of me.

      A handsome man with a dark, chocolate complexion shifted in the chair behind Eric and offered me his hand. “I’m Victor,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you,” I replied.

      “You know they wrecked our apartment,” Eric said. “Everything was thrown about, and they left me taped to a chair. But I guess there are crazies everywhere. I’m hoping that makes our lifetime allotment of violence.”

      “That would be nice,” I said, then quickly changed the subject. “I visited your flower shop. It’s lovely.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “We can get in just about anything. I’ve got distributers around the world. When you’re ready to plant in the spring, stop in and I’ll give you a deal.” Eric winked and smiled. I bet Eric and Hailey got along well, with his sunny disposition and friendly chatter.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I will.”

      “Come, come,” Hailey said, then brought me around the table to a woman who looked like a taller, thinner, and equally beautiful version of herself and a tall and slender blond man that complimented the woman in looks.

      I glanced back at Cole and Lance, watching their body language as they quietly spoke. Both looked tense, a stark contrast from the easy smiles and relaxed movements of the rest of the room.

      “This is my sister, Liv,” Hailey said, and I turned back to the thin brunette. “Liv, Trixie.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      Liv wrapped her arms around me in a tight embrace. I stiffened automatically from the unexpected contact.

      “Hailey told me all about you,” she whispered into my ear. “Thank you so much for saving my sister.” Then she let go and sat back down in her chair and took the hand of the handsome blond man beside her.

      I didn’t know what to say, and she had already sat back down. Distracted by Lance’s tension and uncomfortable with all of the gratitude, I stood next to Hailey, unsure what to do next.

      “Pierce,” the blond man said and offered his hand.

      “Trixie,” I replied, as we shook.

      “I hear you like to cook,” Hailey said.

      “Yes,” I answered. “I do.”

      Lance’s hard tone drew my attention back across the room. “Matteus and Kenton Patterson,” Lance snarled, just loud enough for me to hear. None of the humans seemed to notice.

      Hailey, Pierce, and Liv all looked at me. “Excuse me, please. I’m going to see if I can help in the kitchen.”

      I watched Lance’s hard face as I approached the brothers, who leaned close together but still stood rigid.

      Then he said something I didn’t expect. “Bears.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






Lance

        

      

    

    
      “No,” Cole said. “I wish I had some answers.”

      My stomach dropped. If the Patterson brothers weren’t questioning Cole, they were more likely after Trixie than me. Either that or they didn’t care to find out the truth at all.

      “Let me know if they contact you,” I whispered. “I’m concerned that in covering for Aldrich Bastion, they’re looking this way for a scapegoat.”

      Cole’s eyes flicked up toward the dining room. I followed his gaze and found Trixie standing halfway across the room with all color drained from her face. What a stupid mistake. I had waited to talk to her about the Patterson’s visit, thinking it would be better to save until after the holiday. Then I talked to Cole about it in front of her. Of course she heard me, of course she was upset.

      I moved to her in a flash and took her hand. Trixie followed me to the kitchen without a word.

      “I should have told you,” I said. “I know I should have told you about the grizzlies. I was planning on waiting until after the dinner, knowing it would be stressful enough on its own.”

      She didn’t speak, only looked at me with her face a mask.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “You shouldn’t have found out this way.”

      Still she said nothing.

      “Two enforcers came to my house, grizzly brothers from the Tribunal. They implied that we knew each other before the attack in Ellistown. I wanted to know what else they were asking others. They said they were investigating Stratton’s death, and I’m concerned they’re looking for a scapegoat because at least some of the blame belongs within their ranks.”

      She stared at me, with hard, green eyes. “Yes,” she said, softening only slightly. “You should have told me.” Then she looked past me to Cole, who had inched into the dining room. “Cole,” she said. “Can I help with the meal?”

      “I’d like that,” he said, and offered me a pitying look as he walked past.

      Before I left, I kissed Trixie’s temple. “I love you, Trixie.”

      Each step away from her was painful as I walked back to the dining room. I didn’t want to leave things off between us, but she had dismissed me. And I had deserved it.

      The seat beside Liv’s date was unoccupied, so I sat beside him and introduced myself.

      “I’m Lance Tenbrook, Cole’s brother,” I said.

      “Pierce Sherman,” he replied.

      “How did you two meet?” I asked.

      “I was attacked by wolves, she was my nurse,” he said.

      Wolves attacking humans. The thought made me cringe. “She’s sweet,” I said. “She’s always been that way.”

      “I heard you all grew up together,” Pierce said. “Do you have any crazy stories to share?”

      I looked over at Liv, smiling and chatting with her sister and Eric, and totally ignoring our conversation. She was lovely as always, in a simple black dress. There were plenty of stories I could tell about her. There was a time when she had fallen in gym class on the hurdles, taking down the two girls next to her. She had worn braces for a year in middle school, and on one occasion had gotten taffy stuck between top and bottom.

      I looked back at Pierce and said, “I heard she’s crazy about you. Olivia’s always been kind and wonderful, the kind of girl that any man would be lucky to date.”

      I looked back toward the kitchen, wondering what Trixie was thinking. Were we okay? She was without question the only one for me, and I would spend the rest of my life trying to be worthy of becoming her mate.

      “Nice answer,” Pierce laughed. “She is wonderful. And I do feel lucky. I keep wondering when I’m going to wake up and find something wrong with her, like she’s already married and the husband comes back or something. This just feels strangely too good to be true.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said, looking through the walkway to the kitchen.

      Cole came in carrying a huge serving dish with giant slices of turkey stacked partially on top of one another in orderly rows. Trixie followed with a dish full of what smelled like cornbread dressing. My eyes followed Trixie as she carried platters from the kitchen to the table. Every movement showed strength and grace. As her high heels clicked across the floor, her full hips swayed with each step. Her fiery red hair hung around her face and over her shoulders, resting just above her full breasts. Her gentle freckles softened the sharpness of her face, and her emerald eyes sparkled. She was, without question, the most beautiful woman in the room. I melted with just a hint of her sweet, citrusy scent.

      Trixie settled on the chair beside me, and I watched her as we passed dishes around the table. She seemed tense, but not unhappy. I wished we were alone so we could talk more, and I could find out how she was really feeling.

      “Thank you all for joining us for this Thanksgiving feast,” Hailey said. “It means a lot that you’re all here. I can’t remember a holiday that I was able to share with so many people that I love.”

      “I’m thankful for the food, and I haven’t even tasted it yet,” said Eric. “Everything smells divine.”

      Hailey and Cole held hands on the table, while Hailey and Liv giggled amongst themselves. Eric, Pierce, and Victor all dug into their food. The party was alive with chatter, and the sounds of the full room enjoying the feast. I took a forkful of turkey and turned to Trixie, who stared down at her plate without taking a bite. She looked over at Hailey and Liv, then back at the plate on the table before her.

      “Trixie,” I whispered, and reached for her hand.

      She accepted and turned to me. Her eyes were distant, somber.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, quiet enough that only she would hear me.

      She shook her head.

      “Would you like to go?”

      She nodded.
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      “I’m sorry,” Lance said. “We have to go, something’s come up.”

      My chest was tight, and my stomach churned.

      “Is everything okay?” Hailey asked, looking between us both, her face full of concern.

      “I’m not feeling well,” I said.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I hope you feel better.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. I needed air.

      We waved goodbye and thanked our hosts, then stepped out into the gloriously fresh, cold air outside.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “You gave me such a nice dinner yesterday, and I didn’t make it into my first bite for you.”

      Lance opened my door and helped me into the truck, then went around to his own side. “You have nothing to apologize for. I knew it was stressful for you to come. Then I didn’t tell you about the bears, and you had to find out about it there.”

      “That upset me, yes,” I said. “but it was the combination. I watched as Hailey and Liv giggled, and everyone shared the massive feast. I couldn’t help but think of me and Mara, how it had been progress when we had shared a can of peaches instead of having nothing at all. Everyone was kind, but between people bringing up what happened in Ellistown and the richness and extravagance of everything, it was just too much. I was overwhelmed. I need a moment, then we can still go back inside. I don’t want you to miss the holiday with your family because of me.”

      “I’d rather go and have you comfortable, than stay and have you upset. You are the one I want to spend my time with. I love you, Trixie.”

      “I love you too, Lance.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the grizzlies. I think Dashiell was the brother of a Tribunal member that attacked Cole’s mother.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said. “And to be fair, there’s something I should have told you too. If we’re moving forward, we should agree to full disclosure.”

      “Okay,” Lance said, and started the engine.

      Emotionally raw, I shared with Lance what little I had held back. “You should know, my brother has claimed alpha of Sawtooth Valley. He took all of the food you brought for us.”

      “Why would he do that?” he asked.

      “Selfishness or an excuse for control, I guess. He said he would distribute the food, but he didn’t. I don’t really know why he wants alpha.”

      “I don’t see what he would gain from stealing from his pack, certainly not loyalty,” he said. “We can bring more food, and keep it at your house for you to distribute.”

      “You’re so good to me,” I said, staring into his compassionate, blue eyes. Lance was always exactly what I needed, unconditionally kind and impossibly sexy. I traced the silver stubble over his square jaw, and stopped with the pad of my thumb on his soft lips. “I love everything about you. I love you.”

      “Trixie,” he growled, and crushed my lips with his.

      I kissed him back just as furiously, wishing we could be closer, physically and emotionally connected. I pulled back, and pushed him away with my hand. He looked frustrated, confused.

      “Take me to your bed,” I said, and he obeyed. Lance drove safely, but quickly through the forest, back through town and up to his driveway without a word. He raced to my side and lifted me out of the truck. I wrapped my legs around his waist and held his neck, pressing my body against his until we were as close as we could be with our clothes still on. In a flash, we were in his bed, Lance propped over me with my legs straddling his hips.

      “I’m ready,” I said, nervous but sure. There was no reason to keep fighting his magnetism, the pull that I had only ever felt with him. Lance was all I wanted.

      He pulled my blouse up out of my waistband and slid his hand up to one of my aching breasts.

      “Me too,” he said, rubbing his ready erection between my hips.

      “That’s not what I mean,” I gasped.

      He recoiled, concern clear on his face.

      I put my hand over his and returned it to my needy breast. “I mean, I want you to be my mate.”

      “Trixie,” he growled, and tore my shirt open with one quick movement. Trailing kisses down my scarred neck, he pulled down the thin fabric of my bra, revealing my nipples. The air around us was cool against my bare skin, leaving me tender and desperate for his heat.

      “Mmmm,” I moaned as his tongue flicked up and down over my exposed skin. “Say something,” I begged.

      “I want nothing more,” he said, then took my eager nipple into his warm mouth. I gasped as he sucked gently, sending currents of anticipation through me. Lost in sensation, my fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt. Once I broke through the fabric barrier, his hard, bare chest was exposed to me. Taut skin covered his well-defined muscles, each tightening slightly with my touch. Contained by the fabric of his pants, his waiting cock teased me as he tilted his hips against me.

      Trailing my fingers down the ridges of his powerful chest, I stopped at his belt and struggled to release him. My thighs ached, ready for him to fill me, desperate for the pleasure that only he could provide.

      Lance removed his mouth from my breast, leaving me cold and exposed to the icy air. Goosebumps blanketed my bare skin, then he moved to the other breast, and put his hand on the first. His mouth moved, and it was even better than before, with his fingers massaging my tender tissue. I pressed my hips up into his, then unclasped his fly. Coils of bliss penetrated down through me, settling between my legs and increasing my need.

      Slowly pulling away, Lance stood before me and dropped his pants to the floor. He leaned down and slid my heels off, one at a time, then my pants. Standing over my naked body, he smiled widely as he devoured me with his eyes.

      “You are so beautiful.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” I said, appreciating each defined muscle of his athletic frame. “Come back down here with me,” I begged.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      I had never wanted anyone the way I wanted Lance, never been so sure I wanted to spend every day of the rest of my life with someone. The answer was easy.

      “Yes.” I touched my neck where Stratton had put his mark, where Dashiell had inflicted his.

      Lance watched me, then traced my scars with tender fingertips.

      “Not there,” I said.

      He nodded. There was no need to explain, he understood what I needed, and what I couldn’t take. Lance was sensitive to my feelings, as he always was. He moved his hand to the other side, then looked at me as if for approval. I nodded.

      Propping myself up on my hands, I met his mouth with mine. His lips were tender, a feeling I looked forward to enjoying the rest of my life. Parting my mouth with his tongue, he moved slowly, softly into me. I rolled my tongue over his, savoring the tender embrace, and wondering what he would do next.

      He kissed down the side of my neck, over my scars, then placed one peck on the other side, the side that would bear his mark. I reached down and wrapped my fingers around his length, and he smiled. He was hard, but the skin was soft. I slid my fist downward and watched his face soften as he gave in to me.

      I ached to feel him inside of me, to be filled by his massive length. I pushed him down on his back, then straddled him. He reached up and touched me, tickling between my wet folds. I bent down onto his tip. As he expertly moved his nimble fingers on my clit, I slid down onto him, stretching gloriously as he filled me inch by inch. Each time I moved down, the sensation of him was overwhelming. When I pulled back up, I needed more still. My tunnel adjusted to him until he filled me with his entire length. His fingers sped and my vision began to blur. Pressing down harder and faster, I knew I was close. I needed to keep the pace, desperately so, but I knew this wasn’t how we were to mate. To finish, he would have to be behind me, like the union between our wolf brethren.

      “I don’t know if I can hold on much longer,” I gasped. “Maybe we should,” I started, but it was too late. One last thrust and pleasure coursed through me, radiating from where we connected. I settled my hips down onto his, and sank onto his chest as aftershocks of ecstasy drained my energy.

      “That was,” I started, resting on his chest and looking up into his fierce, sapphire eyes. “Wow. But we didn't turn, and you didn’t mark me.”

      He smiled. “We will. Are you ready?”

      Focusing on the pleasure, I hadn’t considered going for another round. I slid up off of him, and found him still hard and ready.

      “Yes,” I said, and climbed on hands and knees. It took all of my strength to hold my weight, but I needed to do this.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I followed his gaze to my shaking arms.

      “Mmmhmm,” I said between ragged breaths.

      I waited, but he didn’t press in. Lance placed his hands on my hips and I braced myself for him, but he gently pulled me upright. I looked back as he sat down on his knees behind me, and gently lowered me onto his lap. His firm tip pressed into me, lighting every nerve aflame.

      I gasped as he filled me deeper than before, pressing farther into me and stretching me past what I thought was possible. It was uncomfortable only for a moment, then my body ached for him to move me.

      “But this…” I started.

      “Is for us,” he said. “And this will be easier for you.”

      He lifted me easily with his hands on my hips, moving me up and down his huge length. After just one stroke up and back down, I knew it wouldn’t take long to reach my climax again.

      “I’m so close already,” I gasped.

      “Good,” he growled, and lifted me harder and faster than before.

      I moaned with pleasure as he lifted me up and down, each movement more intense than the last. After only a few moments, the blinding pressure built between my legs, and flowed through my body, a flood of bliss affecting every nerve. He moved me up one final time, then down hard so our hips met, filling me with his warmth, and a sharp pain stabbed through my neck. I yelled out from the sting of his teeth and from the pleasure. Lance wrapped his arms around me, and held me close as I sank back against his chest.

      “I love you, Trixie,” he said, and kissed my temple.

      “I love you too, Lance.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          

      

    

    






Lance

        

      

    

    
      Small scarlet cuts followed an oval pattern on her skin. It pained me to see her injured, but this oval was my mark. Trixie Walker was mine. The idea excited and aroused me all over again.

      “Mine,” I growled, tracing the small mark on her neck that represented our bond.

      “Yes,” she moaned beside me. Trixie’s eyes were closed, and her cheeks flushed. There was no sign of concern or regret on her beautiful, restful face.

      I couldn’t believe it was true. Trixie Walker was mine. Her hair was loose, spread across the pillow like flames. Her bare breasts moved gently with her chest as she breathed slowly and lay on her side.

      “Will you take my name?” I asked.

      “Mm-hmm,” she replied.

      Trixie Tenbrook. I loved the sound of it.

      “I guess we’ll have to figure out where to live, because I’m not spending a night without you ever again,” I said.

      She smiled, then her face softened as she dozed off. I kissed my mark on her neck and covered her with the comforter before climbing out of bed. This dark bedroom had been mine my entire life. Given Trixie’s sense of duty, she would be happier staying in Ellistown than so far from her pack. It was time to gather my clothes and say goodbye to this place. Trixie was too important to me to ask her to stay here.

      I slid on my boxers and grabbed a fresh t-shirt from the dresser, then set to work. Into the duffle bag from the closet, I packed my work loafers, a few pairs of jeans and t-shirts, slacks and dress shirts, socks and boxers. When we left, I would wear my boots and second-favorite jacket, making enough clothes to spend a few weeks without picking anything else up. I packed my toothbrush and my favorite soap, then went downstairs to make something for my mate to eat when she woke.

      There wasn’t much in the fridge, but it would have to do for now. Since Trixie hadn’t eaten dinner, I wanted to make sure she had a meal. I put together a sandwich on a plate and set it in the fridge. There was an apple on the counter, so I set it in beside the sandwich on the plate. Nothing fancy, but she wouldn’t go hungry.

      Feeling ready enough to start my new life, I went back upstairs and lay down beside my mate, pulling myself close to her back and taking in the sweet citrus scent of her hair.

      Trixie rolled to her back and peeked at me through sleep-filled eyes.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to bother you.”

      “I’m glad you did,” she said, then stretched her arms up toward the headboard.

      “How are you?” I asked.

      “I’m content,” she answered with a beaming grin.

      “I packed a bag,” I said.

      “That was fast.”

      “I can travel for work. I know you need to be in Ellistown,” I said.

      “Well,” she started. “I do feel like I need to be there to help, but I don’t know that I want to spend forever in Stratton’s house. Maybe we should find our own place to start fresh.”

      “Are you nervous?” I asked, feeling excited and confident in my choice of mate. I never thought I would find someone like Trixie, someone who made me feel complete, like a better person than I was on my own.

      “Some,” she said. “But I’ve never had these feelings before. I know it’s you. I know there’s no one that’s a better fit. It scares me a little how sure I am so quickly, but you are my mate, the only choice for me.”

      I kissed her soft lips, appreciating that they were mine. “Are you hungry?” I asked.

      “I could eat. I still feel a bit shaky from all of that exercise.” She smiled.

      “I made you a sandwich,” I said. “I’ll carry you to the kitchen if you want to go down to eat.”

      “Yes, please.” Trixie sat and slid her panties back on. She lifted the shredded blouse she had worn, now missing half of its buttons.

      “Want a t-shirt?” I asked, and she nodded.

      Dressed in my shirt, and covered in my scent, she climbed onto me, piggyback-style. Squeezing around my waist with her strong legs, and tightly to my neck with her thin arms, Trixie clung to me as I descended the stairs and carried her to the kitchen. The heated skin on her thighs was soft against my fingertips as I carried her easily, and enjoyed every inch of her pressed against me.

      “Here we are,” I said, and set her gently on the counter.

      “So we are,” she replied.

      I handed her the plate and watched her eat. It was satisfying seeing the woman who was mine nourished by the food I had provided. Her pert breasts pointed beneath the t-shirt as she ate, and her thighs spread slightly apart as she rested on the counter. Everything about her pose, the comfort she showed in my presence, and the fact that she was enjoying my food excited me. I was ready for another round, but I needed to be sure she had the strength.

      “What?” she asked, just after swallowing a mouthful of ham and swiss.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said.

      She looked down at my tented boxers and giggled. “Already?”

      “Every day for the rest of our lives.” I grinned at her, and stepped between her knees.

      “I’d like that,” she said, cheeks heating with the adorable blush that showed her modesty even after I’d seen her totally exposed.

      “First,” I said, “you need to eat.”
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      On the drive back to Ellistown, I wondered if my shaky legs would have the strength to walk when we got there. I held Lance’s hand and watched out the window of the pickup, enjoying the scenery. The world seemed brighter and more beautiful this morning than it had just one day before. Sunlight broke through the tree line and onto the snow-covered meadow at the forest’s edge.

      “That would be perfect,” I reflected.

      “What would?” Lance asked, turning his head and searching my face.

      “The tree line there,” I said, pointing to the transition between forest and field. “It marks the middle of our worlds.”

      “I guess it does,” he answered. “The border between Sawtooth Valley and Sawtooth Peaks.”

      “Wouldn’t that be the perfect place for a house?”

      “It really would,” he replied.

      Ellistown was unimpressive from afar as we approached, with short ranchers arranged around the brick prison at its center. Though Dashiell was dead, my brother still held Mara within those walls. Today I would see her, one way or another. Something told me Dwayne was my best chance at walking in without scaling the bricks.

      My mind wandered back to the bears Lance had spoken of. They hadn’t talked to Cole, and they hadn’t talked to me. Had they talked to Troy and Mara? Lance was right, if they were looking for the truth, there were a lot of people to speak to before drawing any conclusions. If they were looking for information about Stratton, I should have been their first contact.

      As we drove through the snowy streets, the town felt more alive than it had when we had left. Sidewalks were shoveled. Wolves and humans worked together on houses, standing straighter and with smiles. The holiday had been rejuvenating; Lance’s food had renewed hope once again. We could rebuild together as a town, with Lance by my side.

      Home felt different entering with my new mate, like I could see my residence through new eyes. Though I had packed up Stratton’s clothes, it still felt like his house. I offered Lance the dresser opposite mine for his clothes. He unpacked, and it felt good to share my space, but still like it wasn’t just us.

      Like he could read my mind, Lance said, “I want you to know, I will never try to replace him.”

      “I know,” I said. “You don’t have to. Stratton and I were friends, and he’ll always hold a special place in my heart. What you and I have is so much more.”

      “You mean more to me than anyone ever has, Trixie.”

      “I feel the same.” We stared into each other’s eyes, savoring the moment.

      “So what’s the plan for today?” he asked.

      “I need to see Mara,” I said.

      “Is that something you want me to come for? I was thinking of doing a few things here, then going back up to your grill.”

      “That sounds good. I need to visit with her alone. I’ll come by the grill to help you when I’m done,” I said.

      “Good luck,” he said and kissed my forehead.

      After I changed my dress pants and heels for jeans and boots, I put on Lance’s jacket over the t-shirt I had borrowed from him. I pulled a rose from the beautiful arrangement Lance had bought for me at Rosebuds and Greenery—my ticket to visit Mara. The bouquet was still just as perfect without the single bloom I had removed.

      The walk across town felt less cold and lonely than it had before. I felt like I carried Lance with me, his mark a reminder of his promise to be only mine for the rest of our lives. The thought kept me warm as I trudged through the snow toward Troy's stronghold, twirling the rose.

      As the details of the entryway came into sight, I noticed the guard by the door was unfamiliar. My chances of being allowed in were better if it was Dwayne Cullen at the door. Inhaling a deep breath, I tried the side door, where I found the man I was looking for. Dwayne’s gray eyes met my own and the corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

      “Dwayne,” I said, “happy Thanksgiving.”

      “You too, ma’am.”

      “I didn't see you at the feast the other night. Did you have a nice holiday?”

      “I was here,” he replied, and shifted his gaze down to his boots.

      “No Thanksgiving dinner at my brother's house?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows as I feigned concern.

      He shook his head.

      “That's too bad. Next time you should all come and join us.”

      “I'd like that,” he said.

      “Is Mara in?” I asked, as if she was ever allowed out.

      “I believe so.”

      “I missed my family on a holiday I spend with them every year,” I said. “I was hoping to bring my sister this flower.” I held up the beautiful rose, in perfect full bloom, even in the icy air.

      “You're not to enter,” he said.

      “Do you think she could come speak to me? It would only be a moment. I miss her,” I said, letting my sadness over the situation show. I didn't have to pretend to care; I truly missed Mara.

      Dwayne lowered his brow as he considered my wish. “If I say yes, you don't try anything. I don't need any trouble.”

      “I promise.” I didn't fear Troy taking it out on me if I entered his prison and he didn't care for my presence, but I didn't want Mara to suffer for it. He already kept her from the world. There was no need to test how he would take it if she allowed me inside against his wishes.

      “Just a minute,” Dwayne said, before stepping inside and shutting the door behind him.

      A short stone wall by the mansion’s side door had surrounded a garden during former months, and now surrounded snowy mounds. The stones were clear of ice and snow in patches where the sun had melted the accumulation. Cupping my hand inside Lance's jacket sleeve, I brushed the snowy ice off of a partially dried section of wall. Everything was quiet, except for the sounds of laughter and power tools off in the distance a few roads down. I took a seat on the cold stones and waited.

      Before long, I heard shuffling footsteps behind the door. I turned to see who was coming. The door opened, and Mara peered around, wide-eyed. She looked exactly the way she had the last time I’d seen her. I’d been regaining weight, but she still looked frail. Her eyes were hollow, and she looked like she had been living in that same room we had shared, the prison cell where she’d cried every night and day.

      “Mara,” I said, hugging her.

      Her bones stuck through her over-sized knit sweater. I felt ill. Troy had taken all of our food and it didn't seem like his mate was eating any of it.

      I took her hand and led her to the wall a few steps by the door, where we sat side by side. She stared at her hands and said nothing. Dwayne watched us with his brow furrowed and face hard. I mouthed thank you to him and he softened slightly. With no time to waste, I turned back to my sister-in-law.

      “How are you?” I asked. “Have you been eating?”

      She said nothing, only stared at her hands.

      Setting the rose gently on her palms, I said, “This is for you.”

      Mara touched the petals and down the stem. “Thank you,” she said and leaned her head on my shoulder.

      “If you want,” I whispered softly enough that Dwayne wouldn't hear, even with his heightened shifter senses, “we can run for it right now. Back to my place.”

      She gently shook her head on my shoulder.

      “You've been so kind to me,” Mara said, voice cracking.

      “You deserve to be treated well,” I replied.

      “There's something you should know,” she said. “It was always Troy.”

      “What was?”

      “The one that led them in. The one who invited Dashiell and the rest.”

      “Why would he do that?” I asked, sickened by the thought. Troy was my brother, my twin. He could be selfish and cruel at times, but what Mara suggested was madness.

      “Before he threw me away,” she said. “I heard it all, the deal. Troy and Stratton's contact from the Tribunal, Aldrich Bastion. Troy told them when and where to attack in return for a place at Dashiell's side. And for the promise of Stratton's head on a stake.”

      “What?” I recoiled.

      “I'm sorry,” Mara said.

      Dwayne pushed between us and pulled Mara back into the mansion, leaving me alone in the cold. Why would my brother wish Stratton dead? We had all grown up together. How could he do that to Stratton? To me? To Mara and Ellistown?

      I had been worried about Troy when I hadn't been able to find him in the aftermath. I had worried for him, but it seemed that he didn't care about me at all.
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      Shifting my weight, I pressed on the orange metal of the shovel with my boot. A scraping sound let me know that the extra push slid the metal down to the stone walkway beneath. Pulling the handle downward, I scooped forward and tossed a heavy layer of snow away from the entry to Walker Bar and Grill. Whether we opened it again at some point or just kept it as a place that meant something to Trixie, I wanted the sidewalk safe for her to come and go.

      After a few more scoops, all that was left in front of the doorway was a thin layer of moisture that would harden into an invisible layer of ice after the sun set. Stepping across a cleared sidewalk for the first time since I had entered Sawtooth Valley, I pulled a bag of salt from the bed of my pickup.

      My phone vibrated in my front pocket, and I pulled it out right away, checking that it wasn't Trixie needing something. It was Cole.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Hi,” Cole replied. “How is Trixie feeling?”

      “She's well,” I answered. “Sorry we had to go. Did Hailey get the holiday she wanted?”

      “I'm glad to hear Trixie is okay. Yeah, Hailey had a great time. She's been all smiles since dinner. That's not why I called, though. I have news I need to share.”

      “Oh?”

      “Some thin, red-haired man showed up at the bar a few minutes ago.”

      “So?”

      “Lance,” Cole said, “he claimed alpha.”

      There weren’t many red-haired wolves around. My thoughts went to Trixie’s news about her twin—he had claimed Sawtooth Valley. Was this a power play to take two territories? How could he hope to hold them? Could it be someone else? “And you can't contest it because your mate's human,” I replied.

      “Right.”

      “Let me talk to Trixie. I'll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      “Is she the one?” Cole asked.

      I paused a moment, knowing what he was asking. Cole wasn't just asking if Trixie and I were happy together. He needed to know if I was willing to choose a mate and defend the pack by challenging this man for alpha.

      “She is,” I said. “Did you catch his name? This new alpha?”

      “Troy Lynch.”

      Trixie's twin. What was he thinking? “Let me talk to Trixie. I'll call as soon as I can.”

      “I'll be here,” Cole replied.

      I hung up and dialed my mate. Ring after ring with no answer. Finally, it went to voicemail.

      “Trixie,” I said, “call me when you get this. It's urgent.”

      I slid the phone back into my pocket and threw the shovel and salt back into the bed of the truck. One alpha for two packs was unheard of, let alone claiming a territory he didn't belong in. I needed to find Trixie, and get her take on the situation. What could Troy want with alpha? With Sawtooth Peaks? Every part of me told me this was bad news and would only lead to trouble. I wasn't sure if I should be alpha. How could I live up to my father before me? First things first, I needed to find Trixie.

      I locked the door to Walker Bar and Grill and climbed into the cab of my truck before I smelled them. Bears. Checking every window, I found them in the rearview mirror, walking this way. With a sigh, I climbed out to see what the Patterson brothers wanted this time. The Therion Tribunal was not a group to put off.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” I said as I approached the giant grizzly brothers stomping toward me like a moving wall of anger.

      “Lance Tenbrook,” Matteus Patterson said, “you're under arrest for the murder of Stratton Walker.”
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      The familiar silver pickup sat parked along the curb in front of the grill. As I stepped closer, I noticed the freshly shoveled sidewalk and smiled at Lance's gesture. Since he wasn't out front, I tried the newly installed door, and found it locked. That was strange. Crossing the snow to the back of the grill, I looked for Lance, but couldn't find him there either. I reached for my phone in my pocket, but it was missing. “Lance,” I shouted.

      There was no answer. Where could he have gone? Checking nearby buildings, I yelled for him as I walked up and down the street. “Lance.”

      Concern built within me. He wouldn't have left the truck, and he knew I was coming to see him at the grill. I hurried back to the house for my phone. I must have left it there when I went to visit Mara.

      The phone was on the dresser, but the house was empty. I shouted for him, just in case he was here somewhere I couldn't see. “Lance.” Each time I said his name it was harder to keep my voice even, not to worry that something had happened to him. Had Troy sent enforcers to take my mate as punishment for talking to his? That was crazy, and Lance could hold his own. I had seen no sign of a struggle.

      I went to dial, and found a waiting voicemail.

      

      Trixie, call me when you get this. It's urgent.

      

      That didn't make me feel any better. I tried to do as he said and called his number, but it rang without answer until it went to voicemail.

      “It's me,” I said. “Please call.”

      I checked the volume, then slid my phone into my pocket and stepped outside. Unsure where else to turn, I headed to the only other man in town that may have been able to help me.

      When I reached the Come On Inn, I found Liam Blake behind the desk, just like he always was.

      “Trixie Walker,” he said as I approached the desk.

      “Hi,” I replied. “I'm hoping you can help me. I don't know who else to ask.”

      “You're looking for Lance Tenbrook.”

      “Yes,” I said. “How did you know?”

      “You haven't heard?”

      “Heard what?” I asked, becoming more and more frustrated.

      “He's been arrested,” Blake said.

      “For what?”

      “Your mate's murder.” Lance was my mate. It took a moment to register.

      “Stratton?” I asked.

      “Yes. Your brother offered testimony implicating Lance as the one who assisted Dashiell in his takeover of Ellistown.”

      “Troy said this?” I was beyond concerned and frustrated. Anger filled me. I would not lose my mate to protect the brother who had betrayed me. “Troy was in the mansion when I was held there against my will. He wasn’t a prisoner, he was a willing participant in everything that happened. I saw him there, and he attacked me when I tried to escape.”

      The bear just looked at me, emotionless, expressionless as I let it all out.

      “He threw his mate in the cell with me, discarded her like she was nothing. She can testify the information she shared with me just earlier this morning. Mara witnessed Troy conspiring with Aldrich Bastion, brother to Dashiell. Troy traded us for the murder of my mate and a place in Dashiell's rule.”

      “Why would he do that?” he asked.

      “My guess? To fuck over everyone and kill the alpha. I’m sure Troy would have turned on Dashiell if he hadn’t already. I don't know why. I don't know why he would do any of it. But when he was ready to claim alpha of Sawtooth Valley, he took Mara back. He had left her to rot then he walled her back inside that prison when he had a use for her again. Lance Tenbrook never set foot in this town until after Dashiell had destroyed us. What would he have to gain?” By the time I had finished, heat radiated off of me. My ears and face were hot, and I knew I had lost all control over my volume. Troy would not take my mate.

      “Compelling story,” Blake said. “I'll make some calls.”
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      Blinking did nothing. If there had been a single shred of light, my eyes would have caught it. Based on the cool dirt beneath my paws, and the moist air that filled my lungs, I assumed my cell was somewhere underground. The worst part wasn't the dark silence—it was not knowing what had happened to my mate. Was Trixie held in the cell next to mine? A deep breath and I still smelled nothing but earth and metal. No sign of her, but there was no sign of anyone else. The only sounds came from me: my breathing, my heartbeat.

      I stood in silence for what felt like an eternity before the creak of the door and a blinding light broke in from outside of my cell. A wide, dark silhouette blocked most of the white light that came through the cracked door frame. Unable to look away or blink, I stared at the dark figure, waiting for a sound. What did he want? I took in his scent—grizzly. I knew him, but it was hard to think. The lights in my cell flicked on, blinding me all over again, and the giant stepped in.

      “How long do you think you can keep this act up?” he snarled, slamming the cell door behind him.

      His voice was familiar. It took a moment for me to recognize Matteus Patterson. My vision started to focus. The grizzly stood over me in human form, face contorted with anger. Blunt force impacted the side of my muzzle, staining my mouth with the taste of copper.

      “You will talk,” Patterson growled, dropping his boot to the floor.

      It was hard to contain the urge to tear into the bear’s flesh, especially in wolf form. But attacking the Tribunal enforcer would only lead me to more trouble.

      The door cracked from the outside. Patterson’s eyes shot to the exit of my cell. Kenton Patterson stood in the doorway. Matteus approached his brother, and they shared a word, too quiet for me to hear. A thunderous sound ended the silence, as Matteus slammed his fist into the wall beside the door. He stepped out without looking back, and Kenton took his place.

      “Time to go,” Kenton said. He threw something on the floor, pushed the door the rest of the way open, and walked away. Time to go where? To trial? A silent execution? I hoped Matteus’s reaction was a good sign.

      I padded forward and stared down at the floor, still recovering from the sensory deprivation and the boot to the face. The scent was mostly mine and faintly Trixie's. It was my boots and clothes. At the recognition, I shifted to human form. The sound of Patterson's footsteps faded as the popping of my breaking bones filled my ears.

      I dressed in the clothes that had been taken from me. The dullness of my human senses was a relief as the light stopped hurting my eyes. I reached into my front pocket and found my phone where I had left it. Zero bars, there was no reception in this underground hellhole. I checked the other pocket, finding my keys where they belonged, and stepped out into the hall in search of a place to call Trixie.

      Concrete walls stretched forward from my cell, running parallel in a straight line. Solid metal doors were evenly spaced on both sides, locked with some kind of electronic pad on the side. My boots made little noise on the concrete floor, leaving only the buzz of the long, florescent bulbs running the length of the corridor overhead. The hall ended at an elevator with only one button, an upward pointing triangle. The metal elevator door slid open, and Kenton Patterson stood inside watching me. I stepped in beside him, and turned toward the door. Patterson pressed a button on the panel.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      He turned and looked at me, his face hard. “You're being released.”

      “Good news,” I said, then held up my phone. “Where can I get some reception?”

      “In the truck,” he answered.

      “Not that I'm complaining,” I said, sliding my hands into my jacket pockets. “But, why am I being released? Trixie's not here, is she?”

      “No.”

      The elevator stopped, and the door opened to a dark parking garage filled with black cargo vans and box trucks. Therion Tribunal van depot. I checked my phone as Patterson led me up a ramp of parked vans and box trucks, all exactly the same. Still no reception. We stopped, and Patterson swung open the back door of one of the trucks. I climbed in, and he shut the door behind me. It didn't feel like much of a release, being stashed in a windowless box, alone, again. This time there was light at least, and I heard the engine start, so it wasn't soundproof. The truck reversed, then started forward. I checked the phone again for reception, and a message popped up. Reception in the truck, just like Patterson had said. One voicemail.

      

      It's me. Please call.

      

      Trixie. Her voice was full of concern. My chest tightened, and I dialed.

      “Lance?” Her voice was shaky.

      “Trixie, it's me. Are you okay?”

      “I'm so glad you called. Yes, I'm okay. Where are they keeping you?” she asked.

      “The Tribunal took me to some underground prison. I don't know where, but somewhere about two hours away,” I said. “They say I'm being released.”

      “Good.”

      “I was arrested for Stratton's murder. Can you believe that?” I asked.

      “Yes, I know,” she said.

      “How did you find out? They didn't come for you too, did they?”

      “Blake filled me in when I couldn't reach you,” she said. “He helped me get you released.”

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      “With the truth.”

      I said nothing, and waited for her to elaborate.

      “Do you know where you’ll be taken?” she asked.

      “He didn't say.” Kenton Patterson hadn't said much of anything.

      “I'll find out, and we'll talk then. Lance, I love you.”

      “I love you too, Trixie.”

      The rest of the drive, I wondered what truth had set me free. What could Trixie have to tell me? What had she told Blake?

      After a long and quiet, bumpy ride, the truck stopped and Patterson opened the back door. The sun shone down on Trixie and the snow-covered earth around her. Her scarlet hair sparkled in the natural light. She wore my jacket as she always did, and her cheeks lifted when her emerald eyes met mine. I climbed out of the truck and rushed to my mate. She was soft and warm on my chest, her thin arms holding on tight like I might blow away in the wind if she loosened her grip.

      “Trixie,” I growled, inhaling her sweet, citrus scent.

      “Let's go,” she said, releasing my torso but clinging tightly to my arm.

      “Tell me everything,” I said as I followed her a few steps back to my truck. I climbed in the passenger side and waited for the story that had saved my life.

      Trixie sat beside me and started the truck, driving down the hill toward Ellistown. It hadn't occurred to me before we had started driving, but I had been released on the edge of Sawtooth Valley. All I had seen was her.

      “When I went to visit Mara, she told me what she had seen before all of this started. It was Troy that orchestrated all of this: Stratton's murder, the invasion. My guess is that if Axel hadn't killed Dashiell, Troy would have sooner or later, to take his place as alpha. Troy's the one that blamed it all on you, told the bears that you were at fault for everything.”

      “He's claimed Sawtooth Peaks as well,” I said, thinking back to my conversation with Cole before the Patterson brothers had shown up. If there had been any question of Troy's motives before, now it was clear that he needed to be stopped. Sawtooth Valley needed an alpha, Sawtooth Peaks needed an alpha, but all would suffer if that leader was Troy Lynch.

      “What?”

      “Cole called. I wanted to talk to you about it, but the Tribunal took me.”

      “We have to stop him.”

      “You know what that means,” I said. We both knew what it would take, what we had to do to stop Troy.

      Trixie nodded her approval. “We’ll need help to reach him. I’m sure he’s hidden himself in the mayor’s mansion. He’s barred the windows and put on steel doors. He’s too smart to fight you willingly.”

      “If he didn’t want a fight, he shouldn’t have put in the claims. I’ll call Cole for assistance. I have to challenge Troy for alpha.”
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      Harkins's beat-up, blue pickup pulled up to the curb soon after we returned to Trixie’s house. Cole and Harkins climbed out, and I stepped outside to greet them.

      “Cole,” I said, “thank you for coming.”

      “Of course,” Cole replied. “I'm glad you're out.”

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      “We left Witt and Reynolds to watch over the Peaks in case of trouble while we’re here,” Cole said.

      “Good,” I replied. “Let’s go in.”

      Trixie led the way and we all stepped inside, settling at the kitchen table.

      “He didn't stick around long enough for anyone to challenge his claim,” Cole said.

      “I'm sure he didn't. Troy planned it this way, knowing I would be arrested at the same time and that you wouldn't be able to stop him,” I said.

      “I don't know why he wants two territories or how he plans to run them,” Trixie said.

      “No one can challenge him if they can't find him,” I said.

      “Coward,” Cole growled.

      “How do we know bears haven't picked 'im up?” Harkins asked.

      “Troy had to know this would happen. After the care in planning everything, starting with Dashiell's invasion, he would be smart enough not to get caught now,” I said. “We know where to find him, but we won’t be able to get through the enforcers alone. He’s hiding in the mayor's mansion.”

      “Where he's known to have been staying?” Cole asked.

      “Trust me,” Trixie said. All eyes turned to my mate. “He's been working to fortify the defenses. He would not leave.”

      “How do we break in?” Harkins asked.

      Trixie smiled at the scarred enforcer. “I know one of the guards.”
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        * * *

      

      We made only one stop on the way, the Come On Inn. Cole and Harkins waited outside, while Trixie and I went in to speak to Liam Blake. The huge, bearded grizzly sat behind the desk, wearing a red plaid shirt just as he always did. I wondered if his wardrobe contained rows of jeans and red, button-down shirts or if it was always the same outfit. His scent didn't bother me the same way it had before, a surprise. It seemed I was becoming accustomed to bears, a scary thought.

      “Trixie Walker, Lance Tenbrook,” the bear said. His face showed no expression, and his voice held no emotion.

      “Mr. Blake,” I said, “thanks for helping Trixie get me out of that cell.”

      “It was her information that set you free, not some personal favor,” he answered.

      “Understood,” I said.

      “Mr. Blake,” Trixie said, “will the Tribunal be pursuing my brother for his crimes?”

      “I imagine so,” he said, “but it's not my case. The Pattersons will decide how to proceed.”

      “How long will that take?” I asked.

      “As long as it takes,” he replied.

      “We are going to remove him from alpha status as soon as we leave here,” I said. “I have a feeling your presence may be beneficial.”

      “I will not interfere with the inner affairs of a pack,” he said, sitting perfectly still and giving away nothing.

      “I'm not asking you to,” I said.

      We left the bear in his seat behind the counter. Knowing Blake, he would show up late, but he would come.

      “Let's go,” I said when we met back up with Cole and Harkins outside. It was a short walk to the center of town, to the mayor's mansion. The sun sank behind rooftops, shrouding the world in an evening glow. We stopped just out of sight of the guards, one posted at each door.

      “There,” Trixie whispered, pointing to the side of the tall, brick building.

      A man stood by the door, about my height, but with a thicker build. His hair was short and brown, and his face was hard. By looks alone, this would not be a man I would have expected to be sympathetic to Trixie, or to anyone.

      “You go first,” I said, quietly enough that no one outside of our group could hear me. “We’ll circle around the back, and knock him out from behind.”

      Being back at this place, with Cole by my side, reminded me of the night we had come for Hailey. We’d been a small pack in the dark, greatly outnumbered. I was glad that my brother was with me for the challenge. Even though Troy seemed to have fewer guards than Dashiell had, it wouldn't be possible for me to reach Troy alone. This night we would rescue Mara, and I would leave as alpha. All reservations were gone. This was my duty.

      Trixie studied each of our faces, as if looking for uncertainty. Then she put her hand in the pockets of the leather jacket and strolled toward the enforcer with small, gentle steps.

      We set out right away, moving through the streets just outside of the guard's line of sight. Cole and Harkins stayed close. When we reached the backside of the mansion, we crossed the open yard to the brick building. Considering the size of the three of us, we were relatively quiet moving in heavy boots. I was first to cross, with Cole and Harkins behind me. Both stepped in the bootprints of the man before him, like our Northern Rocky Mountain wolf brethren. The only trace left behind was a single set of footprints in the snow.

      Voices carried around the corner of the building.

      “She cried when I brought her in last time,” a male voice said.

      “Can you blame her?” Trixie asked. “The poor thing has been through hell. She deserves a chance to talk with her friend.”

      “I took the risk before. I can't do it again. Someone could see,” the man said.

      I peeked around the corner, and found the enforcer's back to me. I waved for Cole and Harkins to join me. My brother looked around the corner, then before I could make my move Harkins dove at the big man's back, wrapping his arm around his neck. The larger man scratched at Harkins's arms, but didn't make a sound as his body was slowly drained of its strength. His tense arms relaxed and fell to his sides, and his body slumped into Harkins's chest. The enforcer laid the larger man down in the snow. With his eyes closed, and his chest gently moving up and down, Troy's guard looked peaceful as he slept.

      Trixie looked down at Harkins's work with a slight smile that told me she approved. I dug through the unconscious man's pockets and found his keys, and used them to unlock the door behind him. We entered the mansion through the same door we had used when we had rescued Hailey.

      The hallway was cleaner than it had been the last time I’d been in the building. Someone had scrubbed the mud from the floor by the doorway. I looked at my companions, then slid off my boots and socks and set them by the wall. Trixie, Cole, and Harkins did the same. There was no reason to alert Troy to our presence before we had to.

      Trixie led the way down the quiet corridors to a large room full of books. The hardwood floor was well-worn, and the ceiling was high, with an ornate chandelier hanging from the center.

      A red-haired man sat at the large wooden desk. His eyes were a sparkling green, the same set I cherished on my mate. The resemblance was clear, but their personalities were nothing alike.

      “Troy,” Trixie snarled, fists balled.

      “Did you see what he did to my chair?” the man asked, like we were here for a casual visit.

      We stood just inside the doorway to the library, stiff and ready for a fight, but Troy seemed perfectly at ease. He must have known why we had come, but his body language told me he felt confident and in control.

      “That barbarian nailed metal to the back like it was some kind of junk yard throne,” he said. Troy touched the back of the chair over his shoulder, where metal strips stuck up off of the otherwise elegant, wooden piece.

      Ignoring the diversion from our purpose, I focused on why we had come. “Troy Lynch,” I said. “I challenge you for the title of alpha of Sawtooth Peaks.”

      “And Sawtooth Valley,” Trixie added.

      “And Sawtooth Valley,” I agreed.

      “Last I heard, you hadn't taken a mate,” he said, tapping his fingers on the arm of the jagged throne. He shouted, “Mara!”

      The frail blonde entered the room from a second door. She kept her eyes down and didn’t look at us. I understood Trixie’s concern for her, the thin woman looked like she was wasting away.

      “Here’s my mate,” Troy said, pulling her to his side by her elbow.

      Mara flinched at his touch.

      “I'm his mate,” Trixie said, and pulled her hair back off of my mark, showing it to her brother.

      “Well look at you two,” Troy said. “Already moving on from your loss.”

      His shoulders remained relaxed, and the situation seemed to amuse him.

      “Why?” Trixie asked, fists clenched.

      “Why not?” her twin answered. “It was always Trixie and Stratton. Best of friends, leading the pack, having everything.”

      “We never did anything to you,” she said.

      Troy's laughter filled the air, a sick cackle that cut through the silence. Tension emanated off of my companions. Was Troy mad? He certainly had a way of setting others on edge. His strengths lay in words and underhanded actions. It was his unpredictability and deception that made him dangerous.

      “Let's not linger on hurt feelings and sorry tales,” Troy said.

      I had heard enough. Though he had gotten this far with deceit, I had the upper hand physically. His confidence continued to concern me, but there was no need to prolong the inevitable. If he had some kind of trick coming, it was better to get it over with.

      “Prepare yourself,” I growled, and dropped my jacket to the floor.

      “What chance would I have in a fair fight against you?” Troy asked, emerald eyes ablaze, then snapped his fingers. Six enforcers entered through the side door that Mara had used. “I only play to win.”

      Troy's face split in a wicked grin, and he pulled a gun from his lap as he stood from the desk chair.

      Trixie ran between me and her brother in an attempt to shield me from his wrath. She could not protect me from him, and I would not allow her to be injured in the crossfire. I stripped the last of my clothes and shifted to wolf form for the battle Troy Lynch could not avoid.
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      The still room turned into a whirlwind of cracking bones and snarls. Fur-covered giants tore into each other’s flesh with sharp teeth. Lance bounded fearlessly after Troy without regard for the pistol in my brother’s hand. Lance’s sharp teeth showed, and his blue eyes were determined. I stood in awe as he dove past me as a huge silver wolf.

      Troy fired a shot, but Lance ducked to the side and the shot went past him. The sound was deafening, causing pain in my ears, and lessening what I heard of the fighting wolves.

      Harkins, the scarred, gray wolf, fought bravely at Cole's side. Cole was the larger, more intimidating wolf to be sure, but Harkins fought with everything he had, clearly the more experienced fighter of the two. They held their own against four wolves who surrounded them, taking one down within a matter of moments. I hated to leave them behind, but I had to protect Mara, and I had to help Lance.

      Mara stood in a daze by the desk. Avoiding the flailing claws and teeth, I ran around the side of the room and grabbed her hand. My eyes remained on my mate as he chased after Troy, following him out of the library.

      “Come on,” I said to Mara, leaving Cole and Harkins behind, and chasing after my brother, my mate, and the two enforcers who followed them down the hall. My heart raced. Troy couldn’t shoot him. Troy couldn’t harm my mate.

      Snarls and growls surrounded us from up ahead and behind. It wasn't possible for the others to gain too much of a lead on me and Mara with Troy still running in human form. I needed to reach Lance. Eyes forward, racing as quickly as I could, I pulled Mara by the hand. She followed without protest, keeping the unforgiving pace that I set.

      Another gunshot sounded, a powerful boom echoing down the hall. I froze, and Mara ran into me from behind. My heart threatened to beat out of my chest, and my pulse pounded in my ears. An image of Lance, a huge, silver wolf flashed into my mind. His metallic fur was stained red, and he didn't move.

      Terrified, I stripped my clothes and sprinted forward as a wolf. My senses heightened with the transformation; my hearing surpassed what it had been before the gunshot. Snarls and tearing flesh came from both directions, behind me in the library, and ahead in the foyer. The smells of fear and blood filled the air. I had to get there, now.

      Droplets of blood were splattered across the oriental rug in the foyer; a chair was overturned. I followed the damage out the front door, and finally caught up. The courtyard was lit by street lamps, spotlights on the scuffle beneath. Two gray wolves dove at Lance as he held them at bay. My mate towered over his attackers, dodging every time one charged, and countering with his teeth. I had never seen him fight before, and the sight was as impressive as everything else about him. He took on the two wolves, without letting my brother escape.

      Blood soaked the fur of Lance’s neck, dripping from where his ear had been shredded by Troy’s bullet. Troy stood a few feet ahead, aiming to take another shot, one that I couldn’t risk hitting its mark. I darted straight for him, avoiding the other wolves. I had to stop him from shooting Lance, but the distance was too great. Even racing at top speed, I knew I couldn’t make it in time. The icy wind stung my eyes, and the soft powder gave way beneath my feet. My chest was tight, and I couldn’t breathe. I had to help Lance.

      Troy’s eyes flicked toward me. My twin turned and pointed the gun in my direction. The hammer clicked.

      A small gray wolf dove at Troy from his side. Mara. It was the first time I had seen her in wolf form since before all of this started.

      “Stupid bitch!” Troy screamed.

      The pistol fell to the snowy earth as Mara's teeth tore through the flesh of Troy's arm. I hadn't noticed her following me after the gunshot. My focus had been solely on Lance. With a closed fist, Troy swung at Mara's face, knocking her to the ground. He reached for the gun, and I growled by his side.

      “Touch it, and I tear your throat out.”

      My twin stood slowly, hands in the air. I glanced back at Lance, who had taken down one enforcer, and had a clear advantage over the other. The remaining enforcer's fur was covered in blood as he limped in a circle around Lance. My mate seemed to have taken no further injury during the time that he had taken down one wolf and wounded the other. The smaller wolf reeked of fear, while Lance showed nothing but determination.

      I flicked my eyes back to my twin, who turned his head to the side.

      “Don't move,” I growled, showing him my full set of sharp teeth.

      “So how'd you seduce this one?” Troy sneered. “You seem to have a way of placing yourself as the alpha's mate.”

      “Screw you,” I growled.

      “Sure, you can judge me for my actions,” he said. “But really you've done the same, tethered yourself to the position of power.”

      “I don't need to be in charge. I never cared about that.”

      “Really? It seems like you're ready to let your mate be killed for another chance to gain that place,” he said and looked at Lance.

      I followed his gaze, afraid that his words held a shred of truth, that Lance could be in mortal danger. But Lance was okay. Mara was rising.

      I turned back and found Troy running. I growled and chased after him, but he stopped as Harkins and Cole closed in on him from both sides, snarling with their heads held low.

      “Okay, okay,” he said, slowly stripping and dropping his clothing to the ground. Others gathered between the houses, a crowd drawn by the commotion at the center of town, a crowd to witness the challenge for the status of alpha of their pack.

      Lance stood victorious over the wolves Troy had sent to attack him. The gray wolves lay in the trampled snow, motionless and covered in blood.

      My mate snarled, crimson staining the silver fur of his face and neck, a fearsome alpha male made even more threatening by his injuries. Backed into a corner and forced to fight, Troy stood a much smaller, gray wolf. What he lacked in size and strength, he made up for in cunning and cheap tricks, but it wouldn’t matter in a duel with Lance. Under the circumstances, there was nowhere left to run, no one left to fight Troy’s battle for him.

      “Troy Lynch,” Lance growled. “Again I challenge you for the title of alpha of both Sawtooth Peaks and Sawtooth Valley.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Troy scoffed.

      Lance stalked forward, head low, staring down the smaller wolf.

      “How did they treat you in prison?” Troy taunted. “They were eager to take you down.”

      Lance only growled and followed as Troy ran away, circling the courtyard and attempting to distract my mate with his words.

      “It was easy, really. The Pattersons really hate you. How long before they come back and get you on something else, or maybe target your mate?”

      Lance dove forward, sinking his teeth into Troy's leg. A pained howl echoed through the night. Lance released him and Troy limped away.

      “Concede,” Lance commanded.

      “Afraid they won't respect you as alpha?” Troy taunted. “Mated to a secondhand she-wolf.”

      “Concede,” Lance repeated.

      Troy let out a terrible sound and bolted toward Lance. In response to the charge, Lance lowered his chest to the ground, reaching his front paws forward. Changing direction at the last second, Troy sprayed snow up in Lance's face. It may have bought him some time, but Lance dove into the smaller wolf, teeth first. Lance pulled back, dragging Troy’s leg with him, and toppling the smaller wolf.

      Troy lay on the ground, red tainting his gray coat, at the feet of my battered mate. Part of me felt sorry for my twin, pained from the bite in his side. But Troy had lost any right to my sympathy with his acts of violence and malice.

      Lance bared his teeth to the smaller wolf at his feet.

      Troy cringed away from the massive, silver wolf. “I concede.”

      Lance stepped away and padded to my side. Nuzzling his neck with my muzzle, I inspected my mate's wounds.

      Loud enough for all to hear, Lance bellowed, “I, Lance Tenbrook, claim the right of alpha of Sawtooth Peaks and Sawtooth Valley.”

      I watched proudly as my mate took his rightful place, the leader both packs needed and deserved.

      Applause came from the wolf shifters in the crowd, none sorry to see Troy fall. Lance was the one who had provided for them, helped them. The humans were left to ask what was said, speech among wolves sounding only like howls and growls to their ears.

      With the fight ended, our companions approached their new alpha.

      Mara gasped, and I snapped my attention to her. Troy stood as a human, naked in the snow, pointing the gun against her head. Before I could move to help her, Troy’s arm was pulled up in the air, thick fingers holding it in place, and an elbow squeezing his throat. A final gunshot sounded in the courtyard, silencing the crowd. All eyes turned to Liam Blake, the giant, and the naked, red-haired man he held in his arms.

      “Let me go,” Troy growled, struggling to free himself.

      “You’re under arrest for the attempted murder of Lance Tenbrook, Trixie Walker, and Mara Lynch. You’re also wanted in connection to the death of Stratton Walker, and stand accused of obstructing a Tribunal investigation,” Blake said.

      Blake squeezed Troy’s arm, forcing Troy to drop the pistol to the snow, then pulled both arms into a zip-tie behind Troy's back. Mara approached her mate, as a small gray wolf, for a final word before he was taken away.

      “I, Mara Lynch, renounce all ties and promises to you as mate for your violence and crimes against our pack and family.” She bared her teeth at him, then turned her back and padded toward me and Lance.

      I met her halfway. “You did great.”

      Gentle snowflakes drifted down from the sky. One landed on Mara’s face, and smeared gray. The scent of burning filled the air. It was ash. I looked around, concerned for the homes and people who had been through so much.

      Fleur approached, in a purple dress and tall, black boots.

      “I see that look,” she said. “Don't worry.”

      “You smell that too, right?” I asked looking between the waitress and the wolf at my side.

      “We did it together,” Fleur said, pointing back at the mansion. “No one's inside.” Curtains lit behind barred windows, and smoke drifted up from the door and out into the sky.

      “No one will be held prisoner there again,” Mara growled.

      I scanned the faces of the women I had shared a cell with: Mara, Annora, Fleur, Anika, Viveca, and Sierra. All but Mara and Fleur stood together holding hands. All watched the smoke billow and the flames grow over the prison where we had all been held, with satisfaction on their faces.

      “Let it burn,” I said, and padded back to the man I loved, my alpha, my mate.
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      “I know, I know. I promise I'll go home and put my feet up,” I said, touching my giant belly with both hands.

      “Good,” Mara said with a smile as she plated perfectly cooked fish and chips. “I've got everything handled here.”

      “I know,” I said.

      She always did. Teaching Mara the ins and outs of running the restaurant was the best decision I had made when we changed the theme and reopened.

      “He just kicked.” I placed my sister's hand on the exact spot.

      “Aww,” she said, lifting her eyebrows in the way she did every time we talked about the twins.

      “It's always three in a row,” I explained.

      “That's so nice, so you can tell Lance they’re coming, and he can feel them too.”

      “Well I like it when they kick outward okay,” I said, “but it's not so nice when they kick into my organs.”

      “Boys,” she said with a smile. “Maybe they'll be athletes. I can't wait to hold them.”

      “Yeah, I'm ready too,” I said. “Just another two months.”

      “I know, that's why you should get home and take care of yourself.”

      “I'm going, I promise,” I said. At the kitchen door, I turned back and said, “Thank you, Mara.”

      “Anything for my sister.”

      “You're the best,” I said.

      “I know. Now go,” she teased.

      I crossed the dining room toward the door, between tables full with customers, and caught Fleur's arm as she passed.

      “Hey,” she said, with smiling lips painted the same pink hue as the flower behind her ear.

      “I'm heading out,” I said. “Is all well?”

      “Of course,” she answered. “Have a good one.”

      “You too,” I said, and scanned the dining room one last time before I left. The tables and chairs Cole had made were darkly stained, and held up beautifully with time. The craftsmanship still impressed me when I took the time to really look around. The lighting was gentle, and the room was filled with casual conversation, a cozy space with a rustic feel. Families and groups of friends gathered, shifters and humans alike. All booths and tables were filled, and laughter carried through the air. There were scents of perfumes and perspiration, wood and leather. But the scent that lingered through the room above the rest was the smell of my grandmother's recipes.

      I waved to the picture of Stratton on the wall, one photograph of many. No one would be forgotten, all that had perished during darker times were remembered here. People came to share a drink in remembrance or a meal to celebrate their special occasions. It was more than I had imagined.

      Outside, I looked up at the hand-carved sign Cole had made for me. The dark wood had intricate details along the outside, and one word painted in the middle, Trixie's. I had thought we should put Lance's name on it too, but he had insisted this was better, and it really had worked out nicely.

      I climbed in the truck, carefully maneuvering my belly behind the wheel, and rolled down the windows to enjoy the warm summer air. The breeze on my face was pleasant as I started the drive home. Just a block down, a ball rolled into the street in front of me. I stopped for the tall, skinny boy who ran out to grab it.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Tenbrook!” Billy yelled as he ran out and picked up his ball.

      I smiled and waved to him, and continued down toward the center of town. Every building had been rebuilt, painted, and brought back to life. Few vacancies remained, with new residents moving to Ellistown for the small town, family friendly atmosphere.

      When I reached the courtyard where the mansion had been, I looked over the park that we had built. None of the building remained, but the trees and flowers from the gardens flourished. Bricks from the mansion were repurposed to build a pavilion for gathering, and the rest of the remains were used throughout town on buildings that needed the supplies. Children played on the playground by the pavilion. A couple shared a picnic in the grass under a tall tree. Sierra ran by in her jogging clothes.

      Ellistown was alive again, with a gathering place for the community at its heart.

      As I left town, I admired the wildflowers blooming in the fields by the road. Purples and yellows dotted along the sea of green. It was a beautiful drive home, nature's playground for the twin boys I would soon bring into the world.

      I came home to the house my mate and his brother had built on the place where our two territories had met, what was now the center of one larger territory. The two-story cabin took my breath away every time I approached. With large windows and natural wood siding, the house was similar to Cole’s, but it had a distinct feel that was our own. The shutters were light blue, the same shade of the home Lance had grown up in. I had let the men make most of the choices outside, insisting only on a state-of-the-art kitchen and enough bedrooms for our family to grow. Would I ever get used to the colorful sunset behind the forest in our backyard? I hoped not. It was so natural, with no buildings to block the view.

      Lance waited for me at the open front door, barefoot and shirtless. Sweat glimmered down his chiseled chest, and I knew his loving smile was just for me.

      “Working hard?” I asked, admiring his glistening core.

      “I finished the negotiations with Greenville for hunting rights this morning. And we just finished the last board out back,” Lance replied. “How are you feeling?”

      “I'm okay.”

      Lance bent down and touched his lips to mine, a gentle peck that made me smile. “How are my boys?” he asked, kneeling down and placing his lips on my belly.

      “Busy,” I said, with a smile. “I think they've been wrestling.”

      “Strong and active,” he said, then kissed my belly again.

      “Just like their daddy,” I said.

      “When they’re old enough, I want to take them camping. We can visit all of the borders of our territory.” Lance stood and held me. He smelled like pine and leather, perspiration and fresh wood.

      “Like your father did with you?” I asked.

      “One of my fondest memories of my father,” he said. “I’ll take them more than once.”

      “I’m sure they’d like that.”

      “I want to give them everything,” he said.

      “I know,” I replied. “I do too.”

      We stood by the front door, Lance holding me, and me content in his arms until my swollen feet started to hurt.

      “Can I see the deck?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he said, and took my hand in his.

      Cole and Hailey stood on the back porch, Cole as sweaty as Lance, and Hailey as big as me.

      “Hi,” I said. “The deck looks great.”

      “Thanks,” Cole said.

      “Where's John?” I asked.

      Soft laughter sounded from the tall grass just past the decking.

      “Hi, Auntie Trixie,” John said, and ran to me. I bent down and held my beautiful nephew in my arms, the spitting image of his father, with raven hair and tanned skin, but with his mother's cerulean eyes. Already four years old, John was growing up so fast.

      I kissed his head, then he ran back into the grass, flying a tiny metal airplane in his upraised hand.

      “How are you handling the heat?” I asked Hailey, admiring her belly.

      “I'm not,” she answered. “You?”

      “The same.”

      “We talked about the bar,” Lance said.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked.

      “With Amy running everything, I don't see why I couldn't handle everything and buy you guys out,” Cole said.

      “Thank you,” I replied. With Lance overlooking final reconstruction duties for Ellistown, helping me with the restaurant, and building new relationships with surrounding territories, it was a strain for him to make time to manage Sawtooth Den. He was handling everything wonderfully, despite having so much to juggle. With the twins on the way, I was glad Cole was willing to lessen the burden.

      We shared a dinner with Cole and his family before they went home for the night. Lance and Cole grilled chicken, ribs, and corn on the cob while Hailey and I prepared fresh fruit and a salad in the kitchen. John clung to Hailey during dinner, and everything was delicious.

      After they left, I checked in on the empty and waiting nursery. Two wooden cribs sat side by side in the center of the green room. Hailey had helped me paint a tree on the wall behind the cribs, a huge pine with dark green needles. We had carried the theme across the room, woods and nature, like the forest my boys would play in when they were ready. Imagining two little silver-haired boys side by side, I smiled and headed to bed.

      Lance watched as I traded my work clothes for a silk nightie. He lay shirtless on his side, freshly showered and devouring me with his eyes. His thick, muscular arm flexed as it rested on his jaw and supported his head. He was effortlessly sexy, and I could never get enough. I climbed into the sheets, and my mate pulled my back in close to his chest, growling as he touched his mark on my bare neck.

      “I love you, Trixie Tenbrook,” he growled.

      “I love you too, Lance Tenbrook.”

      Lance trailed warm, gentle kisses from my shoulder down my arm. I smiled, content in the moment, excited for the future, and in love with our life together.
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Amy

        

      

    

    
      Cinnamon-infused pinecones, hot chocolate with marshmallows, tall boots and cozy sweaters, that feeling of freshly fallen snow melting beneath my paws—winter was hands down my favorite season. It was the smoky warmth of a crackling hearth and the cheer of white lights clinging to rooftops and woven between the branches of tall pines. Winter meant hiding beneath the covers a little longer while icy air bit my cheeks.

      Like most mornings, I wouldn’t have minded a few more minutes in bed. But it was a get-up-and-travel day. Luckily my car’s heater worked wonders. Through the windshield, the world ahead of me was blanketed in white, the road included. There was only the two-line trail from tires traveling before me that told me my little blue Volkswagen Beetle was still on curved mountain road instead of driving off the side of a cliff. Sunlight reflected off of crystalline powder as the clouds receded from the bright blue sky. The effect was both mesmerizing and blinding.

      Winter in the mountains meant massive amounts of snowfall. That snow brought skiers and hunters to Sawtooth Peaks, to the lodge that was more of a luxury hotel than a part of the classic, Victorian town. And the lodge brought business to Sawtooth Den, which meant more money in my pocket and new people to meet. If I’d had my way, I’d have spent Christmas working, catering to my pack and the patrons who had traveled from near and far for a mug of ale.

      But as an Anderson, it was my duty to travel home for the holidays, just like I did every year. Just like my entire family did, and always had. The Anderson farm had passed down from my great-great-grandparents through generation after generation, all the way down to my parents. Just like every Christmas before it, I was required to join my mother and father, my grandmother, my uncles and aunts, my cousins, my siblings, and my nieces and nephews for a feast grown and harvested on the Anderson land.

      It was a tradition that I’d cherished as a child: picking fresh green beans and carrots from the garden in the summer, canning them with my sisters, my mother, and my grandmother, and then opening up those same cans for Christmas dinner. The farm-raised turkey tasted better than any I’d eaten anywhere else. Having everyone gathered together at the long banquet table to share the year’s work was as satisfying as tasting the creamy butter that I’d churned myself.

      I still loved winter. And spending time with my family. But Christmas? Not so much.

      Vvvrrrmmmmm. My phone vibrated against the plastic cup holder. It was hard to believe I could still get a signal this far from Sawtooth Peaks. It wouldn’t last long. I risked a glance down and checked the number. Nora. It was beginning already.

      A flash of brown fur streaked past the windshield, a mule deer, and I instinctively hit the brakes. My breath caught and my arms tensed, but I held my eyes wide against the instinct to flinch. The little car skidded and fishtailed, then jostled across uneven snow. The enormous buck stopped and stared. I gave a flick of the wheel and the tires bumped back into the single set of tracks. I took a deep breath and looked back at the tall, brown deer with long, ornamental antlers. He stood still, watching me drive away. I turned my attention back to the road. Eyes forward. There was bound to be more ice.

      Trees were clustered in patches like larger-than-life versions of cylindrical paper water cups. The road curved around a sharp rock face, with treetops and boulders visible off the ledge out my side window. Even with as tall as the pines grew, their tops didn’t reach the height of the road. Every time I rounded these bends, my fists clenched on the wheel. One wrong move and my little blue car would careen down a hundred feet into the valley.

      Vvvrrrmmmmm. The phone rattled. I debated whether or not I should answer or just pretend I’d already arrived in the cellular dead zone. I needed both hands, and I wasn’t ready to start the annual mate talk. Any other time of year I’d be happy to chat. My sister was great. Nora and I could spend hours talking about the latest episode of Werewolf Diaries or who was going to be killed off next in the Vampires USA novels. My whole family was great, really. Just not at Christmas.

      The phone vibrated again in my palm. Fine.

      “Hi, Nora,” I said.

      “Amy!” my youngest sister replied with such excitement that it seemed like she didn’t expect me, even though it was she who’d called me. “Are you almost here? Mom’s been asking if anyone had heard when you were leaving.”

      “I got held up at work last night. Again this morning,” I said. Held up may have been a slight exaggeration. In truth, I’d decided to spend the last few hours before I met my doom in the company of my second family, the one that I’d chosen to spend all of my days with. At Sawtooth Den, with Harkins, and everyone else in my pack. “I’m on the way now.”

      “Aww, shucks,” Nora said. “I’m sorry to hear you’re not farther along.”

      “Promise I’ll make it there before dinner,” I said. “I wouldn’t want to miss out on the Christmas Eve Eve feast.”

      “Good,” she said, “because I’m dying to tell you all about—”

      “Ask her who she’s bringing.” I heard my mother’s voice in the background.

      “Anyone special in your life this year that you’re bringing home to meet the family? Boyfriend?” Nora asked. Then after a pause, she added, “Mate?”

      The oldest of six girls, I was the only one left without a mate. I was the one everyone would ask about dating, and offer advice. At twenty-six years old, it was as if my family believed I was destined to go barren at any minute. And here I was, driving home for another Christmas, single. I felt guilty for not being excited about the trip. They were kind, loving people who’d welcome me with open arms. I’d play with my nieces and nephews, and help all of the women with the cooking. They’d share their lives with me, and I’d be reminded of what I didn’t have.

      “You know me,” I said. “Running the bar keeps me—”

      Static cut into the line.

      “What’s that?” Nora asked, a crackling sound cutting in and out over her voice. “Amy? crrkkkkcllllllll… “cubs…”

      “Looks like I’m losing you, Nora,” I said. “Catch up tonight.”

      No answer.

      “Bye,” I said.

      Cubs? I hoped she was talking about her kids, and not asking a question. Saved by the cellular dead zone. At least for a few hours.

      Most of the time, I was one-hundred-percent fine with being on my own. Running the bar kept me busy. The pack was all the company I needed. I didn’t have time to date, and it didn’t bother me. Except at Christmastime. Seeing my sisters was nice. And I liked their mates, all five of them. I adored my nieces and nephews. But when everyone was together, and talking about me missing out, it left me feeling like I was.

      I should have just done what I wanted. I should have stayed home and accepted an invitation to join someone else’s family dinner, or even better, made myself a turkey sandwich and worked. I wouldn’t have been alone. At the very least, Harkins—

      A cloud of white. A flash of brown and green. The tires squealed as I hit the brakes and the car kept moving along the icy road. I held my eyes open, tried not to flinch. It was just like it had been with the deer. I’d be fine. I could hold onto control.

      Adrenaline pumped through my veins. Stay on the road. Don’t drive off the cliff. Don’t drive off the cliff.

      Boulders tumbled up ahead, just past the frosted sign marked Falling Rock Zone. The weight of the snow must have caused the rocks to fall, dropping forever down once they reached the ledge.

      The car wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t turn. My heart raced as my body lurched forward. Pain. Black.
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Harkins

        

      

    

    
      Yuppy out-of-towners. Sawtooth Den was full of ’em. ’Twas the season of rich pansies playing hunter and gold diggers who pretended to find them charming.

      Winter in Sawtooth Peaks hadn’t always been this way. Neither had my life. But livin’ in the past did me no favors.

      They talked. They laughed. They drank and played pool. Overshadowing the usual liquor, grease, and shifter scents was the smell of human tourists. The regulars were still around, just outnumbered. Zaria knocked back shots of bourbon from her stool, two down from my seat in the corner. The petite, raven-headed she-wolf seemed to share my sentiment about the season and the customers.

      With silver hair, and the kind of grin that made women swoon, Lance checked in at each table. He made a fine businessman and alpha to our pack. His father would have been proud if he’d lived to see his son grown.

      The jukebox kicked on. A flash of bleach-blond hair and I turned. But she was too young. Too drunk. Not Amy. The woman hung her arm over the shoulder of a stick-thin brunette as they butchered Journey together. I turned around, leaned my elbows on the bar, and glanced at the bartender standing where Amy should have been.

      Fleur was fine. She had a friendly demeanor. She didn’t cause trouble. And she poured beer well enough. But she wasn’t Amy. Every hour that passed was a reminder that the woman who belonged behind the bar wasn’t at Sawtooth Den. She wasn’t even in Sawtooth Peaks. And that made everything less tolerable.

      “So tell me,” Amy’s brunette substitute said, stopping in her tracks in front of me. “What’s your story, Harkins? How long have you been with the pack?”

      “As long as I have,” Zaria said, raising her glass. “He’s been the alpha’s second for twenty years—first John’s, now John’s son’s.”

      I gave Zaria a nod.

      “Okay,” Fleur said, adjusting the poinsettia behind her ear. She looked between me and Zaria, then squinted her eyes at me and smiled. “So is Harkins your first name or last name?”

      “No one knows,” Zaria said, flashing me a look that meant trouble. “He’s like Cher. Or Madonna.”

      Fleur laughed. “No manlier examples? Let’s see, what men go by one name?”

      “Prince,” Zaria offered, smiling at my expense.

      Voices across the room grew louder. Two pretty-boys at the pool table, wearing college football jackets. They were indistinguishable from the others in their group—human, drunk, and looking to impress the blonde who watched them.

      “One more round. Come on, man. Double or nothing,” the first said.

      I watched from the corner of my eye, ready to move if the situation escalated.

      “Maybe more like Sting or Bono,” Fleur replied.

      “Ice-T,” Zaria said.

      “I said pay up,” the shorter of the two men said from his place in the back of the room. His muscles tensed. I rose from my seat.

      “What do you think, Harkins?” Fleur asked. “No comment?”

      “How ‘bout Mr. T,” I replied, without turning back.

      Zaria snorted. Fleur laughed and poured another drink for Zaria.

      My attention turned entirely to the two drunken college kids. The shorter one had a pug nose and fire in his eyes. He pushed the taller one. Anger, excitement, heavy breathing, hearts racing, sweat—I could smell the fight brewing.

      “It’s not that big of a deal, Brad,” a big guy with sandy hair said. He stood beside the two who scowled at each other, tension ready to boil. “Just pay him and let someone else take a turn.”

      “Cheater,” the short one said, pushing the tall one for the second time.

      It wouldn’t take much more; I could feel it. I weaved through the crowd, and waited.

      “Dick,” the tall one replied, with his ferret-face contorted in anger. He raised his fist.

      The first punch was thrown. Finally. A quick dive forward, and I held the man’s wrist, catching him mid-swing.

      “What the—” His fist remained clenched, and his eyes flicked from my hand to my face. Anger changed to confusion, then right back to anger.

      The short one’s eyes went wide.

      Then he too made a poor choice. He took my interference for opportunity and threw a swing of his own. I released Ferret-face and swiped my leg into the back of the short dumbass’s knees. When his balance was unsteady, I planted my fist into his face. The sting of my knuckles on his cartilage was exhilarating. A bar fight was exactly what I’d needed.

      “Time to leave,” I said.

      The pansy on the floor clasped his bloody nose in both hands.

      “Hey, man,” the tall one said. His voice cracked as it went up an octave. “We don’t want any trouble.” He leaned back away from me, hands in the air, reeking of fear.

      “Good,” I replied. “Get out of here.”

      The smart one left, knocking over a chair as he ran out the door. The dumb one climbed to his feet and charged at me. Anger radiated off of him. He ran like a bull, and I sidestepped with ease. He fell onto a table full of drinks, splashing the contents onto a couple snuggled on a chair.

      The woman screamed, and her date rose to his feet. “My jacket,” he squealed.

      I twisted the stupid kid’s arm up behind his back. He cried out as I lifted him upright and led him toward the door.

      I heard Lance behind me, apologizing to the couple coated in beer and wine. But my eyes stayed locked on the troublemaker.

      The door flung open as I shoved him through it. He stumbled and fell to his hands and knees. Part of me hoped he’d take another shot at me. Snowflakes landed like dandruff in his short, black hair. More appeared beneath streetlamps, as if materializing in the light. Cold winter air filled my lungs, and raised the hair on my bare arms. Only as I took in the silence, the peace of the empty street, did I realize how frustrated I’d allowed myself to become.

      “Don’t come back,” I said, as I watched him rise to his feet.

      He stared at me a moment, eyes filled with hate, as if contemplating another assault. Then he spat at my feet and walked away.

      I needed a mission. I needed something to do to keep me occupied while I waited for Christmas to pass, for memories of holidays long over to fade back where they belonged, and for Amy to come home. She was my sounding board, my friend, the one who grounded me. Her soothing smile was the best part of my day. She was gorgeous, too. I knew one day she’d find a mate and leave me behind, and this version of me would be all that remained. But for now, it was just a few days. Christmas would be over and Amy would come home.

      I took a deep breath before stepping back into the warmth of Sawtooth Den. The noise of happy voices chorused around the room. Even the woman in wine looked appeased, as did her date. It was a credit to Lance’s people skills.

      The long guitar riff from Free Bird played from the jukebox, and Fleur’s eyes met mine.

      “I’ve got it,” she said over the crowd. “Your last name is Barkins. Am I right? If you want me to stop guessing, all you have to do is tell me.”

      I was restless and not up for dealing with people. I needed out.

      Lance caught me by the door. “Harkins,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      “Send me somewhere,” I said.

      “Actually,” Lance said, “I was about to ask if you could meet with the alpha in Elkston for me. Trixie put together a basket, and I haven’t found anyone who can deliver—”

      “I’ll do it.”

      The phone rang behind the bar. “Sawtooth Den, this is Fleur,” the brunette answered.

      I couldn’t hear the voice on the line with all of the noise, but somehow I knew the call was important. I could feel it.

      “Um, I’m not sure. I’m just standing in for her.” She was talking about Amy.

      I walked past Lance, through the crowd toward Fleur. My adrenaline spiked. Something was wrong.

      “Harkins?” I heard my alpha’s voice, but it hardly registered.

      “Do you know what time Amy left?” Fleur asked Zaria.

      I stood beside Zaria and looked to the substitute bartender. I said, “She left at nine.”

      “Thanks,” she said, then held the phone back to her ear and repeated, “She left at nine.”

      “Tonight?” The voice on the phone was a woman’s. She sounded worried, as concerned as I felt.

      “In the morning,” I said.

      Fleur relayed the message.

      “She should have been here hours ago,” the woman said. “It’s not like there’s anywhere to stop on the way. Are you sure she left at nine?. If Amy’s not there, then what happened to her?”

      Panic and purpose compelled me. Blood thrummed in my ears.

      Before I realized what I was doing, or comprehended the voices calling my name, I was outside. In my truck. Driving. Nothing else mattered. No one else mattered. I had to find Amy.
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Amy

        

      

    

    
      The deer’s long legs flexed with majestic grace, leaving distinct tracks in the white powder. Each footprint looked like a heart, two teardrops meeting in a point for every step. It was the size of the track that had lured me, the promise of a large buck. Alone in the snow-covered field, he was easy to follow. I could hear the flutter of his heartbeat even before I laid eyes on him. It was the black tip of his otherwise white tail that told me he was a mule deer. A two hundred and fifty-pound buck, of about five years. His long, elaborate antlers displayed his strength, as did his size. The fight he’d provide made him all the more alluring.

      Each step brought me closer to my prey. In the open fields of soft powder, with little cover to hide behind, he’d see me before long. I had to remain low, stay upwind, and be silent. But something was wrong. Unnatural. The snow wasn’t wet between the pads of my paws. There was no movement to the air. No upwind, because there was no wind. There were no scents of winter, of moist snow or thriving evergreens. I kept my distance from the buck, but I should have been able to smell him. There was nothing. It wasn’t right.

      

      White faded to black through the slits of my drowsy eyes. Was I sleeping? I tried to open my eyes, to find the buck. But there was no white field. No buck. Only black. My head was heavy, and the throbbing within overtook everything else. I raised my paw to take the next step, and found fingers instead. A blurry human hand. Was it shaking? Was that mine? Forcing my eyes to blink and widen, I strained to focus. So much pain.

      

      Saltwater, sand, and oak—I didn’t have to turn to know who was by my side. It was the man who was always there for me. We could have been at the bar, at a pack event, or on a mission. I knew James Harkins was always within reach. Tonight it was the woods. A wild grizzly cub had been seen outside Sawtooth Lodge, wandering too close to civilization. The sun would soon fall, and she needed to find her mother before some idiot with a gun decided to come out and help. There was never a shortage of unskilled, self-proclaimed hunters at the lodge. The call had come in from the scouts, from whichever sentries Lance had stationed to patrol the woods for the night. And Lance had sent Harkins to lure the cub back into the mountains. I had volunteered to help. Which led us to a dark night in the autumn woods.

      Dried pine needles covered the forest floor, though the tall evergreens were still full. Each step crunched on fallen sticks and needles. There was no need for stealth, though we both knew it was safest to complete this mission as wolves.

      He turned his back to me as soon as I slipped my jeans down over my hips. How many times had we shifted together over the years? Enough that it was commonplace. Still, Harkins always turned. It wasn’t just a woman thing. He ignored Zaria, Trixie, everyone else when they were naked, not acknowledging them or averting his gaze. It was me.

      “How long do you think we have before the cub causes trouble? Or the tourists do?” I asked, dropping the last of my clothes in the usual place. I used the same tree every time so I wouldn’t forget where I’d left my belongings. It was just far enough into the forest behind Sawtooth Den that we wouldn’t be seen shifting by the humans in town.

      “Not long,” Harkins replied, though his back was still turned to me. I looked over his broad shoulders, his thick arms, his tight ass. Just because he turned didn’t mean I had to. “It’s been half an hour since she was spotted. Won’t be long ’til some prick tries to impress his friends.”

      “Are you sure you can carry that thing in your teeth?” I asked, looking down at the slab of meat attached to a long bone.

      “You’ll have my back,” Harkins replied.

      “I will,” I agreed.

      Hair grew all over Harkins’s back, a coat of thick gray fur that covered his body. He dropped to all fours, and his face grew long. I closed my eyes and let go of what it meant to be human, let go of human speech and human form. Bones cracked and reformed, painful yet exhilarating. Shifting meant being more connected with the natural world. Worries faded behind the heightened senses of wolf form.

      Once we were both wolves, we headed out into the night. With fresh meat as bait, we quickly found the cub. She came running from the parking lot of the hotel, straight at Harkins, when we were close enough for the grizzly to get a whiff of the ham.

      Harkins dragged the ham along the ground, away from the barreling cub. I gave some distance, and followed behind the two.

      “Rather be on patrol than this,” Harkins said in shifter tongue, between gritted teeth. His jaw was clamped around the end of the long, fleshy ham bone. He backed slowly away from the cub, dragging the meat along the ground just out of the bear’s reach. “Wish you were still at the bar?”

      “Nah, it’s fun to mix it up every once in a while. Go out for some excitement or lure a bear cub away from civilization, in the best of company,” I said.

      “Better if a mission’s slow or dangerous, not both,” Harkins said.

      “Don’t worry. I have six nieces and seven nephews,” I said. “I’m great with kids.”

      “This isn’t a kid,” Harkins replied.

      “She’s not going to harm us,” I said, following slowly at the back of the line, behind the scarred, gray wolf and the fluffy, brown bear cub that was nearly as large. “She’s not going to harm anyone, right little bear? We’re going to get you back where you belong. Where you’ll be safe.”

      Harkins kept his pace the same as the cub’s, keeping the meat always ahead until we were about a mile away from the lodge. Then she dove.

      The cub batted the bone from Harkins’s teeth. Now that she’d caught the ham, we’d lost our bait. I watched the cub chew a mouthful of savory meat and wondered what exactly we were supposed to do next. We needed to keep moving.

      “It’s the mom I’m worried about,” Harkins said.

      “I think you should be more worried about how you’re going to get that—never mind.”

      The mother’s scent announced her presence. Mission accomplished.

      A giant grizzly roared as we backed away from her cub. She charged forward, closing the distance between herself and her offspring.

      “Run,” Harkins called, and I listened. Paws pounded the moist, packed dirt of the forest floor as we ran side by side toward Sawtooth Den. Adrenaline pumped and I could feel Harkins’s eyes on me.

      The bears didn’t follow. And then we were alone.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said, still staring at me.

      “I’m not ready to call it a night yet,” I said. “Are you?”

      “No.”

      I flicked a pile of pine needles up at Harkins with my paw, and smiled as much as my wolf form allowed. He raced forward through the needles and around a tree.

      “Let’s run,” he said, smiling back.

      I followed. The forest was our playground, with moonlight illuminating the path through tree branches. Harkins fell back, brushed his shoulder against mine. Our eyes locked. We tripped over a root and tumbled onto a patch of soft ferns—onto each other.

      But that wasn’t now. It wasn’t right. Just like the deer, it wasn’t right. There were no scents. What was wrong with my nose?

      It was a memory. A memory of an exhilarating run through the woods, a successful mission, and the feeling that Harkins had wanted exactly what I wanted. It was the night that I had asked him over for a late dinner.

      His answer had been no.

      Wake up.

      

      It was cold. So cold. Yellow strands dangled above me in two clusters, one on each side of my head. My hair? That wasn’t right.

      None of this was right. My head was heavy; my arms were like lead. The seat belt dug into my thighs and my shoulder.

      I was upside down. I grabbed the wheel and braced myself as best as I could before releasing the belt.

      My arm buckled and the floor, no, roof came crashing down on my head. Everything hurt, stung, throbbed, or burned. I closed my eyes and saw the fluffy brown fur of the bear cub, the sharp tines of the buck’s antlers. When I blinked, I saw the splintered glass of the cracked windshield. And my phone.

      My vision was blurred, so I touched the screen and hit send. It didn’t matter who I called; anyone would do.

      Nothing happened. But I noticed the dried blood smeared across my palms. Dead zone was about to take on a new meaning.

      Twisting around, I reached for the door handle. The door didn’t budge. I tore the rearview from the rippled glass and bashed it into the side window. Glass cracked. My vision swirled and faded.

      Unsure how long I’d be conscious, I kicked in the direction of the driver side window, and slid myself through the small space.

      

      He was so close I should have been able to smell him. Was it really a deer? I couldn’t see anything but the flick of long, white ears popping out of the frozen tundra.

      It was a rabbit. Just as fun to chase, though not as thrilling to catch. I followed the rabbit, one step at a time into the bright, white field of freshly fallen snow.
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Harkins

        

      

    

    
      I stared in disbelief, in fear. Hardly wide enough for more than a bicycle in each lane, the frosted, white road curved around the face of a steep cliff. Given the drive up, it had to be a long fall down. Too far for a shifter to survive? I hoped not. More so, I prayed Amy hadn’t fallen. I had to find her.

      In the dark night, only blackness was visible over the edge.

      Dangling half off the side was the little blue car I had searched for. Dirt and boulders covered the width of the narrow path around the bend, engulfing both the road and the upturned car, making them part of the mountainside. Freshly fallen snow blanketed the scene, without regard for the devastation below.

      High beams on, I climbed out of my truck far enough from the crash to avoid adding another eight thousand pounds to the landslide. Urgency turned to nausea. Please let her be breathing. I couldn’t bear to bury another person I loved. Not Amy.

      Snowflakes melted as they landed on my nose and cheeks, and kept their shape when they caught in the hair on my wrist. A long shadow was cast across the ivory powder as the headlights shone around me.

      “Amy,” I said, hoping to hear her voice. To stir movement. Anything.

      Only the howl of the icy gale rustling through the pines replied.

      “Amy,” I said again, stepping carefully over fallen rocks and uneven earth. My voice sounded strange in my ears, like it belonged to someone else. I didn’t risk a blink, and kept my eyes locked on that light blue paint.

      “It’s me,” I said. “I’m comin’ for you.” My voice shook.

      There was no answer. No sign of movement. The headlights of my truck reflected off of the crumpled glass. It was shattered but still attached to the frame, making it impossible to see inside. Her scent lingered, though faintly.

      Shards of broken glass crunched beneath my boots; the driver side window had been knocked out and its remnants lay scattered over the ground. Blood. A trail of sliding, crawling, and stumbling led away from the wreckage.

      Tracks meant she had survived the crash. Tracks meant the likelihood of Amy still being alive just grew. I looked down into the busted window and imagined her trapped inside. Injured. The thought pained me, but I clung to hope.

      A light blue, puffy winter coat was balled up on the roof, left inside the car. She’d be freezing without it. I grabbed the jacket, which still carried her scent—blueberries and cherry blossoms, the promise of a smile no matter how difficult life could be. Amy was pure sunshine, and she hid the rest. But I liked it all, everything about her. Though I knew that was all we could ever have—me loving her, protecting her, being there for her. A friendship that meant more to me than any other. She had to be okay.

      Then I pulled out my phone and followed the trail. No service. Amy’d said there was no way to make calls out here. “No sign of civilization, or indication of the modern era,” she’d said.

      No chance for backup. No ambulance. Just me. And I’d find her.

      Woulda been practical to look for help, get closer to town and make a call. But instead of goin’ back the way she’d come along the road, she’d gone forward, over the rocks. Into the night. Handholds and footprints bare of snow scaled the cliff, showing me exactly where she’d been.

      I followed. Loose dirt shifted beneath my weight, but the boulders held still. I tested each step before taking it, pulling hard with my hands before using any ledge to support me. Pebbles echoed down the mountainside as they tumbled into the black pit. What had Amy been thinking when she’d scaled these rocks? Was she afraid? Was she not feeling herself?

      When I reached the top of the mound of dirt, rocks, and snow, I shined the flashlight on my phone to my left and right. No sign of her trying to scale the mountain, or falling over the edge. She must have continued the way she’d driven. So did I. Feet first, down the unsettled rock face.

      Before long, my boots hit pavement. My knuckles were stiff from the cold, and from climbing. I flexed my fingers to help circulation, and searched the ground for signs of where she’d gone.

      Amy’s trail of clumsy footprints picked up on the serpentine road and led off into the distance. Desperate to hear her, I listened to the wind. There was the rustle of branches, the crunch of snow beneath my boots, the hooting of an owl, and the howling of wolves in the distance. Her voice was not among them.

      The road twisted, and the wind hit hard as I rounded the turn.

      Amy’s footprints led into a crevice in the mountain side. It had seemed dim outside, with the moon hidden behind clouds, until I stepped into the cave. Inside was pure darkness. My phone lit the way. With each step, there were fewer droplets of blood on the ground, telling me her wounds were healing. That it got better from here, not worse. But where had she gone? What had she been thinking when she’d left the warmth of her car? When she had abandoned the safety of waiting where she could be more easily found? By the faltering pattern of her footsteps, she must have been dazed.

      Inside the cave, the ceiling grew lower with every step, the walls of the passage narrower. Before long, I needed to crawl. My hands guided me across the cold rock floor, and it was difficult to make use of my flashlight while navigating and carrying Amy’s coat. There were no sounds to indicate inhabitants, only the howl of wind outside.

      It was a tighter space than I’d first thought, and the farther I traveled, the more concerned I grew that my shoulders wouldn’t fit through the entire passage.

      With the scent of Amy’s trail was the hint of another. It was one I’d hoped not to cross. Grizzly. The bear should have been in hibernation this time of year, but I wasn’t complaining that it had left.

      The ground shook; the rocky cavern all around me quaked. Loud rumbling echoed through the canyon into the small crevice, like the mountain itself was a giant grizzly waking from its winter’s sleep. Dirt and pebbles dislodged from the roof of the cave, pelting me as the earth shook.

      Faster–I had to go faster. I hurried, moving as quickly as I could, listening to boulders tumble down the mountainside behind me, over the edge of the road, and into the dark pit beneath.

      I scrambled to distance myself from the falling rock. The roof of the tunnel collapsed by my feet, leaving a wall of rock where I had just been. A little slower and I would have been crushed. I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      The vibrations dissipated. The crashing, crumbling, rumbling faded. And the hole that led to my truck was gone. There was only forward. Through the darkness. Toward Amy.

      The cave grew narrower before the light of the moon shone in around a curve in the rocks. I looked out into the falling snow, onto an open field of white. Moonlight broke free of the clouds, shining down on the peaceful meadow. A single tree stood tall and reached for the sky, set away from the distant forest. Amy’s single set of boot prints was the only sign of travelers in the winter landscape. On the ground, balled up in the center of the field beneath the cover of the evergreen was something moving, something alive. She stretched out, and moonlight reflected on her golden locks. Relief flooded through me. I held tight to the soft blue coat that carried her scent, and I ran. Amy.
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      Saltwater and sand. When had I reached the ocean? The sun shone bright in the cloudless sky, highlighting the depths and shallows of the waves through shades of deep sapphire to aquamarine. Sprigs of tall, brown grass peeked up out of hills of golden sand by the wooden path. I wiggled my toes in the hot grains of beachy earth. But somehow it wasn’t as warm as I’d expected.

      I let down my hair in the cool ocean breeze. But it was too cold for summer.

      It wasn’t real. I was supposed to be home for Christmas.

      The crash.

      

      One cheek was pleasantly warm, the other numb from the icy air. A soft jacket covered my torso from the falling snow, like a blanket. Fluffy and light blue. It was my jacket, though I didn’t remember taking it from the car. My jeans were damp and cold, and clung tightly to my skin.

      I blinked to focus and found that I wasn’t alone.

      Harkins was here. His scent was different than the usual wolf shifter, different from the piney forest essence that was common in local wolves. Harkins wasn’t from Sawtooth Peaks, and he wasn’t like any other wolf shifter I’d ever encountered.

      I turned my head and looked up at Harkins, and our eyes met.

      His dark beard was thick, and unquestionably masculine, framing lips that rarely spoke. His scars that told his stories, and his dark brown, expressive eyes. There were lines in the corners that spoke of the man he had once been, a different version that had smiled often. And there was sorrow. His shoulders were broad, and thickly muscled, framed well in his leather jacket. He was hard, rugged, and handsome—a warrior who valued loyalty. Strength radiated off of him, as it always did, even when he looked at me so warmly. I had found him attractive before I knew him, but once I got to know him, I was drawn to him even more.

      My mouth felt dry as I opened my lips. “Hi,” I said. My voice scratched in my throat.

      “Amy,” he breathed.

      “Where are we?” I asked, still feeling disoriented.

      “Somewhere between Sawtooth Peaks and your family’s place,” he said. “Not really familiar with the area.”

      I blushed when I realized my head was on his thigh.

      “I remember the crash,” I said, slowly pushing myself up to a sitting position. The throbbing in my head wasn’t as bad as it had been. “And then…” What was next? The beach? “And then you, I think.”

      “Your mom called the Den,” Harkins said. “She was lookin’ for you.”

      “Yeah, I was on my way there,” I said. Then I realized how dark it was. There were needled branches above us, a tall tree. Snow in every direction, with fresh flakes falling from the sky. We were surrounded by the dark stillness of the night. Hours must have passed since the crash. A whole day’s worth. “What time is it?”

      “Middle of the night by now,” Harkins said.

      “Thanks for coming,” I said. “And for the coat. You brought that, right?”

      If Harkins hadn’t come, would I still be alone, left out in the storm? Mom wouldn’t have sent everyone out. Not that fast.

      “Of course,” Harkins replied with a nod.

      The look in his eyes said more than his words. Or at least I thought so. When he looked at me like that, I felt like I was special. Like I was beautiful, precious. But I’d learned to doubt exactly how much I meant to Harkins when he’d declined my invitation for a date. I had thought he wanted more, that he saw the potential between us like I did. But I was wrong. I was in the friend zone. It was kind of my MO. Most guys were interested in sleeping with the bubbly bartender, but not taking her home to meet the family. Harkins didn’t fit the category of ‘most guys.’ He cared more, but didn’t want more than friendship. Maybe it was the age difference, with me in my twenties and him over forty. Maybe I reminded him of someone he used to care for. Or maybe I just wasn’t his type. Though he never dated anyone else, either.

      Our relationship wasn’t all that I wanted, but what crashed and stranded girl couldn’t use a good friend coming to her rescue?

      “So what now?” I asked. “Take me back to your truck and we say ‘screw Christmas’ altogether? I could take this as a sign that I wasn’t meant to go home for the holidays.”

      Skipping out on the family time would allow me to avoid the feeling I always had on Christmas, that I was missing out on life by not having a mate and cubs of my own. But I didn’t really want to lose out on watching my nieces and nephews opening their presents, or seeing my sister Nora’s latest sonogram. I had to go, but it seemed unlikely that the narrow road could be traveled. Not after my crash.

      “Can’t go back the way we came,” Harkins said. “Landslide that trapped your car blocked the way back. Might of taken the road, your car, and my truck down with it.”

      “So we just smile and walk, I guess,” I said.

      “A few hours left ’til sunrise,” Harkins said. “Best to give yourself a bit more rest. We can set off after that.”

      He leaned his head back against the trunk of the tall, lone pine and closed his eyes.

      I was grateful for his body heat, for his company, and for the concern that had brought Harkins out into the wilderness for me. I zipped up my coat and leaned my head on his broad shoulder. Then I stared up at the bright, full moon beaming its way between snow clouds, until the weight of my exhaustion overcame me.
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      Brightness forced its way through my eyelids, and was blinding when I peeked. The warm morning sun heated my face and reflected off of the white earth. With any luck, it meant a warmer day to come.

      With a stretch of my arms, my fingers brushed a low-hanging branch. The needles rustled and a clump of frosty white snow landed on my nose. I shook it off, though the cold, wet feeling remained on my skin. Then it hit me. I was alone. Harkins had been here, right? It hadn’t just been a dream, had it?

      Two sets of footprints led to the pine where I woke, from the mountainside in the distance. One about my size. One larger. I crawled out from under the branches and found a third set leading the opposite direction, toward a distant evergreen forest. He had really come for me.

      My muscles ached as I moved, cold and stiff from the crash and from sleeping on the ground. I followed Harkins's tracks to a bundle of sticks and logs gently burning and letting off a wonderful scent and pleasant heat. A safe distance from the tree, he’d started a fire not long ago. I held my hands over the flames and let the heat defrost my aching knuckles.

      Upon further inspection, I realized that the tracks leading away had been retread more than once. Harkins must have carried these logs from the woods. I had to decide between spending the day huddled around the flickering flames and finding my friend. It was an easy choice.

      When I left the fire, the cold seeped right back in. Soon after, I found his clothes and knew it was about to get worse. How far had he gone? With enough wood to keep the fire going, what else was he doing out there?

      I followed Harkins’s lead and stripped my clothes off. The worst part was definitely losing my cozy boots. The air was cold on my bare skin, but the snow that engulfed my feet was agonizing. The shift couldn’t happen fast enough.

      I welcomed the fur that coated my arms, my legs, and every inch of me. The chill of the air faded to a memory as a thick coat of white fur warmed me more thoroughly than any clothes could. My bones cracked and realigned. My face grew long, forming a jaw meant to catch prey. Hands and feet in the snow turned to paws, and the arctic landscape transformed into my playground.

      With a deep breath, I took in the world. As a wolf, I could sense so much more. The air was wet and carried scents of the forest hidden beneath the blanket of white powder. There was pine and life, birds chirping while other animals hibernated amongst the trees. There was a pack of wolves in the distance, those that lived their days without human form. There was the smoky warmth of the fire behind me, and the comforting scent of Harkins up ahead. His was the scent I followed.

      Snow went on forever in every direction, but up ahead, the trees appeared taller as I approached. What had been white from our resting place was rich with color once I’d passed the forest’s outer branches.

      With the clearing behind me, I followed Harkins’s set of paw prints into the trees. The forest was quiet in the way that only forests are. There was the gentle tapping of a woodpecker, the trickle of water moving over rocks, the rustle of pine needles in the gentle breeze. There were greens and browns, fallen logs and soft mosses. The trail became more difficult to follow, as Harkins’s tracks became less distinct. As the trees grew denser, only a light layer of white powder had settled on the forest floor. Most that had made it through the branches of the pines had caught on the ferns beneath. Still there was enough of a trail to follow—paw prints here and there, broken branches, snowless fern leaves, and the distinct scent of the beach.

      Gray fur, still as stone. I found him standing in a stream, legs and tail in the water, so only his head and middle remained dry. His tail was turned toward me as I approached.

      “Almost done,” Harkins said in the shifter tongue.

      I wasn’t surprised that he had noticed me standing here. Harkins noticed everything. He remained as still as if he were a part of the scenery, his legs like the roots of a tree. When I saw the pile of fish on the shore, I knew why.

      A salmon jumped up from beneath the surface of the water and splashed back down a foot away from the thick, gray wolf. One second he was a part of the river, the next his mouth darted into the water. When his furry head reemerged, there was a long, silver-scaled fish between his jaws. Harkins turned to me and padded out of the water, dropping the fish with the rest.

      “Figured we could use some breakfast before headin’ out,” he said.

      “I know this place,” I said. It had been a long time, but I knew this stream. “We’re closer to my family’s farm than to Sawtooth Peaks.” My stomach growled as his words registered. “And breakfast sounds great.”

      Healing always took a lot of energy, and after the car wreck my injuries must have been significant. More so than I could remember, since the whole thing was still a blur.

      “Feeling any better?” Harkins asked.

      Our eyes met, and I studied his wolf face. I’d seen him like this a million times. The scars that were there as a man remained in wolf form. I’d never asked that story, not the one about what happened to his face. And he’d never told me. I loved to hear the stories he shared, but I never pushed. He’d been hurt, and those scars ran deeper than his skin. I could see it.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I said. “I don’t know if I said this last night, but thank you for coming out here for me. And for breakfast.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said. “We look after our pack.”

      He cast his eyes down away from mine. That was it. The shut off. Though I knew he wouldn't run out here in the middle of the night to hold just anyone while they slept. It was the typical Amy friend zone. I was special to Harkins, a close friend. And that was it.

      “Let’s bring those back and cook them up,” I said. “Salmon sounds amazing.”

      Then I scooped up two long fish into my mouth. It was best to change the subject, not to linger.

      “I’m cooking,” Harkins said from behind me. I didn’t know that he cooked. Learn something new every day.

      I led the way, sure that he would follow. It was difficult knowing that he didn’t want me, but I cherished what we had together all the same.
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      The scent of roasted salmon made my stomach ache. I stared hard at the fillets while the flames flicked up and darkened the orange fish, and forced myself not to look at Amy.

      She took her time getting dressed. Agonizingly so. I wanted to turn and stare. Her hips were wide, her breasts round. She was gorgeous, sexy, and naked. I didn’t need to imagine the way she looked. I’d seen her before, and I’d never forget. She was perfect. I wanted to tackle her to the ground and feel her bare skin on my hands, taste her lips, claim the only woman I’d ever really loved.

      But Amy deserved better. She deserved a better man than I could ever be. So I stared at the fish and hoped Amy would finish dressing before the orange fillets turned black.

      “So I’m thinking we keep heading up to my family’s farm,” Amy said, “since it’s closer than going home. I’m sure you’re welcome to stay for dinner with us if you’d like. And there’ll be plenty of help to get the road clear, and the cars repaired afterward. That is unless you want to head back to Sawtooth Peaks for Christmas dinner. I know I’ve imposed on you enough. If you want to go back while I go ahead, I totally understand.”

      She thought she had put me out. She never could.

      Amy sat down by my side on the log, fully clothed. I sighed in relief and pulled the fish from the fire.

      “Got no plans,” I said. “Just work.”

      “So you’ll come?” Amy asked with a genuine smile. She had a gorgeous smile, the best smile. Her big, brown eyes lit up, and dimples formed on her cheeks. She had a second way of smiling. It was the fake grin she put on at work for the sleazebags that hit on her. I preferred the first.

      “Of course,” I replied. Work, or Amy. Easy choice. Hell if I was going to let her travel the rest of the trip on foot alone. “Food’s done.”

      “Let’s see how good your cooking is, James Harkins,” Amy said, beaming at me.

      I grinned back. I gave her the biggest fillet and she dug in, lifting the fish to her mouth then going right back for more.

      “It’s good,” she said. “Really good. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied. “Can only cook a few things. Meat. Fish.”

      “Well, you do it well,” Amy said. “It’s not easy over an open flame and with no plates or pans.”

      “My specialty,” I said. “All I did before Sawtooth Peaks.” Out of necessity I’d taught myself to prepare meat and fish with nothing but a pocket knife, a lighter, and wood.

      “After you left the east coast?” Amy asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “How long was it between when you left and when you met John Tenbrook?” Amy asked.

      She knew part of the story. The part where John had found me, feral mostly. Took me in, though he had no need to. He could have left me. The last alpha of Sawtooth Peaks had been kinder than most men, humans or shifters.

      “Didn’t know how long at the time,” I said. “Later found out it ended up being about eight months.”

      “I wish I’d had a chance to meet John,” Amy said. “With the way everyone talks about him, and the way you talk about him. Was he as good of an alpha as Lance?”

      “He was,” I said. “Had peace with all the pack’s neighbors. John was the kind of alpha that made the pack and the town better. Took people in, no matter where they came from or what they’d done.”

      “Like you?” Amy asked.

      “Yeah.” I didn’t like talking about my past. Except with her. Amy could ask me anything and I’d tell her.

      We both ate, and I was ready to get moving. No reason to keep her out in the cold any longer than she had to be. With handfuls of snow, I put out the fire. The embers sizzled, smoked, then dwindled.

      Amy led the way toward her family’s farm, back into the woods.

      “What’s it like?” I asked. “The farm?”

      “Oh,” she said, “it’s a big farm in the middle of nowhere. I thought it was magical when I was little. The way food grew in the ground when it was well-tended. The way a family could create so much.”

      “And now?” I asked.

      “They still do those things,” she said with a smile. The kind of smile that said she didn’t really want to go home for the holidays at all.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said. “Not with me.”

      “Do what?” Amy asked.

      “Pretend everything’s fine when it’s not. Pretend that the bubbly bartender is all that you are,” I said, treading carefully between ferns.

      “I am a bubbly bartender,” Amy said. “It’s my thing. Good friend. Always smile. Listen and be there. That’s me.”

      “Sure,” I said. “But I can tell you don’t wanna go to that farm. I can tell, Amy.”

      “Fine,” she said, stopping in her tracks and turning to face me. Her eyes were intense. Her muscles were stiff.

      I worried that I’d upset her. It wasn’t my intention.

      She continued, “I don’t like spending Christmas with my family. Or Thanksgiving. Or Easter. I love my family, and love to be with them. But every time everyone is all together it turns into a pity-fest that poor Amy’s going to be an old lady with no mate. And I don’t need that. I like my life. Sure, I’d like a mate, but I’m busy with work. And it’s not like the right kind of guys line up.”

      “Amy,” I said. “Any man would be lucky—”

      “Let me stop you right there,” Amy said, putting her hand up. “You don’t get to tell me that I’ll find a nice guy, or that I’ll find my mate. Because if you aren’t going to take me up on a date then you can’t say someone else will. And I know you too, James Harkins.”

      A flash of nerves squeezed in my gut. I wanted to know what she was thinking, but I was also afraid of what she might say.

      She put her hands down, and her face softened. “You’re deeper than the silent, tough enforcer that everyone sees. I see your pain, your kindness. I see the way you keep everyone at arm’s length so you don’t have to let anyone know you. But I do.”

      By the time she finished speaking, the tension in her shoulders had eased.

      She did know me, too well, and she deserved better than a man old enough to be her father. Not a scarred and damaged brute. She deserved a happy life with cubs and the kind of man who could give her everything that she could ever want.

      I said nothing.

      “Okay then,” she said with a nod. Then she turned around and started back down the narrow deer trail. “And no matter how mixed my feelings are about going home for Christmas,” she said softly, with a small turn up of her lips. “I’d never miss it. Holidays are about family.”

      Family.

      Not for me. Not anymore.
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      Walking through the forest on autopilot, I stepped over logs and around low-growing plants. Was I too mean? No. He could take it. But maybe I was a bit too harsh.

      Harkins followed me even after I’d snapped at him. I shouldn’t have snapped. He was right. Of course he was right. There was a mate out there for me somewhere, just like everyone said. There was a mate for everyone. But I didn’t have time to date, not really. And the one I wanted wasn’t interested.

      Maybe he knew me too well. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe he liked brunettes or was hung up on some woman from back east. It was pointless to go over it again in my head. I knew it was. Just as I knew it was selfish of me to be glad that I’d have Harkins with me for Christmas dinner. But I was grateful for him being with me all the same.

      “Bear.” Harkins’s voice pulled me from my head. Which was undoubtedly a good thing. Overthinking was always trouble.

      “Bear?” I said, sniffing the air. “Shouldn’t they be in hibernation?”

      “They should,” Harkins agreed. “But you see that tree?” He pointed off to our left, into the distance. I scanned the tall trunks of the sky-high pines until I saw it. Deep lines carved into the bark of one of the evergreens. The scrapes were distinct—definitely created by bear claws.

      “Could be from before the first snow,” I offered.

      “Could be.”

      “It seems the most likely. I don’t smell anything but wolves,” I said. The markings looked fresh, but they would have even if they were made two months ago. The chances of a grizzly or black bear wandering around in this cold were low.

      “Agreed,” Harkins said. “Let’s keep movin’ either way.”

      “Fair plan,” I said, and continued on the deer trail that curved mostly in the right direction. The brush off of the path was too thick to traverse. Best to avoid it, so we followed the trail.

      After about another mile, the trees became less dense. As the trunks grew farther apart, logs and brush covering the ground became sparser and were replaced by snow. Between branches, I could see bits of the rocky white landscape beyond.

      We reached the valley just before the mountain that led to the farm. Another couple of hours and we would reach the road. But between us and our destination was rough terrain.

      And a pack of wolves.

      “Amy.” Harkins’s voice was soft, little more than a whisper.

      “I see them,” I replied.

      Camouflaged amongst gray rocks and snow-covered slopes, between frost-coated bushes and branches of saplings, were our kindred. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a pack of wolves so close. There was a stillness to the air, a quiet as we looked at them and they looked at us. Gray fur and white—they watched and waited, until the largest male stepped forward. There was no questioning that the tall, gray wolf was the pack’s alpha. His eyes were yellow, and he held his head high as he approached.

      Had I been human, I’d have been terrified. But instead, I felt a sense of calm, a peacefulness from the pack. The alpha howled, and the pack followed his lead. Voices picked up over the expanse as wolves lifted their heads toward the sky. I took it as an invitation.

      “Want to run?” I asked Harkins, keeping my eyes on the alpha.

      “It’s been so long,” Harkins replied.

      “I know,” I said. The prospect was thrilling, being one with my inner beast. Being surrounded by those who shared my experience in a pure and natural way. Then I stripped my clothes and began to shift. I looked to Harkins, at the excitement glistening in his eyes. He needed this too.

      I experienced the change: the tail sprouting, the fur growing, the cracking and reshaping of my bones. But I watched my companion, the smile that crept onto his face as he pulled off his boots, his shirt, his pants. I took in the hard lines of his chiseled muscles, the strength and masculinity of his naked body.

      Harkins dropped to all fours and his thick arms shrank to the thin but agile legs of his wolf form. His beard receded and was replaced by gray fur. His scars remained, which I liked. They were a part of him, man or wolf.

      He padded close to me and nuzzled his face into my neck. My breath caught as his scent filled my nostrils—saltwater, sand, and oak. James Harkins.

      “Let’s go,” he said, and took off toward the pack.

      I bounded after, paws sinking down into the cold, wet snow. The alpha ran to Harkins, taking his side as we raced around the valley. Wolves flanked me on the left and right; they were ahead of me, behind me. It was exhilarating. Hearts raced, and snow flew up from pounding paws. It was a sea of fur, of gray and white, just like the landscape. I watched the movement of the wolves, their muscles moving powerful, agile legs. And I watched Harkins, the way he kept pace with the alpha, and the thrill in his eyes.

      Over a log and around a boulder the pack raced, falling in line when the path grew narrow. Adrenaline pumped through me as the cold air bit my face. The fluffy white powder gave way beneath my paws. There was an air of excitement, yet also peace in the running wolves. They were one, and they allowed us to be a part of that, if only for a little while.

      Harkins fell back and ran by my side. I felt his enjoyment, saw the thrill and excitement on his face. Watching him let go, live fully in the present, heightened the joy of the experience for me. I was fueled by his energy.

      The pack dove under low branches, around sharp turns, and over hills. We moved in a single direction behind the alpha, flowing like trout carried in the river’s current. It was different from running with my pack, a wordless escape from the real world fueled only by instinct.

      Snowflakes landed on Harkins’s long muzzle, then I noticed the moisture in my fur, my ears, my nose. Freshly falling snow.

      What began as a sparse sprinkle quickly became a blinding fog of pillowy white specks falling all around us. The pack slowed and turned toward a cave.

      “We need to go back,” Harkins said.

      “I guess so,” I agreed, though I didn’t want it to end. I didn’t want to have to put my clothes back on and feel the cold, to give up the serenity we had found amongst our kin.

      The pack went on as Harkins and I turned back the way we had traveled, through sharp turns and between boulders. Back to our clothes.

      As one of the pack, the time spent running felt brief. Walking back, watching the white flakes float down from the sky, the distance seemed much greater. What had felt like minutes was likely an hour or more in reality. And the path back seemed endless. The snowfall grew heavier, mixing with icy pellets. The wind picked up. My skin prickled with goose bumps as the cold air blew my fur forward. Dampness sank into my bones. Before long, soft snowflakes had been replaced by harsh wind and painful pellets of sleet.

      Still, the experience had been worth it.

      “We were out too long,” Harkins said when we returned to the edge of the forest, to the place where we had left our clothes, which were now covered in snow and ice.

      “It was nice though, right?” I asked.

      “It was,” he agreed, narrowing his eyes at me as my whole body shivered. “But I have to get you somewhere safe. Warm. Dry.” If it was someone else, I might have minded the sentiment, that he had to do it instead of we. But Harkins wanted to take care of me, and I liked that. “And you should stay a wolf. I’ll carry our clothes.”

      “So you’re planning on shifting to carry all of our things?” I asked.

      “You’ll be warmer with fur. It’s the smart choice,” Harkins replied.

      “Why don’t you do the same then?” I asked. “It’s silly for you to carry my clothes. If it’s better to stay as wolves, we should both stay as wolves. Carry our clothes between our teeth.” I smiled at the thought of trying to drag everything through the storm. It wasn’t practical. But I wasn’t ready to leave my phone and keys out here in the middle of nowhere.

      “I’ll be fine,” Harkins said.

      I looked him in the eye. He was stubborn. Maybe I was too. Then I made up my mind, and shifted back to a naked human popsicle.

      “I’m shifting back,” I said. “I’ll wear my clothes.”

      Harkins averted his eyes, returned to human form, and dressed. Sleet pelted my bare skin, as I raced to pull on my soaked and ice-crusted clothes. Everything was too tight and uncomfortable. I preferred the fur.

      “We can find shelter,” I said between attempts to still my chattering teeth. “There’s an abandoned cabin not too far that way.”

      “It’ll do,” Harkins said, then wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close.

      If I hadn’t been shivering so hard, and if there weren’t five layers of fabric between us, I would have been excited about the contact. But even under the circumstances, he was warm and comforting as we walked out into the winter storm.
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      Dank with the stink of mildew and rodents, the cabin had been left to decay. Much of the small building had collapsed and been taken over by nature. Lucky for us, there was still a living room with a roof and a fireplace. I was grateful that Amy knew the area so well. I couldn’t have found the cabin without her. In the ice and snow, it looked like a pile of rocks or some brush. Nothing of worth.

      It was fine for me. I’d stayed in worse. But Amy deserved a better place to hide from the storm. If I’d stayed on task, we might even have made it to her family farm by now. When the storm let up, there’d be no more stops.

      There was nothing to see out the boarded-up window, even if it had still contained glass. The world was white and gray. Nothing more.

      The best place to sit was by the fire, where Amy was, close to the flaming hearth on the cabin floor. I’d found plenty of scrap wood from the sections of the house that had been exposed to the elements. Problem was, it was all damp. It had taken a piece of floorboard to start the flame. But the heat was growing as the rest of the wood dried.

      “Been here before?” I asked Amy as I sat down beside her on the floor.

      Her cheeks were pink from the cold, her blond hair still wet on her shoulders. Her brown eyes were glossy, both beautiful and distant as she stared into the flames.

      “Yes,” she said, and turned to me. “My sisters and I explored everything growing up. Even if it meant we spent the night out every once in a while.”

      “Lenient parents,” I said.

      “Not so much,” Amy smiled. “I didn’t say we were allowed to spend the night in an abandoned cabin miles from home.”

      “I see.”

      “There was this one summer when my sister Nora was obsessed with fairies. She was convinced that tiny glitter-coated women with wings roamed the mountains at twilight,” Amy said. “And she was determined to catch one.”

      “What did you think about that?” I asked.

      “Oh, I was all for running around outside at sunset. I thought we’d catch some fireflies, and enjoy an extra hour or two outdoors before my Mom dragged us in for bed,” Amy said. “Each day we searched farther and farther from the farm house. Until one evening Nora was convinced she’d found one. The queen.”

      “And you followed?” I asked.

      “It was good fun at first,” Amy said. “Until the sky grew too dark. We were too young to shift, too young for good sense. I was twelve at most, and she’s three years younger than me.”

      “But full of adventure,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Amy replied. “We found this place after we were good and lost and spent the night. Nora was sure this would have to be our new home. I knew better. My dad found us before daybreak, and after that Nora and I knew exactly where to run to.”

      Talking about her family made Amy smile. She was fond of them, even if Christmas was stressful for her.

      “Are you two close?” Harkins asked.

      “I stay in better contact with Nora than with my other sisters. But I love them all. We’re all close in age so we played together a lot growing up. My mom had six girls in three years. I have no idea how she survived us.”

      “I’m sure she loves all of you,” I said. “And having you all home at once.”

      “She glows at family gatherings. It’s the grandkids more than us now, though. I see the way her eyes sparkle when she looks at them. You’ll see soon enough,” Amy said. Then she paused before speaking again, and stared into the fire. “Is there anyone back east that you wish you could spend Christmas with? Instead of being stuck out in this uh…lovely cabin?”

      She bit her bottom lip between her teeth, as if she was unsure about the question. Her eyes searched my face. I guessed I hadn’t told her about my family. It wasn’t like I meant to keep it from her, but I didn’t like to think about my past. Not if I didn’t have to. I hadn’t told anyone, but I told Amy everything about the life I led now.

      “I never knew my parents,” I said. “Lived in a group facility, then on the streets after the first shift. Couldn’t bring that home to anyone.”

      “That must have been lonely,” Amy said, and placed her hand on mine. The contact brought my desire for her to the surface, the constant need that I tried my damnedest to ignore. She was curvy, gorgeous, and the only woman I’d ever wanted to claim as mine.

      “I didn’t think so at the time,” I said. “It just was. Met up with some other shifters, but never felt like I fit there.”

      “Is that why you traveled out west?” Amy asked, again biting her lip.

      Oh how I wanted to pull that full lip from between her teeth and taste the sweetness of her mouth. Her nervousness made her more adorable, more tempting.

      “Kind of. I met a girl,” I said. Her shoulders slumped, only slightly. “Not my mate. She was a friend, and a fling. She worked as a waitress at this crappy little diner. I only slept with her once, but she got pregnant.”

      Amy squeezed my hand and looked deep into my eyes.

      “When I held that little boy for the first time, my life was fuller than I thought possible. I was determined to be in his life and stay friends with his mother. Two months later, on Christmas, there was a territory dispute. My son died in the crossfire when I was out fighting. His mother with him. She was human and stood no chance when the wolves attacked,” I said. “And I wasn’t there.”

      My chest was tight, my arms tense. It was painful to talk about, but this was Amy.

      “Oh, Harkins,” Amy said, “I’m so sorry.” Her eyes sparkled, and she leaned toward me. She put her hand over mine, the one I hadn’t realized I’d raised to my scar. “And this happened then?”

      I lowered my hand, and she reached for my face. Her fingers were soft, her touch gentle. “I avenged them. And it wasn’t easy. Left scars. I know they’re ugly, but they’re a reminder.”

      “I don’t think they’re ugly,” Amy said. “I think they show the kind of man that you are. A wonderful man who cares even when it hurts.”

      She didn’t see me the way I saw myself, she couldn’t and still look at me like that. I didn’t deserve her. Amy was perfection.

      “So the answer is no,” I said.

      “No?” Amy looked at me with confusion. She smelled as alluring as she always did, like blueberries and cherry blossoms, even in this shithole cabin. She was only inches away, and I breathed her in.

      “No, there’s no one in the world I’d rather spend Christmas with than you, Amy—”

      Her lips pressed against mine, and damn she was as sweet as I’d imagined. She was more, better. It was a dream come true. I kissed her like I she was my lifeline. Because she was. Amy was my world, my everything. Her lips were soft and supple, her tongue gentle in its caress. I devoured her, the monster in me let loose on the angel who deserved so much more.

      Selfishly, I pulled her close, onto my lap. My cock pressed hard against my jeans, hard against her. And she wrapped her legs around my waist, her arms over my shoulders. I kissed down her warm neck and pulled off her coat.

      “Why?” Amy asked, moaning. “Why’d you turn me down before? I’ve always wanted this, Harkins. Always.”

      “I’ve always wanted you too, Amy,” I said, running my fingers up her back. “I’m just afraid of losing you.”

      “You’ll never lose me,” she said, and pulled my shirt up over my chest. She touched my bare skin. Her fingers were so soft, so small, so precious. Just like everything about her. “And holding back doesn’t keep me safe. It’s you being close that makes my life better. It’s you who came for me when I was lost. It’s always been you. I want to be there for you too.”

      “I love you,” I said. It was three words I’d never meant more. Three words I’d never told another woman. There was only Amy.

      “I love you too,” she said.

      I took her mouth on mine, and flipped her beneath me. She smiled that genuine smile that told me this was exactly what she wanted. I touched her golden hair and ran my hand down her neck, over her soft breasts, down to the button of her jeans. Her desire mingled with the scent of blueberries and cherry blossoms, and I knew there was nothing more tempting in all of the world. Amy.

      Boom. The cabin shook. Dust fell from the wood covering the room’s only window. Porch boards squeaked, and I smelled it. The danger I’d failed to detect. The danger I’d let close to Amy.

      A fucking grizzly.
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      One second he was on top of me, giving me exactly what I wanted. The next, Harkins was on his feet, back turned and muscles stiff. My head was clouded with desire, with excitement, with delight. Until I heard the banging on the window.

      The decaying wood bowed as a thunderous force assaulted the boards nailed over the broken glass. The scent of the beast was feral and distinct. Every hair on my body stood on end.

      I threw on my coat and rose to my feet, unsure whether Harkins intended to fight or if he’d be willing to flee. I could hear the beast breathing through the wooden walls, sniffing, snorting, hunting us. Every fiber of my being screamed that we should run. Run like hell.

      The boards splintered when another booming crash shook the cabin. The door screeched as it was being torn apart. Harkins had been right about the markings on the trunk in the forest. The grizzly was wide awake.

      My heart raced. My inner wolf was desperate to haul ass out of there.

      “We should go,” I whispered to Harkins, and laid my hand on his hard, tense shoulder. He turned to me and nodded.

      I tossed our bucket of melted snow onto the fire, while Harkins wedged a piece of wood under the door handle. It didn’t have to hold long, just long enough for us to get out of reach. Harkins stepped back from the entry at the exact moment the door splintered.

      “Harkins!” I cried.

      A massive brown paw burst through the wooden door, leaving a jagged, splintered hole. The furry limb attached to the sharp claws was as thick as my neck. Sharp slivers of wood scattered all over the floor; and I dove for Harkins’s hand.

      “Gotta move,” he said, keeping his head turned toward the cabin’s front door but allowing me to lead him away. He felt stiff, resistant. It was as if Harkins wanted to stay and fight. But I wasn’t having that.

      It wasn’t until we went through the side door that led to what had once been a part of the house, that Harkins turned his attention forward. We ran hand in hand through the remnants of the foundation, across the snow-covered ground. What was left of sunlight hid behind storm clouds, but would soon fade. Within the hour, night would fall.

      Snowflakes floated down from the sky instead of sleet. It was a pleasant change, and hopefully just as blinding for the bear as it was for us. Ahead was the mountain that led home. I couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of me, but I knew that was the way.

      The icy coating on the ground crunched with each step, and I cringed knowing that the grizzly could hear us even if he couldn’t see us. I didn’t turn back to check for him, just ran as fast as I could on my two human feet. The pounding stopped and I listened to the crunch of our boots. It was just us heading up the slope, but I could hear the bear sniffing inside of the cabin behind us. We’d escaped just in time.

      “Which way?” Harkins asked.

      “It’s hard to tell,” I said. Everything was so white, hidden in a blur of moving snow. My eyes stung from the harsh cold and biting wind. Snow pelted my face, and I held tight to Harkins and kept moving. “Up. Anywhere but here.”

      The ground was sloped, suggesting that we were moving toward home to the safety of the farm. But it wasn’t close enough.

      “He’s coming,” Harkins said.

      Crunching, bounding paws. I turned back and saw six hundred pounds of fur and fury barreling up the slope toward us. Harkins stopped in his tracks and began to strip.

      “We can’t stop,” I said.

      “Don’t stop,” he replied. “Run. Let me keep you safe, Amy. I have to protect you.”

      Crap. He wasn’t going to listen. Harkins dropped to all fours, and the sounds of cracking bones overshadowed those of the bounding bear. Before I could unzip my pants, Harkins took off back down the slope toward the grizzly. If he wasn’t going to listen, neither was I.

      It would be both of us or neither that would make it to my family farm. I wasn’t going to find the man I was meant to mate and then let him go. It was Harkins, and always had been.

      My pulse pounded in my ears. The grizzly stood on his hind legs as Harkins raced by. He wanted to lead the grizzly away. Of course he did. My eyes burned, but I refused to blink as I watched Harkins dart around the towering beast. Snow fell hard between us, causing me to lose sight of Harkins with each lap he made around the bear.

      I dropped my bra onto the ground and let go of humanity. My bones cracked, and hair sprouted. My face grew long, my ears tall. But I never blinked. As soon as I regained control, I took off for Harkins and the bear, with the strength, agility, and heightened senses of the wolf. We could outrun the beast, make it to the farm—if the bear didn’t catch Harkins first. I wouldn’t leave him. For better or for worse, it was me and Harkins against the grizzly bear.
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      Too precious to lose. I’d give anything for Amy. She should have run away, but she was as selfless as she was beautiful. And for reasons beyond what I could see, she wanted me.

      Her white fur blended in with the snow. If I hadn’t caught her scent, I might not have known she was coming. But there it was. Blueberries and cherry blossoms, racing down the mountainside.

      “Follow me, ya bastard,” I howled at the grizzly. Then I sank my teeth into his hind leg. His head snapped toward me, and his paw came down hard. My vision blurred and my head ached. I blinked at the sideways trees before I understood that I was down.

      Amy. I had to help Amy. I struggled to regain my footing, and realized that the bear hadn’t made a second blow. Once he’d knocked me to the ground, it should have been over. Panic rose.

      A blur of white raced past, the grizzly bounding after. Crimson stained her alabaster fur. She’d been hurt. Frustration and purpose—instinct took over. My head throbbed as my paws pounded the snow. Amy was quiet, in control, weaving with every deliberate step around rocks and bushes, just outside the grizzly’s reach. The grizzly roared in frustration, barreling after her without regard for the terrain, without Amy’s grace. I ran for her, again tearing into the bear’s hind leg, hoping to slow his assault. My teeth pierced the beast’s flesh, and I let go. This time I leapt back when he countered.

      “This way,” Amy said, and I followed, leaving the bear only a few feet away. I could hear his labored breath behind us as we ran up the snow-covered slope. And I could smell the copper-like scent of Amy’s wound.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’ve been better,” Amy replied, with as much of a grin as wolf form allowed. Always smiling. “This way,” she said, just before ducking under a fallen tree. “And watch your step.”

      Amy’s pulse slowed as we traveled around the mountain side, down a narrow path between monstrous boulders. The snowfall lightened, much of it blocked by the rocks. Amy held her head high, and her pace slowed, just like her heartbeat and the snow. Her confidence showed.

      “You know where we are,” I said. It was a statement more than a question.

      “I do,” Amy replied. “He can’t follow us this way.”

      The pathway was narrow, but I wasn’t completely convinced. But with every step forward, over rocky terrain, the stink of bear seemed to fade away, and I found myself growing a little less tense.

      The boulders to our left grew smaller until there was nothing but open air. Snowflakes continued down past Amy’s paws, over the ledge and into the darkness below. Amy hugged the side of the cliff, following the well-formed path around the side of the mountain.

      I leaned close to the rock face, away from the unknown drop. Growling followed us around the curve, echoing in the dark canyon. But the bear did not. The path was too narrow for anything larger than a wolf.

      “Looks like you did it,” I said, taking a deep breath.

      “It’s not the ideal place to hide,” Amy said, “but we should be able to use this trail to make it up and around, away from the bear.”

      “It’s good,” I said, following her white tail to guide my steps. We hugged the cold, hard rock wall and stepped slowly, carefully. “You should have run here to start.”

      “I won’t leave my mate,” she said.

      Mate. It was more than I’d dared to dream of. It was all I’d ever wanted. Amy. Mine. It was different than dating to test compatibility. Hell, the attraction had always been there. But if she was ready to call me her mate, then she was sure she wanted my mark on her neck, sure she was ready to accept my claim. As sure as I was about her. I didn’t know if I could be everything that she needed. But I’d spend my life trying if she’d have me.

      “I’ll keep that in mind next time,” I said.

      We walked slowly, quietly. A blustery gale carried a cloud of snowflakes in its wake. The rustle of pine needles echoed from off in the distance. And there was no sign of the bear.

      “You’re that sure of me?” I finally asked.

      “I always hoped,” she said. “But I thought that maybe you had someone else in mind. That you didn’t want me.”

      “I’ve always wanted you,” I said. “There’s no one else. But I thought you’d be happier with someone younger. A better, undamaged man.”

      “There’s no one else for me either,” Amy said.

      My heart was full, and I wanted her more than ever. I wanted my mark on her neck, the bite that would scar and forever seal our bond. A new memory for Christmas. For always.

      Pebbles slipped down the side of the cliff ahead of me, from where Amy passed. The bouncing echoed for far too long. The sooner we reached the end of this passage, the better.

      The gray sky was taken over by black. Even with our heightened night vision, it was difficult to see around the side of the mountain. There was no moon to guide our way, only darkness and the soft, cold flakes of falling snow.

      I focused on my footing, and Amy’s. A gust of wind blew hard, doing its damnedest to pull us down into the pit. When it passed, the air was quiet once again, like the eye of a storm. Waiting for the next gust, the next threat, I listened to the rustle of pine needles, the crunching of icy snow. The tumbling of rocks as claws scraped down the frozen mountain ledge. Panic.

      Amy’s back paw slid down, and her body with it. She gasped, and clawed to stay on the path.

      “Amy!” I darted for her furry white tail with my mouth, desperate to grab hold and not let go.

      She righted herself before I could help her.

      “I’m okay,” she said, as the sounds of tumbling rocks echoed. It could have been her falling, crashing to the valley’s floor. My mouth was dry, my nerves shot. There wasn’t space to shift. I couldn’t have held her. Couldn’t have pulled her up in time to save her.

      We walked in silence, and I ran it over again in my head. If she slipped again, what could I do differently? The best I came up with was try like hell, and probably end up falling with her.

      After an eternity of tension and a walkway too narrow to travel in human form, the path widened. Not much farther on, it grew into a trail much more fit to walk. Each step was less perilous than the last, and I was able to breathe easier. Instead of one paw in front of the other, I walked calmly behind Amy, content that she wouldn’t slip.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” Amy said.

      “It’s over,” I replied, not so sure that I agreed. “Did you travel these paths when you went adventuring with your sisters when you were young?”

      “Not until much later. But you have to use the thin paths to reach the blueberries,” she said.

      “So not a fairy search?” I asked.

      “Well, by the time Nora could shift, she had given up on finding fairies,” Amy said, with her big, brown eyes sparkling.

      “But not blueberries?” I asked.

      “No one’s ever too old to hunt for wild berries,” Amy said. “There’s this place, not too far from here, where rain pools into a pocket in the mountainside. Wildflowers grow all around the water’s edge in the spring. And blueberries grow on a single bush.”

      “Are they worth the climb?” I asked.

      “Best blueberries in the world,” Amy said. “Maybe it’s the climb, or the view, but I swear that there’s nothing better than—”

      It hit me like a punch to the gut, the fur-raising smell of him. But the bear hit Amy harder, with a barreling tackle. Her breath caught; her sentence cut off. He came from nowhere, from the darkness too far ahead of me to catch in time. He pinned her down and my mind went numb. There was nothing but Amy. Her cries as the bear dug his claws into her snow-white fur. The red.

      The beast growled so loud her screams sounded distant. Time stood still. There were no thoughts, no worry for what would happen to me. There was no waiting, no hesitation. Only Amy, as I raced at full speed into the grizzly that would not let her go. Into the bear. Over the edge of the cliff.
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      Dark. Wet. Cold.

      By the time I had registered the sound of him, the smell of him, I was on the ground. Crushing force held me still. Stabbing pain pierced my side, my shoulder, my hip. It could have been teeth or claws—I couldn’t say. There was just the coppery scent of my blood mixed with Harkins’s fear, and the stink of the grizzly.

      Before I could think, or even try to move, I saw a flash of gray. The pressure of the bear’s weight lifted. And I watched in horror as Harkins knocked the bear over the steep edge.

      “Harkins!” I cried as my mate crashed into the grizzly at full speed.

      He flipped over the edge along with the bear.

      Terror overwhelmed me; my thoughts raced. It couldn’t be over. He couldn’t be gone.

      I shifted back to human form and scrambled toward the edge as the two tumbled over the cliff. “Harkins!”

      I dove down to the ground by the edge of the path, head hanging over the side. Below was the blackness I had expected. Snowflakes fell down past me, consumed by the dark. Echoes carried across the valley—falling rocks, snarls, and the tumbling of a large mass against the slope. The event replayed in my mind—a flash of gray, Harkins slamming into the grizzly at full force. Then nothing. My cheeks were cold and wet as tears streamed down my face. My heart ached for my other half.

      When I blinked, I saw a set of gray paws dug into the mountain side. Relief washed over me. He was alive. I couldn’t believe it—he was really alive. Harkins’s teeth were clenched down onto the root of a tree. Noise escaped his gritted teeth, a grunt in place of speech. His claws slid down the steep slope, carving their shape into the snowy dirt and rock. No. Not again. As fast I could move, I grabbed ahold of his legs and pulled with everything that I had.

      Harkins’s back legs scraped for footing, and he released the root. His front paws reached the ledge, and I wrapped my arms behind his shoulders. Another big pull and he was on the ground beside me. His breathing was as labored as mine, while I lay naked on the snow-covered earth. I didn’t want to blink, didn’t want to take my eyes off of him.

      “Thanks,” Harkins said, before shifting back to human form. I watched as he grew, snow gently falling all around him. And I breathed, slow and steady, knowing that he was really okay. Sensations of the world seeped back into notice—the frigid air and colder ground, the gooseflesh that covered every inch of me, and the pain in my side that seemed like nothing when I’d thought I’d lost Harkins.

      His paws grew into strong, callused hands. His shoulders broadened and grew thick. His arms and legs took human form, covered in powerful muscles. And his muzzle shrunk into a human nose and mouth. But through it all, his scars and his dark, brown eyes remained the same. Full of fire, full of desire. Locked on me.

      “You are never, ever, going to do that to me again,” I said, with unshed tears welling in my eyes. “Promise me. I could have lost you.”

      “Promise,” he said. In a heartbeat he was on top of me, on hands and knees. I rolled onto my back and smiled up at Harkins. The ground was hard, rough, and frigid. But he was with me, and that was all that mattered. So close, and entirely exposed, I needed to feel him. I reached my hands up to his face and touched the rough, brown hair of his beard, the soft skin of his scars. He turned his head and kissed my palm. His skin was warm, his muscles firm, his hair rough, as I slid my fingers down his chest. He was perfect. Sexy. Kind. And mine, or at least he would be soon. I’d never been more sure of anything, or wanted anyone more.

      “You’re shivering,” he said, and scooped me up. He held me tight to his chest as he stood. I squealed in surprise. My body was warm in his embrace, my naked breasts pressed against his hard chest. The contact lit every nerve within me. His cock pressed up between us, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, my legs around his waist.

      Harkins walked, holding my thighs in his hands. Sand, saltwater, and oak—I nuzzled my face in his neck and breathed him in. James Harkins. Snowflakes landed in my hair, on my back, on my shoulders. But he kept me warm.

      Pine needles tickled my head, as Harkins took us under the cover of a cluster of mature trees. It was just like the night before, Harkins taking care of me under the shelter of evergreens. This time I wasn’t drifting in and out of consciousness, though the whole experience felt like a strange dream. The mountainside blocked the wind, and the trees shielded us from the snow.

      “That’s better,” Harkins said.

      “Almost,” I replied, then brushed my lips over his.

      He kissed me back. Hard. His tongue delved deep into my mouth, exploring, caressing, claiming. Heat radiated from our connection—from my lips, from every inch where our skin met. The hair on his chest was rough, his beard coarse. He was firm, strong, and everything that I needed.

      My back pressed against the smooth but icy wall of rock, pinned in place. His beard tickled my exposed skin as he trailed kisses down my neck. By my collarbone he lingered, and I heard him inhale. I’d been waiting an eternity for this. For him. Too long. With a flex of my fingers, I dug my nails into Harkins’s shoulders. A deep, masculine sound escaped him. It rumbled through his chest, through me. He met my eyes with a dark intensity and lifted me just above his tip. The effect I had on him turned me on even more. I ached to be filled, to be one with him, to know him in every way, to feel his cock and bear his claim.

      “You deserve gentle,” he said, holding me in place with one hand beneath my thigh, and his body pinning me to the rock face. His finger slid up between my legs and teased my clit. Everything became more intense—the need to have him inside, the warmth that he gave me, the tingle that reached up to my aching breasts and my lips.

      We’d have years to take things slow, to savor each other, to spend our nights entwined beneath the sheets. I brought my head next to his, so my lips brushed his ear. He slid the tip of his finger into my opening, and I moaned with the pleasure of him inside of me.

      “Make me yours,” I whispered into his ear, then nipped the soft tissue of his earlobe between my teeth.

      It was a shock at first, though he gave me exactly what I had wanted. He held onto my breasts, and his cock filled me, stretched me, owned me. I gasped as he pressed inside, each stroke molding me to his shape. Each thrust shot pleasure through me, and every inch taken away was one I yearned to experience again. I’d never seen such need in a man’s eyes. Not just lust, but more. I knew exactly what that look meant, because I knew the feeling, and I knew him. He longed to claim me just as I yearned to receive his mark.

      The wind howled, but the cliff and trees blocked us from the gust and the snow. Harkins watched my expression, watched the effect he had on me. He circled my nipples with his thumbs and continued his thrusts, each harder and faster than the last. I leaned my head back and felt the heat rise. Pressure built and my breathing grew ragged.

      And all at once the cold disappeared. The night disappeared. All that existed was Harkins and me, and the ecstasy that washed over my being.

      “Harkins,” I cried, as he pushed through the tightening of my tunnel.

      His muscles tensed, and I knew this was it. Sharp pain pierced my neck, his teeth leaving the mark that bound us as one, and I was filled with the heat of his release.

      Mates for life. Knowing it was finally official filled me with happiness and contentment.

      Harkins lowered my feet to the ground, in a gentle motion compared to the intensity he’d just shown. He held onto me, and I held onto him as I looked into his dark brown eyes and saw they were filled with unspoken promises and love.
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      Across the dark valley, the outline of a tree-topped, rocky mountain peak came into focus. Silhouettes of tall evergreens appeared small in the distance, highlighted in the radiant glow of the rising sun.

      I looked to Amy, the petite wolf curled up beside me. Her snow-white fur suited her angelic face, peaceful as she slept. We’d shifted back to wolf form before falling asleep to conserve heat. And I’d wanted to let her rest, but the sunrise beckoned me to wake her. It was a magical way to rise on Christmas morning.

      As the sun ascended, it cast light over the mountains, into the valley, and sparkled over the fields of snow. I looked down at my mate and nuzzled her ear with my nose. Her ear twitched, and her eyelids squeezed further shut.

      “Merry Christmas, Amy,” I said in wolf’s tongue.

      “Merry Christmas,” she replied, peeking through one sleep-filled eye. “My mom’s going to be pissed that I wasn’t there for Christmas morning.”

      I smiled inside. We’d nearly been killed by the elements and attacked by a grizzly, and she was worried about disappointing her mother.

      “I’m sure she’ll understand,” I said.

      “And I left all of the presents back in my car,” she said, turning her gaze toward the rising sun.

      “We’ll bring ’em late,” I said. “I’m sure Santa delivered plenty for the morning.”

      “But the keys are lost out somewhere in the snow,” Amy said. “Along with my clothes. And yours.” That brought out as near a grin as she could manage in wolf form, and her attention came back on me.

      “That could be a problem,” I agreed. I wasn’t about to take her back the way we’d traveled.

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to make it the rest of the way as wolves,” she said. “It looks like it’s finally stopped snowing.”

      “Sometime in the night, I think,” I said.

      We watched the sun turn the sky orange and give life and color to the earth below. Orange turned to blue, and a bright, cloudless sky. The sun was warm on my fur by the time we rose to our feet. I shook my fur, and snow from the night fell to the ground. White powder clung in drifts to the trunks of the pines, more still on the needled branches.

      I walked by Amy’s side as she led the way around a wide mountain path. I found it difficult to keep my eyes off of my mate and the mark on her neck. It was too good to be true. And the best Christmas present I’d ever been given.

      As we got closer to her family farm, Amy pointed out landmarks that held special meaning to her. Every step was a story, those she’d lived before we’d met, and those we’d made together.

      “There it is,” Amy said as we passed a break in the rock face.

      We paused in our tracks and looked over the small, frozen body of water. Snow mounded around the edges of the ice, too tall to tell where exactly the blueberry bush was.

      “I’d like to see it again when it’s warm,” I said.

      “It’s a date,” Amy replied.

      We left the cliffs behind, for open fields of white powder and clusters of snow-dusted pines. I could hear a wren chirping, a robin singing. A paper-white rabbit bounded past us and hid beneath the cover of an evergreen sapling. Old wooden fences led us up a gentle slope.

      “What’s under there?” I asked, pointing my muzzle to a familiar shape, blanketed in snow.

      “I knew you’d spot that one,” she replied with a smile. “That was my grandfather’s truck. It was old when I was little, now it’s been parked for good.”

      “Way out here with no one to fix it?” I asked.

      “My Gran grows wildflowers in the bed,” she said. “It’s full of red and blue and yellow blooms in the spring.” She was more animated than usual when she spoke. Her eyes lit up and she was like sunshine. I’d have rather seen the classic model still on the road, but after being left to rust, it was nice to see the family give the old beauty a new purpose.

      “I didn’t know you liked flowers so much,” I said.

      “Not bouquets or anything,” Amy said. “But there’s something magical about a beautiful garden.”

      “What about that pond?” I asked, looking over at the ice-coated circle. “Do you have any stories about that?”

      I wanted to know all of the events that defined her. I wanted to learn everything about Amy. Every memory shared was a gift, a chance to know more about her. And I could never know enough.

      “We used to swim in there,” Amy said. “Me and my sisters.”

      “What are they like?” I asked.

      “Oh, you’ll see soon enough,” she said with a smile.

      A two-story cabin came into view, up ahead. Snow clung to the tin roof, melting in the warm morning sun. Light reflected off the metal, brighter than it did off of the snow. The shutters and siding were all constructed of wood, all aged with the decades that had passed since the home had been built, and all well-maintained. The front door was painted as red as the barn, the building standing behind the house, at the end of the expansive yard.

      As we approached, the red door swung open, and a blond-headed crowd gathered by the door, tall to small, all watching us. With each step closer, I grew more nervous. I could handle bears and snow, but Christmas dinner with family? That was a new and terrifying adventure. My muscles grew tense as I looked over the women, men, and children that piled onto the porch.

      There was an older woman in a red and green sweater, hunched over and holding tightly to her cane. Her short, curly hair was more white than blond, and she smiled wide. There was a woman that looked much like my mate, with white streaks in her long golden hair. She wore a long, loose fitting white dress, and wrinkles by her eyes. There were young women, Amy’s sisters, and men standing by them. Blond children ran in every direction. My pace slowed.

      “They won’t bite,” Amy said, leaning her furry, white shoulder into mine. “I promise.”
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      “We were so worried.” My mother bent down on the front porch, wrapped her arms around my neck, through my fur, and squeezed. She looked as beautiful as she always did in her red lipstick and soft, white dress. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      She looked me over, and her eyes stopped on the mark on my neck. Then they flicked to Harkins. He stilled under her gaze.

      “I’m okay, Mom,” I said. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Meery Chrissmiss,” Nessa pushed through the sea of legs, wrapped her arm around her mother’s knee, and waved at me. She was a tiny version of my sister Nora, with the same straight, blond hair, the same bright blue eyes.

      “Merry Christmas, Nessa,” I said with a smile.

      “Introduce us,” my sister Joy said. The tallest of the women, Joy held her mate’s hand, and her pregnant belly.

      Everyone was looking at Harkins, the fierce gray wolf standing a few feet from the door.

      “And where’s your car?” my mother asked.

      “Long story,” I replied. “Can we come inside? I’ll tell you all about it.” Well, most of it. “And this is Harkins.”

      “Hi, Harkins,” Joy said. “Nice to meet you. I’m Joy.”

      “I’m Nessa,” Nessa said.

      Voices carried from the doorway as everyone tried to talk to him at once.

      “Is Harkins a first name or a last name?” Gran asked.

      “No one knows, Gran,” I said with a grin. “It’s a secret.”

      “No clothes and just one name, huh? Well come on in, Just Harkins,” Gran said with a smile that said she liked him already. “Everyone’s going to want to hear all about you.”

      “Thanks,” Harkins said, voice taut.

      The crowd made way and we went inside. My dad stood just inside the door, waiting for us. He had the darkest features of the Anderson pack—black hair, tan skin. He was the one I got my brown eyes from.

      “Merry Christmas, Dad,” I said.

      “Merry Christmas, Amy,” he said, in a warm, gentle tone. “I’m glad you made it here in one piece.” Then he turned his attention to my mate. “Harkins?” he asked, looking over the big, gray wolf.

      “Yes, sir,” my mate replied.

      “Can I offer you something to wear?” Dad lifted his hand, gesturing up the staircase, and his brows lifted, showing his kind, brown eyes.

      “Please,” Harkins said.

      “Welcome to the family,” my dad said, as he led Harkins, still in wolf form, up the tall, wooden staircase. The two looked stiff, but I knew my mate was in good hands.

      “Amy,” Nora said, with a little pull on my tail. I turned. “I have a dress that you can borrow.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and followed her up to her old bedroom. It was just like I remembered, purple, pink, and full of sparkly everything.

      “Harkins as in the Harkins?” Nora asked, as I shifted back to human form.

      “The one and only,” I said, and slipped on the long-sleeved green dress my sister held out for me. It wasn’t my style, but it was my size. And I was grateful. “Thanks.”

      “So, what, he finally said yes to a date and you decided not to share with your favorite sister?” Nora asked with a smug grin on her pretty, pink lips.

      “No, I didn’t hold back on you,” I said. “I promise. It just happened. Let’s go downstairs, so I can tell the story just once.”

      “I’m sure I’m not the only one who’s curious,” Nora said.

      “I’m sure,” I agreed, and squeezed my sister in for a hug. It was good to be home. Wonderful to be with Nora.

      When we reached the bottom of the staircase, I heard his voice. In the living room, a fire roared in the hearth. A tree reached up toward the ceiling nearly two stories high, covered in sparkling ornaments and shining white lights.

      In his human form again, Harkins sat in the middle of the long, brown leather sofa, with my sisters on each of his sides and Nessa on his lap. Gran stood with Mom and Dad. Everyone had gathered around my mate, sitting on the floor when there wasn’t space to sit. My brother-in-law Jeff stood by the doorway to the kitchen, beer in hand, leaning on the frame and listening to Harkins.

      I slid in between my sister Joy and my mate, and took Harkins’s hand. He wore an ugly Christmas sweater my Gran had knit for my dad, one my father had never worn. It had little jingle bells along the collar, which I may have dinged a few times while I sat next to Harkins on the sofa.

      “That’s right,” Harkins said. “First time I laid eyes on Amy was at Sawtooth Den. Didn’t take long to love her. Always have.”

      “I’m so happy for the two of you,” Mom said, squeezing Dad’s hand as she looked between me and my mate. “What a wonderful gift for Christmas.”

      We spent the day in front of the fire, where I told the tale of how we’d lost our vehicles and our clothes, minus the personal, not-so-appropriate-for-Christmas-and-children-details.

      “Just Harkins,” Gran said, “do you have a house for our Amy? A good job?”

      “Mom,” my mother said, lowering her brow. Then she turned to Harkins and waited for his answer.

      “My first name is James,” Harkins told Gran. She nodded. “I have an apartment, a place in our pack as top enforcer. I’m the alpha’s right hand, and have saved all of my earnings for as long as I can remember. I’ll buy her a house if she wants one.”

      “I have a job too,” I said. “And a savings. And an apartment.”

      My mom looked to Harkins and said, “She likes the little blue house on Main Street.”

      “Mom,” I scolded.

      “She does,” Nora agreed.

      Harkins looked to me and smiled. It was true. I may have mentioned that I liked the little blue townhouse on Main Street. But we could figure all of that out later. For the moment, I just wanted to enjoy what we had discovered—our new bond with each other.

      After about an hour, the tension Harkins held in his shoulders was gone, and was replaced by contentment.

      I helped my sisters, my mother, and my grandmother with dinner. Harkins spent time talking to my father and my brothers-in-law. They talked sports and agriculture, and most of the time, trucks. Maybe it was a man thing, or only a wolf shifter man thing, but they all seemed to love trucks and motorcycles. Either way, I enjoyed watching Harkins bond with my father.

      Nessa showed us the fairy garden she’d built with Gran—a tiny house painted sparkly pink, with succulents growing all around the little wooden building in the terra cotta pot. And Joy’s son, Nick, showed Harkins all of the trading cards in his massive binder. The six-year-old went through all of the statistics and strengths of the monsters and spells, and Harkins listened to every word. By dinner, the two sat on the living room floor playing a battling game with the cards.

      We shared a meal of turkey and stuffing, of roasted root vegetables and pumpkin pie. There were fresh-baked rolls and creamy butter. Dessert was a blueberry tart. Everything was homegrown, home-raised, and homemade. It was a delicious meal with good company and good conversation.

      We stayed up late after the kids had all fallen asleep, talking and laughing, trading stories and remembering Christmases long past. My mate sat beside me, and held my hand, asking questions as my sisters shared embarrassing tales of my childhood. I’d done the same to them when they had first brought their mates to meet the family. Embarrassment was part of the holiday tradition—part of being an Anderson. And I loved every minute—the way Harkins lit up when my eyes went wide, and the way he brushed his thumb over my knuckles when my cheeks turned pink.

      At the end of the night, I took Harkins up to the bedroom that used to be mine and showed him all of the little things that had mattered to me when I was young. There was the blue comforter, and the little, stuffed, gray wolf that I had snuggled when I had slept. I felt like a teenager, sneaking a boy into my room, excited and nervous. It was our first night together as mates in a real bedroom, between real sheets.

      I dropped my sister’s dress to the floor and pulled the jingle bell sweater over Harkins’s head. The little bells sounded as they hit the floor, and I smiled. I ran my fingers through my mate’s beard, down to his taut, masculine chest, and climbed into my childhood bed. Harkins watched my movements with hungry eyes, stood still as I made myself comfortable. When I beckoned him to follow, he dropped his borrowed pants and came to bed without hesitation.

      We made love, and stayed up whispering, then made love again. I’d never seen Harkins so happy or so carefree. It was blissful, and wonderful, and the perfect Christmas. When I couldn’t keep my eyes open a moment longer, we slept together for the first time in a bed, as partners for life. As mates.
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      I felt like the house from The Cat in the Hat with Thing One and Thing Two racing around in my belly. Each turn and flip told me the twins would be a handful, a wonderful addition to my new life. Boys or girls, I didn’t know yet. I wanted it to remain a surprise. My mom called every day to see if I’d changed my mind about finding out their sexes and asked the doctor. She also grilled me on how I was feeling. She’d been down to visit more times since she found out I was pregnant than she had since I had first left the farm and moved to Sawtooth Peaks.

      Fleur was trained and ready to pick up all of my duties when I took my maternity leave. Which I was not yet ready to do. Harkins sat on his usual stool in the corner, silently taking in the scene, and within reach of me and anyone that tried to get too close.

      Pool balls cracked on impact, and Journey played beneath the laughter and chatter of Sawtooth Den’s patrons. I winked at Harkins as I walked by, and he gave me a look that said he was ready to take me in the supply closet. Not that it would be the first time. I smiled and poured another round of beers for the booth in the back.

      “Hey.” A tall, thin, human man walked over to the bar and leaned over a bit too far for my comfort. His nose was long and crooked, his arms as thick as my neck. “Heyum sweetcheeks. How ’bout I take you—”

      I frowned. His words slurred as badly as his breath smelled.

      Harkins was on his feet in no time. I held up a hand, letting him know I had it covered.

      “Let me stop you right there,” I said to the baby-faced man who didn’t seem to care that I was seven months pregnant. With twins. “I’m not interested.”

      “You haven’t even heard my offer. I’va six inch—”

      “I’ve got a six-inch knife,” I said with a smile, my citrus blade in my hand. “I use it to cut limes. And whatever else I have to cut.”

      Harkins stood behind the man, muscles tense and ready to defend my honor. The drunk leaned forward, again opening his mouth to ask me for what I assumed would be more than drinks. Harkins laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.

      If my hearing had been human, and not shifter, I would have missed what my mate said. But I didn’t. “Walk away now and you get to keep all of your limbs. Including the little one.”

      The man turned and stared at Harkins, who was the shorter of the two. I’d have put my money on Harkins even if he wasn’t my mate. Their eyes were locked for but a moment.

      “Sorry, yeah,” the guy said, hands in the air, before walking away.

      Harkins approached, to where the man had stood by the counter. He took the drunk’s place, and leaned forward. With a devilish grin and a sparkle in his eye he was as sexy as ever. His beard was full, his shoulders big and strong. I appreciated the way his thick arms flexed and the strength he showed in everything he did.

      I leaned forward and gave him a kiss.

      “You know,” he said. “I have a—”

      “After work,” I chided.

      The phone rang, and I turned to answer. “Sawtooth Den, this is Amy.”

      “Amy.” I recognized Cole Tenbrook’s voice.

      “Hi, Cole,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

      “The cribs are done and ready to deliver,” he said.

      “Thank you so much,” I said. “We’ll meet you at the house.”

      “See you then,” Cole said before hanging up.

      I turned back to my mate. “Cribs are ready,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      He smiled, and walked toward the coat rack.

      “Hey, Fleur,” I said, “I just got a phone call—”

      “Go ahead,” she said with a look that suggested that I should have known her answer. “Really, Amy, go.”

      “Thanks.”

      We walked home to the little townhouse on Main Street that we’d bought together. It was only a block from work, and my favorite color, robin’s egg blue, just like my car parked out front. Harkins locked his hand in mine as we crossed the street and went inside.

      The ceilings were tall, the floors hardwood. Decorating the three-bedroom house was still a work in progress, with most of my attention spent on perfecting the nursery. Harkins had painted the walls a neutral light green, and I had matching bedding with silver and white accents picked out and ready.

      Cole and Hailey, his mate, arrived soon after us. While Harkins and Cole set up the two matching, hand-carved cribs side by side in the nursery, Hailey and I had a chance to catch up.

      “Are you excited?” she asked, looking down at my enormous belly.

      “I am,” I said, holding my hands over the summersaulting twins.

      “You’ll be a great mom,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I said, and hugged my friend.

      They didn’t stay long, and then it was just me and my mate. He sat down in the rocking chair set up between the two beautiful cribs, and I sat in his lap. Harkins wrapped his arms around me, and we took in the completed nursery. It was the final touch to our new house, to our new life. All that was left was waiting for the twins.

      Everything was different since we’d spent those nights out in the mountains. The sadness that I’d seen in Harkins was gone. He smiled, he hummed, and those laugh lines by the sides of his eyes grew more noticeable.

      We became closer with every passing day. He read stories to my belly and held me while I slept. We ran through the woods at night as wolves, and visited my family every holiday.

      Harkins nuzzled his nose in the crook of my neck and breathed me in. I savored the comfort of his arms and his scent—saltwater and sand. I turned to him and met his eyes. He gave me that same look. The one that he gave me every day, the one of love and longing. It was a look I cherished from the man I loved, my mate.
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      Three years, five months, and eleven days—the length of time it had taken for me to change. Bar after shitty bar had blurred together in a black pit of self-loathing. The patrons were just like I had been: pitiful, angry, and there to drink away their sorrows. My story was different than theirs. I didn't have a wife to hate, crying children to avoid, or a job that I'd lost.

      Down the west coast, then the east, I'd run from my troubles. The longest I'd stayed in one place was a few months in a small town in Texas before I had hit the road once again. Each stop was the same as the last: another biker bar, another place where no one knew my face or my story. But no matter how far I ran, I never forgot what I'd done. I'd hated the man that had murdered my father, and worse, I hated myself after I'd taken my revenge.

      Blood for blood hadn't stopped the pain. Instead, it had shown me how far I'd fallen.

      I stared at the tiny, tube TV that was mounted above the corner of the bar. It was always some kind of sport, whatever was in season. Colorful cars fought for rank in a clump that resembled a flock of birds. I’d never cared much for racing—the confines of the track, the circling. It reminded me of life—always the same, always a competition for so little, an inch ahead or a dollar more.

      The buzz of the engines was barely audible below the voices of drunks betting on the race, arguing over who had the best chance to screw some chick that wasn’t there, and belching. The guy two stools down had an unnatural amount of gas. It wasn’t just the sound that made that clear.

      All of it was typical, a slice of drunken, degenerate life. This time it was Louisiana, some small town I hadn't bothered to learn the name of.

      “Another?” The bartender smiled at me and leaned forward on her elbows. A third chilled and sweaty longneck swung from her fingertips. The woman was pretty, with brown hair pulled up high, and bright eyes that spoke of her gentle spirit. Fragile. Human.

      She was everything that I wasn’t, and the type of person I should avoid. No more destruction in my path—I’d given up one-night stands and carnal comforts. There was only the road, and the search for peace.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I said.

      “If you say so,” she said with a wink and a shrug of her shoulders. “You know where to find me when you change your mind.”

      I wouldn’t. Instead, I set the cash I owed on the counter and walked out.

      The hot, humid air was little relief from the stuffy bar. It was nothing like the cool summer nights back home. But that was part of why I was here. Difference. Distance.

      Buildings were spread apart along the main street, instead of squished together. Colors varied only between whites, grays, browns and reds. Few lights lined the stony road, allowing the moon to shine brightest of all. It was the first town I’d visited where the stars could be seen from Main Street.

      Crickets chirped. Frogs croaked. I was in the middle of nowhere. That suited me fine.

      Across the street was a dark building marked General Store. It looked like nothing special, but still I found my attention lingering.

      On the otherwise lifeless storefront, the door cracked open. Hidden in shadow, yet impossible to miss, a small woman slipped out. Tight, torn jeans clung to her thin legs. An oversized leather jacket hung from her shoulders. Her short hair was jet black, her flawless skin fair. The scent of shifter was undeniable, under something soft, like dew on a spring morning, that was uniquely her. But what froze me was her eyes. It wasn’t the cliché gorgeousness of them, though the copper shade was unusual. It was the hate that simmered beneath. It was looking through a mirror straight to my soul, to who I had been, to the version of me I never again wanted to be. She stared back, unmoving, from across the street, until she broke the connection and disappeared around the side of the building.

      My feet moved on their own, tracing the path of the woman who sparked something inside of me—interest, feeling. I’d thought myself a shell, dead inside. But she drew me with a single glance. I couldn’t say why I followed, only that I was compelled to get a closer look, to ask her name, to stare into her eyes once more.

      The scent of shifter faded beneath the reek of decay. The stink of meat that had been left out in the hot sun assailed my nose, while the nearness of it set my hair on end. What the hell was behind the general store?

      Feet shuffled. A male voice grunted. Metal clanged. The woman was in trouble. I raced around the corner, and found her cornered by three men in a small, poorly-lit parking lot.

      The dim, fluorescent light flickered, shading the lot in a sickly yellow hue.

      One turned; the other two did not. The woman backed toward the brick wall behind her, copper eyes squinting as she spared me a short glance. Her heartbeat was even, her face hard. She wasn’t afraid. Did she have a death wish?

      “Leave her be,” I said, walking forward. I clenched my fists, ready for the fight that would ensue. My pulse thrummed in anticipation. It had been too long since I’d had a good brawl.

      Tall and thin, quick yet strange—the olive-skinned man charged at me. Or at least it may have been olive in different light. Below the harsh florescent, gray was a better description. Though no amount of light could change the color of his eyes. Bright as Mountain Dew, and just as unnatural, his eyes were fucking neon yellow. I’d never seen anything like it.

      I’d expected a fist, for the bastard to try to hit me. What I hadn’t expected was him to come at me teeth first. Well, that, or the rancid odor that seeped from his pores. Like a rabid animal, he tried to bite me, grazing my leather sleeve with his blackened teeth. I knocked him back, and looked to the woman I’d come to help. Were they all like this? Were they trying to bite her?

      With a silver flash, steel cut through flesh. She moved like an expert with that blade, slashing without hesitation. Was she an assassin? The man on the right held his throat with one hand, and grabbed at her with the other. The metallic scent of freshly spilled blood filled the air. The woman kicked the bleeder back with a heavy stomp to the chest.

      Glrrrarrr. What sounds escaped his throat? He wavered but went back for more.

      The second, with a mop of filthy blond hair, dove forward, hands and teeth clamped onto the sleeve of her jacket. Why teeth? What were these men? They sure as hell weren’t shifters.

      “Let—” Her voice was low, raspy, and full of heat. “Go.”

      The knife jabbed through the neck of the bleeder—a short, balding, middle-aged man. His business suit seemed out of place with the thin guy that rose to his feet and came back at me. T-shirt and jeans. Did they know each other at all?

      The woman stabbed through Mop Head’s ear. He too fell.

      She rolled both over onto their stomachs and drove the knife up through the bottom of their skulls. She was no victim here. The yellow-eyed bastards weren’t, either. Still, was that really necessary? What the hell was going on?

      My fist planted square between Olive-Skin’s yellow eyes. He faltered, caught himself on hands and knees. Then he rose once again.

      He didn’t seem winded. Didn’t show any signs of pain, even when his nose buckled beneath my fist.

      “Why won’t you stay down?” I growled.

      Metal clinked on asphalt. I looked down at the dagger the woman had wielded. It was simple, with a black hilt.

      “Zombies,” the woman said.

      I held my foot on the bastard’s shoulder, and stared—not at the man on the ground, but at the petite shifter. She appeared both calm and unscathed. Excitement danced in her almond eyes, a look I knew all too well, the thrill of the fight. Her features were sharp, yet delicate. Her lips were thin yet rosy, just like her cheeks. Tiny freckles crossed the narrow bridge of her nose. She was beautiful. It was everything about her, from her delicate frame to the competence she’d shown in the fight. And just like that, I was enthralled, mesmerized, and out of my comfort zone.

      “Zombies?” I asked. “Is that some kind of joke?”

      She shrugged. “Stab it at the base of the skull or it’ll eat you.” I looked down at the thin, hollow-cheeked man beneath my boot. His nose was crushed, his arm skinned, and his pinky finger bent completely the wrong way. He didn’t seem to care. He eyed me like his next meal, saliva bubbling between rotting teeth. Instead of saying anything, instead of trying to fight, he pulled on my jeans and bit wildly into the air.

      “That’s rid—” I looked back up at the woman, just in time to see the impossible.

      In a flourish of feathers, the woman transformed.

      I stood in awe. A bird. I’d never seen a bird shifter of any sort. Her feathers were as black as her hair, with a glossy shimmer in the moonlight.

      As quickly as she’d caught my attention, she was gone. Her wings flapped as she rose above the flickering light, soaring upward and beyond reach. There were no clothes left behind. There had been no cracking of bones—no sign of a shift. Was she truly a shifter at all? Or something more?

      Grrllllrrrr.

      “Is what she said true?” I asked the struggling man beneath my boot. I could hear a heartbeat, barely there one second, then pounding the next. I wasn’t sure what that meant. But he certainly smelled like death.

      A hiss-like sound came from his dry, cracked lips, before his teeth sunk into the rubber of my boot. Zombies weren’t real. But then again, I hadn’t believed in magical crow shifters that took their clothes with them.

      “Have a name?” I asked.

      Grrrgggfff.

      “You don’t look much like a Garfield,” I said. “But, whatever. Now what am I supposed to do with you?”

      The shining metal of the dagger caught my eye. It laid next to Garfield’s head. If he’d had any brain left in his skull, would he not have picked up the weapon? His yellow eyes glowed in ravenous hunger.

      Zombies—that was going to require some investigation. But no matter what the truth was, this town wasn’t like anywhere else I’d been. Different was exactly what I had been looking for. Even more so, that woman intrigued me. I had to see her again. And for the first time in as long as I could remember, I found myself looking forward instead of back.
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      Eleven months and thirteen days—the amount of time that had passed since I’d watched my brother die. Each morning began like the last, with a hole in my chest and the knowledge that I’d again failed to find his murderer. Just like I had failed to save him.

      The night would end the way it always did. I knew it was true, though it changed nothing. Tucking my wings in, I landed on the third-story window sill of the compound. The three-hundred-year-old bricks were cool beneath my talons. The glass pane remained open, just as I’d left it. As expected, no sounds came from within my room. Still, I knew she was there.

      Long, sharp toes caught in the lush, cream carpet when I hopped down to the floor. The words played through my head, the ones I had practiced as a child, the ones that belonged only to my constable. Tos. Servitio. Magica facienda. Pinnarum in cineres abit.

      Sanctity. Servitude. Secrecy. Feathers to ash.

      Wings transformed into sleeves and arms, the human body that ached with exhaustion.

      “Hey, Kaylee,” I said, without turning to look at my sister.

      “You know why I’m here,” she said.

      I slid off Danny’s coat and draped it over the dresser, then dropped my boots at the end of the bed and climbed in. The comforter was soft on my back, and exactly what I needed.

      “I wish you would stop,” Kaylee said.

      I stared up at the ceiling, at the swirled, white plaster. It was the same thing she said every night.

      “I get it,” she said. “I really do. Danny wasn’t just your brother. He was also mine.”

      The mattress jostled as my little sister climbed in next to me. She put her head on my shoulder. Her soft, black tresses tickled my arm, but it was the dampness that pulled my heartstrings. I brushed her hair back from her face and looked down at my sister’s red cheeks, streaked with tears.

      She looked up at me with her bright blue eyes. “I just can’t lose you, too.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, offering what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “You don’t seem fine,” she said, voice soft. “If you were fine, you wouldn’t keep doing this.”

      “Everything’s okay,” I said. “I’m home safe.”

      Kaylee’s fingers squeezed my palm. Her hand was soft on mine, warm. “Yeah,” she whispered, as her eyelids drew shut. Slow and even, her chest rose and fell in restful sleep. I wished she hadn’t stayed up.

      If only I could promise more. I wished I could tell her that it was over, but I couldn’t. It wasn’t a matter of want. I couldn’t stop. Not until I found him.

      His crooked nose was wide, with a break long-healed. His arms were thick, his gut round. Not a single day had passed without those cruel yellow eyes haunting me. Everyone else was moving forward, and they expected me to do the same. None of them had been there. None of them had seen Danny’s face, or heard his screams.

      No. This wasn’t over until that monster felt what Danny had suffered.

      It was the same thing I thought about every night, the same face that tormented me. But when I blinked, something strange happened. It wasn’t the zombie’s face that I saw. It wasn’t a creature that filled my thoughts.

      Hard jaw, broad shoulders, and a look I hadn’t seen in town—trouble, the tear-off-your-clothes kind. My thoughts drifted to the shifter from behind the shop. What was he doing there? What was someone like that doing in Corbeau? Why did I care?

      I stared at the ceiling, holding on to the sister I wished I could protect from myself, until I drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Short hair, brown as pine bark, yet highlighted like a shimmering, golden sun. His jacket was distressed, black leather, a choice that reminded me of my brother. But that was where the resemblance ended. His eyes were like coffee, dark as a shadow in the night. Sharp features and average height set him apart from other wolf shifters that I’d encountered. He was different—not just from the ravens of my constable, but also from other outsiders. There was a sexy, dangerous edge in those eyes. It was mirrored in his stance, in his clothes.

      My breath caught, my body pinned beneath his gaze. Anticipation filled me, like his fingers raking over my skin, before we ever touched. I tasted him on my lips—rough, salty, though we hadn’t kissed. There was a promise in the dark, in the set of his jaw, in every step that brought him closer. It was the promise of pleasure, of a night unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

      His hands were rough and sure as he lifted my shirt. It was the touch of a real man, not like the fumbling of a boy from the constable. He was hard, every inch of him unforgiving. He knew what I wanted more than I did, and he showed me exactly what that meant.

      Two fingers teased the waistband of my jeans, tickling just below my bellybutton. Sharp teeth grazed my neck, promising the mark that would claim me as his. There was nothing I had ever desired more.

      In a gentle massage, his hand trailed down, ever closer to where I needed him.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes shot open. My pulse was thrumming, my body hot. That was new. I’d never dreamed like that before. Not so intensely. It was exciting, and a little scary. What exactly did it say about me to want someone so much, someone I knew nothing about? I didn’t like losing focus, losing control of my emotions. One short encounter with this guy, and I was completely thrown off balance.

      Confused and uncomfortable, I decided it was best to try to forget. Not only did I not have the emotional resources to deal with anything extra, the guy was a wolf. I couldn’t get involved with a shifter who wasn’t a raven. I shouldn’t even consider it. Dating outside of the constable was forbidden, an even worse offense than breaking curfew. I slid my hand through my hair and sat up.

      The salty scent of fresh bacon filled the hot morning air. Thankful that it wasn’t his scent, that of fresh air, mountains, and pine, I let out a deep breath and looked around my empty bedroom. Everything was the way it was supposed to be. And Kaylee was gone.

      I threw on some clean clothes and headed downstairs. Halfway down the first flight, I heard a cacophony of giggles and footfalls, a stampede of short legs. For self-preservation, I scooted to the outer railing of the spiral staircase. Voices grew louder as the children grew nearer. There were seventeen in the constable between the ages of five and fourteen, all living under one roof. It was the way it had always been. Like a den for a wolf pack, our constable of ravens lived together in a hotel-sized manor.

      First in a trickle, kids ran by, boys skipping steps, racing to get first dibs on the feast below. The girls clumped together, walking in twos and threes as they chatted amongst themselves.

      “Good morning, Ms. Penelope,” Skylar said. The formality wasn’t necessary. Growing up in the same house, we were more family than neighbors. Still, she was sweet.

      “Good morning,” I replied, and smiled at the adorable, brown-haired girl as she passed.

      The older kids didn’t run in a group like the rest, and neither did my sixteen-year-old sister. Knowing Kaylee, she was already downstairs, sitting next to her boyfriend. And with any luck, she hadn’t talked to our father.

      The dining hall was huge, loud, and crowded. The ceiling was twice as tall as it needed to be, with windows reaching just as high. Immaculate fireplaces took up the bulk of the wall space on both ends of the long room. I never understood why, because it never really got that cold. It was probably to make my great great great great grandsomething feel like he’d really built himself a castle. Only the farmhouse style tables changed the tone. Long benches and natural wood gave the space a more lived-in feel, like a lodge. That was the best part.

      I grabbed a plate from the buffet line, scooting quickly past the table where the elders sat. I didn’t have to lie if my father never got the chance to ask.

      There were probably twenty trays filled with things I didn’t want, from crepes to shrimp and grits, ham steak to berries. I ignored those and went straight for the good stuff—bacon, eggs, and pancakes.

      Plate full, I headed toward my usual seat. Sure enough, Austin sat next to Kaylee. Both watched as I approached. And just like always, as soon as I sat down, Corey squeezed in next to me.

      His grin was too big this early in the morning. And he sat closer than I liked. I inched to the end of the bench, for more space, which he took over.

      “Good morning,” I said to my sister.

      “Hey,” Austin said, and flipped his shaggy, brown hair out of his eyes with the flick of his chin. He’d mastered the look of lazy disinterest, with slouched shoulders and a blank expression. It was his reaction to everything and everyone, except for my sister.

      “Hi,” Kaylee replied.

      “You look tired,” Austin said, then shoved a spoonful of grits into his mouth.

      Did she tell him I was out? It only took one person telling my father that I’d broken curfew for me to get my windows nailed shut. I lowered my brows, wordlessly asking my sister if she’d squealed.

      She shrugged and shook her head no.

      Good.

      I could feel Corey’s beady, green eyes on me. I didn’t turn, and instead focused on the food in front of me.

      “Do you have off today, Pen?” Corey asked.

      “No.”

      “Too bad,” he said. “I was thinking we could hang out, you know, get some quality time.”

      “I’m working,” I repeated, without looking at him.

      Kaylee and Austin whispered back and forth, his arm over her shoulder the entire time. She giggled, and smiled, and seemed completely different than she had the night before. I was glad.

      “Might be that I have something you’ll like,” Corey said.

      “I doubt that.” It was cold, I knew. But anything less and he’d assume I was interested. I wasn’t. And I was tired of nice.

      “What if I know exactly what you’re interested in?” he asked, leaning his pointy chin on my shoulder.

      I ducked away.

      “What if I know what you’ve been doing every—”

      “Whoa,” Kaylee said, scowling at Corey. “So how’s the pancakes? Extra fluffy today, huh?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I’ve got to get going.”

      “See you there,” Kaylee said.

      Austin lifted a hand in a lazy wave.

      Corey stood when I did. I dropped my plate in the bin, and turned to find him exactly where I knew he’d be, too close.

      “If you have something for me—” I stopped myself before he had a chance to say anything. “If you have something to tell me,” I corrected, “and it’ll help, then come by later. Just to talk.” It wasn’t the time or the place here where everyone could hear. But I wasn’t willing to give up the opportunity to catch a lead. Even if it came from Corey.

      “It’s a date.” Corey winked, grinning in that way that somehow made me feel dirty. How could a smile feel so much like being groped?

      “No,” I said. “And it never will be.”
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      Raven—a name that fit, even if it wasn’t true. Her hair was jet black, her feathers just as dark. I had to call her something, if only in my head.

      She was there. She’d been there all night. My paws pounded against damp pine needles, as I dove between branches. I knew every dip in the rocky earth, every sapling, every moss-covered log.

      Soaring high above, Raven weaved through treetops as if she knew the landscape as well as I did. I’d spent my entire life in these woods, and still it was difficult to keep up. The challenge was exhilarating.

      Cool air bit, tight in my chest. Between trunks, around spiny branches. Where would she lead me?

      Gllllrrrrr. It was a nonsense sound, and it didn’t fit my dream, didn’t fit Raven’s voice. I abandoned the dream in favor of something else.
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        * * *

      

      Sharp and cool against my bare skin, the tip of the dagger trailed down my chest, cutting through soft, thin fabric. Her eyes sparkled in the moonlight, as sharp as the blade in her fist. Her hips slid over mine, stirring my cock as she straddled me.

      A predator, she knew exactly what she wanted. And she took it.

      Her ass was round, and a perfect fit in my palms, her scent intoxicating. She leaned down over me, lips brushing mine.

      Gllllrrrrrrg.
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        * * *

      

      Dreams of brilliant copper eyes and shimmering black feathers were invaded by gargled gibberish. I hadn’t thought anything could dull Raven’s beauty, though hearing Garfield’s voice from her lips had done the trick. He’d also spoken to me as a hotdog I’d intended to eat. So all and all, a strange night of broken sleep.

      Glllggrrrack. Chains rattled against the metal radiator as Garfield once again grew restless. This time, at least, it was morning.

      Sunlight poured through the thin motel curtains, beams broken by the darkest areas of the dated, floral pattern. The air was hot and muggy, filled with the noxious stink of rotting flesh. The warmth of the air, and the small size of the room, seemed to amplify Garfield’s odor. I looked at him, wondering for the hundredth time if what that woman, Raven, had said was true. Certainly smelled like it.

      Garfield’s arm stretched up toward me, catching broken sunlight on his pale skin. As if the daylight burned, he recoiled. Allergies? Could a person really be allergic to sunlight? An intolerance maybe. Or maybe I was overthinking something trivial.

      “Not much for the sun?” I asked.

      Garfield said nothing, though a line of drool seeped out from between his dry, cracked lips. The saliva wasn’t clear, but the putrid shade of watery mud. On his neck were two puncture wounds, deep and black. They didn’t bleed, or scab. Strange, but no more so than anything else about him.

      His lemon eyes were hidden beneath heavy lids. Was he tired? Had he slept at all? Or was he a stinking corpse returning to his natural state?

      “Not much for conversation, either,” I said.

      I snatched the bag of cheese curls from the nightstand and ripped it open. Snack machines weren’t great nutrition, but they were cheap and easy. I popped a fluorescent orange curl into my mouth and chewed it. Stale, with the consistency of Styrofoam packing peanuts, but edible.

      “Hungry?” I asked, taking slow, deliberate steps toward my captive. Was there anyone out there missing this guy? Wondering where he was? Calling the police because he never came home last night?

      Irises like dandelions popped wide open as Garfield dove forward. Chains squeezed tight on his arms, holding him still, keeping him from making a meal of my face. I stopped in place and pulled back the offered snack. His teeth chomped at the air between us, sharpened gray fangs searching for more than cheesy Styrofoam. Or at least it seemed. I took a few more out for myself and slid the open bag toward his feet, careful not to spill its contents. Unsurprisingly, Garfield didn’t seem to care.

      He snarled, seething between long, sharp fangs. Okay, I was ready to admit it. Zombie seemed apt. And if someone was looking for this guy, it had been longer than one night.  He’d been ripening for a while based on the stink. He reeked. And no way was he walking home to a family like this. Unless his intent was to eat them.

      “Well,” I said. “I guess I’ll be heading out for a bit. Promise not to eat anyone while I’m gone.”

      “Glllrrrrrkkksss.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I pulled on a pair of mostly clean jeans and headed for the door, passing Garfield with a wide berth. And just for good measure, I put up the Do Not Disturb sign on the knob as I left. Better not to come back to a half-eaten cleaning lady. Or anyone getting a good look at the guy I had chained to the radiator. All I needed was questions from the cops. There was no good explanation for any of this. Plus, if he was a zombie, he could spread the infection. If it worked that way.

      With more questions than answers, I walked down the cheap metal stairs, and considered my options. The first of which was the obvious—do what Raven had said. But I wasn’t ready to kill the guy. Her story seemed true enough, but I didn’t have it in me. Not after what had happened back home. No, murder was off the table.

      That left finding out more. Raven was exactly who I needed. She’d clearly dealt with Garfield’s kind before. She had to know more than I did. But I had no way to find her.

      I needed another lead. There was of course the cops, but there was no way I was strolling into the police station to ask how many maulings had occurred in recent weeks.

      There was only one person to ask. I knew exactly where I needed to start. I scanned the empty parking lot, finding only two beat-up junk cars. No bike. Fuck. I’d left my Harley at the bar the night before. It had been that, or ride with Garfield pressed up against me on the seat. That was not an option.

      I’d have to go back for my bike at some point. I hated to leave her unattended, and me without a ride. But the general store across the street would be swarming with cops and questions, so for now I was stuck on foot.

      The daylight heat was stifling, though the huge oaks, Spanish moss, and flourishing grass didn’t seem to mind. Everything was so green, so alive. It was the opposite of the man I was keeping chained to my radiator. It was the opposite of the place I sought—the morgue.
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      Bold, black lettering declared the building the Corbeau Clinic. The one-story, lunchbox size of the place suggested one doctor at most. But because there’d been no sign of any other medical facility in this tiny town, I twisted the wobbly handle and opened the door.

      The air inside was as hot as it was outside, but instead of the gentle scents of grass and flowers, there was only disinfectant and stale, artificial lemon. Metal and faded fabric chairs lined the windowless walls of the small waiting room, empty but for one middle-aged, bald man who appeared to have melted from the heat. I walked past, to the front desk.

      A heavy-set, thirty-something brunette sat behind sliding glass, watching me through red and white polka-dot glasses. Dark circles shown through her thick makeup, and red lipstick lined her tight lips.

      I stopped in front of the tall desk and waited for the receptionist to open the glass. Moments passed before she slid open her window.

      “How can I help you?” Her voice was soft, with a heavy southern accent.

      “Hi,” I said, offering a smile. “I was wondering if the town’s medical examiner works in this building.”

      “The coroner is downstairs,” she said. “May I inquire as to what this is regarding?”

      Good question. I couldn’t tell her the truth. “I was hoping to speak with him or her about the town’s statistics.” Not a complete lie.

      Polkadots raised an eyebrow. “Reporter, huh?” She lifted the phone to her ear and shut the glass before I had a chance to respond. The window did nothing to dull the sound of her voice, though there was no way she could know that. To human ears it likely worked.

      “I apologize for the interruption, Mr. Trench. There’s a reporter here to ask you some questions.” I’d assumed he was a doctor; though in a small town, a coroner didn’t have to be.

      “Did he say what about?” The voice on the other end was deep, definitely male.

      “No, but he’s got a weird accent, and is definitely not from the Herald,” Polkadots said. Her head was tilted away, but her eyes remained on me. What about me said ‘reporter,’ I had no idea. But if that got me into the basement, then that was fine by me.

      “Hmm,” the man said. “I guess this could be interesting. Slow day and all. Send him down.”

      “On it,” Polkadots replied. She hung up the receiver and slid open the glass. “The coroner can spare a few moments for you. Go ahead right on down the steps,” she said, and pointed to her left.

      “Thanks,” I said, and headed that way. Just past the desk was a small hall, with one door that led to Polkadots, and two more that were unmarked. The first was a tiny bathroom. The second led to a flight of cellar stairs. A bit like a horror movie, the old concrete steps crunched beneath my feet. As I stepped down, I half-expected to find a room full of bodies and some kind of crazy scientist cackling maniacally. Neither was true.

      Just like the floor above, the basement had no windows, thought the fluorescent lights running the ceiling made the space much brighter. The stink of chemicals and disinfectant burned my nostrils. Everything was painted white, including the brick walls and concrete floor. It was as if a coat of paint was meant to make the place look more sterile, and less like death. My eyes lingered on the drain beneath the table in the center of the room. The drain, which was beneath the body covered with a white sheet. I didn’t want to guess what ended up down there. So I turned, and met the only living person in the room.

      The coroner was tall, though the hunched shoulders made him seem less so. His eyes were sunken in, his skin albino-white. But his black hair was dark as night.

      “Mr.?” I stuck out my hand in greeting. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” I lied. They didn’t need to know I’d heard the receptionist on the phone.

      “Trench. The name’s Vincent Trench,” he said, keeping his distance. The cock of his brow and his exaggerated stance told me he knew the way that sounded. And the way it sounded was both practiced and Bond-esque. “And you are?”

      Hand still hanging, I returned it to my side. “Axel Barnes.”

      “Axel?” he asked. “And what publication did you say you work for?” His accent was unfamiliar to me, and I was left wondering where he was from.

      “I didn’t,” I said. “I only mentioned to your receptionist that I was hoping to ask you a few questions.”

      “Oh, that Ruby,” he said. “Sure, yes.” He leaned back on the metal table in the center of the room, between the body’s tagged toes. A shiver carried through me. Death was not a comfort zone. At least not for me. “She’s not usually at reception, but we needed a fill-in. Overqualified, but sweet. Anyway, ask. Ask.”

      “Okay,” I said, unsure exactly what to think of this guy. “What’s the mortality rate like in this town?”

      “Forensics Weekly. I’ve got you pegged, don’t I?” he asked. A twisted grin crossed his face, and again I found myself uneasy. “Anyway,” he continued, “it’s low. Just like in any small town, my job is quiet. There’s the occasional crkkk.” He slid his finger across his throat and stuck out his tongue. “Death. It’s pretty much always old age. Nothing exciting. You’d think every once in a while…”

      I waited for the rest of his thought.

      “Well, we’re nice and boring here in Corbeau,” Trench said.

      “Anything… weird ever happen?” I asked, unsure how specific I could be before he decided I was crazy.

      “That’s a negative. Boring, boring, and dull,” he said, then laced his fingers.

      “No violence? No unusual circumstances or diseases?” I asked.

      “I wish,” he replied. “Might make my work a little more interesting. Then again, I’m usually night shift. Could just be that all the violent offenses come in while I sleep, and for whatever reason the whole town hides it from me. Does that seem more plausible to you, Mr. Barnes?” His words were mocking, but his tone remained the same—bland, even.

      “No,” I replied. “Thanks for your time.”

      “Mind and Body magazine.”

      “I’m not a reporter,” I said.

      “Okay,” he said. “If you say so. There’s no story to tell anyway. Take care, Mr. Barnes.” Was it sarcasm? Truth? I couldn’t tell. His pupils never changed. His tone never faltered. His slow pulse remained even.

      “You too,” I said, then turned for the stairs.

      I’d gained nothing from my visit to the clinic, except a feeling. There was no sign of zombies, no rotting, no beakers marked ‘flesh-eating virus.’ Still, I couldn’t imagine townspeople going missing without anyone knowing. And why did a tiny town with few deaths need two coroners? The usual daytime guy should have had it covered.

      It was nothing to go on. So I left the way I came, past the glass-caged receptionist, past the melted man, and out into the blinding sunlight and sweltering heat.
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      Only a wooden counter separated me from the rest of the store. There were a few tables with chairs beside shelves of bread, beer, and ammunition. It was a little bit of everything. And even though the rotating hotdogs and microwave pizza were nothing special, people came in every day to buy them.

      I never minded my shifts. It was the family business, after all. And it was something to do, a legitimate reason to be in town instead of hiding from the world back at the manor with everyone else. Plus, the days wasted away faster when there was something to do. And I was always looking for night to return.

      Mr. Wheeler waited on the other side of the counter for the sandwiches I assembled. Ham, cheese, and lettuce—everything was pre-portioned in the fridge. While I put them together, I listened to the elevator music that droned on over and over in the scratchy speaker. There were three tracks, and I knew every note of each.

      “No one does it quite like you.” I didn’t have to see the interaction to know that Austin was doing his damnedest to keep my sister’s attention.

      “What’s that?” Kaylee asked, with a soft and flirty tone.

      “Everything,” he said, in a voice I assumed was meant to be suave. “But I was referring to the float.”

      “So you come in here every night I work just for the ice cream?” Kaylee asked.

      “That’s one reason,” Austin said. I could just picture him leaning forward on his elbows, smiling at my sister with his googly eyes. She ate up every bite of his sickening sweetness.

      Really, I was happy for her. Kaylee was content doing what everyone else in the constable did—find a mate, settle down, never deviate from tradition. She had two years left before her first shift. But for Kaylee, it had always been Austin. She lit up in his presence, something she needed and deserved. And lucky for her, Austin had always felt the same. Simple. Easy. Nothing like my life.

      Eight sandwiches down; five to go. Mr. Wheeler whistled to the tune that played—song two. He knew them as well as I did. He was there every day, buying food for himself, and for his seven cats. I’d never met them, but I imagined his life to be like that painting of the animals playing poker. I knew they watched movies together, and ate ham sandwiches. So why not poker, too?

      Knock. The sound was quiet enough to be an accident, someone passing by outside, nothing important. But I knew better. Corey was at the back door.

      I cut bread and wrapped faster, piling everything in a paper bag.

      Her footsteps were quick, a skip in her step. I knew what my sister was thinking before she reached me.

      “Hey,” Kaylee said.

      “Hey,” I said, and turned to face her. Kaylee glowed, a smile beaming bright as the sun, excitement flickering in her green eyes.

      “I was thinking, that maybe…” She laced her fingers together and held her hands up by her cheek, pleading before she spoke the words.

      “You can go,” I said.

      “What?” she asked. “I didn’t even—”

      “I know,” I said. “Just go.” It was an easy decision. Even if Corey hadn’t been waiting out back for me I would have said yes. Kaylee deserved to be happy. And if I could help, I always would.

      “Really?”

      “Really,” I said. “I’ll be fine. You two go have fun.”

      “Thanks.” Kaylee squeezed me hard.

      I held my arm out, keeping the knife as far from her as I could, while she knocked all the breath from my lungs. With my free hand, I gave her a gentle pat.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I’ll make it up to you,” she said.

      “I’m holding you to it,” I replied. “And don’t worry, I’ll make it good. Scrubbing toilets, picking up my early shift—I’ll think of something.”

      “Worth it,” she said, then bounced her way back to Austin.

      Kaylee’s smile was contagious; it left me feeling a little happier even after she had left. I finished the order, and sent Mr. Wheeler on his way. It was nearly time to close shop, and I had information waiting. Or so I hoped.

      But when I opened the back for Corey, the jovial feeling was gone as quickly as it had come.

      “Good evening, Penny.” His gaze slid over me, making me shiver.

      “Got something for me?” I asked.

      He leaned his shoulder against the bricks and slid his hands into his front pockets. “Nothing much,” he said, though the slight upturn of his lips told me he was lying.

      “Spill it,” I said, and crossed my arms.

      “There may have been a sighting,” he said, taking his sweet time. I waited. “You know who I’m talking about. Broken nose, messy blond hair…” He stepped closer, as if to walk inside. I barred the open door with my arm.

      “A guy like that might have been seen on the outskirts of town,” he said. “By the shelter.”

      “That’s it?” I asked, and let my arms drop.

      His grin faded, lips tightened, and skepticism took over his squinted eyes. “I can’t tell if you’re really disappointed or not,” Corey said. “Why do you have to be so hard to read?”

      “Just built that way, I guess,” I said.

      “What are you doing after work?” His smile returned.

      “You know what I’m doing,” I said. It was the same thing I did every night—hunting for my brother’s murderer.

      “It would be safer if you let—”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” I said.

      Corey shrugged. “Sure, if you say so.”

      I nodded. No argument, good. “Thanks for the intel.”

      “You know how to reach me if you change your mind,” he said. “Just call, okay?”

      “I get it, thanks,” I said.

      “You’re welcome,” Corey said, then turned and walked away.

      The thing was, he didn’t get it. No one did. I appreciated the offer, but the last thing I needed was a liability in a fight, or to lead him on. It was better like this—safer if he went back to the constable and left me to do what needed to be done.

      I went back inside and finished my shift. There was a whole lot of nothing happening, which was common after eight. I made myself a sandwich and grabbed some chips and a drink to take with me. When ten o'clock eventually crept around, I clicked the locks and headed out the back.

      Heat clung to the still, humid air, unrelenting even after the sun had long fallen. Crickets chirped, and the town was quiet except for the sounds of distant country music and drunks at the bar. The cement step was hot, rough, and hard, even through the seat of my jeans, while the metal door was cool on my back. I looked over the lot where I’d taken on zombies the night before—the lot where the wolf had been.

      As if thinking of him was a summons, I caught the scent of snow-topped mountains and pine on the air. His silent approach did nothing to hide his presence, neither did the dark.

      “Can’t say I’m surprised to see you here.” His voice was deep, and filled my head with images of him the night before—dreams of rough hands on my bare skin, the taste of his lips. He stepped out of the shadows, leaving enough space for me to bolt if I needed to. Something told me that I wouldn’t.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I work here.”

      “I see,” he said.

      “And you’re here again, why?” I asked.

      “I have questions,” he said.

      “And you think I have the answers.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “So you aren’t stalking me?”

      “I came to see the lot, actually,” he said.

      “It’s an exciting place,” I replied. “There’s brick buildings and blacktop. Can’t find that anywhere else?”

      “I’ve never seen bodies disappear from a public place,” he said. “No police tape. No scent or sign of blood left behind.” His stance was casual, at ease.

      Okay, so he had a point. “Zombies,” I said. It was all the explanation that was needed.

      “I noticed the attempt at flesh-eating,” he said. “But what makes you so sure that they’re monsters?”

      “Cannibalism isn’t enough for you?” I asked.

      He didn’t move, or show any sign of what he was thinking.

      “How about the eyes?” I pressed. “Or the fact that they never show up in the day? Usually that’s a good sign of a horror movie creature.”

      “Or a raccoon.”

      “Touché,” I said. And the strangest thing happened—I laughed.

      A sound echoed through the parking lot, a gurgling stomach sound. It came from the wolf.

      “Don’t tell me this conversation’s making you hungry,” I teased. His eyes sparkled with amusement.

      “I haven’t eaten since this morning,” he said.

      “That was stupid.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve been busy. Because, like I said, I have a lot of questions.”

      “Sure,” I said. “And being curious prevents you from eating.”

      “If it’s all-consuming,” he said.

      That struck home. There’d been days where I didn't eat, more nights where I didn’t sleep.

      When I said nothing, he continued. “I went to see the coroner today.”

      That filled me with questions. Was he looking for the zombies from the night before? Did he find them? I doubted it. What was he hoping to learn?

      “And what did he have to say?” I asked.

      “There was something… off about him,” the wolf said. “Not only that, but he said his job’s boring. I figured in a town where zombies, if we’re going with that, attacked people at night, a man in his position would have a little more to say.”

      “Maybe he just had nothing to say to you,” I said.

      “Possibly,” he said. “But he could have sent me away without even meeting me. I think he’s either a skilled liar, or there’s some other reason bodies never end up in the morgue.”

      Again his stomach rumbled. I stood on the step and walked over to him. “Here.” I offered him half my ham and cheddar sandwich. “If we’re going to keep talking,” I said, “we should eat.”

      “Thanks,” he said, and took it.

      His fingers brushed mine, and my breath caught. It was strange, like a chemical, electrical connection that set fireworks off. I’d never felt that before. It was different than my dream, different than anything I’d ever felt.

      “I’m Axel,” he said.

      I stared into his eyes, struck by the unfamiliar flutter in my core. And I realized I needed to speak, but the feeling of his touch still lingered, delaying reasonable thought.

      Finally, I replied, “Penny.”
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      Penny. The name suited her better than Raven. It was the copper of her eyes; it was the sparkle of something magnificent just beneath the surface. It was what had drawn me to her the night before, though I hadn’t realized it at the time. I’d seen myself, my anger, but what shone beneath was unfamiliar. And I craved another glimpse.

      Wild strands of ebony hair brushed the sharp line of her chin, swept across her forehead, and contrasted perfectly with her fair, ivory skin. So close, I listened to the gentle flutter of her heart, let her sweet, dewy scent fill my brain.

      “If you don’t like the looks of it, I’ll take it back,” she said, meeting my eyes with her gorgeous, copper set.

      “What?”

      “The sandwich,” she said, pointing at the food I held. “It’s not bad, promise.”

      I took a bite. The bread was fresh—crisp on the outside, soft in the center. Ham, cheddar, some kind of sweet and zesty mustard—it was the best thing I’d tasted in a long time. “It’s good, thanks,” I said. “I have to ask.”

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “What’s that?”

      “Your shift—”

      “Yeah I know,” she said. “It’s not like yours.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it. There were no bone-cracking sounds, no stripping down, no shifter-like shift.”

      Penny nodded.

      “That must be a huge advantage,” I said. “I wish I could take my clothes with me when I shift without having to drag them around in my mouth. How? Just how does that work? Is it a crow thing?”

      “Raven.” Raven—just like her hair.

      “Okay,” I said. “Is it a special quality of raven shifters?”

      “Something like that,” she said.

      “I’ve never met a bird shifter of any sort before,” I said. “Are there fewer of you than wolves or bears?”

      Penny shrugged. “My constable’s not exactly social.”

      “Constable—like a pack?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “I thought murder was the term,” I said, “or pack. Everyone else seems to go by pack. Constable’s interesting, just like that shift.”

      “A group of ravens is typically called an unkindness. Murder is for crows,” Penny said.

      “I didn’t know that,” I said. “So where does constable come from?”

      “A little more flattering than unkindness,” she said, then shifted her weight and changed the subject. Was I making her uncomfortable? That certainly wasn’t my intention. “So if you’re having a tough time coming to terms with the existence of zombies, you must have thought I was pretty callous taking out those two.”

      “It’s not for me to judge,” I said.

      “And are you feeling guilty about the third?” she asked.

      “I didn’t kill him.”

      “What?” Her eyes went wide.

      “I didn’t know you,” I said. “I didn’t know him.”

      “So what the hell did you do with him?” she asked. Her body was tense. This was bigger than one night for her. We’d struck something deeper—a wound. “Don’t tell me you just let it go. That thing could be out there right now tearing someone to shreds. That’s what they do. That’s all they do. They kill.” Her heart pounded. Her eyes blazed.

      I had to choose my words carefully. This was make or break it. Keep her here or push her away. Usually I wouldn’t care. But with her, somehow, I did. “I’ve been traveling across the country,” I said. “I’ve spent years on the road, and never have come across anything like this. While I appreciate that the situation is very real to you, I’m still new to Corbeau. New to zombies.”

      She studied my face, fists clenched as tightly as her jaw. I hoped she’d understand. I cared what she thought more than I should. I didn’t want her to go.

      “But I want to understand,” I said.

      Her shoulders dropped. “Tell me you didn’t let it go.”

      “Of course not,” I said. “Garfield’s back at my hotel room.”

      “You named it.” Her brows lowered in disapproval.

      “He does this thing,” I said.

      “Bite you?” she asked.

      “I’ll admit he’s tried,” I said. “But no, I meant what he says. I ask him something and he answers Garrrfiieeeld.”

      “I think you’re hearing what you want to,” she said. “They don’t talk. Not words at least.”

      “Come on,” I said. “I’ll show you. It’s unmistakable.”

      “And when he shows nothing but the hunger,” she said, “you step aside while I kill him.”

      That hatred was there, simmering at the surface. I could help her. I knew I could. She was me, or at least a better version.

      “You convince me that there’s nothing else to him,” I said, “and he’s all yours.”

      “Deal,” she said. “I’m holding you to it.”

      There was no question that she would. I had to think fast. What would it take to convince me? More importantly, what would it take to convince her that she was wrong? I looked at the blaze of coppery fire in her eyes. It would take a fucking miracle.
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      I couldn’t hunt for Danny’s killer until this zombie was dealt with. And I couldn’t sleep until I’d searched for him. It was hard enough when I had.

      After this, Axel and I could go our separate ways, even if I didn’t really want to. After this, I could try to forget him, even if I couldn’t.

      “You’re not going to kill him until I’m convinced, right?” Axel raised his eyebrows and waited. He wasn’t going to open the door until I agreed. Stubborn.

      “I swear,” I said, meeting his gaze. Axel nodded, then turned the key.

      The motel room was a crap hole, and more so than they came standard. The floral comforter was shredded. Cheese snacks lay scattered and crushed across the stained, brown carpet, along with spattered blood and chunks of drywall where the radiator dangled. Why had I expected anything else?

      “What the… holy…” Axel slid his hands back over his face to his short, dirty-blond hair. Even as stress lined his face, he was handsome. I knew I had to stop thinking like that. I had to focus.

      He had no idea what he was messing with bringing one of those things to the place he slept. Lucky for him, the zombie was gone.

      “He was right there. I had him chained right there to the radiator,” Axel said.

      “I got that.”

      “How could he have gotten free?” he asked, more to himself than to me.

      “My guess is he chewed himself free,” I said. “They do that. They have no regard for their bodies. Because they’re zombies.”

      “Where would he go?” Axel asked. Frustration danced in his dark eyes.

      I understood. I’d been there. I was there.

      “That’s a tough one,” I replied.

      “Have you tried following them?” Axel asked. “Do they return to their loved ones?”

      “I have,” I said. “And sometimes they do. But, it’s better if they don’t.” I’d seen it happen once. It was a massacre.

      Axel was quiet as he looked over the mess. “We have to follow Garfield.”

      We. He said we. At the sound of that one word, my chest tightened. This was not the hunt I had intended, but he was right to try and stop any zombie that wandered free. I told myself that it was important for me to help Axel chase down his zombie. I told myself it was more urgent than hunting for Danny’s killer. It was an excuse to spend more time with Axel. I knew it was, at least in part. “His name was Seth Ricci.”

      Axel’s brows shot up. His eyes grew wide.

      “It’s hard to live in a town this size and miss anyone’s name. Well, at least the ones that come into the shop,” I explained. “Lucky for you, your zombie used to be a regular.”

      Axel nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “And you propose following Zombie Seth how?” I asked. “Follow your hunting dog nose?”

      “Wolf,” he said.

      “Wolf,” I said. “No offense intended.”

      “None taken,” Axel replied. “But my sense of smell isn’t like that of a hound dog. I was thinking more along the lines of following you.”

      It was my turn to stare at him.

      “To his house,” Axel said. “Do you know where he lives?”

      “I do,” I replied, “but it’s a long walk.” We could shift, me with my amulet, him completely naturally. I imagined watching him—the slow strip of his t-shirt over ripped abs, the unbuttoning of his jeans. And then I realized my cheeks were hot.

      “Let’s take my bike. It’s still over at the bar.”

      “Yeah,” I said, glad for a different suggestion—any suggestion. “Let’s go.”

      Axel grabbed his leather jacket from the floor and looked it over before slipping it on. It was just like the one my brother had worn, the one that lay on my dresser at home. It was a reminder of the stakes, as if I needed another one. Axel was unconvinced of the danger he faced. It was up to me to make it clear. It was up to me to make sure he understood, so he didn’t end up like Danny.

      The walk from the motel to the bar was quiet. On a mission, no words were required, and it was surprisingly comfortable. A gentle breeze blew, lightening the heavy, humid air. Above the scent of flower blossoms, above oak and everything familiar, was Axel. He was like distant mountains, like flying free, familiar though I’d only once traveled anywhere like it as a child. Somehow his scent was both exciting and comforting. Somehow, so was he.

      We returned to the place we’d started the night, to where we’d first met. But instead of going behind the general store, Axel turned at the Blackened Gator Bar, named for their unique brand of jerky.

      “It’s back here,” he said.

      I followed him to the back lot, which was packed twice as full as the general store ever got. No surprise that beer from the tap trumped microwave pizza. Giant trucks and compact cars packed in next to lines of big, American-made motorcycles. Without issue, Axel navigated to one of the metal bikes that looked just like the rest. I watched as he straddled the thing. His wrist turned on the handle, and the motor roared. With his shoulders squared and his arms out, his white shirt was tight against his chest, and it was hot. Toned abs shone through thin fabric, begging to be touched. Axel inched forward from the parking place, eyes on me. “Climb on.”

      With a hand on his shoulder, I climbed up onto the seat, unsure if this was really such a good idea. The bike was taller, and wider than it looked. The leather rumbled beneath me, as I sat only inches from his back. His scent filled my lungs, mountains and pine, and the leather of his jacket. I could hear his heartbeat, see the subtle movement of every breath.

      “Put your arms around me,” he said.

      I wanted to do it, as much as I was afraid to. I slid my hands to his waist, and laced my fingers together. My body pressed up against his back, the leather cool on my cheek, his abs hard beneath my forearms. He felt better than I’d imagined. He was firmer, warmer.

      “Here we go,” Axel said, and I squeezed my hands together.

      As we picked up speed, the vibrations of the seat resonated through me, the wind whipped my hair, and I held tighter and tighter to Axel. The feeling was amazing—the wind, the speed. It was as close to flying as I’d ever been on the ground. All the while, I held him. Excitement filled me, and I was left wondering which was better—watching him strip, or the feeling of his body in my arms.
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      Calling this place a house was an understatement. Even in the dark, it was clear that Garfield’s—Seth’s—home was an estate, a mansion, a plantation, or whatever rich people in the south called hotel-sized living quarters. Elaborate white pillars reached three stories high across the front of the porch that was bigger than my childhood home. No other buildings were within sight, only manicured grass and tall trees in every direction.

      We left my bike on the dirt road, out of sight from the mansion, and approached on foot.

      “I expected a house more like the ones in town,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “Corbeau has more manors than town,” Penny replied.

      When a place has money, it tends to grow. Or at least that had been my experience. Even back in Sawtooth Peaks, where progress seemed impossible, they’d built a ski lodge. Corbeau appeared to have stayed exactly the same however long it had been around. Nothing looked less than a hundred years old. That included the place I’d been staying. Instead of a modern building, the motel lodging was in a converted historic building.

      But mixed with the scents of oak and summer, was the rot of death. Seth was here somewhere.

      “There.” Penny pointed off to the side of the building.

      I looked in that direction, then back at Penny.

      “Wolves have scent and hearing,” she said. “But I’ve got you beat for sight.”

      “You’re full of surprises,” I said.

      The corner of her lips lifted, causing an adorable dimple to form on her cheek. She really was beautiful.

      “Should we shift?” I asked.

      Her smile faded, leaving only the serious fire of determination that had drawn me to her in the first place. “You can if you want, but I’m a stronger fighter as-is.”

      And with that, she took off, racing toward the zombie.

      “Penny!” All I could do was run after her. Hell if I’d let her deal with this alone. If Seth had come home to harm his family, that was on me.

      Penny stopped short of the snarling human-shaped creature that knelt over the ground. Its head bobbed into something that smelled distinctly like blood. I stopped by Penny’s side. Seth’s hair was missing in chunks. Was he decaying? His odor said he was. And it seemed to be happening quickly. He looked much worse than he had at the motel.

      We were too late to stop him from causing harm, but with any luck, not too late to protect his family. “Is that… a dog?” I asked, regretting the food that churned in my stomach.

      At the sound, Seth’s head snapped toward us. I stepped forward and raised my arm, instinctively placing myself between the monster and Penny.

      “Possum,” Penny replied, lowering my arm.

      I reached toward my belt, for the sheathed knife that Penny had dropped for me the night before. The one I was supposed to use for just this. A glimmer of moonlight on silver and I saw it—in Penny’s hand.

      Gllllrrrfff. Feet fumbled across the grass, Seth ran with his arms reaching. Yellow eyes glowed. His jaw hung, unhinged on one side, no longer the man he had appeared to be just hours before.

      His nails caught on Penny’s shirt, and the calm I’d worked so hard to find was gone in an instant. Adrenaline and anger, I tore my clothes off, and dove without thought. Bones cracked as I moved, shifting for survival—Penny’s survival. My senses sharpened, the stink of the zombie twice as rancid as before, the sound of his faint, erratic heartbeat more pronounced.

      Penny bounced between feet, dodging the zombie’s advances, cutting and countering with her knife for every movement he made. My fangs sunk through soft, mushy flesh. The taste was rancid. I had to fight my gag reflex. Seth’s femur snapped from the pressure—too little pressure to cause such a thing, which was another sign his body was failing him fast. I released, expecting him to stop. But he didn’t. Dragging his leg behind him, he continued after her.

      Like I’d eaten a garbage-coated skunk, the taste of his rotting flesh clung to my tongue. Excitement danced in Penny’s eyes as she kept just outside the creature’s reach. This was her every night. What had they done to her?

      I snapped my jaw tight on Seth’s other leg, and didn’t let go. This time the zombie hissed, not from the pain. He seemed to feel no pain. He hissed because I kept him from his meal.

      So he made me his dinner instead. Jagged fangs pierced my back, acid saliva burning as his teeth sunk in. I cried out at the stinging agony. And then it was over.

      Like a rag doll, his body collapsed in a heap. It was all true. Zombies actually existed. And one just bit my fucking back.

      “I know you didn’t actually agree that I was right,” Penny said, “but I figured the bite was convincing enough.”

      She didn’t seem concerned about it, so I held back the question that nagged as much as the wound stung—what happened to the victim of a zombie bite?

      “Yeah,” I said in shifter tongue, looking up at her. Her face was once again emotionless, gorgeous yet distant. The dagger hung in her hand, and she stood still over the body, over me.

      “I’ve never been so close to a wolf,” she said. “A little intimidating.”

      I laughed, or as close as I could get as a wolf. What came out was more a snarl. Good thing Penny understood. “The zombie hunter think’s I’m intimidating?”

      “So you admit that I was right?” She raised her brows.

      “How could I not?” I replied. “Please tell me that this isn’t like the movies. I really don’t want to turn into one of those things.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she said. “Honestly, I don’t know if it passes like that or not. But from personal experience I can say a bite doesn’t turn a shifter.”

      She lifted the hem of her shirt, exposing the beautifully pale skin of her stomach. Scars covered her side. It wasn’t common for a wound to scar that dark, not with shifter healing.

      “But it scars unlike anything else,” Penny said.

      “Penny,” I said, wishing I could make it better. Scars showed her bravery, and they were as beautiful as she was, a badge of her strength. But if I could have taken away her pain, I would have.

      “It’s fine,” she said, taking a step back and lowering her shirt. “Long done and over. What we need to do now is get this thing away from the house so Mrs. Ricci doesn’t wake to find… well, this.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Okay.”

      I shifted back and dressed myself, nagged by the sting in my back. I hoped what Penny had said was true, that shifters didn’t get infected. It was possible that it was only ravens. It was something to monitor. It also made me wonder, if a bite doesn’t turn us, does it turn humans? What if becoming a zombie happened some other way? What if it wasn’t a virus at all?

      When I turned back to Penny, I found her back turned to me. She hadn’t watched, but instead stared at the body on the ground. Maybe it wasn’t just me that struggled with all of this. Maybe it was harder for her than she let on. I couldn’t imagine watching people I knew turn into those things.

      She was as brave as she was beautiful.

      I returned to Penny’s side to help pull the remains out into the woods. After we’d covered Seth in rocks, and hidden him as much as we could from view, I turned to Penny. There was still so much I didn’t know.

      “What he did to the possum,” I said. “He would have done that to his wife.”

      “And kids,” she said. “It’s happened before.”

      “With this zombie infestation in town, why aren’t people freaking the fuck out? Why does the coroner say nothing strange is going on? Why hasn’t the whole town turned into a horror movie massacre?”

      “Someone’s cleaning up,” she said.

      “A conspiracy?” I asked. “But why?”

      Sunlight broke behind the trees, and Penny’s head snapped toward the skyline. “I have to go,” she said.

      And before I could say another word, black wings fluttered, and Penny was gone.
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      There was no precedent. No one broke curfew. And before this, I’d only bent it.

      I scanned my bedroom, waiting for the consequences of my actions. Waiting for what, I wasn’t sure—my sister’s tears, my father’s wrath. Something. But no one was in my bed. No one waited in the shadows to berate me.

      The manor was still quiet; breakfast hadn’t been served. I pulled off my boots and grabbed a set of fresh clothes. With a sigh of relief, I accepted that everything was fine. I’d worried for nothing. A quick shower and I could curl up in bed for a short nap before Kaylee dragged me downstairs.

      Clothes in hand, I crossed the lush carpet, to the cool hardwood. I stepped into the silent hall.

      “Penelope.” His deep voice reverberated with a harsh edge. I knew it was bad when I went from Penny to Penelope. Really bad.

      I froze. Fight or flight kicked in. Fly away, that’s what I wanted to do. But I couldn’t.

      He said, “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      I turned slowly, and met my father’s cold, ice-blue gaze. A foot taller than me, and built like a brick wall. I’d never met anyone more intimidating than my father.

      “Good morning, Dad,” I squeaked. Smooth. Real smooth.

      “You know curfew is for your own protection,” he said, crossing his arms. “You know what happens after dark, yet you still go.”

      He didn’t understand. No one did. “I have to,” I said.

      “You don’t,” he said. “What you have to do is stay safe. Think about the rest of us. Imagine what it would do to the constable if you didn’t come home. Think of your sister, who dreams of finding you just as you found Danny.” It was about everyone but him and me. He didn’t say how he would feel. And I knew he wouldn’t. He never did.

      “It’s not about them,” I said.

      “That’s right,” he said. “It’s not. You’re acting like a foolish, selfish child. So you’ll be treated like one.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re not to leave the manor until you respect the rules we’ve set forth to protect every member of this constable.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You can’t—”

      “Don’t push your luck, Penelope,” my father said. “Your shifts at the shop will be taken by your sister. And you’ll take that time to reflect.” He turned his back and walked away, leaving me standing there like an idiot.

      Just like a fucking child. He treated me like I was ten years old again, caught trying on my mother’s amulet. It had been innocent curiosity at the time, a harmless offense. And now—it was my decision to make. No one had the right to tell me not to hunt my brother’s murderer. He should have understood. Danny was his son. Still, all he wanted was to hide, just like we always did. Hide from the monster like we hid from the world on our plantation in the middle of nowhere.

      Not me. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t.

      My steps were heavier as my frustration welled. I would find the zombie that killed my brother, no matter what anyone said. And I would put that monster down. I’d reached my limit. The angry tirade in my head was a good sign that I needed to calm down, or explode. A hot shower would help. It always did, but I knew it wasn’t the cure. Vengeance was.

      The bathroom door thudded as it shut, maybe a little harder than it needed to. The cool tile floor was pleasant beneath my feet, the gentle blue of the walls tranquil. I took in a deep breath of lavender, from the essential oil diffuser, and let the familiar aroma calm my nerves.

      A small knock, then the door behind me creaked. Her scent was distinct. It was always her.

      “What do you need, Kaylee?” I asked, without turning.

      “Just checking on you,” she said.

      “I’m fine.” I walked over to the tub and turned on the water. It felt like ice on my fingertips.

      “Did you talk to Dad?” she asked.

      I said nothing, and turned up the heat. Ice turned to boiling water, then back to a pleasant middle. Dad wasn’t a subject I was willing to discuss.

      “You did,” she said. Then I heard her sigh. “We’re trying to keep you safe, Penny.”

      Something about the way she said that made me pause. She said ‘we,’ not ‘he.’

      The realization hit me, colder than the shower had been when I first turned it on. She told him I was out all night. “You told him,” I said.

      It wasn’t a question. I knew my sister well enough to know that she had betrayed me.

      “Penny,” she said, “I had to. You’re going to get yourself killed. You won’t stop on your own. And you’re not thinking clear—”

      “Get out,” I said, turning to meet my sister’s gaze.

      Tears welled in her eyes, like she was the victim, when she had been the one who had turned on me.

      “You think it’s okay to do whatever you want,” she said, “but it’s not. The rules are there for a reason. And every time you go out, you hurt the ones that care about you. You hurt me.”

      “It’s my life,” I said, anger renewed and thrumming through my voice. “It’s not about you.”

      “It’s not all about you, either,” she said. Tears streamed down her red cheeks. “If you just tried—”

      “Tried to be more like you?” I asked. “I can’t play happy, trapped in this place, forced to mate someone I don’t even like.”

      “I don’t pretend to be happy.” Her voice was soft, and she looked down at her feet. I hadn’t meant it like that. I knew she didn’t feel the way I did. But I was too mad to apologize. I needed space.

      “Clearly,” I replied. “I’m glad you’re happy. But I’m not. Get over it. And get out.” My words sounded harsher than I’d intended.

      Kaylee did as I asked without another word. Left with the solitude I’d wanted, the room felt colder than it had before. I knew she had only wanted to help me. She always tried to help me. But this wasn’t help. And it wasn’t fair. I knew I had every right to be mad, and I was. But still, I regretted what I’d said, and I regretted sending her away before she’d even shut the door.

      With a click, I locked the bathroom door. My clothes fell to the floor as I stripped, leaving only the amulet around my neck. I grabbed my favorite soap from the cabinet, lingering a moment longer than I should have. Next to mine was Danny’s favorite orange and mint soap. I couldn't get myself to throw the bottle away. And in a way, I was glad no one else had either. Maybe it would have been easier if they had. But having his belongings around made it feel like part of him was still here.

      I stepped over the lip to the deep, white tub, and let the warm water rain down over my face. The heat washed the tension from my shoulders, the regret from my bones. And if only for a moment, everything was okay.

      I listened to the patter of water droplets, stared at the black of my eyelids, and drifted away. Kaylee would be fine. I’d apologize later. I’d be fine too. I just had to keep moving forward. I would find Danny’s murderer. There was still a lead I hadn’t followed. I needed to go to the animal shelter, like Corey had said. And there was one person who wouldn’t judge where I went, only one man that I could go to when I left the constable. Axel.

      After my shower I returned to my room. I scanned the space that had always been mine, always been home, and gathered what little I needed. It amounted to less than I’d expected.

      Danny’s jacket, an album of family photos, my mother’s necklace, a few toiletries and clothes, and the cash I’d stashed away for the future. My whole life had led me to this moment. I’d always known I’d leave the constable one day, but now that it was time, I was nervous.

      What would happen to Kaylee after I was gone? Would she follow me? I hoped not. Austin was here for her. They had a future together, here. I’d miss her as much as she’d miss me, but we’d be okay. We could visit each other, and talk on the phone. We’d figure it out.

      I debated how to say goodbye. It would be harder than apologizing, which I also owed to her. If I walked into her room and told her everything, she’d try to get me to stay. I couldn’t. So I took the easy way out. I wrote her a note.

      

      
        
        Kaylee,

        

        I’m sorry for what I said. I love you, and know that you meant well. I wish you all the good things in life, and with Austin. You two are meant to be together.

        Now I’ve found that too. Just not here. It’s time for me to go, and find my own way, start my own life. I hope you understand. I promise to call.

        

        Penny

        

      

      

      It was short and to the point. She’d find it on my pillow when she came to my room looking for me. By then, I’d be gone.

      With my backpack, and a twisted gut of nerves, I walked down the stairs. It was the last time I’d call this place home.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” My father’s voice was cold and harsh.

      “I’m leaving,” I replied.

      “You don’t get to live under this roof and ignore the rules,” he said. His fists were balled, and his shoulders were stiff.

      I looked him square in the eye. His face was firm, but I wasn’t about to back down. Not this time. “I’m nineteen years old,” I said. “And I’m leaving.”

      “If you walk out that door,” he said, “don’t bother coming back.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “I love you, too, Dad.” The door felt heavier than it ever had as I pulled it shut. And as tears soaked my cheeks, I knew it was really true—there was no turning back.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

          

      

    

    






Axel

        

      

    

    
      I’d spent the morning and afternoon chasing leads and digging through death certificates. I’d found nothing of value. After a long day, I returned to my motel room.

      Gaping, jagged, and coated in drywall dust—I stared at the hole where the radiator had been. It was difficult to imagine what could turn a man into the monster I’d witnessed the night before. As if a wound still remained, a twinge of pain stabbed the scar where Seth had bitten me. It took a mirror to see it, but the bite mark stretched across the center of my back, elongated from what it had been in wolf form. That got me thinking.

      Maybe I was looking at the whole situation the wrong way. Maybe it wasn’t the morgue that I should have been investigating, but the doctor upstairs. Any sane human who was bit by a ravenous, yellow-eyed zombie would make his or her way to the hospital. They had to have sought medical attention. Well, unless they turned into a zombie before they had the chance.

      Sweet and smooth, morning dew in an early spring—the scent told me it was her before she knocked. On my feet, I opened the door, eager to see her once again.

      Penny—small, fierce, and gorgeous. Her eyes were on fire, a passion I’d grown accustomed to.

      “Hey, Penny,” I said. “Is everything—”

      Her fists squeezed around my collar, as she pulled my neck down. Her lips pressed against mine, hard, and urgent. Shocked, I just stood there, hard cock held down by the fly of my jeans. I reached for her, to pull her close, to feel the curves of her body, to taste her deep. But she let go, and took a step back before I could touch her.

      “Hey,” she said, as her moist lips sparkled and enticed me. “Can I come in?”

      “Yeah.” I gestured for her to enter, still swept up in the whirlwind of her kiss. Was it meant as an expression of friendship, or something more?

      “I’ve been thinking,” she said, as she laid down on my bed. She folded her hands behind her head and stared up at the ceiling. The sides of the big, leather jacket pulled away from her body. The fabric of her oversized shirt clung to her form, revealing the shape of her round breasts and small waist. I wasn’t quite sure what to think about the kiss, about her, or what the right thing was to do. But I was sure as hell glad she was there.

      “I got a tip,” Penny said.

      I watched the way her lips moved as she spoke, and imagined kissing them once again. But what good was I for her? I was a mess, and unfit to care for her in the way that she deserved. She was lost, but she could find her way. I couldn't help her. She deserved better.

      She continued, “A zombie’s been seen wandering around the animal shelter.”

      “Today?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, and sat up. The cheap mattress creaked as she moved. “I heard last night.”

      “We should check it out,” I said.

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” she said with a smile that lit up her copper eyes. That adorable dimple formed on her cheek, and I wanted nothing more than to touch her face. I was hopeless.

      A lock of raven-black hair fell over her nose when she stood. With a puff, Penny blew it back to the side. “Let’s ride.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. I locked the door behind us as we walked out onto the small, dark lot. This time there was no hesitation when we climbed on my Harley. Penny leaned in close and wrapped her arms around me. I could feel her heat, the softness of her breasts against my back, and again I wondered how the hell I was going to manage this. She felt so good, so right, riding behind me. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like after I left town, alone.

      Cold. Without her smile, I’d be cold.

      The wind died as we pulled into the lot. Penny’s grip loosened, and she hopped off.

      As soon as I cut the engine, I could hear the barking of dogs from inside the building. One of the less central buildings in Corbeau, the animal shelter was surrounded by manicured grass and towering trees in every direction. The building was small against the landscape, modest and wooden. Some boards were old and faded, others newly replaced. With no sign of civilization in sight, it seemed a likely target for zombies, easy to snatch a meal unnoticed. If that was the case…dark alleys, poorly populated areas, did that imply some kind of reasoning ability?

      “Any idea why they don’t wander down Main Street?” I asked.

      “Who?” Penny asked. “Zombies?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “If they’re just brainless monsters, wouldn’t it make more sense that it'd be like the movies? They’d be drawn to sound, gatherings of people, like rounding up cattle for slaughter. Right?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re back to thinking you can save them,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “Not after last night.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s not that. But it seems like there is some kind of strategy to their attacks.”

      “Maybe,” Penny said. “The whole nocturnal thing isn’t very classic zombie, either.”

      I nodded. “And if it’s a virus, why hasn’t the entire town been turned?”

      “I wish I had more answers,” Penny said.

      Metal clanged, something from the back of the building, and set off a chain of barking dogs, large and small.

      “Let’s see if we can find some of those answers,” I said, and smiled at Penny.

      She took off first, fearless as she raced around the dark building.

      It was different this time. There was no stink of rot, no sickening feeling in the air. What was that scent? Dogs, trees, wood, and something different. Similar to Penny, though not quite the same.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Penny’s voice was acid. Was she talking to me? I stopped five feet away. She didn’t turn. It was someone else.

      Penny stared at the back of the building, to a younger version of herself. The raven shifter looked a hell of a lot like Penny, but younger, and with longer hair.

      “You don’t own the woods,” the teen said.

      “You can’t be out this late, Kaylee,” Penny said. “It’s not safe.”

      “Oh, but it’s safe for you?” the girl snapped.

      “I know how to protect myself,” Penny said. “You’re going to get yourself hurt. That’s what curfew’s for.”

      “Hypocrite.”

      “Sure,” Penny said. “And if you don’t get your ass back to the manor right now, I’m dragging you there.”

      “You write me this note and just disappear?” She held up a folded piece of paper in her hand. “You should have talked to me. And you don’t seem sorry. Come home, or I’ll tell Dad about your dog,” the girl said, and glanced at me. A jab, it seemed. Was this girl Penny’s sister? Did their father have some issue with wolves?

      “I am sorry,” Penny said. “And you can tell him anything you want. But you go. Right. Now.”

      The girl scowled and stood her ground. Until Penny took a step in her direction. Just like that, Kaylee shifted like Penny had when I first met her, clothes and all. In a flutter of black feathers, the girl was gone, and a small black bird soared high above the trees.

      Penny watched longer than I could see the distinction between bird and sky. I walked up to her side and waited for her to be the first to speak.

      “I’m sorry about that,” she said, turning to me.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      “It’s my sister,” she said. “She shouldn’t have said that. She shouldn’t have been out. I swear, she’s pushed just about as much as I can handle for one day.”

      She sounded pissed, but her eyes betrayed her sadness.

      “I’ve been called worse,” I said with a smile, and pulled her in for the hug she looked like she needed.

      Penny’s arms wrapped around my back and she pressed her face against my chest. She felt small and perfect in my arms.

      “I can’t go back,” she said. “I can’t be me and go back home.”

      “Then don’t,” I said. Maybe it was the wrong thing. Maybe I should have pushed her to make up with her family, but that wasn’t what I felt. It wasn’t what I had done. How could I tell her to?

      “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “I have to find him. I can’t stop.” It wasn’t the time to ask who she searched for, though I did want to know. Because I cared.

      “I’ll help you,” I said.

      “I’ve been searching so long,” Penny said. “I don’t know if it’s ever going to end.”

      My shirt grew damp where her cheek touched my chest.

      “We’ll look as long as it takes,” I said.

      Penny turned her chin up to me, and I saw her—not her anger, not her frustration or sadness, but the beautiful soul that hid beneath. I saw my mate.

      “And you can stay with me,” I said.

      She stood on tiptoes, pulling my jacket down for the second time in one night. Her lips were soft and tender. She tasted sweet and minty, and I kissed her deep, exploring the way she moved her tongue, the feel of her lips on mine.

      I lost myself in her. Penny. My mate. There was no way I could force distance between us. Not anymore.

      I was screwed.

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

          

      

    

    






Penny

        

      

    

    
      Every morning I had opened my eyes and seen my bedroom’s vaulted ceiling. There had never been a night where I’d slept in someone else’s bed. So when I looked up and found poo-stained popcorn instead of pristine white plaster, it took a minute to realize where I was.

      The mattress was hard, when I was used to soft. The comforter was scratchy compared to mine at home. Instead of the inviting aroma of bacon and pancakes, the room smelled vaguely of mildew.

      Though I knew I had done what I had needed to do, I couldn’t help but feel guilt for not returning home. I knew my father and my sister would worry. And sleeping somewhere else felt like I’d crossed a line. I wasn’t pushing the limits of curfew. I was deciding my own fate. It was what I really wanted. It was what I needed to do. And I was living it.

      The room felt quieter than it should have. I distinctly remembered Axel sleeping by the edge of the bed, even after I’d told him it was okay to sleep beside me. He was as stubborn as me.

      Looking at the t-shirt and jeans that I still wore, I remembered laying down to sleep without bothering to change. Clean clothes were the least of my problems.

      “Axel?” I said, wondering where he’d gone.

      No answer. There was only the hum of the bathroom fan, and the muffled sounds of shuffling feet and distant voices from other rooms.

      I climbed out of bed, and rinsed my face in the sink. Water spurted, then drizzled from the faucet, as steady as my life at this point.

      My stomach rumbled, an empty pit reminding me that I hadn’t eaten in a day. Right about now the constable was chowing down on the usual morning spread. What I wouldn’t give for a slice of crisp, center-cut bacon.

      Metal jostled on metal, clinking in the room behind me. I walked out to find my favorite wolf shifter closing the door and smelling even more tempting than usual.

      “Good morning,” he said. “I brought breakfast.” He held out a white paper bag that smelled like eggs, and bacon, butter, and some kind of yeasty bread. My mouth watered.

      “Did I mention how thankful I am that you’re letting me stay with you?” I asked, with a smile.

      “You may have,” he replied.

      “Well I am,” I said. “I’ll have to make this up to you somehow.”

      “It’s just a shitty motel room.”

      “And breakfast,” I said. “Please tell me you’re sharing that, too.”

      “Of course,” he said, dumping the contents of the bag onto the mattress. “You think I’d just eat in front of you?”

      I climbed up onto the bed, and looked over the four balls wrapped in yellow waxed paper. “We are just getting to know each other,” I said, and grinned at him.

      Axel climbed up next to me. “So we are,” he said, then slid two sandwiches in my direction.

      “So, you’re the giving type,” I said, while unwrapping the first paper in my hands. “Also a little dark and mysterious, not from around here, and strangely nonviolent.”

      Axel swallowed hard and laughed.

      “What?” I asked.

      “No one has ever described me quite like that,” he said.

      “Which part?”

      “All of it, maybe,” he said.

      “You don’t sound like you’re from Louisiana,” I said.

      “Neither do you,” he replied.

      “My community is pretty closed off from the rest of the world,” I said. “They’re paranoid.”

      “About the zombies?” he asked.

      “About everything,” I replied. “Ravens in our constable don’t want to be known to others—humans or shifters. They all just hide out in their big house, pretending the rest of the world doesn’t exist. Well, except for the shop. But that’s only to have a non-cultish way to order mass amounts of supplies.”

      “You’re different,” he said.

      “I am,” I agreed, “and always have been. But it’s been worse lately. The divide between me and my family has grown from a crack to a canyon. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I do,” he said.

      “So what’s your story?” I asked, then took a bite of bacon, egg, and cheesy goodness.

      “You really want to know?” he asked.

      There was a sadness in his dark eyes. I almost regretted asking. What if I was pushing him away? But I wanted to know him, even the dark parts, or especially those. Struggle and heartbreak define us. How bad could it be anyway?

      “I do.” I had to know.

      “I’m a terrible person,” he said. “I’ve always known it was true. I was an angry kid, who grew into a hateful man.”

      I wanted to interject and console him, tell him that his perception was wrong. But, I needed to let him continue.

      “It started after my mom died,” he said, “and only got worse when I ended up with a stepmother and two stepbrothers that I could never live up to. I was smaller, and always felt like less. They hated me, and I hated how well they got along, how much the pack loved them. Sons of the alpha, through and through.”

      “How does that make them better?” I asked, feeling like I was missing something.

      “That was exactly what I asked myself. Over and over,” he said. “It wasn’t until my father was murdered that everything changed. He was killed by a madman, for no other reason than to send a message to my stepbrother.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. I knew exactly what kind of impact that could have. I was living it every day.

      “I became obsessed with revenge,” he said. “Until I got it. Eventually, I was face to face with the man that murdered my father. I tore him apart. And when he was dead, you know what happened?”

      “You found peace?” I asked, hoping that it was true. It was what I searched for.

      “I wish,” he said. “I hated myself more than ever. I’d never killed a man before, and with every day that passes, I wish I hadn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it didn’t help,” he said. “It didn’t bring him back. It didn’t heal any of the wounds. They’re all still there.”

      Could I really just walk away from all of this? Is that what Danny would have wanted? Probably. If I found the zombie I searched for, if I got my revenge, would I end up regretting it just as Axel did? I hoped it would be different for me. But even if everything just got worse, I couldn’t give up.

      “So you ran,” I said, only part in question. I knew because his story was mine in so many ways. I was running right now, just not as far.

      “I’ve been running ever since,” Axel said. “Not just from the place where it all happened, but from myself. I don’t want to be that man anymore. Not the angry kid, not the vengeful bastard that I grew into.”

      “If it helps,” I said, “I don’t think you’re a bastard.”

      “Maybe you just don’t know me well enough yet,” he said.

      “I think I do,” I said. “You could have killed Zombie Seth Ricci, Garfield, that night we met, but you didn’t. You could have told me to fuck off instead of letting me stay with you. And you could have brought back only enough food for yourself.” I accentuated the last sentence with a big bite of my sandwich.

      “A breakfast can’t make up for what I’ve done,” he said. “Nothing can.”

      “Maybe it’s more about surviving each day than about what we can’t change,” I said. “You aren’t the only one who’s made mistakes.”

      “Penny,” he said, with a soft look that contrasted everything else about him, “I don’t know who they took from you, but it’s not your fault.”

      How did he know I’d lost someone? Or that I blamed myself? How could he possibly know what was wrong with me?

      “It is,” I said. “It was all my fault.”

      Axel placed his hand on mine. It was warm, and comforting. He wasn’t a terrible person, no matter what had happened in his past. He was kind and caring.

      I took a deep breath, then shared the story that started it all.

      “A year ago, I didn’t believe in zombies,” I said. “No one did. Corbeau was quiet, and peaceful. Or at least I thought it was.”

      Axel squeezed my hand, a gift of strength that I desperately needed.

      “Maybe they were already here, and I just didn’t know. Either way, everything changed in one night,” I said. “Back then, the constable didn’t have a curfew. Ravens were still secretive, but we were free to go out at night. So we were out all the time, my brother Danny, and me.”

      “Where did you go?” Axel asked.

      “To the movies,” I said. “They were showing classic films every Thursday night. It was Battle Fu Fist Thirteen, and I wanted to see it. It was my idea to go. My badgering that made my brother agree to join me. It was my fault that he was there.”

      “You were attacked at the movies?” Axel asked.

      “After,” I said. “I had to use the bathroom. Danny went outside to wait for me. When I came out…I found him, and the yellow-eyed monster that murdered him.” Pictures flashed through my brain—the creature kneeling over my brother, his lifeless body, the dark puddle that grew across the pavement.

      I’d expected the speech I’d heard a thousand times. I’d expected him to say what everyone else did—it’s not your fault, a tragedy but you need to move on. But he didn’t. Axel surprised me.

      “He’s the one you’re after,” Axel said.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Tell me what he looks like,” Axel said.

      “White-blond hair, messy and medium length. Fit arms, and a beer gut. Wide, broken nose,” I said.

      Axel was quiet, so I told him the last of it. I told him my intention, in case it wasn’t clear.

      “And I can’t stop until I find him,” I said. “I won’t. Even if it means being disowned by my constable, my family, everyone I know. I need to do it for Danny, for me.”

      “I’ll be here,” Axel said.

      “I know,” I said, and inched closer to him. Somehow I did, even before he told me so. I knew deep down before I’d told him my story. It was why I told him, because I knew he understood.

      His hand remained over mine. The distance between us felt infinitely too much, though we were only inches apart. I could almost feel him through the air, through every breath and every heartbeat, through the electricity that drew me to him. I stared into his dark eyes, a brown so rich that it nearly matched my feathers. It was a color that suited him, intense and dark, alluring and deep.

      His lips were soft, a gentle caress as they brushed mine. The smoky flavor of bacon mingled with the rich masculinity that was only him. I kissed him back, needing this connection more than breath, more than anything.

      I slid my hand up his arm, exploring the hard muscles I’d only dreamed of touching. There was strength in everything about him, so different from anyone else I’d ever met. I was drawn to that strength, to the darkness, to the wolf.

      I licked the seam of his lips, and a deep, masculine sound rumbled through him, the growl of a feral beast, and it turned me on. Desire coiled through me, every inch of my skin yearning for his touch. I wanted this. I wanted him.

      His lips parted, just before he pulled away.

      Confused, I stared at him, as he leaned his forehead on mine. His eyes were downcast. What had I done wrong?
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Axel

        

      

    

    
      Distance was crucial. With every conversation, with every kiss, it grew harder to deny my desire for my mate. If I’d been stronger, maybe I could have left Corbeau. But for the first time, my weakness didn’t make me run—it made me stay.

      Tension still remained, the unspoken question in her eyes. I wanted to reassure her, but that would only make it harder for her when I left. And I would leave, when I knew that Penny was safe, that her brother was avenged, and when I knew that she would be okay. It was for the best, as was picking up where we had left off in our investigation.

      “We should go back to the shelter,” I said.

      “What?” Penny asked, the hurt was clear in her eyes.

      There’d been no sign of zombies at the animal shelter the night before. But between the appearance of Penny’s sister, and the fact that it was our only real lead, I was eager for a more thorough search of the building. Even more so, I needed to get out of the motel and put space between us.

      “Let’s see if we can get something more from the animal shelter,” I said. “It’s all we have to go on.”

      She paused, and searched my face. I wondered if she’d question me. She didn’t, at least not with words.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Sure.”

      It pained me to hurt her. It was the last thing I wanted to do. That was why she was better off without me. That was why it was better to push her away.

      We rode to the shelter in silence, and said nothing to each other until we entered the building.

      Desperation, sweat, fur, piss, and chemicals—the stink of the place made it difficult. I would have preferred to remain outside. Dogs were just too much like the wolf in me. Standing in the building was like being in the center of a prison, my cousins caged on every side.

      “You okay?” Penny whispered while we waited at the counter.

      I nodded.

      “You look queasy,” she said, as she studied my expression.

      “I—” An average-sized blond guy stepped out from the tunnel of cages and up to the counter. His cheeks were round and hairless, his expression dull. He looked like he was twelve. And his name tag labeled him ‘Rage.’

      “Lose your dog or you want one?” he asked, in the voice of an emotionless robot. Rage looked first to me, then to Penny.

      “We’d like to look around,” Penny said, taking my hand. Warmth traveled through me from her touch. “See if there’s a sweet addition for our home.”

      “Sure,” the drone said, and opened the wooden half-door that separated the front of the room from the back. “Help yourself.”

      “Thanks,” Penny said with a smile.

      Rage lifted earbuds to his ears and started some girl band pop crap as we walked away. Rage—this couldn’t have been the man, or child, his parents had envisioned.

      Fluorescent lights buzzed and flickered overhead. Dogs lined up at the doors of their cages. Some yapped, others howled. Tails wagged. Eyes pleaded.

      Once we turned a corner, Penny released my hand, and her smile with it. The ghost of her touch remained on my palm, an echo of her warmth.

      “I don’t smell anything,” she said.

      “No,” I agreed. “There’s no way your guy is spending his days hiding from the sun in here. There would be some sign—if not half-eaten dogs, then at least the stink of him.”

      Penny nodded, then continued down the hall.

      Even if it was just for show, I missed the way she’d held my hand, though I knew I had no right to. I followed, watching the way her small hips swayed as she walked. Feminine yet understated, she was exactly what I’d always wanted but had never known.

      Penny stopped and turned to one of the cages, and stared inside.

      “Did you find something?” I asked, looking through the metal grid for some sign of blood or trace of the monster we sought.

      “He reminds me of you,” she said, looking not at the dark space in the cage, but at the little gray mop that stood by the wall. One ear was missing, one eye scarred shut. His fur was long, thick, and tangled. Not much bigger than a cat, the mutt looked like he’d been on the wrong end of more than one fight. While all of the other dogs had come to the doors, this one hung back.

      “Ugly,” I said.

      “No,” Penny said. “He’s a survivor.”

      “Looks to me like he’s one fight away from his last.”

      “Really?” she asked. “Because it looks to me like there’s more to him than that.”

      Penny opened the cage.

      “He could be vicious,” I said, holding her wrist.

      “I don’t think so,” she said, and pulled away. She stepped inside the cage, and I followed. I wouldn’t let that thing harm her. When he attacked, I’d be there to protect her.

      She crouched down two feet away from the dog. He bared his teeth, though not at her. At me.

      “Penny…” I said. This was not the kind of animal that wanted to be pet. It was the kind that wanted to be left alone. Maybe he was like me after all.

      “There’s nothing left. A shadow stands where joy once lived. Fragments shattered long ago.” Sultry and sorrowful, Penny sang to the mop dog.

      I stared at the woman crouched on the floor, the woman with the voice of an angel. She was always surprising me. And with every new thing I learned, I loved her more.

      The mutt jumped to her, not with fangs bared, not in an attack, but to lick her hands. She stroked his back, while she sang her sad, beautiful song.

      When she finished, she stood.

      “Where’s that song from?” I asked.

      “My mother used to sing it,” Penny said. “She had a beautiful voice.”

      “So do you.”

      “Thanks,” she said. Then she looked back down toward the dog. “Maybe when this is all over, I’ll adopt him.” I looked at her, wondering. Was she talking about the dog at all? Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me, deep copper shimmering with unspoken promises. Did she feel the same draw to me that I did to her?

      I hoped she didn’t. It would be easier if she didn’t.

      “Anyway,” Penny said, “I think this lead has fizzled. What do you say we follow yours?”

      “Mine?”

      “All that we have left is the coroner,” Penny said. “Let’s see what he’s up to.”

      I looked down at the dog, and back to Penny. I had nothing better to offer, so I agreed. “Sounds like a plan.”
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      He wasn’t the same as everyone else. But neither was I. This pull to him, I knew what it had to be. Instead of flowers, poems, and chocolate, we were leather, blades, and scars. But still, there was no other explanation. I’d found my mate, and he wasn’t a raven. Sometimes I felt like I wasn’t either.

      Even if Axel felt the same connection, even if we could work through our personal crap to fully accept each other, nothing would change at home. My family wouldn’t welcome him the way they did Kaylee’s boyfriend. But why should I expect them to? They didn’t accept me. It was better like this, me away from the constable, me with Axel.

      Stuck in my own head, I nearly missed the single car kicking up dust on the otherwise empty dirt road. The driver was thin, with black hair, and pasty-white skin.

      “That’s the coroner,” Axel said. “Coincidence that he’s out here, or not?” He cocked his brow and smiled just a hint. Damn, it was sexy.

      “Let’s find out,” I said.

      This time when I climbed onto the Harley, I wasn’t nervous. I wrapped my arms tight around Axel, and watched the world race by. Trunks and leaves blended into streaks of brown and green, just beyond the dark strands of my wildly flapping hair.

      His jacket was cool against my cheek, his back hard beneath. I reveled in the closeness, the colors of nature, and the feeling of the seat rumbling beneath me. In that rush, nothing was wrong, no one was broken. I was content to stay just like this forever.

      The bike slowed when we entered town, the strong wind was replaced with a gentle breeze, green and brown replaced with white and silver. My hair settled, and riding felt more like running than flying. Still, I held tight to Axel.

      It was impossible to see around his wide shoulders to what lay ahead, so I watched the buildings pass. Bricks and wood blurred together. Eventually, we slowed to a stop. Axel dropped his feet down to the sides, while the motor still rumbled beneath us. The coroner had to have parked.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked, unable to see anything beyond Axel.

      “He went inside that house,” Axel said.

      The engine ran and we waited, but the guy stayed inside. After a while, I grew restless.

      “What’s this guy’s name, anyway?” I asked, and climbed off the bike.

      Axel looked at me, turning his attention away from the two-story wooden house for the first time since we’d parked. I stretched my back, rolled my shoulders.

      “Vincent Trench,” Axel said.

      “Sounds villainous,” I replied.

      The corner of his lips turned up in that sexy near-grin.

      I looked over at the building beside us, just far enough away from Trench’s place to not be noticeable, just close enough to keep tabs. And abandoned for years.

      We had waited for hours already. It wouldn’t hurt to get off the bike and surveil from a different angle.

      “Come on,” I said, and grabbed hold of the metal ladder that hung from the side of the old grain and tack warehouse.

      “Up there?” Axel asked, as I climbed.

      “It’s safe,” I said. “And only teenagers hang around here. And that’s after dark, not now.”

      Axel followed without another word.

      The sides of the roof were tall, the part beneath our feet flat. It was the kind of roof that was meant for sitting on, and it was secluded. No one else was around. Even if there had been, no one could see up here from the street. Axel laid his jacket down on the rough floor.

      “Here,” he said, gesturing for me to sit. He sat beside me on the rough cement—a gentleman, a quality I’d never before found charming. From him, it was.

      “So what’s your plan for when all of this is over?” Axel asked.

      Good question. “I haven’t planned that far ahead,” I said.

      “Do you want to go back to work at the shop?” he asked.

      “Not really,” I admitted. “I can’t say that I know what I want. It’s hard to look past what’s here and now, you know?”

      “Yeah,” he said, “I do.”

      “How about you?” I asked. “Are you going to help me and then blow out of here like the wind you rode in on?”

      There was something there, in his eyes, something that told me he wanted to say no. Something that told me it was because of me.

      “I’m having a hard time looking past the here and now,” he said.

      His fingers brushed my cheek, rough skin but tender touch. I leaned into his palm, brushing the pad of his thumb with my lips. The shifter part of me screamed that this was it, that Axel was my mate, and that there was nothing more vital than that.

      I took in his scent, listened to his heartbeat, and watched the heat burn in his eyes. He wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      I kissed his thumb, soft, tender, but kept my gaze locked with his. Fanning the flames, I spread my lips, licking his salty skin.

      “Penny,” he growled, and closed his eyes. His voice was deep, raw, and as much wolf as man. If that wasn’t enough, the tent in his jeans told me what I already knew.

      Every inch of my skin awakened, and excitement filled me. I loved the way he reacted. I put my hand on his, and took his thumb between my lips.

      “I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop,” he said.

      “Maybe I don’t want you to,” I replied. I wanted him to be my first. I wanted him to be my only.

      With that, his hands held my wrists beside my head; his body pinned my back to the roof top. I gasped at his speed, at his strength as he straddled my legs. The jacket beneath my back was soft, protecting me from the rough surface below. Had it been anyone else, I would have been scared instead of nervous. But this was Axel, and this was exactly what I wanted.

      He leaned down, so the rough stubble of his cheek scratched along my jaw. “I’m no good for you,” he said, lips by my ear.

      “I don’t care,” I replied, and it was true. I’d never wanted nice. I’d never wanted to hide in the constable making raven shifter babies. I wanted adventure. I wanted thrill. I wanted Axel.

      His teeth brushed the lobe of my ear, and I moaned as the sensation carried through me.

      “Tell me to leave,” he growled. “Tell me no, and I’ll go.”

      “I can’t,” I whispered. “I won’t.”

      His lips trailed down my neck, the skin cool where each kiss was left behind. I tipped my head back, exposing myself to him. It was right there. One bite and we were bonded. One bite and I was tied to him forever. He lingered above my collarbone, warm breath tickling my bare skin.

      Then his tongue was deep within my mouth, delving, claiming me to my darkest depths. I kissed him back, just as desperate to relieve the tension within me, just as eager to show him how serious I was.

      He released my arm, instead kneading my aching breast. It felt so good, tender, as he held back. I didn’t need him to hold back. I wanted everything, every raw emotion, everything he had to give.

      With my free hand, I reached between us, to the cock that pressed hard against his fly. I stroked his length, encouraging him. His tongue moved deeper, claiming every inch, before he let me breathe.

      And just like that, he sat upright. For a moment I was afraid he would pull away again. He didn’t. I watched as he slid his shirt over his head. Each inch revealed more of him to me. His abs were toned, defined. His chest was broad, his tanned skin covered in light scars. I wanted to know the story for each one. They were what we both were—stories of pain, stories of survival.

      I pulled off my shirt, and watched him devour me with his eyes. I hoped he liked what he saw. All of this was so new to me. I needed acceptance, and he didn’t disappoint.

      “Beautiful,” he said.

      I smiled, and tore open his jeans. His cock sprung free, huge and ready for me. The size was as impressive as it was intimidating.

      He slid my pants down over my hips, and somehow I didn’t care that I was naked on a roof in the middle of town. All I cared about was the feeling of his cock in my fist, the look of need in his eyes, and the excitement that flowed through me.

      His fingers teased, circling my clit, as he kissed my breasts. I expected hard and rough, but he offered soft and slow. “Axel,” I moaned. “Axel, please.”

      “Anything,” he said. “Anything for you.” With that, he grabbed my hips, and tilted me up to meet him. Thick and firm, he pushed gently in. It was different than I’d expected, more intense. I felt a burning, stretching sensation as I matched his girth. The feeling was as exquisite as it was painful. But the sting quickly passed, leaving only pleasure.

      I dug my fingers into his shoulders as he pushed farther and farther inside. Rough and hard was what I had expected, and once I’d taken his entire length, that’s what I got.

      The sun shone bright behind him, watching over us in the afternoon sky. I bit my lip to keep from screaming as Axel filled me like no man had ever done before. I held onto his neck, and let wave after wave of ecstasy wash over me.

      It was more than I’d hoped for, all that I’d wanted, and exactly what I’d needed.
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      It wasn’t smart. It was the exact opposite of what I’d told myself I needed to do. But I didn’t regret it even for a moment. Seeing Penny lying there on the roof, hearing the way she’d called my name, feeling the perfection of being inside her—more than ever I knew I could never leave her. If she wanted me, even if only for a little while, I’d take it. I wanted nothing more.

      I watched as her naked breasts rose and fell with every breath. I watched her pink cheeks and the flicker of her closed eyelids as she rested. I’d watched her like this for the better part of an hour, long enough for the sun to sink behind the horizon. I could be content like this forever. She was heaven. I didn’t deserve a moment of her, but couldn’t keep myself away. Not after that. Hell, I was kidding myself to think I could have ever managed to leave town without her.

      Movement at the edge of my view caught my attention. After hours in that house, the coroner was finally on the move. He’d put on a trench coat and sunglasses, which he didn’t have before. He looked like an idiot, as inconspicuous as a cartoon spy. All he needed was the false mustache.

      “Penny,” I said, with a gentle touch on her shoulder.

      Her fingers squeezed my wrist. Her eyes shot open. She looked at me; recognition dawned and she released me.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep.” She looked up at the darkening sky, then threw on her clothes.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “He only just came out.”

      Trench turned his key on the car door, then climbed inside his silver Charger. The car was as ridiculous as the sunglasses in the dark. Neither would go unnoticed anywhere in Corbeau.

      “I never let myself get so distracted before I met you,” Penny said, as she raced to the ladder. “Why’d you let me sleep so long?”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied. “And because you needed it.”

      She didn’t argue, or slow down. In a town with so little traffic, we weren’t about to lose our mark. I was content to give him a little space before we followed. Penny was eager to go. She even hopped on the bike before me.

      “Come on,” she said, with a pull on my arm.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ve got him.”

      I took off without another word between us. Penny held tight as the wind whipped past. I loved the feel of her, the way she wrapped herself around me, the softness and warmth that she offered. It was as if I’d never really ridden before, like I’d been missing the most important part—Penny.

      First stop was a hardware store. We kept our distance and didn’t have to wait long. The little bits of sunlight that remained faded behind rooftops. Trench carried out two black, lumpy bags and dropped them in his trunk.

      The next stop was the cemetery. We parked and watched.

      “We should follow him,” Penny said.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “The guy’s carrying a bag full of who knows what to the cemetery,” she said. It was true; he was. “It could be voodoo candles and whatever magical crap he needs to raise the dead.”

      “From the hardware store?” I asked.

      “A shovel,” Penny said. “A hand shovel so that it fits in that bag.”

      “Any of the zombies you encounter have a funeral first?” I asked.

      Penny squinched up her lips and narrowed her eyes. “I wouldn’t know,” she said. “Not that I heard, but I only interact with people at the shop.”

      That’s right, the reclusive nature of her pack—her secretive constable. “Wouldn’t someone notice if graves were being torn apart?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said, then hopped off the bike. “But I’m going to see for myself.”

      I knew better than to try to stop her. Plus, I wanted to know, too.

      The coroner held his head low as he walked through the dark, between tombstones. His path was certain. He knew where he was headed.

      Crickets chirped, frogs croaked, and grass rustled beneath the tall man’s feet. The moon hid behind cotton-like clouds, allowing us to hide easily in the blackness.

      Fifteen feet away, Trench entered a small stone structure, a family mausoleum. Penny stopped, and I with her. The sound of rustling plastic came from within, likely the bag Trench had brought along. He was quiet for a moment, before his shoes shuffled, and he reemerged.

      He was alone. Part of me was disappointed. It would have been easier if we had seen him do something, like raise a zombie, and we caught him red-handed. Though as I thought about it, I noticed his hands were empty. No black bag.

      “He left his bag,” I whispered.

      “We should see what he left in there,” Penny said, then moved before I had a chance to respond. We’d have to move quickly, or we wouldn’t have time to catch up.

      When he was far enough away not to notice us, we slipped inside. Unlit candles lined stone walls. Some were old, half-melted. Others were new.

      “Maybe some kind of ritual,” Penny said. “If so, he’ll be back.”

      “I don’t want to wait,” I said, and took her hand. “He may not come back.” I headed toward the bike, a shadow in the wind, with Penny by my side.

      We were back to trailing the Charger by the time he’d rounded the first corner. We followed at a distance, until he stopped in the middle of town. At the clinic. Again, I parked a street down, a block over. It was close enough to watch him, far enough for him not to see us.

      “Not really a suspicious stop,” I said.

      “No,” Penny said. “But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing to discover.”

      We watched and waited as he entered the building, as it seemed that once again we’d hit a dead end. That’s what I thought, at least—until we heard the screams.
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      It was a voice I’d know anywhere, even from a distance, even when her cries of agony sounded nothing like her giggles, or the soft way that she spoke.

      Kaylee.

      My chest was tight, fighting for air, as my wings fluttered. The sound reverberated in my ears, even after the silence. I’d gone without thought, without regard for witnesses to my shift or the danger that awaited me. I went for her, for the sister I would protect above anything else. Kaylee, who needed me. I couldn’t lose her, too.

      I shifted back and tried the door. It didn’t budge. A back door, maybe I could get in through the back. I ran around to the back of the clinic, and found exactly what I was looking for. And something more. Axel stood, holding the door open. Glass shards covered the ground beneath his feet.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      I rushed past, and scanned the dark room for my sister. Empty chairs. No sign of her.

      “Downstairs,” Axel said, again opening a door for me. Was it scent that told him? Or did he hear something I couldn’t hear? Either way, I was grateful.

      The basement was darker than the windowless lobby upstairs. In the center of the room, the middle of the morgue, was a person, still on the table. I pushed back the fear of the scent, the metallic tint in the air that told me I was too late. She could be bleeding and still be okay. She had to be okay.

      I ran to Kaylee, ignoring everything else. If there was danger, Axel was with me. If whoever had hurt her remained, he would stop them. My priority was my sister.

      I grabbed her wrist, and found a faint pulse. I could hear it, but that wasn’t enough. I had to feel it to know for sure. I released the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      Bright light filled the room, blinding after the blackness. Axel stood by the switch. I turned back to Kaylee, and lifted her head.

      “Kaylee.” My voice cracked, desperate and foreign to my ears. “Kaylee, it’s me. I’m here.”

      Her skin was cold, her face pale. And her eyes didn’t open.

      “Kaylee,” I said, with a gentle shake of her shoulders. “Kaylee.”

      “Penny.” Axel’s voice was soft, as was his touch on my wrist. “Penny,” he said, “look.”

      He pointed to the side of my sister’s neck. There were two round puncture wounds, like she was the victim of some kind of horror movie vampire. That was what my life had become, some terrible horror movie filled with zombies and wannabe vampires.

      “Have you seen anything like it?” Axel asked.

      “No.”

      “Think the coroner drained her for his zombie ritual?” he asked.

      I said nothing, only stared down at my sister. She was too pale. And it didn’t matter why. It only mattered that she had been hurt.

      Something white caught my eye, a piece of wrinkled, white paper in Kaylee’s hand. I knew what it was before I looked. Still, I rolled back her fingertips and confirmed my suspicion. It was my letter. She was out looking for me. Of course she was. There was no way Kaylee would break curfew if it hadn’t been to follow me.

      “Let’s get her home,” Axel said. It was both the best and worst idea I’d heard all night. I couldn’t go back there. I couldn’t bring Axel there. But I had to. “I hope it’s not a long walk, because there’s no way I can hold her on the bike while I drive. And I don’t think we’re going to fit three on the seat.”

      We didn’t have to. I reached down to my sister’s neck, and pressed her thumb to her amulet. I said the words out loud, not caring that I wasn’t supposed to say them. Not in front of anyone. “Tos. Servitio. Magica facienda. Pinnarum in cineres abit.”

      Pale skin morphed to black feathers in my palms. It was what had to be done. I knew I could trust Axel. I did so with my life, and even more so, with Kaylee’s.

      Axel’s eyes were wide as he looked at my hands, at the raven I held. “You never cease to amaze me, Penny.”

      I looked up at Axel, to the compassion in his dark eyes. It didn’t matter what anyone thought. I could trust him with anything, with everything. He was meant to be my mate.

      I didn’t enjoy the drive home. Not like I had our other rides. I held Kaylee as we rode, and ignored the world to watch her. She didn’t move, though she breathed. She would heal. We’d made it in time.

      I couldn’t help but feel responsible. If I hadn’t been out, she would have listened to our father. She would have been home safe, where she belonged. It was just like it had been with Danny.

      I wished I could have listened, as much as I wished I could have belonged. But I didn’t. And I couldn’t. And that hadn’t changed, no matter how much easier it would have been.

      When I walked through the door, I’d expected an assault. I’d expected a tirade of blame and disappointment for leaving. What met me instead was my father’s arms. He held me, and Kaylee. And he cried. I’d never seen him cry.

      The great room was filled with my extended family, the constable that cared about my sister’s safety. First and foremost, was Austin. They’d been waiting there since Kaylee had left. They were waiting for her, and for me.

      The crowd moved for us as we headed to the stairs. I heard the whispers and recognized the looks of concern and disapproval. Not only was Kaylee injured, but I’d brought home a wolf.

      Corey grabbed my arm. “Who the hell is this guy, Pen?”

      “Back off,” I said.

      Axel stepped closer, but I didn’t need to be defended.

      “How could you bring this, this—”

      “It’s not the time, Corey,” my father said in a voice that left no room for argument, then he ushered us up the stairs.

      Only our family, Axel, and Austin came up to my sister’s room.

      I laid Kaylee in her bed before releasing her to human form. With her settled, there was little to do for her but wait for her body to heal itself.

      I could feel Axel’s nearness, even though he hadn’t entered the room. Just outside my sister’s door, he kept himself within reach if I needed him. I appreciated the sentiment, though the protection he offered couldn’t spare me this pain.

      “Penny,” my father said, with his hands on my shoulders. “Tell me how this happened.”

      “I wish I could,” I said. I wished I had been there. I wished I could have protected her. “I heard her scream. And when I reached the morgue, she was like this.”

      “You made her shift in front of the wolf,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’d do it again.”

      He ran a hand over his face, releasing me. “He’s not one of us,” he said. “You shouldn’t have showed him. You shouldn’t have brought him here.” There was more anguish than anger on his face. His features were tight, more wrinkled than I remembered, as if he’d aged years in a matter of hours.

      “I trust him,” I said.

      “We can’t trust an outsider, Penny,” my father said. “You know—”

      “He’s my mate.” I knew Axel could hear, and I hadn’t spoken the words to him. Here I was, declaring my love for him, without him in the room. It didn’t matter. I wanted him to know. Both Axel and my father needed to know.

      My father’s eyes went wide, as he searched my neck for the mark of our bond.

      “He’s a wolf,” my father said. “You need to let this go. You can’t mate a wolf.”

      It was the reaction I had expected, and it changed nothing.

      He continued, “You can’t keep running around in the middle of the night putting yourself at risk.”

      We’d already had this conversation. At least this time he didn’t tell me I had to leave.

      “Look what happened to Kaylee,” he said.

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t have to look to see her. The image of her pale skin, the marks on her neck—it was etched in my mind.

      “I didn’t make her leave,” I said, though his words stung. More than him, I was trying to convince myself.

      “I don’t know what to do with you,” my father said, and walked away.

      I watched him go, then Axel appeared in the doorway.

      Part of me wanted to apologize for my father. Part of me wanted to ask if he’d heard. Instead, we stood, me in the dark, him silhouetted by the light in the hall, without words.

      How could I explain everything that I felt? How could I explain my need to stay by my sister’s side? How could I put into words the connection I felt to him? The feeling he gave me, the certainty in myself, in who I was? How could I tell him what I needed?

      Axel entered the room, his steps slow and sure. There was strength in his stride, and understanding in his eyes. He clasped my face in his palms and kissed my forehead.

      “I should go,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear.

      I glanced back at my sister, conflicted.

      “I know,” Axel said, “you need to stay.”

      And with that, he turned to go. I watched, a million unsaid confessions spinning through my head, but I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t find the words, and then he was gone.
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      It fucking killed me to see her like that. I would have given anything to take that away, make it me that hurt instead of Penny. I couldn’t ask her to come with me. I wouldn’t. She needed to be with her sister. It was clear in the way she kept her body turned toward Kaylee, kept her eyes glued to the bed.

      It wasn’t my place to stay, even though it hurt to leave. I wanted to be there for Penny, but I wasn’t welcome in that house. And there was still work to be done.

      I backtracked through the streets we had traveled, searching for the silver Charger. It wasn’t at the hospital, or the house. I found it at the cemetery. As soon the silver metal caught my eye, I felt the rise of something all too familiar. Anger boiled, an old friend I no longer cared to suppress.

      Empty seats, engine cold—the bastard had been here a while. Dangerous, but human, I couldn’t risk exposing my shift. I didn’t need my fangs for him anyway. I had my fists. And I would make him regret what he had done.

      This time, I didn’t hide in the shadows. This time, I wasn’t there to watch. I strode straight to the mausoleum, threw open the door, and found exactly what I was looking for.

      His shoulders jolted before he whirled around, coat tails whipping behind him. Sunglasses lodged in the center of dark hair, Trench’s wide eyes were as bright as the moon.

      Surprise morphed into confusion. Recognition, but not fear. That was a mistake on his part. He should have been very fucking afraid.

      “Mr. Barnes? The not-a-reporter, right?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hunting for you.”

      For every step I took forward, he took one back. His heart raced, eyes wide with realization—he’d been caught.

      “Wait, wait,” he said. “There must be some mistake.”

      With a slip of a heel, he was on his ass. The bastard looked up at me, hands and feet scrambling.

      “Oh, there was,” I said. “You shouldn’t have touched the girl.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” he said. “I never touched any girl. Please. You’ve got the wrong guy.”

      His pulse, his pupils, his scent—he was terrified, but not lying. As a natural born lie detector, I was sure.

      “Black hair,” I said. “Pretty.”

      “Really,” he said, voice cracking, “I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I had been so sure.

      “You were there,” I said.

      “Where?” Was it possible that he was that good of a liar?

      “At the morgue.”

      “I stopped by earlier to pick up my paycheck,” he said. “But I didn’t see any girl.”

      I studied him. The stink of urine filled the small space. No, he wasn’t lying.

      I took a step back, seeing the reflection on his glazed eyes. I saw what he saw—I had become what I’d spent so long running from. I’d become what I had accused him of being—a monster.

      “She was on your table, barely breathing,” I said.

      His wide eyes opened further.

      It wasn’t him, but I refused to believe he’d seen nothing. So I asked, “What did you see?”
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      Like a shoelace, Austin’s limbs wound around Kaylee as they both slept. If she so much as breathed funny, he had made sure that he would be the first to know. She was lucky in that way. Their love was easy, as natural as, well, breathing.

      When she woke, I would be here, too. I sat beside the bed, in the hard, wooden desk chair that she’d had in her room since she was little. It was the seat where she used to draw, every day as long as I could remember. First it had been scribbles that she had needed to explain to me. Like when she’d made three squiggly lines that somehow were meant to be a turtle. Then it had been fairies and unicorns. By then, the drawings spoke for themselves. I still remember the pink and purple glitter that had to be on everything. Even all of these years later, there was probably a few rogue flecks in the nooks and crannies of the hardwood.

      It was difficult to just sit. It was hard not to do something, anything, to help. Part of me wished I was with Axel, that I could be out there catching the degenerate that had hurt my sister. The rest of me felt guilty for even considering it.

      I watched the subtle rise and fall of the purple comforter, and thanked the stars that she still breathed. It should have been me. I was out every night. It should have been me that was attacked. I wished I could have said the right thing. Whatever that was. If only I had convinced Kaylee to stay home. I should have tried harder, figured out the words.

      Time ticked by, and all I had to show for it was regret. Replaying the last conversation I had shared with my sister. And worse, reliving the night that Danny had died.

      I was toxic, harmful to those closest to me. More than ever, I understood Axel. Traveling across the country, away from everything and everyone, held appeal. If I was too far to follow, Kaylee would be safe. She’d be happy here, like she was meant to be, if she didn’t need to worry about me.

      A pained sound broke the silence in the room. At the edge of my seat, I took Kaylee’s hand. Her brows furrowed, and her eyes squeezed tight before she finally woke.

      “What, where…” her voice was soft, broken.

      “I’m here,” I whispered. “You’re okay.”

      Kaylee released my hand and touched her neck, where two puncture wounds healed slower than they should have. It was like a bite from a zombie, yet different, cleaner.

      “I thought I was dead,” she said, as she inched upright from beneath Austin’s arm. He slept soundly, and didn’t move.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “You weren’t far from it. When we found you there on the table, I thought that piece-of…” I choked back the tears that threatened to fall. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Thanks.”

      “Why were you there?” I asked. “I know you were looking for me, but why there? Did you find something I missed?” How had she known it was the coroner before I did? After all of this time, it was my sister who had gotten close to figuring this whole thing out. “How is he turning them? Did you see him?”

      She looked at me with confusion. It was too much too fast, she’d only just woken.

      “The blond-haired zombie,” I said. “The one that murdered our brother.”

      “No,” Kaylee said, and put her hand to her forehead. “No zombies.”

      “Did the doctor say anything? Did he tell you why he drained your blood? Did he tell you anything that explains his connection to those monsters?”

      “What?” She was still too pale, and more confused than ever.

      “The coroner,” I said. “Tall guy, black hair, stupid sunglasses. We followed him to you. He did this to you. Don’t you remember?”

      “It wasn’t a man,” she said.

      “What?” It was my turn to stare at her in confusion and disbelief.

      “I was looking for you,” she said, then cleared her throat. “And when I heard this rustling behind the clinic, I went to check it out.”

      My first thought was to tell her that she shouldn’t have checked anything out, that she should have been home. But that wouldn’t help anything, not now. So I just listened.

      “There was a woman on the ground, digging through the trash,” she said. “I wasn’t sure what to do. Her clothes were nice, but dirty. Her hair was a mess. When I got close, she looked at me. And I knew her.”

      “Who was it?” I asked.

      “Amber Maine,” she said. “The girl who buys strawberry ice-cream at the shop every Thursday. Or at least it kind of was her. One of her eyes was yellow, and she didn’t seem to recognize me. She had this crazed look, so I backed away.”

      One eye? Did that mean she wasn’t yet completely turned? I hadn’t encountered any zombies like that.

      “Did she attack?” I asked.

      “I thought she would,” Kaylee said. “But she didn’t. She just stared at me. Her lips moved like she might say something, but she didn’t.”

      That, too, was interesting. I’d never encountered a zombie that didn’t attack. We were getting closer to the truth. Hopefully that meant we were closer to the thing that killed Danny.

      “That’s when she grabbed me,” Kaylee said.

      “Amber?” I asked.

      “No, the woman that did this,” she said, touching her neck. “The vampire.”

      Vampire. I didn’t know what to think of that. Could it really be true? The marks certainly looked like it. Then it hit me. What was most important wasn’t whether or not this woman was really a vampire, but that Axel was out there right then hunting down the wrong man, completely unaware of the real threat.

      I jumped up from my seat. I had to find him. I had to warn him.
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      Just like before, chemical fumes burned my nose. The morgue was no place for a wolf shifter. I flipped the switch, but no lights came on. Still, my night vision was better than any human’s. If she thought killing the power would offer her an advantage, she was wrong.

      A black blur crossed the shadows. There was no question—I wasn’t alone.

      “The moment you stepped up to the desk, I knew it would come to this.” The sweet, southern accent was gone, replaced by something cold and foreign.

      Ruby stepped into view. She looked like she’d stepped straight out of the fifties, with her big skirt and her hair up. For all I knew, maybe she had. A strange power radiated off of her—the one-time receptionist, nightshift nurse, and something sinister I had yet to discover.

      Every hair stood on end, instinct telling me that this predator was cunning.

      “What are you?” I asked.

      “You don’t know?” she asked, raising a brow. “I’ve certainly encountered your kind before. Shifter young are especially sweet.” A thick tongue emerged from her mouth and licked slowly over her lower, then upper lip. A shiver snaked down my spine.

      “What are you?” I growled.

      “I’m eternal night,” Ruby said with a wide smile. Sharp fangs stood out in her mouth of bleach-white teeth. They hadn’t been there before. “Blood reaper. Damned and undead.”

      I said nothing.

      She furrowed her brows. “Vampire, dummy.”

      “Uh huh,” I said, questioning what seemed obvious, right before my eyes. The wounds on Kaylee’s neck, the undeniably realistic canines, a town full of zombies—I was way outside of what I’d thought was reality.

      “So what happens next is up to you,” she said. “You can go on your way, and never return. Or you can die.”

      It was so matter-of-fact. She was completely confident that I was no threat to her. How could she be so certain? I wasn’t sure that I wanted to know.

      I listened for a pulse. She had none. Not faint, not erratic, completely void of life. How had I not noticed that before?

      “And the town?” I asked. “What happens if I walk away?”

      “Oh, it’s been delightful here,” she said. “And will continue to be no matter whether you choose to throw your life away or not. I’ll remain until I’m bored.”

      “Doing what?” I spat. “Feeding off of defenseless girls?”

      “Ohhhhhhhhh,” she said, “I get it. You care about the birds for some reason. No need to worry, I’ll drain them slowly, one by one. But they’ll live, for now.”

      My knuckles ached with the tightness of my fists. I couldn’t let her do this. No way could I let this thing hunt down Penny and the ones she loved. This ended tonight.

      The sweet scent of morning dew hit me before I heard her footsteps. Penny was here.

      “The zombies,” Penny said, voice carrying down the stairs and echoing in the cold, open darkness. “Tell me how you made them. Tell me where I can find the one with a wide, crooked nose.”

      “That’s why you care,” Ruby said to me. “Your girlfriend’s a bird. How delicious.”

      Penny reached the bottom of the steps. I kept myself between the two, my eyes trained on the threat.

      “Where is he?” Penny’s voice was tight, her anger clear.

      “There’s no such thing as zombies, child.” The vampire smiled, amusement showing through every word. “They’re called thrall. They’re my playthings. I make them because it amuses me. And I don’t care where they go.”

      “Blond hair, big arms, bigger gut. Yellow fucking eyes.”

      “Oh, Neil,” the vampire said. “He’s gone. Dead, and not just with one foot in the grave like before.”

      “No,” Penny said, “that can’t be.” Sadness tainted disbelief. I could feel the tears well without seeing. I could feel the pain, the heartbreak, and it killed me.

      I turned to console her. That was a mistake.

      Cold fingers clamped down on my throat, crushing, lifting me up into the air.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” the vampire said. “No one leaves.”

      I fought to pull the tightening vice from my neck, kicked my legs toward death’s flowing skirt.

      Penny’s eyes blazed. Her muscles tensed just before she charged—not away to safety, but straight at us.

      With a flick of the wrist, Ruby threw Penny across the room. Without laying a finger on her, the witch had tossed her, like she was insignificant, like she had any right. I’d thought I’d been angry before, at the cemetery. It was nothing compared to the fear, the frustration, the fury within me as I saw Penny slide across the cement floor.

      That was it. I broke. The calm that I’d worked for, the distance I’d kept from everyone and everything—it was all gone. There was only this fight. There was only Penny.
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      Beneath panting and choking, beneath the sound of my pounding heart, grew something feral. That sound was both terrifying and hopeful.

      Snap. Crack.

      The breaking of bones had always meant damage to me, loss of control, that the enemy had the upper hand. But that wasn’t the case for Axel. With Axel, it meant the wolf was coming. It meant survival.

      In a violent torrent, fur erupted, bones reshaped, and fangs grew long. It wasn’t graceful. It was raw, real, exposed.

      His neck grew thick as his human form was left behind for the strength of the wolf. Clothing fell away, then so did Axel. He twisted and writhed in her grasp one moment. The next, he was free.

      His legs grew short, his ears tall. The shift was nearly complete when the mother of zombies dove over him. As if in slow motion, I saw the sharp points of her fangs, the hunger in her eyes, which shone red as blood. But I wasn’t fast enough to stop it.

      “Axel!” I cried as I watched fangs tear into his back. My feet were moving beneath me, with the dagger held tight in my fist. I couldn’t blink, couldn’t think.

      Flashes of my brother’s final moments haunted me. The blood. The vicious torrent of the attack. The end in such little time. Not again.

      With all my weight, all my strength behind it, I shoved the blade between rib bones. The vampire spun, ripping the hilt from my fist. The blade remained lodged in her back, while her attention shifted to me. Mission accomplished. Axel bled, but he was still standing.

      “That hurt,” the vampire said, smile gone from her smooth, round, terrifying face.

      “Good,” I replied. “That was the point—”

      Like fireworks tossed in flames, the side of my face crunched from pressure, and burst in white-hot fire. My neck twisted in the momentum of her fist, my body after. I crumpled to the floor like a rag doll. Sounds dulled to distant growls, and ripping, tearing.

      I shook my head, righting my swirled vision, fighting the intense throb behind my eyes. I looked toward the motion, to the dark shape of a wolf, tearing into the legs of the red-eyed beast.

      Down to hands and knees, the vampire collapsed with a thud.

      I rose on unsteady feet, and ripped the blade from her back. She hissed and turned her face to me. I saw the zombie that had killed Danny in that moment. This was his maker, the one responsible for everything. I’d never killed a vampire before, didn’t know what it would take, but I had all that I needed to do it—hatred, anger, and a knife.

      A hand touched my arm, gentle, understanding. I looked back and saw him there in human form, Axel, the man who understood. The pain was there, not the physical—but the hole in my chest from the brother I had lost, the sister who nearly died, all of it at the hands of this woman. But there was more than understanding in Axel’s eyes—there was hope, there was compassion. I could end this. I could choose how.

      I turned to the thing that I hated most in this world, and I said what I had to. “I despise you. With everything that I am, I hate you.”

      The woman on the floor laughed, blood dripping from her mouth as she did.

      “What happens next is up to me,” I said. “And I choose life. There’s been enough death, enough hurt.” Axel laced his fingers in mine, strengthening my resolve. “Get the hell out of my town, and never return.”

      I looked to Axel, to the naked man who stood by my side through this. He was there for my journey, and helped me reach the end, helped me find peace. And it was over. There was no room left in me for hate. I’d boiled over and watched my sister harmed because of it. I was done with that. Done with all of this. It was time—

      So close that I should have seen it coming, the vampire’s jaw opened wide, just above my neck. I flinched, and raised my arms in defense. I’d expected the stabbing pain of fangs piercing my flesh, the impact of her hands squeezing my shoulders. But it didn’t happen. I blinked, and caught the arc of his swing. Dagger hilt clenched in his fist, Axel impaled the vampire’s eye. A horrible sound filled the air, the sound of a monster crying out her last breath. And she fell.

      Axel had known, he’d watched even what I had missed. The vampire collapsed to the floor in front of me, and Axel finished what I had started. And it was over. She should have just gone, but sometimes people can’t let things go the way that they should. I knew that firsthand.
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      No new thrall, no more vampire, no more hunting. It was really over.

      Through falling water drops, I watched his jeans pool to the motel bathroom’s cracked tile floor. I’d seen him like this before, completely bared to me, both on the rooftop and again in the morgue. But this time was different. I was different.

      The warm water washed away the sting of the wound on my cheek, the blood of my cuts, and the foul emotional aftertaste of what had happened.

      Axel looked me over, then stepped past the ledge of the small tub. My wet skin grew cold as the water was shielded by his back.

      “You don’t mind if I join, do you?” he asked with a wide smile.

      Had I seen him look this happy before? I didn’t think so. It suited him.

      “Not at all,” I said, tracing my soapy washcloth across the crusted blood on his shoulder. What remained was healed skin, as if nothing had happened at all.

      His hand touched my cheek, and I closed my eyes, expecting it to hurt. It didn’t.

      “I guess it’s healing,” I said.

      “Almost completely,” he replied.

      I opened my eyes and found him so close. I breathed him in. Fresh mountain air, and unmatched masculinity. His cock was hard between us, huge, erect, and telling. He was enjoying this as much as I was.

      “Turn around,” I said. And he did.

      The view from behind was as nice as the front. Hard muscles spanned across his back, all showing his strength. It was my first good look at his perfect ass. I forced my focus to his wound, where the vampire had bitten him. It was nearly healed, just like the rest. I washed away the evidence of the fight. He didn’t flinch. I put my hands over his shoulders, and slid down to that tempting ass, giving it a little squeeze. It was firm, with just the right amount of give.

      Axel turned. “Taking advantage?” he asked, with a grin that told me I should.

      “Exploring,” I replied.

      “Find anything you like?” he asked.

      I nodded. I liked the rough hair on his jaw, the short, dirty blond hair on his head. I liked the bulge and dimple of every muscle, and the scars that told our story.

      He put his arms around me, holding me close. Water tickled down my back, as my breasts pressed against his hard chest. His cock tensed against my hip, tempting me.

      I reached down and took it in my fist. I stroked gently, feeling the soft skin and long length. When I looked up at him, I found his eyes closed, his head tipped back as the water fell on his face.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      “That’s what I’m going for,” I said. “But I’m not there yet.”

      He grabbed my wrist and looked me in the eyes. “We could go anywhere,” he said. There was a seriousness to his voice that I hadn’t expected. “After today, the cops will be after me. I can’t stay.”

      It was true, the coroner would tell the cops what had happened, where Axel was going. And they’d find the body of the vampire. It was only a matter of time. And probably not long.

      “I know,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about this, too. I don’t want to stay here. Even if you could. I want to go.”

      His lips pressed against mine, and he released my hand. I kissed him back, then pulled away. He looked at me, questioning without saying a word. I offered him my hand as I stepped out of the shower. He took it.

      I led him from the bathroom, leaving broken tile for rough carpet. Then I turned to face him. Dripping wet from head to toe, his toned muscles glimmered in the shitty hotel lighting. Droplets clung to the stubble on his face, and slid down over firm pecs. I took in every glorious inch of him, from the confident stance to the trail of hair leading down between his legs. He was sexy, and oh so delicious.

      “I want you to take me away,” I said. “And I want you to make me yours.”

      He shoved his tongue between my lips, he cupped my ass, and he lifted me up. I wrapped around him as his tongue delved deep, deep just like I wanted his cock.

      “I need you more than air,” he growled. “I love you, Penny.”

      “I love you, too.”

      His fingers teased around my thighs, to the edge of my opening. I nipped his rough jaw between my teeth in encouragement. The tip of his finger dipped inside, and I moaned as the sensation carried through me.

      Deeper, faster, he moved his fingers, stirring me to the edge of ecstasy. The build was slow, and completely beyond my control as he held me.

      “Be my mate,” he said as I whimpered in delight.

      The answer was easy. It was the one thing I knew to be truer than anything else in my life. I wanted this.

      “Yes.”

      Just like that, he laid me down on the mattress, his eyes on fire above me.

      “Turn over,” he said.

      I did as I was told, toes on the floor, with my back to him. The floral comforter beneath me carried his scent. I gripped the cheap fabric and reveled in the feel of his rough legs against my thighs, in anticipation.

      He entered slowly at first, pulling back with every inch he gave. His cock was impossibly bigger like this, stretching me, filling me. Swollen and tender, I knew it wouldn’t take much to push me over that cliff.

      With one arm, he held himself over me. With the other, he worked my clit. It turned each thrust into more. Rough stubble scratched my shoulder as he held me, consumed me.

      “I’ve wanted you since I first saw you,” Axel said, voice deep and labored. “You’re more than I ever dreamed.”

      “No one, mmmm…” I said. “No one understands me the way you do. You’re what’s been missing.”

      His pace quickened, slowly undoing me.

      “You complete me,” I whispered. My vision blurred as ecstasy washed over me. Tightening, quickening, fulfilling. Waves of pleasure coursed throughout my body. His teeth pierced my neck as he pulsed inside of me. The pain mixed perfectly with bliss.

      Our lives were forever changed, forever entwined. Mates.
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      It had played out exactly the way we knew it would. Cops had swarmed Corbeau looking for Axel. Good thing we were long gone. Kaylee had told me all about it on one of our daily phone calls. It was the promise I’d made to her when I left—call every day. The promise she’d made me in return was to follow curfew and stay out of trouble. Who knew how long curfew will hold, since there were no more thrall, and no vampires left to make more.

      Fortunately, I’d had time to say my goodbyes before we hit the road. It was the second time I’d watched my father cry. I’d expected it to be harder, for him to be angry. But he hadn’t been. He’d understood. He had accepted me for who I was, and he’d accepted Axel as my mate.

      We’d left town a good twelve hours before the small sheriff’s office had even found the vampire’s body. It was a good head start, enough to go far beyond where they could follow.

      It took another six months on the road before we found Frozen Peaks. With a population of eighty-seven, we were the only supernatural beings. That was the first thing I liked about it. I’d had my fill of excitement.

      The second was the effect the place seemed to have on Axel. There was something about the mountains that suited him. It was clear early on that he was meant to be amongst pine trees and cliffs. He smiled more, shifted more, than I’d seen him do anywhere else we’d traveled.

      We made friends, something that didn’t come easily for either of us. It started one night at the town’s only diner, when a big guy came over to our table and slid into our booth next to Axel. Of course Axel responded exactly the way I’d expected him to—unpleasantly. In response, the big guy, Russel, bought us a round of beers. After the third, Axel actually smiled at Russel’s jokes.

      Two days later, they were out in the woods chasing bears from Old Lady Kline’s cabin. After that, we ended up hanging out with Russel and his wife Lydia three nights a week. She told dirty jokes and drank as much as her husband, so we got along just fine.

      Eventually we ditched the bed and breakfast and started renting an isolated cabin in the middle of woods. The owner was a kind man in his late eighties, and also the town’s sheriff. I got a job at the diner, and Axel worked for Sheriff Lemon.

      Slowly, I fell in love with Frozen Peaks, from its friendly community to the open landscape around it. But it wasn’t until Sheriff Lemon passed, and the town asked Axel to be sheriff, that I knew we had to stay. This was it, our forever home. Just us, alone in a mountain cabin. Well, the two of us, and Scruffy, the mangy dog we’d met at the shelter in Corbeau. I asked Kaylee to adopt him for us on one of her visits. She was happy to help.

      The one-eared dog sneezed every time a snowflake landed on his nose, but he kept up all the same. Tearing through the soft forest floor, Scruffy stayed on Axel’s heels—well, paws. A gentle breeze carried me on open wings as I watched the wolf and dog follow below me. Diving and weaving between treetops, I had the advantage of easier terrain. Miles of open space to shift and play, and my mate forever with me, I’d found my little piece of paradise. I still missed Danny, and always knew that I would. But in Frozen Peaks, I wasn’t angry anymore. It wasn’t because the vampire was gone, though I was glad my family and hometown were safe again. It was because I’d found my place in the world, made my own life. I was living on my own terms, with the man I loved more than anything. I’d found peace, and so much more.
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      I stepped back, and he slunk away, bashing his head into the sink before stumbling and then shifting to human form.

      “Run,” Alex snarled, and he did.

      I wondered if Rosie and Merril had ever had so much trouble at their diner before. First it was a fight, then naked men running from the bathroom. It seemed unlikely that they would come in to find out what else was going on.

      “That was amazing,” Alex said between ragged breaths.

      Her brown eyes were on fire. She was brave, and fierce, and perfect. I took in her scent—brown sugar, peppermint, and a sweet earthiness that was only her. There was no trace of fear, only exhilaration, which made me want her even more.

      Padding slowly around Alex, I studied every inch of her—a beautiful, fierce she-wolf. More than ever I knew that Alex Briggs was my mate. She watched me, with an amused grin, then shifted back to human form. I followed her lead, and looked over her perfect, naked body.

      Slightly parted, her full lips begged to be kissed. She was even more beautiful nude than I had imagined when her clothes had been on, full thighs and wide hips. Her ass was round and beckoned me to touch it. Every inch of her fair skin was flawless. At the center of her big, pert breasts, small nipples pointed straight at me.

      I growled and stepped forward. Mine.
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