
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      MATES & MERCENARIES

    

    




      
        LAURA WYLDE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Skylar

      

      
        2. Creed

      

      
        3. Skylar

      

      
        4. Rex

      

      
        5. Skylar

      

      
        6. Clay

      

      
        7. Skylar

      

      
        8. Creed

      

      
        9. Rex

      

      
        10. Skylar

      

      
        11. Sam

      

      
        12. Skylar

      

      
        13. Rex

      

      
        14. Skylar

      

      
        15. Creed

      

      
        Epilogue - Skylar (Six Months Later)

      

    

    
      
        Next in this Series:  The Alpha’s Fated Claim

      

      
        Also by Laura Wylde

      

      
        Join Laura’s Community

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            SKYLAR

          

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t be here. I know I shouldn’t be here, but it’s so much fun to throw caution to the wind and have some God damn fun. I can’t actually remember the last time I enjoyed myself this much. The lights flickering in time with the beat of the music, the sweaty writhing bodies on the dance floor, the warmth of alcohol tearing through my veins.

      “Skylar Santorini, you are going to be the death of me.” My best friend, Maeve, tosses her head and laughs loudly. “I can’t believe we’re still here. You know your father is going to kill you, don’t you? When he finds out that you escaped, he’s going to lose it.”

      I roll my eyes and snort. “He needs to learn that he can’t keep me locked away forever. There has to be some freedom for me. Chicago is a huge city and I want to explore it.” He does it for my own safety, and it isn’t like I’m completely ungrateful for everything that my father does. But I do need to cut loose sometimes. I don’t want to miss out on the world around me.

      I’m so grateful that Maeve is here with me, even if she’s terrified of me getting in trouble. I don’t want that any more than she does, but I’m sick of being trapped in a life I didn’t ask for. Sometimes the risk is worth the reward, even if I know as well as Maeve does that the punishment will be severe.

      “Hey there, beautiful.” A man grabs my waist and yanks me back against him hard. Instantly my hackles raise. “Come and dance with me. I’ve been looking at you all night long…”

      I wriggle away from him. Screw this guy and his entitlement. I’m not here to find a guy to fool around with anyway. I’m here to have fun with Maeve.

      “I don’t think so.” I screw my nose up in disgust. “I don’t want to be hit on, thank you very much.” I flip my hair over my shoulder. “And don’t just grab a woman like that.”

      Honestly, the audacity of men. Just because I’m here having fun, dancing away, doesn’t mean I want to be hassled. I don’t see why I can’t just have fun without men. Maybe they should make a night club that’s just for women. I should suggest that to Maeve.

      “Wow, Skylar, you keep sending guys away. Don’t want to have a real wild night with one of them?”

      Again, I screw up my nose in disgust. “I haven’t seen anyone here that I’m interested in. But if someone comes along to change my mind, then maybe.”

      I can’t see it happening, but who the hell knows? This night might end up being my only night of freedom for a very long time, so I need to make the absolute most of it while I can. The guys in this night club haven’t exactly caught my eye, but things could change.

      “Want another drink?” Maeve waves her empty glass at me. “The cocktails here are on fire, don’t you think? I want about three more of these fruity looking ones.”

      My lips part to tell her to be careful so she doesn’t go overboard, but I immediately shut that idea down. Why should she be careful? We’re not here for that. I want three more cocktails as well. This is my one night out, isn’t it?

      Grinning, I follow her to the bar, weaving my way through the never-ending crowd of people. For someone who spends way too much time alone, I’m enjoying being surrounded like this. It makes me curious about every single person in here, what their lives are like. I would love to know each and every one of their stories. I don’t think Maeve will let me ask everyone, though, so instead I allow my imagination to run wild.

      The woman dancing with her eyes closed is a busy businesswoman who has to blow off some steam from all the work pressure she’s under. The man with a beard reading something intently on his cell phone has a baby on the way and he’s worried about his wife going into labor while he’s here. And the couple making out like there’s no tomorrow in the corner of the room are conducting a sordid affair, snatching a moment alone while they can.

      I would love to swap places with her, just for a moment, to feel that sort of passion surging through me. To have a man ache for me like that. I crave every damn inch of that because it’s definitely not something I’ve had before.

      Maeve nudges me hard in the ribs, stopping me from staring like an idiot. “Girl, what the hell are you doing? Come on, we need to get another drink in us. You want to kiss a guy like that, then look around. You can have anyone in here. They all want you.”

      My heart thunders, but I don’t just want anyone. I want someone I have an actual connection with. Not someone who grabs me by the waist without my consent. I don’t know if Maeve gets that though. I wonder if she’s craving some electricity with someone as well.

      When the bartender turns to us, a coyness overcomes her as she locks eyes with the cute guy smiling at her.

      So that’s who she likes. Well, if Maeve wants to hang around here, then I am all for that. I haven’t seen anyone I like, so I can live vicariously through her instead. I hope Maeve knows that this night isn’t just for me. I shoot her a wink as she hands me a drink and let her know that I’m here for her. Whatever she needs. I take a spot on the dance floor near her so I can have fun while she sits on a barstool and flirts her little ass off.

      I slide my eyes closed, really trying to feel the music like the busy business woman was. I like dancing this way, blocking the rest of the world out, just living in my own little bubble. I’m not worrying about eyes on me or all the stress going on back at home. I’m no longer thinking about my father and how much he’ll kill me if he ever knows that I’m here. Instead, I’m worried only about the soothing beat of the music.

      “Nice moves,” a voice whispers in my ear, sending a strange shiver tearing down my spine. “You’re the best dancer in here.”

      I almost don’t want to open my eyes to look at another man who wants to ruin my fun by hitting on me, but I can’t seem to stop myself. Intrigue gets the better of me and I run my gaze up his body until I’m looking at him through my eyelashes. Holy shit, he is nothing like the guys who have been talking to me tonight. There is something very different about him, and it isn’t just because he’s exactly my type—tall, dark, and incredibly handsome—but because he also screams out danger, or a sexy dark energy that I can’t get enough of.

      I bite down on my bottom lip as I take in his muscular body once more, which leaves me completely unable to ignore the brand new fizzle of excitement bursting like fireworks inside me. Fuck, I don’t know who this man is, but he is gorgeous. He may be the hottest man I have ever laid eyes on.

      Seeing the desire dancing behind his intense gaze makes me think he wants me just as badly as I want him. Already I’m completely intoxicated by him, seduced, desperate for his touch.

      He licks his lip as he runs his gaze all over my body. “You need another drink?” he asks in his husky, seductive voice.

      “I don’t think I’m thirsty for another cocktail, if you know what I mean.”

      Wow, did that flirty tone just come out of my mouth? I didn’t know I could act so cool.

      “Oh yeah, so you’re thirsty for something else?” He wiggles his eyebrows, making my heart skip about five beats. “I think we can do something about that.”

      He moves closer to me, pulling me in with his intense magnetic drag. I push up on to my tiptoes, my lips tingling because I can almost feel him. This is one person I definitely don’t want to reject. God, I want everything from him.

      He brushes his lips ever so lightly over mine, not quite giving me what I want, but teasing me a little bit more. I’m dizzy, but in the best possible way.

      His smile is so charming, his eyes so sexy and mysterious, his shoulders so broad. I’m in heaven the moment his lips finally claim mine. His tongue snakes between my lips and massages mine. The butterflies in the pit of my stomach explore my core.

      I need to have this man, and I need to have him now.

      “Oh wow,” I gasp as we finally pull apart. “Holy shit that was…”

      “So, your place or mine?”

      So straight forward, so sexy. Fuck, I need this man and I need him now. Right now. It honestly doesn’t matter to me that this is insane. I truly don’t care.

      “Yours.” He can’t come to mine. There’s just no way. Not when I’m a freaking prisoner. “Do you live nearby? We can get out of here right now.”

      He nods, but before I can go anywhere, I have to tell Maeve what I’m up to. She’s my best friend and my support system tonight. I don’t think she’ll be mad about me hanging out with a stranger, not when she’s flirting with the bartender, but I need her to know that I’m safe.

      “Hey.” I giggle as I grab on to her shoulder. “Maeve, I’m going to get out of here.”

      Instantly her eyebrows furrow. “What? With him? That guy I just saw you dancing with?”

      I nod eagerly, so excited I can barely contain myself.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Skylar. You know what he is, don’t you? You can tell from a million miles away.” Just in case I have no idea what she’s talking about, she leans in and whispers. “He’s a wolf.”

      I nod, excited about exploring this animal side of him. “I know, it’s scary and thrilling. I’m only going to live once, aren’t I? I can’t stay captive forever.”

      Maeve doesn’t look convinced, but I don’t care. I wiggle my fingers at her as I back away into his arms. Fuck, how can anything be wrong when it feels so right? It’s definitely a fantasy and I’m lost in it. I don’t want to escape.

      “This is my car.” He points out a limo, like it’s completely normal. “Come on.”

      He climbs into the backseat and I slide in behind him. I know there’s a driver somewhere at the front of this car, but there’s a partition between us so we’re pretty much on our own. As soon as the engine rumbles underneath us, he drags me towards him and kisses me. Only this time, it’s more intense, more passionate, more powerful. I hook my hands around the back of his neck, absolutely needing to keep him in place so he can’t slip away from me.

      Not that he wants to go anywhere. He pushes me back until I’m spread across the seat, lying down with the weight of him pressing against me. Shit, he’s really pressing up against me—I can feel his thick, throbbing erection pressing up against my core, teasing me.

      I cry out with bliss, arching my back and rolling my hips so I can feel more of him. We haven’t even shared names yet, but in this moment I couldn’t be more connected to him. Maybe because I’m not used to human connection like this.

      The dress that I picked out so carefully for tonight is hitched up around my waist, allowing his eager fingers to explore the hyper sensitive skin of my upper thighs, stroking me all over, but not where I ache for him.

      My pussy pulses, and I want him to take me right here in this car. I want him inside me, but he just keeps kissing me instead, tasting my lips, my cheeks, my collar bones, and further down.

      The car screeches to a halt all of a sudden, almost causing my brand new friend and I to fall off the seat. Laughing, we get out of the limo and run inside a building. He leads me into an elevator and we continue to fool around. He takes my rock-hard nipple between his lips and is teasing me into oblivion.

      I can’t stop gasping with desire and need as we stumble out of the elevator and straight into his room. We start stripping each other until the glow of the moon reflects off us both. His figure is heavily and impressively muscled, and I can’t stop myself from reaching out and running my fingers over his chest.

      I don’t have long to explore before he shoves me up against the nearest wall, knocking the air out of my lungs. He presses every inch of his very naked self up against me and I want to scream out with intense bliss.

      This isn’t how I thought the night would end, but way my soaking wet core is pulsing with need, I’m so freaking glad it is.

      “You drive me wild,” he murmurs in that ridiculously seductive way. “My God, you’re just beautiful.”

      I don’t get a chance to answer him, because he thrusts deeply inside me. Thank God the wall is behind me and he has a firm grip on me, because my knees weaken instantly. I want more, so much more. I need all of him.

      Fuck. I let my head loll to the side as desire grips me hard. The heat spreads from my belly as each thrust hits all the right spots. He’s somehow even better than I thought he’d be, with his hands cupping my breasts and tweaking my already very sensitive nipples.

      He’s shoving me to the peak of the mountain, pushing me past the point where I can handle myself. I really want to remain right here, savoring every second of this phenomenal sensation, but I don’t have control of myself. I’ve handed it over to him, and he’s determined to send me spinning into bliss.

      I toss my head back and let out a scream of passion as, finally, he tips me over the edge into the deep abyss of pleasure. I fall head first and don’t seem to stop tumbling for what feels like a life time as endless waves of pleasure crash over me. This is the best I have ever had.

      I wish I could stick around to experience more with the handsome stranger because I don’t feel like we’re even close to being done with one another, but, unfortunately, it won’t be long until I have to run. Cinderella has to be back in her tower before her father finds out the truth. What a freaking nightmare. I would much rather remain right here in this wonderful dream come true.
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      Stepping out of my Ford Mustang near one of the biggest mansions in Chicago makes me feel like I’ve really made it. There aren’t many people who would happily hire a band of wolf mercenaries run by a guy like me, but Evan Santorini isn’t like most guys. He’s different. And not just because he’s one of the biggest crime bosses in the city. He has a weird aura that I have never seen around another person ever. Much less a human being.

      “Creed Vasco!” Rex calls out to me, flexing his arms as if I need reminding that he’s the muscle of the group. “You finally decided to show your face. Clay and I were just wondering if you were going to bother to show up.”

      I glance at Clay, whose expression is cautious and mindful as he prepares the gear on the trunk of the Mercedes Benz G Wagon parked on the edge of the mansion’s sprawling driveway. He isn’t paying any attention to the men in suits patrolling the perimeter and barking orders at one another, flashing their weapons as they do. I hope I can do the same thing, because I don’t need any trouble with them. Not if I want to keep the job going here.

      “Where is Sam?” I ask as I approach. “We need our tech whizz. No time to waste.”

      “He’s scoping out the building, finding the best places to get our cameras set up,” Clay reassures me. “Don’t worry, we have everything under control. There’s no screwing around here.”

      I nod gratefully. Usually, we can have a bit of fun as we wait, but this isn’t a normal job. We’re under a lot of pressure, but I have faith in us. We wouldn’t have been hired for this if it wasn’t something we could do.

      Evan Santorini wouldn’t hire any fools. He’s much smarter than that. I don’t know much about him, but I know that.

      “Look at the plans.” Clay hands me some sheets of paper. “You can see that we have it all in place. There’s nothing for you to worry about, Creed.”

      I’m going to spend the rest of the God damn day worrying. This party is a massive event and everything needs to go well for a variety of reasons. I nod, though, and take a cursory glance through the notes, just in case. It all looks good.

      I know that the big boss man himself is waiting for me, so I hand back the papers. In exchange, Clay gives me an earpiece so we can be in constant communication. Another one of Sam’s very useful inventions for when we’re in our human forms.

      “I’ll see you guys in a bit.” I offer them a mock salute. “Wish me luck in there with the boss.”

      “You don’t need luck,” Rex insists. “You know what you’re doing. Go and kick ass.”

      The house is so huge, it really feels like it towers above me as I near the front door. It spreads out wide as well. I don’t know how anyone could need so much room. But I’m not here to worry about the wealth of a gentleman who can afford to live in a house like this one. I need to take stock of the layout inside so I can ensure my guys and I cover every inch of it tonight. There can be nothing missed.

      “Are you Mr. Vasco?” a gentleman in a very crisp suit calls out to me. He looks more like a butler than one of the gangsters mulling about the place. “Mr. Santorini is waiting for you in his office. Would you like me to show you the way?”

      I nod because I think I’d need someone to guide me even if I had been here before. The place is like a God damn maze. “Yeah, that would be great, thank you.”

      As the butler leads me through the building, I mentally clock the location of all the doors so I know what direction people might be moving through the building as the night grows long. I don’t know what the hell criminal organization parties end up like, but I guess I’m about to find out.

      “It’s in here.” Finally, the butler points me to a room. “Mr. Santorini is at his desk.”

      I nod, trying my hardest to keep the nerves inside as I step forward to knock on the door. I’m a mercenary, a God damn alpha wolf, I shouldn’t find all of this intimidating.

      “Come in.” Evan’s voice is booming, ricocheting somehow through the whole building.

      I don’t know why I’m surprised at the sheer size of the office when the rest of the house is so vast, but I am. This can’t just be for necessity, it has to be for show. He wants to let the world know that he is one powerful man. Message well and truly received.

      “Ah, Evan, good to see you again.” It’s a relief when he cracks a smile for me. “Thank you for coming. I will feel much better having you guys here tonight as security.”

      “Glad to hear it.” I smile and take the seat that he offers me.

      “As you know, my organization has been infiltrated. I become more sure of that every single day. Which is why I need outside help from you mercenaries. I actually trust strangers at the moment more than my own men.” He laughs, but I don’t think he finds it funny. “It’s always easier to trust men whose loyalty lies with money. You know where you stand with them.”

      I smile back, glad that’s what he thinks. My men are loyal to a paycheck, that’s just the way that we have always been. I don’t think loyalty to a crime crew helps people out. I always know where I stand with my guys. He doesn’t.

      “So, the main person I want protected tonight is my daughter.”

      His daughter? He managed to keep that a secret. I don’t know if I’m the only person who had no idea of the existence of his daughter, but I don’t let it show on my face.

      “She will be in her room, as she won’t be joining us for the party. But I need to make sure no one goes after her. Especially when the three family heads will be in my home tonight to discuss the future of Chicago. I’m not taking any chances.”

      I nod along, but I don’t know if the guys are going to be happy when they learn that we’re essentially babysitting tonight. They will go along with it, though. Why wouldn’t they when the pay is so decent? Plus, they’ll do whatever I say because that’s how my alpha status works. That’s how my guys work.

      “I will introduce you to my daughter at some point, but right now I would like to know what your plans are. I can see that there is a lot of activity going on, which is great, but I would like to know just what is happening.”

      “Of course, I can show you all the plans we have. In fact, I can take you for a walk around the building if you want, to show you firsthand what we’re doing if you like.” Well, I won’t be showing him all of my plans, though. I don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention my way because we aren’t just here to be security for the party. We’re here because I’m looking forward to finding which family head I can use to further my own criminal empire.

      Evan pauses for a moment before nodding. “You know what? Good idea.”

      “Great, let’s go.”

      I’m pleased to know that I can find my way out of the building with only a little bit of guidance from Evan. Maybe it’s a sign that when crime makes me as wealthy as it has Evan, I won’t be getting lost in my mega mansion all the time. Although I’m definitely going to have a butler just in case.

      “This is Rex.” It’s lucky we stumble across him first, because I can see Evan is impressed by the muscle this guy has. “Rex, this is Mr. Santorini.”

      “Good to meet you, man.” Rex extends his hand to shake Evan’s, treating him just like he would anyone else. He hasn’t ever spoken to anyone like they are a boss or above him, but then he never treats anyone like they are below him either. “Good place you have here. Big, though, which means it’s a lot more work for us. You know how it is.” Rex laughs, showing Evan he’s joking.

      The mafia boss chuckles along with Rex, charmed by him. “Yeah, well, I’m glad to have you guys here on the case.”

      I step a little closer to Clay as Rex fills Evan in on everything he plans on doing, just to check that he’s got shit under control as well. Clay’s eyes are a little wide with worry, probably at having to talk to Evan, but I’m sure he’ll use his intelligence to show off and it’ll all be fine.

      “Where’s Sam?” I ask quietly. “Is he still scouting out camera locations?”

      Clay nods. “Yeah, I guess so. But it’s taking him a while. Would you like me to go find him? I’d much rather do that than whatever this is right here.”

      I shake my head. “No, let’s wait for him here. Then we can all go together to meet Evan’s daughter, because apparently she’s our main priority tonight.”

      Clay raises an eyebrow suspiciously but I shoot him a warning look. This is not up for discussion right now. If he has an issue with being a babysitter, we can talk about it later on when Evan isn’t pretty much right on top of us and wanting us to prove to him that we can keep his family safe from the mafia bosses he has decided to invite into his home.

      I wonder what he meant when he said “the future of Chicago.” With a bit of luck, I’ll be in the know later on. I’m going to make sure I listen in as much as possible so I can work out the finer details of my plan.

      I step back to let Clay show Evan what he’s doing. Once he gets over his nerves, everything is fine and he’s happy to keep on talking.

      “So, where is the other one?” Evan asks. “I would like to know where he’s thinking about putting up the cameras. If he needs any advice from me, I can make sure we get all the angles covered. I don’t want anything untoward to happen.”

      “I’m sure Sam knows what he’s doing,” I insist, because I do know that much. Sam always knows what he’s doing. He really is the best of the best. “And you will meet him when he’s done with his examination. But didn’t you want to introduce us to your daughter?”

      “Skylar, yes, of course.” He nods as if he forgot all about the main reason for us being here. “Let’s go and meet her now. But be warned, she might not be in the best mood. And she isn’t a lot of fun to be around when she’s in a shitty mood.”

      I’m imagining a bratty little kid, or maybe a teenager who definitely doesn’t want to be babysat. Understandable, but she must have a little bit of an idea that her father is a dangerous man. She might not know how dangerous, which only means she will give us more attitude, but we can handle that. She’ll soon learn that I don’t take any shit.

      “Are we all going?” Rex asks curiously, moving closer to me. “To meet her, I mean? Or should Clay and I keep going out here?”

      “Nah, you come too. We might as well all get to know her while we have the time so she’s prepared for us this evening.”

      I can feel Rex and Clay sharing a look behind me, but thank God they’re smart enough to keep their thoughts to themselves. We follow Evan through the house, in a different direction this time, which is a pain in the ass because I don’t have any clue where I am again. Fuck, is that why Sam is taking so long? Has he managed to get lost on the outside of this building? I wouldn’t be surprised. I’ll find him later, though. One thing at a time.

      Evan yanks his ringing cell phone out of his pocket and answers the call, pressing the device to his ear. “Yes?”

      I can’t hear what the person on the other end of the phone is saying, but they sound irate. Like we might have drama coming our way already. My hands clench into fists by my sides in preparation for whatever it might be. I don’t know which fucker I’ll have to fight, but I will do whatever it takes. Even if it’s just for the kid I’m babysitting.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Evan stops walking and rakes his fingers through his hair. “Okay, well, that’s bullshit. I’m going to come and sort this out now. No, just wait where you are. I don’t want you to go anywhere. No, I don’t want you to do that either.”

      He cuts off the call and looks at each of us in turn.

      I suck in a sharp breath and wait for him to say something. Why the hell am I so on edge?

      “So, I need to go and figure some shit out. I don’t want to leave you here, but I really have to go.”

      “Don’t worry,” I say with a forced smile. “We’ll introduce ourselves to Skylar and then head back out to get things ready for tonight.”

      “Fine. Just keep going down this hallway and it’s the last door on the left. There’s a Skylar sign on the door, you can’t miss it.”

      I nod and watch Evan walk away. He’s got a real purpose in his step. Whatever’s happening needs him right now. I’m sure he’ll let us know what it is if it’s going to affect the party.

      “Babysitting?” Rex scoffs, just as I expected him to. “Is that what we’re here for? I thought we were going to be security for the whole party, not for some kid. Doesn’t that seem like a shitty side job? Like Evan doesn’t trust us to do something much more important?”

      I shrug. “We just need to do what Evan tells us to do. If he wants us to focus on his daughter, then that’s what we have to do.” He isn’t looking at me like I’m convincing. “Just think of the pay check, okay? That’s the most important thing here. We just need to keep our heads down and do our best. Don’t fuck this up, basically.”

      “Hmm, yeah, I guess so.” Rex continues to frown, though. “It just seems a little shitty, don’t you think? Like, there are so many other ways our talents could be used.”

      “True, but this might be the easiest way for us to get our money and keep our heads, don’t you think?”

      “Or, we could see some action and show these assholes what we can do.”

      I don’t know which attitude I prefer. I just start walking because the sooner we meet this kid, the quicker we can find Sam and get through this shit show. It’d be easier if I could just tell the guys what I’m really going to do while we’re here, but I’ll fill them in on all those details when I have my plan and the time is right.
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      My father is having a party in our home tonight and I’m not allowed to be there. I have to be locked away in my bedroom like a child or a God damn princess in a fairytale. If I can’t feel safe in my own home, then where can I feel safe? It’s ridiculous and I hate it.

      This whole debacle has even dampened the good mood I was in because of the mysterious man and the way he made me feel. If I close my eyes, I can still feel his lips on mine, his hands all over my body, the depth of him thrusting inside me until I simply couldn’t control myself any longer. God, I wish I could do that every night. I wish I could have a normal life, not one that’s controlled because my father is a kingpin of a crime syndicate. I would love to be out dancing and flirting and doing other things people my age do.

      The hammering noise outside my bedroom window startles me out of my fantasy and makes me jump. I go over to the window to see what’s going on and find a face that I recognize skulking around the house. No it isn’t one of my father’s asshole men, I’m excited by the prospect of interacting with an “outsiders.”

      I take in the man’s floppy blond hair, sparkling blue of his eyes, and the ways his cheek bones are so chiseled it actually hurts. He’s wearing jeans and a sports jacket, and it’s safe to say that I am intrigued as to why he’s here. So much so that I need to know more about him.

      I pull the window up, not even worrying about being in my sexy silk pajamas.

      as soon as he sees me, his cheeks flame red and he half tries to hide himself from view. “Oh wow, sorry.”

      With last night’s excitement and freedom still coursing through my veins, I don’t think twice about pushing the window open wider and leaning out of it. “You don’t need to apologize to me, I just wanted to say hey.”

      I make sure my arms are folded under my breasts as I lean out a bit more, and it pleases me when his eyes are drawn to my cleavage. The more of me that he can see, the better. I’m definitely emboldened by last night, and I really want him to join in with my flirting. I crave that sort of attention, especially knowing that it’s taboo and forbidden.

      “H-hi,” he stammers back a little awkwardly. “Sorry for invading your personal space. I’m just here to set up cameras up around the property for tonight. I want to make sure all the blind spots are covered, and here seems to be quite a risky area.”

      His words make me realize that tonight might actually be dangerous and that I should stay in my room if Dad is going this far. He doesn’t usually require so much protection, and he definitely doesn’t hire outsiders to make that happen. I did hear a rumor that there would be other crime bosses here, but I didn’t really believe it. Maybe that is what’s happening, though.

      I swallow hard, trying not to get too freaked out. I don’t want to make this already nervous man more worried than he is. I just want to have a laugh.

      “So, are you like, a mercenary, then?” I flutter my eyelashes playfully. “That must be a really exciting life, huh? What sort of work do you do?”

      He glances around wildly, as if he’s worried about being caught talking to me. This is too cute. The total opposite of the domineering man I went home with last night. But, actually, that’s a turn-on in itself. I don’t think I have ever met a man like this one before. He’s endearing. I lean over a little more to try to get a better look at him.

      “We do all kinds of work,” he tells me. “I only get told what I need to know, so I don’t have much information for you, I’m afraid.”

      I let out a little laugh. “I’m not a government spy or anything. I don’t want to know all the state secrets. I’m just trying to get to know you a little better, that’s all.”

      He doesn’t really look more relaxed, so I change topics. “What’s your name? I’m Skylar.”

      “Skylar.” He rolls my name around in his mouth like it tastes delicious. For some reason, this makes me laugh. Probably because I got so intimate with the guy I met last night, but we never shared names. “I’m Sam.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sam. So, you’re setting up security cameras around my room, huh? Some might say that’s the work of a pervert. What if I want to walk around naked?”

      He blushes even brighter and his ears actually turn red with embarrassment. I’m sure it’s a bit of fear as well, because he might not know much, but he’s bound to know who I am. “I…I don’t think the cameras will catch anything going on inside your room.”

      “Shame,” I say with a giggle. “I kinda like the idea of you going through the security footage and watching me.”

      I might be pushing him too far, but I can’t stop myself. I move my fingers tantalizingly slowly over my breasts and tweak my nipples through the silky material. His eyes narrow in on that and I can sense the intense hunger rolling off of him. I think if I reach forward now, he might let me yank him through this window so we can block out the rest of the world and have some fun. Screw Dad’s party. I won’t need to worry about it if I have some company.

      “So, what will you be doing while the party is going on, Sam?” I purr his name like it’s pure sex on my lips. “Are you going to be attending or just walking around to keep the place safe? I’m going to be trapped in my fucking room, so I might die of boredom in here…”

      Is he picking up on the hint at all? I really can’t tell.

      “I’m not quite sure what our instructions are yet,” he answers, giving me a vague reply. “But I’m sure Creed will be in touch soon enough.”

      “Creed? Who’s that? Are there more of you?” I cock my head curiously to one side, waiting for him to fill me in. It’s not the easiest to get much out of him, but I’m having a good time trying.

      “Yeah, there are a group of us, actually. Creed, Rex, Clay, and me. They’re all here somewhere.”

      I sling my legs over the windowsill so I can move a little closer to him. I can’t help but wonder if he’s going to panic and run off, but thankfully he goes nowhere. If anything, he moves a little nearer to me. It’s almost as if he doesn’t know he’s my new little play thing and that we’re one hundred percent going to have something sexy happening between us.

      “So, what do you do when you aren’t installing cameras to spy on women?”

      “Oh, no, that really isn’t…” He quickly senses that I’m joking and tries to play it off as a laugh. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t get enough of making this man nervous. “You know, I’m just putting in these cameras because your father needs to keep this place safe for the party tonight. I guess that means it’s dangerous. Is that why…?”

      “Why I’m trapped in my room?” I scoff. “Probably. Whatever. I don’t want to go anyway.”

      “Yeah, I’m not much of a party animal…”

      I don’t even let him finish his sentence because I’m getting impatient. I silence him by cupping his very warm cheek and pulling myself closer to him until my lips connect with his. It’s a soft kiss, but it pools heat between my thighs anyway. The deeper the kiss gets, the more my heart pounds, the more my body pulsates with desire. I try to suck in some air, but I can’t manage it. Instead, I’m left dizzy with intense desire. If I don’t have him tonight, I might lose my freaking mind.

      I break off the kiss, but only so I can rest my forehead against his, staring into his eyes. I love the surprise on his face, but also the need in his fiery gaze. There’s definitely more to this man than meets the eyes. How can I get him to reveal all of that to me? I want all of him.

      Sam and I burst apart as if we’ve been electrocuted when a knock sound son my door. I’m already breathless from him, but now the panic has me almost hyperventilating. I fly back inside my room, wondering what the hell my father is going to say if he sees me flirting with a mercenary. He’ll kill us both.

      But when I look back, Sam has already vanished. Probably for the best.

      I trying to pull myself together, even if it feels like an impossible task. “Hold on, I’ll just be a minute.”

      Pretending that I have no idea what’s happening has helped me to survive with Dad. I’m sure that’s the way it will always have to be with him. It’s a shame because he’s never going to get to know the real me, but what else can I do? He’s made it be this way.

      I open the door with a lie ready to go. “Hey, Dad, I…” My words fall apart on my lips. This isn’t my father, this is a man I recognize all too well. One I never thought I’d see again. “Um…”

      “Oh!” His dark eyes widen as he realizes who I am. “Uh, right, I’m Creed.”

      So it’s Sam’s boss who set my body alight last night. How the hell is that possible? I’ve never seen this man before in my life and now we’re in the same place at the same time twice in two days.

      Everything that just happened between me and Sam flows out of my head as I stare at this man in shock. I can’t believe what’s happening. This is the weirdest day of my whole damn life. I try to ask him all the millions of questions that have started floating through my head, but I’m choked up and I can’t say a damn word. Fuck, this is kind of a nightmare.

      Creed. juts his chin out, taking control of the situation, which I’m happy to let him do, but he’s acting like last night didn’t happen, which I’m less happy about. “My crew and I will be watching out for your safety tonight. Your father wanted us to introduce ourselves to you. He was actually with us, but got called away.”

      I nod a couple of times, but this isn’t getting any less awkward. “Right, well, it’s good to meet you. But what does that mean? You’ll be watching out for me? Like some kind of God damn babysitter? I don’t need that.”

      Creed lets out a little laugh. I’m glad this is amusing him, because I’m furious. “I’m sorry, but that’s what we’ve been hired to do. Me and Sam, although I don’t know where he is at the moment.” I don’t bother to mention that I already know Sam. “This is Rex.”

      Whoa, Rex is something else. Muscular, broad, tousled black hair, and green eyes. I’m supposed to be mad, but when he reaches out to shake my hand, I can’t stop myself from smiling. He has a playful aura that I’m instantly drawn to. Smiling at Rex and watching his mouth become a little slack jawed is almost enough to have me pushing my humiliation to the side.

      “And this is Clay. As a group, we will be keeping you safe while the festivities continue.”

      Clay’s smoking hot as well. A red head with pale skin and a sweet glint to his hazel-colored eyes. I can sense his kindness rolling off of him in waves as he shakes my hand also. He gives me the sense that no matter what is going on around me, he’s the sort of man I would always be safe with. He’d throw himself in front of a bullet for me.

      I want Clay to stick around so I can get to know him better. Rex too. And Sam. The only problem is Creed, and not because I don’t want him here, but because it’s hard for me to look at him with the intense memories of last night floating through my head. I know how good he can make me feel, but I also am acutely aware of how stupid I must look to him now. Last night I was all carefree and sexy, I could do whatever the hell I wanted, and now I’m a prisoner.

      “So, are there any areas of the house you think we need to be particularly aware of?” Creed continues, acting like a boss and showing off his domineering side, but also continuing to dismiss what we’ve shared.  “Or anything in particular you want to warn us about?”

      “Hasn’t my father told you everything you need to know?” I say, unable to keep the anger from my voice.

      “He has, but we’re here for you, so I want to hear from you. See what you have to say.”

      Clay and Rex genuinely look like they have no idea what’s happened between Creed and me, and Sam didn’t say anything either, but I don’t know if that helps.

      “I can’t think of anything right now, but I will let you know.”

      There is a thick tension in the air as me and Creed stare at one another. I don’t know how long we’re looking at one another like this, but it feels like forever. I’m sure his guys must wonder what the hell is going on. He’s definitely going to have a million questions when we’re done here.

      “Creed?” My father’s voice booms through the house. I don’t know how he’s managed it, but he seems to consume the whole building. I swear that’s a part of his power. “Ah, there you are. Sorry about that, I just got caught up with some business. But now I’m ready to show you around. I see you have already met Skylar.”

      As soon as he sees what I’m wearing while I talk to these men, he frowns. He’s going to hurry them away, get them as far away from me as possible, as if they can corrupt me. Little does he know that I’m the one who wants to corrupt them.
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      Clay takes his patrol through the house, as Sam runs outside to make sure no unwanted people slip onto the grounds of the mansion. Creed is at the front of the house and I remain on the roof, taking in a much bigger view of the surrounding areas. So far, so good. All I can hear is raucous laughter from inside.

      Skylar has some music thumping in her room, probably to try to block everything else out. I can tell she’s pissed off for not being included, but I have to admit I’m glad. She seems too sweet to be mixed up with them.

      Creed didn’t give us many details about this job, but we all know who we’re working for. A mob boss and all his criminal friends. Definitely not ideal. Especially for Creed. I know he wants to get involved with the criminal world because he sees it as the quickest way to get rich. I don’t like it really, it doesn’t feel right to me, but Creed isn’t the sort of man I can make see sense. All I can really do is be there for him and hope he doesn’t fuck up too bad.

      “Rex, you there?” I jump as Creed’s voice ricochets through my ear. It’s almost as if he knew I was thinking about him. “You see anything?”

      I touch the ear piece. “Nah, it’s all looking good. You need anything?”

      “I want you to come down here if you have a moment so we can talk.”

      I sigh. If he’s got some dangerous plan, what the hell am I going to do? I mean, I know what I’ll do because Creed is the alpha and there’s no going against his word, but I don’t like it. We’ve all spent years in the military putting our lives on the line. Personally, I don’t see why we should do it again. I’m happy having my guys around me, but I don’t want our lives at risk. Maybe I will try to talk some sense into Creed. This might be the time that works.

      “On the way, boss. Just give me a second.”

      I check on Sam’s location before I slide down carefully off the roof, making sure I slip past Skylar’s room on the way, just to make sure there aren’t any worrying sounds coming from there. I spot Creed a short distance away from Evan’s men with a worried look pinching his face. This isn’t good.

      “Creed, you good?” I actually have to rest my hand on his shoulder for him to know I’m there.

      “Oh, yeah, right.” He shakes his head. “I’m just feeling really uneasy about all of this and wanted to know if you’re feeling the same way. Like it’s the calm before the storm, you know?”

      I nod, because I know what he means. I feel it too, like there is something really bad about to happen. I know we can face it, though, we can tackle anything, I’m sure of it. Even if this involves some of the most dangerous people in the city.

      “We shouldn’t be on this side of things,” Creed suddenly announces, shocking me. “We should be the ones inside that meeting hall, talking with the bosses.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask. He’s talked a little about this before, but never quite as seriously as he sounds right now. “You want to be with Evan Santorini? In that meeting? I didn’t know that was the dream.”

      Creed’s cheeks redden as he nods. I know he’s impatient, but this seems wild. Why did he take this job if it’s going to piss him off?

      “I don’t just want to make a name for myself in this town for being a military vet. I need to make Santorini trust me so we can take our place where we rightfully belong. Among the elites of this city. We need this higher standard; it’s going to change everything for us. That’s why we can’t fuck this up, no matter what. Everything has to go perfectly.”

      “Right…yeah, course.” I furrow my eyebrows in confusion. I don’t know if any of us knew that Creed had started taking all of this so seriously. I need to find one of them to find out. “Well, I’m sure we can impress Evan. He already seems to like you a lot, right? The main thing we need to do is keep Skylar safe, then we’ll be all fine.”

      He sighs heavily. “Yeah, sounds easy, doesn’t it? I don’t know if it will be, though.”

      “You think one of these guys is going to try to do something to Skylar?” Why would Evan give us such a good paycheck if this wasn’t going to be a really dangerous job? Skylar has to be in danger.

      “I won’t let anyone near Skylar,” he growls, his wolf bubbling to the surface. That’s definitely an overreaction. What the hell is going on? I can only assume it has to do with Evan. “No one is going to do anything to her tonight. Not with us on it. She’s too special.”

      Special? He doesn’t even know Skylar. Does he? We only met her earlier in the day. But I guess it only takes a couple of moments sometimes. When you know, you know and all that. I wonder how he’s going to manage his feelings for Skylar with his desire to impress her father. That’s going to be a really tricky one.

      I definitely need to talk to Clay and Sam about this, because if there is any chance that we’re going to be in trouble here, then we need to be prepared. All of us. We can’t help Creed otherwise.

      A part of me wants to question my alpha about all of this, but I keep my lips tightly shut together. He might be allowing little bits to slip out, but he doesn’t look like he’s in the mood to pick apart his feelings. I know Creed well enough to know when to tackle things and when to take a step back.

      “We won’t fuck up tonight,” I reassure him. “We’ll impress Evan and everything you want is going to be realized. We will be respected by these men and wealthy too.”

      This, thankfully, brings a smile up to Creed’s lips. It might only be a small one, but it’s something. I’ll take it. I get ready to say something else, but a smashing sound grabs our attention.

      “Glass,” Creed whispers. “From the party, or something else?”

      I’m taller and thicker than Creed, which is why I’m often lovingly referred to as the muscle of the group, so I lead the way across the hall to Skylar’s bedroom. We’re here for her, to protect her, so she needs to be our first priority.

      I glance back to see Creed’s eyes glowing gold. His wolf is about to burst free at any given second. I hold back my primal side in case it’s better to tackle this as a human.

      It’s not easy to fight my nature, but if Creed doesn’t want this fucked up, then one of us needs to have control of ourselves. Something I’m thoroughly grateful for the moment I see two men dressed in catering uniforms inside Skylar’s room.

      So this is an inside job. Fuck, this is a God damn nightmare. There are trays on the floor, canapes scattered everywhere, broken champagne flutes…and a dead body. I scan the room quickly but can’t see anyone other than Skylar, who has blood splattered on her dress. Did she do this? I can’t quite wrap my head around it, especially when she’s looking so afraid now.

      The other man is swept off his feet by a wolf claw, knocking him out the way. Well, more than knocking him out the way—he smashes into the wall, causing blood to splatter from his head. Although it isn’t bad enough to stop him from getting to his feet again.

      Skylar lets out a blood curdling scream and backs into the corner of the room, looking like she wants to make herself small enough to disappear.

      She can’t, though. The remaining guy ignores his companion, not worried about the dead body of his friend on the floor. He has a weapon tightly clutched between his fingers as he moves towards Skylar, not even bothered by the blood dripping down his face.

      “No,” I cry out, racing towards Skylar to get there first. No fucking way is she going to get hurt on my watch. She seems innocent enough, like she doesn’t have any involvement with the crime world, just that she’s born into it.

      I envelop Skylar in my arms and hold her tight to my chest while Creed takes that pent-up rage out on the stranger again. Only this is more of an onslaught than the other attack. Creed destroys him. Skylar trembles in my arms and I can feel her heart pounding against my chest.

      I need the others. Surely, if someone has bothered to set up this attack, then they have backup.

      “Sam, Clay,” I hiss into the walkie-talkie as Creed continues his fight. I’m pretty sure the man underneath him has gone limp now, but he won’t let it end. Is this to impress Evan or because of Skylar? “Come here now. Skylar’s bedroom. Shit is going down.”

      I pocket the walkie-talkie and turn to Skyler. “It’s okay,” I rasp reassuringly to Skylar. “Don’t worry, nothing is going to happen to you now. We’re here, it’s fine.”

      I find myself smoothing down her hair like I can calm her down just by stroking her. This comes from the animal within me. Not all of my wolf is violent.

      “What’s happening?” Skylar asks with a trembling voice. “What is Creed doing?”

      How does she even know that’s Creed? She hasn’t seen his wolf before now, and she only just barely met him as a human. She would only know him if she had intimate experiences with him. Is that possible? They didn’t appear to know one another when we were all introduced.

      I have so many questions and no chance of getting them answered. Not with Creed continuing to beat on the man who I don’t even think has a face anymore. I can’t tell Skylar that, though.

      “Creed is fine,” I reassure her instead. “You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      “What the hell is happening here?” Sam slips in through the window, shock plastered across his face. “Oh my God, has Creed gone crazy?”

      I nod, wishing I could explain it all. Instead, I focus on this exact moment because it’s the only thing I can control. “Yeah, he did it to stop this asshole from attacking Skylar, but we’re getting into overkill territory here.”

      Sam nods and determinedly surges forward to pull Creed off the man. It’s never safe to attack a man when his wolf is free, but it doesn’t look like Sam cares about getting hurt himself. He wrestles and fights against Creed before he eventually pulls him back.

      “Oh shit.” Clay sidesteps the fight the moment he sets foot in the room. “Fucking hell, what is going on? How did this happen?”

      He doesn’t wait for an answer, but goes to help Sam. I should be in there, being the muscle and everything, but I can’t bear to let Skylar go. I can sense how badly she needs me and I don’t want to let her down.

      Maybe this is why Creed seems so obsessed with her. There is definitely something different about Skylar. The moment I laid eyes on her I was struck by how gorgeous she is. But I have seen other beautiful woman in my life and none of them have brought out this primal, protective side of me.

      Am I starting to catch feelings as well? I didn’t understand Creed before when he was talking about Skylar and how special she is, but now I get it. I can feel it. Creed must have touched her at some point. He must have experienced this feeling before. This sweet, warm, intoxicating feeling that fills my veins and buzzes with excitement. All I can think about is kissing Skylar, and seeing what she looks like underneath her clothes.

      I only let Skylar slip away from my grasp once I see that Creed has thankfully shifted back into his human form. He has his hands gripped on his knees, sweat pouring from his forehead, and he is desperately trying to catch his breath.

      “Creed,” Skylar whispers, sounding like a broken woman, but she doesn’t go anywhere. She doesn’t run towards him like I thought she might do. She remains close, tucked into my shadow, like I’m the one who can protect her from Creed. I’m sad she feels that way about him, but I can’t help feeling a little pleased that she wants me.

      But I’m actually not too surprised that she doesn’t want to move, because the grim sight of the bloody corpse pressed into her carpet stands in between us and Creed.

      When you see this sort of sight on a battlefield, it’s expected. It’s always horrifying, but you become a little too desensitized to it. But here, it’s terrible. Even I’m shocked that Creed went so far. Seeing this, with the happy music playing and the sounds of the party zipping through the house, is weird. It’s a juxtaposition that I think has all of us uncomfortable.

      “We need to…to clean this up,” Clay stammers awkwardly. “We need to figure this out before the mob bosses find out what’s going on. I don’t know if this will go over well.”

      Good idea, but we don’t exactly have cleaning supplies on us, and certainly not something that will clean up blood. But this is the home of a gangster. If any home has the sort of supplies that we need, it’ll be this one. These men must clean up blood all the time.

      “I will go find something,” Sam gushes, clearly thinking along the same lines as me. “I’m sure we can get everything we need. You guys just keep everyone else out.”

      Just because Evan asked us to keep his daughter safe, there’s no way he’s going to be happy about this. Fuck, first he will have to figure out how this attack happened and who the hell is behind it, but then he will have to see if he can get rid of all the evidence. Blood and brains deep in the carpet will be much harder to dispose of than just a body.

      No one says a word, and it’s like the room has become a pressure cooker that’s about to explode. Standing around in silence is killer. I can almost hear every second slipping away, and it’s bringing up an anxiety I don’t think any of us knows what to do with.

      The door swings open, and it isn’t Sam on the other side of it.

      It’s our worst nightmare.

      Evan, and he does not look happy as he surveys the gruesome scene splayed out in front of him. “What the hell is going on here?”
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      Everyone is acting as if this is all business as usual. As if I wasn’t just attacked and almost kidnapped. Like I didn’t just have to freaking kill a man to keep myself safe—something I’m pretty sure is going to haunt me forever. And as if there isn’t a God damn wolfpack cleaning up the mess of a mutilated dead body in my room. I thought this party was going to be a horrible one, but this isn’t something I could have ever predicted.

      “Come with me,” Dad says as he pulls me further away from my bedroom and the wolves I would much prefer to stay with. Even Creed, even after all of that. “We need to go and say goodbye to our guests. Can you please put on something not covered in blood?”

      I stare at him, horror struck. “What do you mean? Say goodbye to the people who sent those caterers to kill me? I can’t do that.”

      I don’t think I will ever be able to close my eyes again. Even if I try to think about it now, I shudder with terror. Images of that whole horrible scene overcome me and make me feel ill. Dad pulls his hand off my back as I shudder. It seems like he doesn’t want to acknowledge or feel my fear.

      “We don’t know who sent those men,” Dad reminds me. “And if we don’t show the others that you are alive, that the plan failed, and act naturally at the same time, I will never be able to figure out who is trying to kidnap you.”

      I don’t want to know, and I don’t care to find out. I just want to be left alone and not have to fight anymore.

      But my father isn’t one to be argued with, so I comply. I go into the walk-in closet and put on the first dress I put my hands on. I don’t look at what it is, and I don’t think it matters. I just want to get out of what I’m wearing at the moment because I can’t stand the blood on it. The blood of the man who tried to hurt me. I think I’m going to burn everything that has blood on it so I never have to look at it again.

      I pull everything off and drag on the dress. As I try to get a little glimpse of myself in the mirror, I realize my heart is pounding so hard it’s made my vision blurry. I can hardly see straight, much less focus on what I look like. Who the hell cares anyway?

      Well, my father apparently. He shoots me a disapproving frown as I step out. Thank God he’s too distracted by what has just happened to make me change. I’m exhausted.

      “There’s the main man!” someone yells as soon as my father and I make it into the main hall. “That was one hell of a party, Evan, but we really must get going.”

      Dad nods sharply, just the one time. “Yeah, no problem. I just wanted to introduce you to my daughter. I’m sure it was a long time ago that you last saw her. Mason Thorne, this is Skylar.”

      I put on a fake smile and shake the man’s hand. Hatred burns through my system as I am forced to touch him. Is this the man who wants to harm me? I don’t know what to make of the look in his eyes. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. He’s unhinged in a way that makes me desperately uncomfortable. But then my father probably looks that way to others too.

      “And this is Griffin Hanwell.” My dad leads me towards another big, muscular guy with a glint of evil in his eyes. Maybe it was him.”

      I can barely stand to look at this man. But maybe the leaders of the rival gangs aren’t where I should be looking. They are going to be far more expert at hiding what they’ve done. Plus, I highly doubt they ever get their hands dirty. I need to check out everyone else instead.

      I try not to make it obvious, I try to act like I’m still engaged in conversation, but I’m taking a look at other people. Is there any guilt on show? Anyone who looks suspicious and is staring at me like they are stunned to see me still alive?

      It’s incredibly frustrating because I don’t know any of these people well enough to see what’s going on underneath the surface. I know Dad explained to me that he’s waiting until he knows who is doing this before he acts out, but it’s still really freaking annoying that we’re acting all friendly with these people and about to let them go.

      But it happens. Little by little, everyone vanishes. The room empties, but the noise doesn’t seem to go anywhere. I think it might be burning inside my freaking brain.

      “Okay, come on,” Dad finally says with a sigh as he pulls me along. “We need to go back to your bedroom to see how the wolves are getting on. The cleanup needs to be done now.”

      I want to go to see the wolves, especially Creed, because I know how phenomenal he can make me feel, but I also don’t want to go back there. I don’t know if I will ever be able to sleep in my bedroom again. Not without the memories of the murder. My own and Creed’s.

      But because I’m still a little stunned and off kilter, I let Dad drag me back there. Even when my blood runs ice cold and my pulse begins to pound like crazy, I continue down the hallway. I swallow hard, hoping I can shove my fear down before I face it again.

      But there isn’t anything to see anymore. The evidence is long gone. In that short time where I was facing the leaders of the other mobs, the wolves finished cleaning up the crime scene. There isn’t any more blood or bodies; it’s almost like nothing happened. I blink a few times, stunned to the core.

      “You have done really well,” Dad commends Creed while patting him on the back. “Not only did you save my daughter’s life, but you cleaned up the mess too.”

      Creed’s eyes dart towards me. “Skylar actually did a great job of taking care of herself.”

      “Mmm, sure.” It shouldn’t shock me that my father doesn’t want to hear this, but it stings.

      “She stood her ground against those men,” Creed insists. “I wasn’t the only person who killed. Skylar took out the first man before we even got there.”

      Dad doesn’t seem to hear it. It hurts to see that he doesn’t care that I had to kill someone. And I might not have survived if Creed hadn’t jumped in and taken out the other guy.

      “Well, I need to figure out what will happen next,” he states while tapping his chin. “I don’t know how I’m going to keep Skylar safe while I don’t even know who is responsible for the attack. I would like to keep her away from here while I figure it out.”

      Why the hell is he talking about me as if I’m not here? I fold my arms across my chest and squeeze my lips tightly shut so I don’t say something I’ll regret. I really don’t have the energy for another argument with my dad. Plus, I do kind of want to get out of here for a while. Maybe I could go to a hotel or something. Spend some time locked away somewhere I can relax and be pampered. I think I deserve that after all this.

      “We have a safe house,” Creed offers.

      All my lazy morning swims and massages go flying out the window. I stare at him in horror. What on earth does he mean by “safe house”?

      “It’s out of the city, and no one knows where it is. We could keep her safe.”

      “Where is it located?” Dad demands.

      “Well, I don’t want to give you the actual location because, obviously, it’s a safe house, but it’s on Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie. Not the sort of place people will look.”

      I look between Dad and Creed, curious as to which way this is going to go. Right now, there’s no way to tell. I don’t even know which way I want things to go. The Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie isn’t exactly the relaxing daydream I just conjured up, but at the same time, I wouldn’t complain about these four men keeping me safe.

      I already know I have an intense, passionate spark with Creed. Some time with him in the bedroom would be a good way to distract myself from my life being on the line. Then I also shared a flirty moment with Sam, and I would like to explore that. I can sense an animal underneath this sweet exterior of him, and I need to know more.

      Having Rex’s beefy arms around me made me feel so safe and protected, I didn’t want him to ever let me go. And then there is Clay. I don’t know much about him yet, but I would like to know more. He’s definitely gorgeous and I bet there’s a great personality there. This would be a good chance to really see him.

      Who knows how long we will be at this safe house? I could have tons of time to get to know these men. I wonder if they will be okay with me getting to know them all. Creed might be a bit possessive, I did get that impression when we were fooling around, but I don’t really know what the truth is.

      “Right, well, I guess that might have to happen,” Dad eventually says. “Because I cannot have these assholes thinking they can get their hands on my daughter.”

      Oh shit, it’s really happening. I’m going to the safe house with the sexy wolfpack. My heart isn’t pounding now because I’m afraid, but because I’m excited. This is going to be an adventure. One I can’t wait to get on board with.

      Dad and Creed talk seriously about the best ways to keep me safe, away from the eyes of everyone else, and without the threat of spies, as I hurriedly pack up the belongings I want to take. I also pack some sexy underwear without my father noticing. There’s no need for him to see what sort of trip this is going to end up being.

      “I also need your help finding out who is behind this,” Dad says. “I can only dig so much without it becoming obvious that I don’t trust them. Plus, it might be a good idea to have someone on the outside looking in. You won’t have the same preconceived notions as I do. The pay will be good.”

      Creed nods without even looking at the other guys. It gives me the impression that he is the one who makes all the decisions. The alpha of the pack. He does give off alpha energy, and he did that night as well. That’s what set me alight.

      “We won’t let you down,” Creed promises. “We will figure out what’s going on keep Skylar safe the whole time. You can trust us.”

      “Good,” Dad says, pleased. “Because right now I don’t know if I can trust anyone at all.”

      I have never trusted any of the people in my father’s life. I do instinctively trust the wolves, though. I don’t know exactly where that comes from, I guess it’s my gut feeling, but I hope it turns out well for me and I don’t end up screwed. I hope they don’t let me down1.

      Sam meets my eyes and shoots me a shy smile, a little lopsided grin that makes me instantly feel about a million times better. Of course I can trust these guys. They wouldn’t hurt me.

      Creed leaves with my father for a moment to get all the information he needs about the people him and his pack have to keep me safe from, and Rex isn’t far behind him. Sam instantly snaps into action, helping me get all packed up, which is really nice of him, but my eyes remain fixed on Clay. There is definitely so much more to him than meets the eye. I can’t wait to reveal it.
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        * * *

      

      It's weird to see my home in the rearview mirror and have no idea when I will be back. I have spent so much time in that place. The only time I’ve really escaped and experienced any freedom is when I have snuck out, like the other night when I went clubbing.

      But now it seems like I’m about to have all the adventures I want. All the freedom I want. Sure, I’ll be watched by the wolves, but I don’t think they are going to be as harsh as Dad. I’m sure I will actually be allowed a bit of time and space to be myself for a change.

      “Are you okay?” Sam asks me quietly as we turn the corner and leave my old life behind. It might not be forever, but it really does feel that way. “I know this is weird.”

      “It’s okay.” I smile thinly back at him. “I don’t really want to be there at the moment. I don’t know what’s going on with the mob rivalry, and I don’t want to find out. Thank you, to all of you, for taking me away from all of that. To this safe house. I think it’ll be good for me.”

      “I hope so,” he replies. “I feel better knowing that we can keep you safe—I’m sure we all do—and your father seems happier with it as well.  He seems very concerned about you and your safety.”

      “Yeah, but the only reason I’m in trouble is because of him.” I sigh heavily. “Not that it matters. I just want all of this drama to be over and done with.”

      Sam instinctively reaches out and laces his fingers through mine. The sensation of his hand in mine sends electricity shooting up my arm. We’ve flirted before, but this feels much more intense, more powerful. It feels much sweeter.

      I lean against Rex and rest my head on his broad shoulder for some more comfort. I don’t know if I’m just testing the waters or if it just feels like the natural thing to do, but neither of the men seem irritated about me connecting with the other. If anything, Sam grips my hand a little tighter, and Rex snuggles against me.

      This is going to be a whole lot of fun, I can just feel it in my bones.

      Creed catches sight of me in the rearview mirror and smiles. He’s driving, so he doesn’t show much of a reaction, but the grin warms up my chest and makes me feel good. It was scary watching his wolf tear that man apart in such a brutal way, but I get the sense he only overreacted that way because of me. He wanted to protect me and keep me safe. Creed saved my life.

      I killed as well, and I think that bonds us in an unexpected way. I grin back at him, my heart singing with excitement. I was planning on getting some sleep on this drive, but now I’m not sure that I will be able to. I’m all tingling and buzzing, on edge, and anticipation surging through my veins because I have no idea what’s going to happen next.
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      I take the last shift of driving, so I’m the one behind the wheel when we finally pull up to the prairie. The early morning sunshine is trying to peak through the clouds, lighting up the cabin even in the thick surrounding trees. It’s been a while since we’ve needed to visit the safe house, and it looks different.

      Maybe it’s because the situation is different. Because we have Skylar with us now and we have to do everything in our power to keep her alive and safe. While also finding out who wants to hurt her. I half wonder if Creed might have signed us up for a little too much.

      “Here we are,” I whisper quietly, because everyone else has been drifting in and out of sleep along the way. Skylar has slept for the longest, though, and I can hardly blame her. After everything that happened, she must be absolutely exhausted. I feel sorry for her, and I take a lot of the blame on my own shoulders because we should have seen this coming. I should have seen this coming. They fooled us with the catering uniforms, and it hurts.

      Skylar seems like a wonderful person who doesn’t deserve any of this. She shouldn’t have been forced to fight for her own life in her home. Home is supposed to be a safe place for everyone.

      I turn around to see Rex already scooping Skylar up in his arms as if she weighs little more than a feather to take her sleeping body inside. Why does this make me feel weirdly jealous of him? I don’t know Skylar, I don’t have any claim over her, so I can’t really explain it. It’s more like a magnetic tug that has seemingly come from nowhere. I drag my eyes away from Rex and Skylar to try to turn these feelings off.

      We head inside the house and busy ourselves while Rex lays Skylar down. Since we haven’t been here for a while, there is a lot that needs doing, including a shopping trip. Without food in the fridge, this isn’t going to be fun for any of us.

      “I will go to the store,” Rex offers.

      “And I will go and make sure all the security cameras are turned on,” Sam adds, happy to snap into action. “We need to have eyes and ears everywhere.”

      “Speaking of which, Clay, will you do scout out the area to check that we haven’t been followed? I didn’t see anyone as we were driving, but I would rather be thorough. Just like we were when we were in country together. That’s how we’re going to treat this.”

      I nod curtly. That makes sense. We have all survived on little sleep before, taking turns to keep watch, and keeping up patrol around the land. I think Creed is right, this is a good way to tackle it all. I’m glad we have him to guide us in the right direction.

      “I will stay here and sort out the weapons,” Creed continues. “Make sure we have everything we need while we’re here. I will also keep an eye on Skylar.”

      We all head our separate ways to complete our tasks. Once I’m outside, I let my wolf free. My wolf eyes are much more observant than my human ones, and my ears and nose are a million times better. If anyone has been in this area, I will find them.

      I run fast, enjoying the exercise and the freedom after being trapped in a car for way too long. I need to stretch my legs, so I travel further around the perimeter than I’m sure I should. Although I know Creed would happily tell me that we can’t be too careful.

      There isn’t anyone for miles. It doesn’t seem like anyone has even crossed this area for what feels like forever. Good, because that means any new scents will really stand out. Any one of us will be able to pick them up and get rid of any threats before they come anywhere near Skylar. Nothing is more important to any of us right now than making sure she is safe.

      When I get back to the cabin, I notice that Rex and Sam haven’t returned yet. I can hear Creed in the weapons room, presumably getting everything out since who knows what will happen. So, without really thinking about what I’m doing, I head to Skylar’s room. I just want to check that she’s still sleeping and doing okay. Honestly, I think there will be a bit of a breakdown at some point because she must be struggling with all of this. It can’t be easy to have to be taken away from her family because of some psycho who wants her hurt.

      “Oh wow, you’re awake.” I lean against the doorframe and shoot her a smile. She’s lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling. I definitely don’t think she’s been awake for long. “Rex carried you in from the car when we first arrived.”

      “Oh right, yeah.” She sits up and swings her legs over the side of the bed, then stares up at me through her long eyelashes. “Sorry about that. I take it this is the safe house? It’s nice. And it seems to be in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Oh, yeah, there isn’t anyone for miles. I’ve been around and checked, and we are very much all alone out here, so you don’t need to worry.”

      “I…” She swallows hard before she continues. “I’m scared. I think it’s only just hit me how terrifying all of this is. It’s really shaken me to the core.”

      Uh-oh, is this it? The breakdown? I’m glad I’m here now so I can support her. What I’m not expecting is for her to leap up from the bed and fly across the room to me. I don’t know what to do when she flings her arms around me to sob against my chest.

      “It’s okay, don’t worry.” I hold her closer. “You don’t have to be strong about this all the time, it isn’t a normal situation. But we’re here and we’re going to protect you. We’re going to make sure that you’re safe. You honestly don’t need to worry when we’re around.”

      She glances up at me with tears in her eyes. “Yeah, I do know that. I think it’s just shocked me a little. It’s finally hitting me now what happened. It’s been one hell of a night.”

      I hug her for a little while longer while she lets it all out. I hope this is cathartic for her, because I would also like her to enjoy her time here as much as she can.

      Once she’s feeling a little bit better, she asks for my help unpacking her belongings. Of course I comply, because it gives me a little longer with Skylar, which is really nice.

      She definitely seems a little bit happier when we head downstairs to join Creed, and Rex and Sam who have returned.

      “It’s time to make a plan,” Creed declares in his typical alpha tone. “Obviously, we’ll get something to eat first because I’m sure everyone must be hungry.” We all nod in instant agreement. “Then I think we need to schedule who will take which shift when. Routine patrol, you know how it goes.”

      Rex heads into the kitchen to cook for us all, and Skylar follows to help out. It’s hard for me to think about security when she’s right over there, just out of reach. It’s good that she’s laughing with Rex and seemingly having a nice time, but I would much rather she be by my side.

      God damn it, I shouldn’t feel so possessive over Skylar, I know that, but I can’t seem to help myself. I crave the feeling of having her standing right next to me.

      “So, you and Sam are good for the daytime?” Creed asks, bringing me back to the present moment. “You can keep an eye on the perimeter then.”

      “Sounds good to me. We can do that, can’t we, Sam?”

      Sam smiles happily. “Sure can.”

      “Make sure there isn’t anyone around,” Creed warns. He leans in a little closer, trying to make sure that only we hear what he’s about to say. “Because this is our best chance to impress Santorini. I want to make sure Evan starts to take us seriously.”

      Sam and I exchange a look. What the hell is going on here? Why is he so obsessed with impressing Evan Santorini all of a sudden? I know we got paid well for working with him, but this seems to be on another level.

      “Oh, right.” He shakes his head at our confused looks. “It was Rex I talked to about this. I’m seeing all of this as a chance to get up there with those guys. You know, Evan Santorini, Mason Thorne, and Griffin Hanwell.”

      “The crime bosses?” I furrow my eyebrows in shock. “You want to be up there with the mob?”

      He offers me a one-shouldered shrug. “It’s the only way to get respect in Chicago, isn’t it? I don’t want us to just be military vets. Not when we have so much more to give.”

      It’s a path I’m sure other ex-military members have gone down, but I thought we were more focused on trying to do something legit. I assumed that was the plan with the security details business. For him to just turn everything on its head like that is stunning.

      I know that we’re supposed to blindly follow him, what with him being our alpha and everything, but that doesn’t mean I will always agree with what he says. This doesn’t seem like a good idea to me, and I don’t know if I want to have any involvement with the criminal world. Especially not after seeing what it’s done to Skylar and her family.

      But I can feel Sam’s eyes on me, warning me to keep my mouth closed. I purse my lips tightly together and don’t say anything. I guess this is something we’re going to tackle later on. I’m hoping this is just a silly rash plan that Creed has come up with in the heat of the moment, and he doesn’t really mean it. I don’t know how we will be able to talk him out of it if this is something he has been thinking about for a while.

      “Okay, well, we will go now.” Sam grabs my arm and tugs me backwards. “We’ll take a look around the perimeter and see what we can find. Hopefully nothing.”

      He shoots me another warning look as we slip outside, mouthing at me to keep quiet. I must have been much closer to saying something than I thought if Sam can see it all over me. Shit, I need to get a bit better at keeping it all inside. I need a poker face.

      “We’ll deal with that. But not yet. I think that’s something we need to do when Creed has calmed down,” Sam tells me before we shift into wolves.

      I don’t much like that, but fine. Sam is level headed, more so than me, so if he thinks we need to focus on Skylar for the time being and ignore Creed’s big crime dreams, then so be it.

      I just hope he’s right.
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        * * *

      

      We don’t shift out of our wolf forms until it gets much darker. Both Sam and I take it very seriously, constantly checking the area, even though there isn’t any sign of anyone nearby. I would like to let our guard down and relax a little, but with us just arriving, we do have to be extra careful. Although I really don’t think that we were followed.

      Sam shifts first and I follow suit. “It’s time for us to switch shifts,” he informs me. “I think we should go get Creed and Rex for them to take their turn.”

      I nod, only able to let go of being on watch because it gives me a chance to get closer to Skylar for a little while. I hope she hasn’t been crying without me. I want to be the shoulder for her to cry on whenever she needs one.

      Sam and I race back to the cabin, slowing down only when we get close enough to the window to peer in. Sam stops dead, and his eyes damn near pop out of his head in shock at what he sees.

      I move closer and my heart stops dead in my chest. I blink a few times, unable to believe that I’m seeing. Skylar is sitting on Creed’s lap as she softly strokes a finger down his cheek in a terribly loving manner. Instinctively, I reach up and touch my own face as if it’s her fingers touching me. I so wish she was touching me.

      “What are they talking about?” Sam whispers, his voice trembling with nerves. I can tell he doesn’t like this any more than I do. That makes me feel a little better because I’m not on my own in this. But it also adds to the complication. We’re not going to fight over her, are we? As if this isn’t all messy enough.

      Every fiber of my being screams at me not to listen in on them, but I somehow manage to ignore all my instincts. Sam cracks the window open a little and I lean in. Admittedly, I can’t hear too much of what is being said, but I get enough to pick up the gist of it.

      By the time I lean back to tell Sam what we’ve just witnessed, my heart is absolutely sinking. “Something is going on between them,” I inform him morosely. “Something serious. Creed is basically telling Skylar that if they want to keep on doing this, whatever this is, then they need to keep it a secret from us.”

      I don’t know what hurts more. The fact that Creed and Skylar have this connection, just as I previously suspected, and that I don’t stand a chance with her, or the fact that our alpha is keeping secrets from us. That isn’t the way things are supposed to be.

      Sam doesn’t look as level headed as he normally does. There’s a fire burning behind his eyes, a desperation vibrating off him. I don’t know what I can say to calm him down, because this isn’t something I usually need to do.

      “I don’t like this.” His hands clench into fists by his sides. “Not at all. I don’t like any of it. I’m not happy with Creed wanting to dive into the organized crime world, I don’t see that working out for any of us, and I don’t like this with Skylar. It doesn’t feel right. It feels like everything is falling apart around us. Like we are falling apart.”

      Funny how things have turned on their head. One minute he’s dragging me out of the cabin so I don’t make a scene and now he’s the one about to lose his shit. “We shouldn’t do anything right now. We need to have a talk about this to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

      Sam’s breathing is raspy. With his knuckles turning white because he has his fists so tightly balled up, I fear this might be the only way to talk him down. How the hell are we going to deal with this?

      Creed might have been right to keep his little affair a secret because it really is causing issues between us already. I’m going to have to keep a serious eye on this.

      “Come on.” I pull Sam away from the window. “Let’s head inside. Act like we don’t know anything. Keep the peace for now and deal with this later on.”

      Thankfully, Sam seems to understand that this is the best for all of us. To keep the peace until we work out how we want to handle this. What I’m not expecting is for him to storm inside the cabin to interrupt the moment.

      I follow Sam to see Skylar leaping off of Creed’s lap with an embarrassed redness staining her cheeks. No one knows quite what to say, so I guess that leaves it up to me to keep the peace. I step between Sam and Creed to make sure nothing gets out of hand.

      “Time to switch places,” I say to Creed with an easy smile as if I know nothing. “Sam and I haven’t found anything to worry about, but it’s about to get dark soon.”

      “Right, yes. I will get Rex.” Creed leaps to his feet, barely wanting to stick around us and in this hideous awkwardness. “Then we can take over and see…”

      He seems to sense that Sam isn’t happy, so Creed puts his head down and walks away. Shit, this is going to be hard. I don’t know how I’m going to make sure everything doesn’t go to shit since we’re stuck with each other for an indeterminate amount of time.
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      This is not the exciting adventure I thought it was going to be. I might as well be locked away at home for all this is doing for me. I’m still trapped indoors, bound by Creed’s rules, unable to go anywhere. I thought I would be able to explore the prairie, but not a chance in hell. Creed is so overprotective, it’s crazy.

      I don’t want to be under my father’s roof again at the moment, but I would like to have all my things around me. There isn’t anything to do here. It isn’t a safe house built for having fun. To say that I’m bored would be an understatement.

      I miss Maeve. I didn’t even tell my best friend that I was leaving town. God knows what she thinks has happened to me. I bet she thinks I’ve been killed. My cell phone is sitting safely in my bedroom, likely filled with messages I would love to reply to.

      I don’t even know if Creed is aware of how desperate my wolf side is to burst free. He probably hasn’t even thought about it. She’s there on the edge inside me, wanting desperately to be set free.

      Glancing up at the moon is only making that need more intense because I really might go crazy in these four walls. I look down to see how far the ground is beneath my window. Not too far. I could jump if I wanted to. If I could get away with it.

      I lean back to check and spot Creed snoring lightly by my door. If Rex, Sam, and Clay are downstairs, then they won’t hear me either. And if any of them are out on a perimeter check, then I can just avoid them. I do have a great nose, so I should be able to smell anyone in my way.

      I really need to see the stars. I can’t stand it here, just glancing up through the window. It’s frustrating and I want more. I open the window and half slide out feet first before leaping and hitting the grass with a soft thump.

      My heart thunders like crazy as I pause for a moment to see if Creed has heard me. But when his looming face doesn’t appear at the window, I decide I’ve made it. But this might not last forever, so I need to take off right now.

      I want to cry out with joy as my sleek black wolf bursts free. My golden eyes pierce through the thicket of trees as I take off. It feels wonderful to have the wind surging through my fur. I can run at unhampered speeds over the vast expanse of the prairie, which is absolutely beautiful. If Creed would just let me explore this place, then I wouldn’t be thinking about all the entertainment that I have at home.

      As I cut through the clearings and wildlife run alongside me, I mentally decide that I will do this more often. I might not usually want to be in my wolf form all the time, but here I would love it. I love being my primal, animalistic self. This is the exact sort of freedom that I have been craving.

      I don’t smell anyone around, just like Clay suggested to me on that very first day. No one had followed us, no one is coming after me here, so I really don’t need to worry for the time being. This safe house really is the best place for me to be.

      The more I run, and the more I switch off my human thoughts. This is the best part of being a wolf. I can just exist. I don’t need to worry about all my issues. I don’t need to think about my father and his God damn crime syndicate. I don’t need to panic that one of his rivals wanted me dead for reasons I can’t even begin to fathom. I can just be. It’s like meditation in a way.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I run for, but eventually I become exhausted and want to take a break. I decide to curl up under a tree for a while, just to catch my breath. I might even rest my eyes a little.

      A sudden noise has me up and growling, ready to attack whoever might be crossing my path. Fear grips me tightly as another wolf approaches me. I have no idea who this is, but I won’t take it lying down. I won’t be defeated by this asshole. Is it Mason Thorne, or Griffin Hanwell? Or some prick who works for one of them?

      The wolf continues to move into my personal space and brushes his nose against mine, making me feel safe and special. Holy shit, is this Creed? The last time I saw his wolf form, I was in shock. I didn’t pay much attention to anything other than the guy in a bloody mess on the floor. But this feels like him. This seems like someone who adores and cares about me. Creed and I haven’t had much time alone, which might be why he isn’t mad at me.

      I circle the other wolf, dancing and playing with him, feeling the same intense chemistry that I have only ever experienced with Creed before. My animal loves this, and I feel incredible, but I want more. So much more.

      Eventually, I take a step back from the other wolf and shift back into my human form, my naked body glittering underneath the moon light. Confidently, I stand tall and allow him to run his hungry eyes all over me, devouring me. I want him human too, I need him, so I crook my finger at him, bringing him closer to me.

      But he doesn’t shift right away. He edges closer to me, nuzzling against me some more. I brush my fingers over his fur, giggling excitedly.

      “Come on,” I murmur softly. “I need you, I want to see you. I want to feel you.”

      My seductive words must be enough, because he finally gives me what I want.

      “Oh…” I don’t have any words when I see who this really is. Because I’m not looking at Creed after all, which I have to admit is really jarring. I just assumed that it was him and now I don’t quite know what I’m supposed to do. “Sam.”

      “Are you disappointed?” he asks coyly, barely able to meet my eyes now. The confidence that he had in his wolf form isn’t quite as intense. “Sorry it’s me…”

      “Hell no,” I murmur, as I take in his naked form. Fucking hell, he’s hot. We did flirt a lot when we were at my house. I was all over him with excitement before the house party at my home, and that feeling hasn’t changed now. “It’s a wonderful surprise. You look really good, you know?”

      He tries to cover himself up a little and turns away from me again. “You probably thought I was Creed, right? I know you guys have something going on. I get that we aren’t supposed to know, but I have seen you, and now…”

      I’m not exactly stunned that Sam has figured out what’s been happening with Creed and me. I don’t think we have exactly been discrete about anything. But what does surprise me is that I have butterflies for Sam. I might be just as attracted to him as I am Creed. I know we have a connection, but what if that could become a burning passion? I could run away from this moment and this desire because Creed and I have something going on, or I could lean into this strange passion sizzling through my veins. I could enjoy the full moon and this passion while it’s here.

      My legs take control of me and I move towards Sam. My hands lightly cup his cheeks, bringing his eyes around to mine. “No way, I’m not disappointed at all. This is a joy for me. It’s so good to find out that it’s you.” I pull his hands away from covering him. “I want to see all of you.”

      Our eyes lock for a few moments, the loving sensations burning bright. I’m doused in flames, burning alive, and I’m happy about that. I want to lose myself to the passion. I bring his face closer to mine and gently kiss his delicious lips. Very quickly it becomes clear that isn’t going to be enough for either of us. I crash my lips to his and we begin to kiss deeply. His tongue snakes between my lips and we lose ourselves. With our already naked bodies pressed up against one another, it isn’t long before the heat gets too much for the both of us.

      As an involuntary moan escapes my lips, Sam moves his mouth off mine and starts to kiss down my body. I lean back against a tree as gasps fly out of me while his kisses travel down the exposed skin of my throat, over my collar bones and breasts. The sensation of my nipple between his lips causes me to cry out in pleasure. He tugs and teases until I can hardly handle it anymore. But then Sam shows me that he’s nowhere near done with me.

      While his lips brush over my torso and hip bones, he takes my left leg and swings it over his shoulder. Fully exposed to him, wetness pools between my thighs. Sam moans, murmuring about how my scent is intoxicating him.

      How the hell am I supposed to hold myself together when he’s doing this to me?

      Before I can express the sensations surging through my body, his mouth connects roughly with where I’m aching for him. The fact that he doesn’t want to tease me and have me begging for more is so sexy, especially when I’m feeling all primal and on fire out here.

      I let my head fall back against the tree, my eyes closing as the fireworks start to build up with pressure. Sam alternates between tracing the most phenomenal patterns all over my clit, and plunging that rough, cat-like tongue inside me to massage me until I can’t hold back any longer. Until I can sense the tip of his tongue dragging me deep under the waters of pleasure. He could drown me here and I really wouldn’t mind. I don’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

      Desire fizzes through my veins, making me pant out Sam’s name over and over again like a prayer. Thank God it’s Sam. I couldn’t be happier about that.

      And then it happens. The orgasm crashes into me so hard it pins me back against the tree and I swear I start to see stars. Waves of pleasure wash over me like a tsunami that will never end. I can’t stop screaming, bucking, and writhing. I would fall if Sam didn’t have my leg over his shoulder, holding me in place. I’ve happily given all of myself to him, trusted him with my body, and this is how he has repaid me. I will always trust him, because my God, this is everything. This bliss, this moment with him…I didn’t even know I needed this, but instantly I feel so much better. Still, I need him, so I drag him to his feet so I can kiss him some more, tasting myself on his lips.

      Holy shit, I can feel his thick, throbbing erection teasing me. I want him so badly that it hurts. But there’s a small voice in the back of my brain telling me that this isn’t the best idea. I can’t be cheating on Creed, because there isn’t anything between us really. Nothing that commits us to one another. But it doesn’t quite feel right either.

      “Skylar…”

      Sam jumps away from me quickly. My gut instinct was right. Oh God, now my heart is thundering for another reason.

      “Skylar, where the hell are you?”

      “That’s Creed.” Sam looks at me in horror. “We better go back.”

      I nod in agreement, although I’m very anxious about it. I don’t think Creed is going to be happy that I snuck out, breaking his rules. Plus, if he finds out that I was with Sam, then he might kill us both.

      “I’ll sneak away,” Sam reassures me. “I’ll go through the back of the house. No one will ever know that we were ever together, okay?”

      He can see what I’m going through without me even needing to tell him. Sam must have a lot of empathy and great intuition. I like that about him. I like it even more when he grabs me by the small of my back and drags me to him so we can kiss one more time before we leave.

      I hope this isn’t the last time I get to kiss Sam. I need those lips pressed against mine again.

      He shifts and runs off before I do the same. There is something a little different about my wolf form this time. Or maybe it’s just how I feel inside. I don’t feel bad about the fact that Sam and I are clearly drawn to one another. I don’t know how Creed will take it, but I don’t see why I don’t deserve this.

      That doesn’t stop my body from pulsing with nerves as I run towards the cabin, though. The more panic I can hear in Creed’s voice, the more worried I become. What if me sneaking out means he doesn’t want to look after me anymore? What if he returns me to my father? That’s the last thing I want.

      Thankfully, this fear isn’t enough to stop me from running back to the house. I know I’ll be safer inside the cabin than running away. With a bit of luck, Sam is already inside, so I don’t need to worry about us getting caught on top of everything else.

      I’m going to be having a lot of dreams and fantasies about Sam now. Especially since our time got cut short. I wonder if we will ever be able to pick things up where we left off, because I have so much more to do with that man.

      The safe house comes into view and I spot Creed in front of it, yelling for me some more. He really does look worried, and I do feel guilty about that, but he has to understand that I need freedom.
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      Waking up to find Skylar’s bed empty is the most terrifying moment of my whole life. I never want to go through something like this again. It actually forces me to accept just how important she is to me. I know we have a great connection, but I definitely think it’s so much more. This makes me realize that I’m going to really struggle with what comes next.

      I’ve been trying to think of Evan, trying to impress him, and now…well, now I don’t know what to do. Now I can’t stop thinking about her.

      A dark wolf I don’t recognize approaches the house and I’m instantly on edge. I could easily lose myself in the worry that this is a stranger, but I keep getting the feeling that this is no threat. “Oh my God, is that…?”

      It is. The closer she gets to the house, the more she transforms into her human self. Her gorgeous, sexy human form. It’s Skylar. Naked Skylar, practically glowing in the moon light. Holy shit, she is gorgeous. My mouth is watering.

      I probably should have known that she could shift as well, because all the mob bosses are shifters. Although they definitely consider themselves as so much better than mere wolves. But that doesn’t stop the intense surprise from reverberating through my system.

      “Skylar, I was so worried about you, is everything alright?”

      The words fall apart on my lips the moment the color drains from her cheeks and she does her best to cover herself up. I’ve already seen her naked and know how freaking hot she is. Why would I be worried now? But I quickly realize that she isn’t looking at me, her eyes are beyond me. I follow her gaze to find Rex absolutely ogling her. I don’t think I’ve ever seen his eyes so hooded and looking so turned on before.

      Considering how I’ve been feeling for Skylar, I should be feeling jealousy. I should be annoyed that he’s staring at her like she’s the most beautiful person on the planet. But I don’t feel that way at all. I’m not jealous, I’m just kind of proud. I mean, she’s mine. Rex doesn’t know it, but she already belongs to me. He can look, but he’s never going to touch. And why wouldn’t he look? She’s lovely.

      “Sorry I ran out.” Skylar tugs at my tee shirt, and I take it off give it to her to wear. She shouldn’t have even needed to ask for that. I should have just done it instinctively. If I’m really going to be with Skylar, then I need to get a bit better at things like that. “I just had a lot of pent-up energy, I’m sure you know what that’s like, and I needed to run.”

      I nod. Again. I should have thought about this. I should have considered her wolf side and thought about her stretching her legs. I curse myself internally for everything.

      “Right, well, next time maybe just take one of us with you, or at least leave a note. I didn’t know what had happened to you and I freaked out. I thought something had happened.”

      “I’m sure if you guys are monitoring the perimeter, then I will be fine.”

      “Speaking of which, did you see Sam out there? He’s on watch at the moment.”

      She walks past me inside the cabin, not offering any kind of answer. I can only assume that she’s being a bit standoffish and weird because Rex has seen her naked. It must be a little awkward for her. I will make sure Rex never brings it up so we don’t upset her.

      “Whoa,” Rex mouths at me as I strut passed him behind Skylar, but I shoot him a warning glance. I need him out here, continuing to pack up the truck for our trip to Chicago.

      That isn’t going to go down well. Not when everything is weird between us. I can already feel Skylar freaking out because she’s going to be left with two of us watching over her.

      “Skylar, wait.”

      She stops and spins around, but she doesn’t look at me. Not really. She nervously rakes her fingers through her hair, then bites down on her thumb nail. Her body language is screaming discomfort. Most likely at being caught running away.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “I know I shouldn’t have left, but I needed to run, and—”

      “No, I was being too much. Too overly protective. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      She turns without a word and stalks off towards her room. I can’t help but stare at her long legs  and the curve of the bottom of her ass sticking out of the t-shirt. Her curvy, perfect ass.

      I follow her up the stairs and to her room, where she’s lying face down on to the bed. I swallow hard and try to focus on what I came in here for.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” I say as I perch on the edge of her bed. “You know how I have been trying to research who might have sent those men after you?”

      She turns onto her side and props herself up onto an elbow. “Yeah.”

      “Well, we have a lead. Rex and I need to check it out.”

      Horror takes over her features. “You’re leaving me?”

      “Not for a long time.” I reach out and hold her hand in mine. It’s nice to hold her again, even if the connection feels a little shaky. “Just for a little while. There’s a wolf pack in New York who possibly know too much.”

      “Right…”

      “It’s better for us to check them out sooner rather than later,” I try to assure her. “I want to know if they are a part of anything. If luck is on our side, we might be able to find out who sent those attackers your way.”

      “Sounds dangerous,” Skylar rasps. “I don’t like the sound of it at all.”

      She tugs me towards her and I fall into in her arms. I know Rex will be outside waiting for me, but I’m not going to leave until I know that Skylar is feeling okay. She’s trembling, and I’m pretty sure that’s because she’s freaking the hell out about everything.

      “I wish you didn’t have to be the one to fight this fight,” she murmurs in my ear. “I’m so sorry you have to be involved with all this mob stuff you didn’t ask to be a part of. It just isn’t fair. You took a job and ended up doing something completely different.”

      Guilt floods through me. She has no idea I took this job to impress her father, because I do actually want to be involved in the crime world. I’ve seen it as glamorous and exciting, and thought it would be a good way for me to make some money. For all of us to get some respect from the world.

      But now, with Skylar’s arms wrapped around me, I don’t know if that is the best way to move forward. She’s making me question everything, because I can’t have both, can I? I can’t be involved in the crime world and date Evan’s daughter. He will kill me, and she will hate me. It’s obvious that she wants to be miles away from what her father does.

      She’s pushing me to make a choice and she doesn’t even know it. What the hell am I going to do?

      “I’m sorry, Skylar. I need to get going. I don’t want to keep Rex waiting.”

      “Wait.” She hooks her arms around my neck and drags me towards her for a kiss. I crash my lips to hers and just embrace her for a moment. “Don’t go yet.”

      I rest my forehead against hers, staring lovingly into her eyes before I kiss her again. I taste her lips, her tongue, all of her. I don’t know if she’s kissing me this way to give me something to hold on to, something to come back to, or if she’s worried that she’s never going to see me again.

      There’s no way I’m not coming back. I will not let these fuckers to take me down. I’m not going to get killed before I figure out which way I’m going to take my life.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whisper as we pull apart once more. “It will.”

      “Did you say that you were going with Rex?” she asks. “Because I want to thank him for everything as well. I know he’s putting himself on the line for me.”

      Again, I don’t feel a spark of jealousy because this doesn’t feel like a threat. I know she has a good bond with Rex, a friendship I don’t want to get in the way of. So I back away and nod. We share a lingering look as I leave her room, which definitely gives me something to fight for.

      It seems like Skylar believes she’s a burden on us because we’re going out to fight for her, but, for me, she doesn’t feel that way at all. I would fight to the ends of the earth for her. I would do whatever it takes to make her happy and to keep her safe.

      Fuck, I really am in a terrible situation. What am I going to do?

      I step over the sleeping form of Sam as he snores away on the floor. I guess he must have switched places with Clay while I was out looking for Skylar.

      “Rex, Skylar wants to see you before we take off.”

      “She does?” His eyes pop wide. “Do you know why?”

      “I think she wants to thank you for everything. She worried that we’re going to get hurt while we tackle this New York pack.”

      “Pfft, we are going to be just fine. She doesn’t need to worry about us.”

      “Go and tell Skylar that,” I laugh. “I tried to tell her as much, but I don’t know if she believes me.”

      I watch Rex race up the stairs, two at a time, before I head out to the car. Excitement burns inside me. I love the space we have to run on the prairie, but I don’t like the fear that something is creeping up on us all the time and the stress of wondering how we’re going to combat it.

      “Ready to go?” Rex says as he slips into the car. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He seems different. Oh God, am I being paranoid now? I thought I wasn’t jealous of Rex’s obvious attraction to Skylar, but now I’m a little unsure. I start up the car and get to driving, but there’s still a strange sensation swirling around in the pit of my stomach.

      “All good?” I ask, trying not to allow the strain to show in my voice.

      “Hmm? Yeah, all good. Just thinking about what we’re going to do when we get there.”

      “Oh, right.” I nod slowly. Maybe that’s is the change I sensed in him. I basically threw this assignment at him without giving him much choice in the matter. As soon as I got the news that these guys might be linked to what happened back at the Santorini mansion, I dragged Rex along. “We’ll figure it out. We’ve been involved in worse chaos before.”

      We did get ourselves in some shitty situations while we were at war, but we always got out of it together. For some reason, though, this mission feels worse.

      “Yeah, you’re right.” He leans his head back on the seat and closes his eyes. “I know we’ll be okay, it’s just these guys…these guys are pretty insane, don’t you think? Evan Santorini, Mason what’s-his-name, and the other one. All the guys that we had to deal with at the party. I don’t like any of them.”

      I really don’t feel like diving into this while my decision is still up in the air. I’m torn between wanting to continue with the plan I have been working towards for what feels like forever, and the feelings I have for Skylar.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I reply quietly. “They aren’t the greatest.”

      Rex turns to look at me with surprise in his eyes. “Does that mean you’re rethinking everything? Because that party was messed up. That whole night was a mess. I wouldn’t be all that shocked if you felt differently now.”

      “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug, trying to play it down. “I don’t know what I’m thinking. It’s all very confusing.”

      “That isn’t the only life we can lead. You can make a name for yourself in a different way if you choose to. There is absolutely nothing holding you back from forging a much more suitable path. It won’t mean you won’t have respect or a name for yourself. It won’t mean anything.”

      “Yeah, I guess I have a lot to think about,” I say. I know Rex is wholeheartedly against joining the criminal underworld, so it’s hard to talk to him about how I really feel about it all. “I don’t know where we’re going to go after this. I guess I’m just trying to focus on the here and now.”

      Rex nods. “I’m sure we will have a variety of opinions once all of this is done. Let’s get through this. One step at a time.”

      Is this another hint? That I made crime the only choice without asking the others what they want to do? I just kind of assumed that they would want to do whatever I want because I’m the alpha. That’s actually a pretty shitty way to think.

      I shift uncomfortably on my seat, not liking being in my own skin at the moment. I definitely haven’t done everything right, I haven’t made all the right moves for my pack, and now, I feel like I don’t know anything. Usually, my determination gets me through anything and everything. I don’t like being all wishy washy and confused.

      “You know we’re here for you, right?” Rex asks, shaking me from my thoughts. “No matter what. It seems like you have been holding back a lot and keeping stuff inside. We don’t want that.”

      I’m not so convinced that he’s talking about the crime stuff now. He’s the only one I have mentioned Skylar to in a romantic way. But he might have sensed the chemistry between us. I’m shocked that no one else has said anything yet. The tension is palpable when we’re in a room together.

      “Uh, yeah…” I don’t want to say anything about Skylar since we have agreed to keep it a secret. “I know you guys are all there for me. I think it’s just been a bit of a life changing time, that’s all. I feel like I’m in a transitional phase of my life and I don’t know which way to turn. I don’t know what direction to take.”

      “I see.” Rex pats me on the shoulder. “Well, whatever you choose, we will be by your side.”

      That does make me feel a little better. Knowing that I won’t be alone does make it easier for me, but I still think it’s going to be challenging to deal with for everyone, no matter what I end up doing. I have a lot of obstacles to overcome to get to wherever I want to be.
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      “Skylar,” I murmur as I pull her lips back to mine. “I never want to stop kissing you.”

      She shocked me with the first kiss. I thought she had something going on with Creed. Sam and Clay are pretty sure they have seen them kissing. But whatever they share isn’t really a thing.

      I haven’t known Creed to ever really be with anyone before. He’s had short-term flings, but he hasn’t ever really liked anyone before. Maybe that’s how it is with Skylar, but I can’t stop myself. I can’t take my hands off her body, my lips off of hers. I can’t help the way my body reacts to her. All I want to do is take her, up against the wall, or maybe on this bed, or in the God damn shower. I just need to have her. She’s like an addiction that I absolutely need to feed.

      “I want you,” I say as her lips travel down my body towards my steel rod. Every part of me aches to feel every part of her. I’ve wanted to get my hands on Skylar ever since I first saw her, and now…

      I moan as her lips wrap around my cock and she drives me down the back of her throat. The wet heat of her mouth surrounds me, covering me in her salvia in a way that I need. This is the hottest sight I’ve ever seen in my God damn life. I can’t get enough. This is even better than I thought it would be.

      I knot my fingers in her hair, massaging her scalp as I feel her head bob up and down. The way her tongue swirls around me as I move is like fire. My God, how does she know my body so well? How does she know exactly what I need?

      I toss my head back and let out a primal sound that’s so close to a wolf howl it’s unbelievable. Now that I know Skylar is a wolf as well, I’m even more animalistic. I don’t want to let her go, I don’t want her to slip through my fingers. I just want to stay here with her forever…

      My eyes open the moment the car comes to a stop. The dream floats out of my brain, leaving nothing but guilt behind. Guilt because I know I fucked up.

      The dream went way further than reality. In truth, she patted the bed beside her and I took a seat. I wanted to hold her and do all of those naughty things with her, but we just talked. She told me to be careful and apologized that I was caught up in this in the first place, which was something that she definitely didn’t need to do.

      Then she kissed me, ever so briefly. If it wasn’t for the lightning bolts of excitement exploding between us, I could have easily thought of it as nothing more than a sweet gesture to say goodbye to me. But I know she felt it too.

      I don’t know what will happen when we get back to the cabin, but I want to talk everything through with Creed first. He’s already admitted that he’s at a transitional phase of his life. The last thing I need to do is make it worse for him. We shouldn’t fight over Skylar.

      “Nice nap?” Creed laughs mirthfully. “You looked like you were sleeping deep. Do you need any more rest before we go in that bar to kick some ass?”

      I look over to where he’s pointing, not liking the energy coming from that building at all. I have faced evil and survived, but it didn’t feel quite as weighty as this.

      We have more to lose now, that much is for sure. But we also have more to gain as well.

      “I’m ready. Let’s go and do this now. Sooner rather than later, am I right?”

      Creed doesn’t answer me, not with works anyway. He slides out the car and I do the same. We could shift, but it’ll be better if it doesn’t come down to that. So we take a few weapons with us.

      We stand outside the bar, determination surging through us. I can only imagine that we look like the men on a mission that we are.

      “A biker bar?” I ask. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. “And the wolves are here?”

      “The New York wolves are in here somewhere,” Creed replies. “We just need to find them. There must be a way we can track them.”

      It won’t be as easy in a room shrouded with overpowering sounds and smells. I don’t quite know how we’re going to pick anyone out, but I will do what I can.

      We walk inside and head to the bar, acting as casual as we can manage while surrounded by human civilians. Creed orders us drinks while I take a look around the room. Plenty of mean-looking tough guys all covered in tattoos. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to worry about. What we’re looking for is someone who stands out. Someone who’s different.

      “Shit. Creed, look. Four guys in suits, over to the left. You think that’s them?” I ask quietly.

      I sip my beer while Creed discretely looks at who I’m talking about. His small gasp of shock tells me I’m right. But there are four of them and only two of us, which means we’re outnumbered and we need to think this through carefully. We need to plan our moves strategically so we don’t fuck up.

      Or maybe not. Creed is up and out of his seat before I can even make a suggestion about how to handle this, taking the choice into his own hands again. God damn it, my alpha is going to get me killed.

      I sigh and follow Creed, because what other choice do I have? I take a seat beside him at the table like we belong there. His eyes are firmly fixed on the deck of cards on the table, like he hasn’t noticed the atmosphere has completely shifted because of our arrival.

      “This is a private get together,” one of the men tells us in an icy tone. “There are plenty of seats in this place, so there is no reason for you to sit here.”

      “So you don’t want to let a couple of amateurs join in? You might win some cash.”

      “We’re not about to be hustled by you.”

      “Just let us join in for fun, then,” Creed continues, refusing to give it up. “Let us play a couple of rounds. What’s the harm? We just want to say hi.”

      As the men exchange unimpressed looks, I discretely reach down toward my ankle to get out my knife if I need to. I never wanted it to become this, but I didn’t have a lot of say in the matter.

      “Fine.” The man finally relents and signals to the dealer to deal out the cards once more. “You can join for a couple of rounds, but no bullshit.”

      “My name is Creed, by the way, and this is my buddy, Rex.”

      “Dean,” says the guy who has been doing all the talking. “This is Kyle, Fred, and Ben.”

      I doubt those are their real names. Creed should have probably done the same thing, but he doesn’t seem to be at his smartest right now. I’ve always trusted his judgement, I’ve never had any reason not to distrust him, but this is a little odd. I can only go along with it because I don’t want to fuck this up.

      “So, who do you guys work for?” Creed asks, though I’m not sure if Creed is really playing it cool enough.

      “Why you asking that?” Dean’s eyebrow is cocked up high. “Who do you work for?”

      “We’re guns for hire, looking for work.” This great idea just comes to me, so I spit it out because I don’t want to be the silent weirdo who doesn’t have anything to contribute. “You know anyone?”

      “We have heard some good things about the New York pack.” Creed shrugs like it’s nothing. Actually, he might be playing this better than I thought. “Whoever we work for, we want it to be the best. There’s no point otherwise.”

      Dean looks a little impressed by this, but, unfortunately, Kyle doesn’t seem to feel the same way. He has his eyes narrowed at us like we’re the enemy. I mean, we are, but we don’t want him to have figured that out already.

      “I don’t think so,” Kyle snaps. “Our boss isn’t about to take in strangers. No chance. Do you think we will still have our heads if we take you there?”

      “You don’t want some decent gun slingers working for you?” Creed laughs. “I think your boss will be more likely to take your head if you let us slip through your fingers.”

      Kyle leans over the table, closer to Creed. “And how exactly are you going to prove to me that you have any skills? Because I can’t imagine you have anything.”

      “I can’t prove it to you in here, but I could if you set up a meeting with your boss.” Creed is relentless.

      “You aren’t going to talk me into anything,” Kyle scoffs. “I’m not about to be fucked over by some random idiots trying to act like they can make it work with the big boys. You have no fucking idea. None at all.” He looks at Creed with disgust.

      I need to step in and smooth things over. “Why don’t we wager for it? Since we aren’t playing for money.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Kyle snaps. “My boss’s attention isn’t something that can be won in a card game. That’s not how this shit works. Are you insane?”

      I throw my hands up in a surrendering gesture. “Okay, if you’re worried about losing, then just say so. I bet any boss would love to know that we hustled our way into a meeting. It shows tenacity and determination. Something that we can continue proving with our work for him. I’m sure if you told him this story, he would be all for it.”

      The chatter from the rest of the bar continues around us, but it’s like we’re trapped in a bubble and anything going on out there can’t affect us. I stare Kyle down, refusing to even blink because I’m so determined to make this work.

      “Oh, go on.” Dean nudges Kyle in the side. “This could be kinda entertaining. You know this novice isn’t going to beat you. Look at him, he doesn’t know how to play.”

      I’ve been playing badly because I feared we might get our asses kicked if either of us won a round, but now that actually works out in our favor. I can give it my all now and hopefully earn us a meeting.

      Confidence surges through me as Dean deals the cards, but I shoot him a weak little smile, still playing the role of a non-threatening beginner card player.

      Kyle does his best to trap me by playing a really fast game. I must surprise him when I can keep up, because I can almost see the color draining from his cheeks. I hope this doesn’t end up screwing everything up, but surely he’s made a deal now and has to keep it. I bet that’s some kind of honor or code.

      “Whoa,” Dean laughs, just as shocked but not as upset as Kyle. “It’s starting to look like we’re going to have to set up a meeting after all.”

      Kyle’s cheeks now go red. “Will you fuck off, Dean? I’m going to win this hand. Don’t be an asshole.”

      I catch Creed’s eyes and he offers me a slight smile. I’m still grateful to have him on my side for the time being. If I can make this work, maybe he won’t hate me for kissing Skylar.

      “Fuck,” Kyle mutters, because he knows how this ends. “Oh hell…”

      When I win, he throws the rest of his cards on the table and groans with irritation. After a string of curse words, he gets to his feet and pulls a business card out of his pocket, which he then hands to me.

      “Much as I don’t like this, it is a bet, and I will honor that. So meet us here, Friday night at nine p.m., and I will put you in touch with our boss. I can’t promise you work, but I can put you in front of him. Whatever comes next is up to him.”

      I nod and take the card with me as Creed and I leave the bar.

      “Holy hell, Rex, you did it!” he cries out happily once we’re back in the car. “I didn’t think you could, but you did. Now we can find out who these goons are working for and what they know about Skylar. I bet we can figure this shit out this week.”

      Then what? I wonder, but I don’t think it’s something that either of us wants to talk about. Once the threat is out the way, we can go back to normal. A normal that might not involve Skylar.

      I don’t like the idea of that at all.

      Then again, if Skylar does remain in our lives, then we need to figure out how to navigate everyone’s feelings. That won’t be easy either. We might be in the middle of a nightmare now, but it could always get worse.
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      Without Creed and Rex here, it’s been really quiet. I miss them, and also am really worried about them. I still have Clay and Sam to keep me company, but it isn’t quite the same.

      With Sam scouring the area, again, which I can only assume is his way of keeping busy so he doesn’t worry too much, and Clay cooking in the kitchen, I have some time to sit on the porch and just think.

      I still haven’t sent a message to Maeve, which makes me really sad, and I’m also missing my father a lot. That isn’t something I thought I would feel, but he is my dad, after all.

      I lean back and look up at the stars, thinking about Creed. I really don’t know how things have gotten so crazy with him. I didn’t think I would ever see him again after our night together, but we really have something. It isn’t like anything I have ever felt before.

      But Creed isn’t the only one who makes me feel that way. I still haven’t forgotten the night I spent with Sam, which was so intoxicating. I would love to feel him again, and to taste him as well.

      And when I kissed Rex, just to see what it would feel like to kiss him, I wasn’t expecting the onslaught of fireworks to consume me. I wanted so badly to kiss him more, to taste him more, to really feel him. All of him.

      If Creed wasn’t waiting for him, and he didn’t have to go, I don’t know how far we would have gone. I have been dreaming about it pretty much ever since, especially because I can still basically feel his hungry eyes devouring me.

      Then there is Clay. I don’t know what it is between us, but there is definitely something. It feels like we’re dancing around one another, not sure of what to do next. But it isn’t a case of if it will happen, but when. It’s burning between us but neither of us have been quite ready to take that step. Yet.

      If only there was a world where this could be real. Not just me and Creed, but me and all the guys. I know that’s greedy and not something I should even ask for, but I can’t help myself. When I allow my imagination to run wild, it’s always me with all of them. And not one at a time, but all of them all at the same time, and that is utterly intoxicating.

      The steamy thoughts get a little too much for me, and I let my fingers slowly slide down until I find the waistband of my underwear. I have so much pent-up sexual aggression it’s starting to hurt. It needs to be released somehow, and since I have this glorious moment here alone, I want to take advantage of it.

      I imagine Creed’s lips on mine, Clay’s hands on my hips, Sam’s tongue between my legs, and Rex’s kisses running all over my hypersensitive skin. This is just what I need. I want to drown in it. I want to sink deep.

      As pressure builds up inside me, I slowly move my fingers inside my panties. I can’t stop myself from moaning and gasping for air as I drag my fingers along my soaking wet slit, massaging my clit and imagining that its all of them.

      “Creed,” I moan as I think of his passion, his strong grasp, the way he touches me. “Oh my God, Sam.” His tongue made me wild and insane. “Rex.” The way he kissed me, gently despite his big, thick muscular body. “Oh, Clay…Clay, I need you. I need to taste you.”

      I bring myself to the peak, wishing I wasn’t doing this alone. I would love nothing more than for my fantasies to become real. As pleasure finally shatters my body, I buck and writhe hard against the wood underneath me.

      I pull my hand out of my pants and sink deep into post-orgasmic bliss, trying to catch my breath despite the passion surging through my body.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      My eyes snap up towards Clay, who’s looming above me. I don’t know how much he’s seen and heard, but he’s smiling causally, as if there is nothing to worry about. He also has a couple of mugs of hot cocoa and he’s offering one to me.

      “Oh, yeah.” I push upright in the chair, feeling a little embarrassed. “Yeah, I’m good, thank you. And you?”

      He sits beside me, not too close, but near enough that I can feel an intense heat burning off of him. I still can’t tell if he saw me, and actually I don’t know how I feel about it. I would like it if I was being watched by someone I find as sexy as him.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Just waiting for Sam to come back from his watch.” He frowns a little, which has me wondering if he’s worried about Sam. And not just Sam, but Creed and Rex as well. I can’t blame him for that. “It feels weird that we aren’t all here, you know?”

      “Were you guys all in the war together? I know you’re all military vets.”

      “We served together,” Clay confirms. “Which basically turned us into a pack before we officially became one, since none of us had any ties to our family packs or those from our home towns any longer.” That’s interesting. I don’t know many wolves who do that. “But everything was solidified the moment Creed saved Rex’s and Sam’s lives. If Creed didn’t get the intel at the exact right moment, and if he didn’t run in to get Rex and Sam out of there, they wouldn’t be here now.”

      “Wow.” I can’t even begin to imagine what that must feel like. I thought what happened in my bedroom was bad, but that’s nothing compared to what they’ve been through. “That’s awful. I’m glad they are still here.”

      “Me too.” Clay smiles thinly. “I might not have been involved in that, but as soon as Rex and Sam swore their allegiance to Creed as their alpha, I wanted to do the same. I didn’t know if I would be wanted, but they accepted me eagerly. They wanted me to be a part of their group, and they have always wanted me to be a part of their pack. I haven’t ever felt like I’m not welcome in the middle of all of this, which is wonderful.”

      I can feel how nice this is for him to be included. Clay must really need that. I kind of want to be a part of something like that as well. To feel like a part of a family, a chosen family, not the one we’re born into.

      I inch in a little closer to Clay, feeling much closer to this man than I have ever been to him before. This comfortable intimacy is so wonderful. I rest my head on his shoulder, to gain more of his soft touch. “You fit in with the group completely,” I reassure him gently. “I think they need you just as much as you do them. I can see that Creed respects your opinion and looks to you for advice. Sam gains strength from you and Rex adores you. I can see it.”

      I might not have been around these guys too much, but I have seen enough to know that they all rely on one another like family. They really do have a tight bond, one I don’t think anyone could break into. Maybe not even me.

      I snuggle closer to Clay, trying to see if there is any way I can slide my way in, because I really do want to be a part of their pack. I don’t even care what my dad would think of this. At this point, I feel more at home here with these guys than I ever have at home.

      “What about you?” Clay asks as he turns to look at me. The desire in his eyes has me wondering if he really did see what was going on before. “I don’t know nearly enough about you, Skylar, despite us spending a lot of time together. Tell me about your life.”

      “I…I don’t have much to say,” I admit. “I haven’t had much of a life because my dad has always been way too overprotective of me. He’s kept me way too sheltered. I was hardly allowed to do anything when I was in high school, and then I was never allowed to go to college because it would put me at risk.” I sigh heavily at the thought of all the lectures I’ve received from my dad over the years about being safe. “I do have one friend, Maeve, but it’s hard to see her since I don’t get to go out much. The last night I snuck out is actually the first time I met Creed. Just before you guys came to the house.”

      “Oh!” Clay is surprised by my honesty, and so am I. “I see. So, there really is something between you and Creed. For even longer than I knew.”

      “Yeah. But not much longer. It was only the night before.”

      Clay nods. He looks understanding, so I hope he does.

      “It was a bit of a surprise when you guys all turned up, making the party so much better. I didn’t want to be left alone in my bedroom where I always have to hide away.”

      “No wonder you’re enjoying your freedom here.” Clay laughs, slinging his arm over my shoulder, bringing me as close to him as I possibly can be. “I would too. You have to run around as much as you can.”

      “Not the easiest thing to do when Creed wants me to stay in one place at all times.”

      “I get why he’s doing it, because he’s worried about you, but it must be really hard for you. I see that. It would be better if you weren’t in danger, and you could do whatever you wanted all the time.”

      “If only.” I roll my eyes. “If only I was free and able to do whatever I wanted. If only I was born into a normal family and a normal life. If only my mom was still alive. I don’t remember her very much, but I do know that she was a strong woman who could take on my dad no matter what. I often think my life would be better with her here.”

      Clay reaches over and laces his fingers through mine. “I’m sure you’re never alone. I’m sure she’s with you all the time. Even if she can’t be here in person.”

      I really feel like he understands me and sees me in ways I haven’t been seen before. My eyes meet his and my heart leaps into my throat. My lips tingle with need, my whole body aches with desire. I can’t resist leaning in to kiss him.

      The moment my lips crash against his, my whole body heats up with need and desire. I hook my hands around the back of his neck to hold him close to me. We only pull back a little so we can stare lovingly into one another’s eyes.

      Shit, I like him. I like him a lot. My feelings for Clay are exactly what I thought they would be. I knew we had a connection and this just confirms as much. I kiss him again, then move to straddle him so I can deepen the kiss.

      Kissing him is utterly intoxicating, making my whole body tingle with excitement and need. I could sit here on his lap and kiss him all night long.

      “Oh wow,” Clay gasps as we finally break apart. “Wow, Skylar, I didn’t know…” He swallows hard. “I didn’t know you would ever like me this much.”

      His fingers dig into my sides because it seems like he doesn’t want to let me go either. I love that. If Clay wants me this badly, then I’m not going anywhere.

      “Of course I want you,” I murmur as I tuck a stray strand of hair behind his ear. “I have always wanted you; I just didn’t know if you wanted me.”

      Clay lets out a little groan of agony. “I am no good at showing my feelings. That’s something I definitely need to work on.”

      I can help him, if he lets me. I can come into his life and show him how his emotions will be accepted willingly, eagerly. Not just from me, but from the pack as well. I’m sure they would love to be more involved with Clay and his thoughts and feelings.

      But I don’t say any of that. I don’t want to be presumptuous, because I know the fact that I want all of these men all at once isn’t going to go down well. So I kiss him some more, tasting his lips as much as I can, while I can. I don’t want to think about how this might all come to an end, but it’s there, looming above us at all times. I have to enjoy the here and now.

      Things could progress with us, it’s definitely hot and heavy, but I think this might be too much. For Clay, I’m sure he needs some time to figure everything else out. So I slide off his lap and shoot him a playful wink to let him know I’m not quite done with him yet.

      “Should we go for a run? I’d love to stretch out my wolf legs.”

      Clay eagerly jumps up. “That sounds amazing. We probably shouldn’t go too far because we don’t want to freak out Sam if he comes back and we’re not here.”

      I nod eagerly. I want to run with Clay and enjoy the prairie while we’re here.

      A little part of me could happily remain here, but I know that isn’t an option. If I’m not careful, I will end up losing myself in my fantasies. That will only make going home that much harder.

      Clay explodes into his wolf first, light grey fur sprouting over his body. I get the impression that he’s much more confident in his wolf form. Happily, I let my own animal side out and we take off. We run around the surrounding areas of the cabin, so if we can smell Sam coming back, we can get back before he panics.

      I think a little about what it will be like to have Creed and Rex return. I don’t know when they will be back because they didn’t know either. So I can’t imagine they are going to be here any time soon. But I want to be prepared just in case.

      The longer I spend in my wolf, though, and the further Clay and I run, the less I worry about anything. I lean into my primal animalistic form, only concerned with my needs, not wants.
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      The sun is hanging low in the sky as I patrol the grounds, thinking about everything. I don’t often think a lot when I’m in my wolf form, I prefer to become a slave to my animalistic side, but I’m not my usual self today. I don’t think I have been since we got here. Nothing is normal, and I worry it won’t be ever again.

      I’m scared for Skylar. I get more worried about her every single day. I probably should let those fears go because we’ve been here for a little while and nothing has happened. Creed seems to be calming down as time goes on, but it’s having the opposite effect on me. I think it’s because my feelings for her have been growing ever since that night. If anything happens to her, I will never be able to forgive myself.

      I need her and want her in my life. I probably like her way more than I should, which is terrifying. Especially because I’ve seen her and Creed together. I know there is something there between them, which might affect us. It’s all so confusing. I want her, and so does he. I don’t know who she wants. She might not want any of us, this might just be a bit of fun while we’re all trapped together until she can get back to her normal life. Until all of this comes to an end, there really is no way to know.

      I reach the tree where I left my clothing and shift back to my human form. I can sense so much more when I’m in my wolf form, but I need to take a little time to think with my human brain right now. Sometimes I just need to take a deep dive into my thoughts. I’ve learned over the years that really embracing my emotions is the only way to get to the other side of it all.

      There’s a little stream running along the prairie that I like to walk along, so I head that way. I walk slowly with my hands in my pocket and my eyes fixed on the sky. My brain runs at the speed of light, but I don’t let my body do the same. I’m on patrol for a few more hours, so I can take the time

      A giggling sound alerts me to someone nearby. I follow the sound to find Skylar swimming in the deepest part of the stream, laughing like she’s having the time of her life.

      I stop and watch her for a moment. She looks absolutely beautiful, so stunning that all my feelings for her come rushing to the surface. I swallow hard, actually struggling to breathe as I watch her splashing in the water like she doesn’t have a care in the world.

      I probably should let her know that I’m here, because if Skylar catches me watching her, she might think I’m a creeper. Not the impression I ever want to give her.

      “Hey, Skylar!”

      She whips around to look at me, showing me more of herself. I wasn’t prepared for her to be naked, so now I feel really bad for standing here and watching her.

      “Oh, Sam, I didn’t know you were here. Come swimming! It’s warmer than it looks. Just dip in a toe and you’ll see. Trust me.”

      I stiffen up, unsure of what I should do. Of course I want to jump in the water with her, but I’m concerned because of Creed. I still haven’t told him what happened between Skylar and me, and I’m sure that since I still have my head on my shoulders, she hasn’t said anything either.

      “I better not. I’m on patrol,” I anxiously reply. “But thanks.”

      Skylar swims over to me and shakes her head. “Come on, Sam. Come and have a bit of fun. There isn’t anyone around at the moment.”

      When I don’t immediately follow her into the water, Skylar makes the bold decision of stepping out onto the bank. The last time I saw her like this, it was in the moonlight. There was a magical, majestic atmosphere around us. In the cold light of day, everything is starkly different. More intense, more powerful.

      She takes slow, deliberate steps towards me, allowing me to really see her. All of her. I’m at a complete loss for words. She really is the hottest woman I have ever seen in my life. It’s no wonder I’m obsessed with her.

      “If you won’t come in to play, I guess I’ll just have to come to you,” she says, slinking towards me. She presses her soaked body against mine and kisses me.

      The kiss heats up, and passion gets the better of me. I start to run my hands all over her body, feeling parts of her that I didn’t get to explore the last time we were together. Her peaks and dips, her breasts, her nipples, the softness of her stomach. Even her hip bones and the tops of her thighs. I’ve been dreaming about having her back in my arms.

      “What’s going on?” Clay’s voice pulls us from the moment. So lost in the throes of passion, neither of us managed to notice his arrival.  “Am I interrupting something? I don’t want to be in the way if you guys are…well, whatever this is.”

      What’s worse, he managed to get right up behind us before he said a word. Had it been an enemy, we’d both be dead. That’s like a cold bucket of water being tossed over my head. I part my lips, wanting to say something to make me feel less shitty, but I don’t have anything.

      “We’re having some fun,” Skylar responds, taking my hand in hers. Instead of shying away from it, she looks like she’s embracing the chaos of Clay’s arrival.

      She walks over to him with me in tow, not quite sure where this is going, and suddenly kisses him. But not just a little kiss, Skylar really gives him all of her. I get the impression this isn’t their first kiss.

      there I was thinking Creed was my only competition, but now it seems like Clay is as well. What a surprise. I’m a little uncomfortable with all of this, but as I try to pull my hand out of Skylar’s grasp. she tugs me back to her.

      Skylar breaks her kiss with Clay and spins around to look at me. There’s a sexy smile on her lips as she brings her mouth back for another kiss. It’s all a little confusing, but very intoxicating. I can’t resist kissing Skylar, even though I would really like to know what we’re doing in this moment.

      Suddenly, I realize Clay isn’t my competition, he’s actually a part of this. This isn’t something I have ever been a part of before, but I’ll do anything for Skylar. Plus, weirdly, this is kind of hot. The idea of all of us together is wild, but something I could definitely get into.

      I deepen the kiss and cling to Skylar, but I certainly don’t complain when she pulls away from me again to kiss Clay once more. I can tell Clay is as into this as I am. Good, because I don’t want this glorious moment to end. I’m fully invested and so caught up in the heat of the moment, I can’t get enough.

      I move behind Skylar as she kisses Clay, wanting to be more involved. My eager fingers snake between her legs, which she parts wide for me. I rest my head against her body as I explore the wet desire pulsing for me, throbbing for us both. I bury my fingers inside her, moaning with pleasure as she rolls her hips to drive me in deeper. Fuck, she’s so wet, so needy, like she wants everything from us. And I want to give that to her.

      Skylar barely seems able to keep upright, so we all sink to the ground. Once she’s on her back, spread out on the grass, Clay and I waste no time in kissing every inch of her body. It seems like he wants to taste every part of her skin as much as I do.

      I move down her body as Clay moves up towards her lips. I can’t resist the idea of worshiping every inch of her. I kiss down to her feet and pop one of her toes between my lips to suck and lick.

      I crave her more than I thought was possible. Holy shit I might actually be in love with her.

      I kiss my way back up her calves and thighs, then her core. I get to have her on the tip of my tongue all over again. My feelings for her are strong and powerful, and I can’t get enough. I might not be able to do this forever, because everything could quite easily fall apart at any given moment. But we have to explore and enjoy everything while we can, before everything erupts.

      “Wow,” Skylar gasps. “That was…”

      I like the way she’s speechless, because I feel it too. There just aren’t words for what we’ve all experienced. I loved every God damn second of it.

      “You’re starting to get goose bumps,” Clay tells Skylar as he runs his fingers over her skin. “Are you cold? Maybe we should go back inside.”

      “I could use a shower actually,” Skylar agrees as she props herself up on to her elbows. “But I don’t think I’m the only one who needs to clean up. You two look a little dirty too. I think it’d be nice if we took a shower together,” she says, wiggling her eyebrows at Clay and me.

      I get to my feet quickly, not having to give it even another thought. Clay is a little more hesitant, but he gets to his feet too. It might be a little weirder in the cabin—there won’t be the same “anything can happen” vibe as there is outside—but maybe that’s a good thing. It’ll feel more serious and we’ll be able to figure out if the three of us being together is okay.

      I’ve never considered that sort of relationship before, but then this is Skylar, and of course she’s thrown all my rules out the window. I have no idea how far I will go for her, but it seems like I’m going to find out. Skylar wants to push all my boundaries, and I’m more than willing to throw them all out the window to see what I can discover.

      Skylar holds one of my hands and one of Clays, clinging to us and strengthening our connection. I have always had a great friendship with Clay, but I think this will bring us even closer.

      Inside the cabin, Skylar turns to kiss Clay and he pushes her up against the door. Skylar is hungry, needy, wanting more.

      Fuck, I love that about her. Maybe this is the unexpected way it all ends up. Clay and I both win Skylar and get to be with her forever. That would be incredible.

      The sound of a phone ringing zaps all the magic that was flooding the room a moment ago.

      “Shit, it’s mine,” I call out the moment I spot my phone. “It’s Creed.”

      While I was thinking about my crazy happily ever after with Clay and Skylar, I forgot all about Creed. And Rex. But Creed it the one who’s been hooking up with Skylar the longest. We don’t want to upset him, especially when we don’t know where he is mentally at the moment. Just because he hasn’t mentioned the crime life for a while, doesn’t mean it isn’t still there in his mind. If he finds out that Clay and I tried to steal his woman, it might send him flying back to that plan again, which I don’t want.

      “Hey, Creed.” I’m sure he must be able to hear the shaking in my voice. “All good?”

      “Uh, yeah, everything’s…fine,” he answers cagily. “We got some intel, I’m on my way back to the safe house now.”

      My eyes nearly pop out my head. I don’t know how obvious it is that we’ve all been hooking up with Skylar, but it’s not something I want Creed to pick up on right away.

      “Great. Do you need us to do anything?”

      “Get packed up. We’re going back to Chicago.”

      That hits me like a bullet in the chest. We’re going back already? That means it’s time to face reality. This glorious time we have had with Skylar is over.

      “Chicago? All of us? Even Skylar? Is it safe?”

      “Yeah, we’re all going so if you could get everything packed up. Pack up Rex’s stuff, would you?”

      “Sure, but where is he?” I ask anxiously. He better be okay. I can’t imagine life without him.

      “I will tell you all about it when I get back. I won’t be long now. Okay?”

      This doesn’t sound good at all. I can’t put my finger on what’s wrong, but I know it’s all going to shit. I feel like I’m losing everything and everyone all in one fell swoop. One minute everything was perfect, and now…I don’t know what’s about to happen. It really hurts. But the wheels are spinning way too fast for me to do anything to stop them. I can’t control any of it. All I can do is agree with Creed and do what he needs.

      I hang up the phone to find Skylar and Clay looking at me expectantly.

      “Creed is on his way back, but Rex isn’t with him. We have to get everything all packed up to get ready to go back home to Chicago.”
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      I don’t understand why we’re suddenly going back to Chicago. Is it really safe to leave? I can’t imagine having to go home and letting go of what I have with Clay and Sam. With Rex and Creed as well. I know that’s greedy, but I wanted to make the most of it while I could. I didn’t want that time to be cut short.

      “Come on,” Clay whispers to me as he touches my arm. “We need to get packed up,”

      I head to the bathroom alone and get in the shower. It takes me a moment to realize that I’m crying under the stream of water. I’m not ready to leave this prairie. Once we get back home, I might lose touch with everyone. I try to console myself by reminding myself that I will be back with my friend, but even Maeve isn’t enough of a comfort.

      This was just supposed to be a few days of fun, but it’s accidently turned into something so much more. On my end anyway. I’m such a fool, aren’t I? I can’t believe what an idiot I am. The tears become more intense and I’m practically sobbing now. I hope the guys can’t hear me as I sink down to the floor of the shower. One minute I was having the time of my life, and now I’m about to lose it all.

      I don’t know how long I sit there for, but I get up and wash my hair and then myself. It can’t hurt to go home looking my best, especially if I’m going to have to face my father. I can’t even imagine what he’s going to say.

      As I’m drying off, I hear the front door bang. Does this mean Creed is back already? Holy hell, that was quick! He didn’t give us anywhere enough time to get all organized.

      I grab my silk kimono and wrap it around my body. I race out of the bathroom, half scared of what I might find out there and half excited at the hope that I will get to see Creed.

      “Oh my God!” It really is him. I know it hasn’t been long since we were last together, but it feels like it’s been a lifetime. “Creed, you’re here.”

      Without even thinking about what I’m doing, I tear across the room and throw myself into his arms. I leap up and wrap myself around him, crashing my lips to his. He kisses me deeply and passionately, before suddenly remembering where we are what’s going on.

      “Wait, we can’t…” He looks towards Sam and Creed, making me giggle.

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry. Sam and Clay already know everything.”

      Should I tell Creed everything? I feel like he deserves to know what’s been happening. From kissing Rex, to hooking up with Sam. Twice. And making out with Clay. My heart pounds, urging me to do so, but something is holding me back. The fear that Creed will hate what I’ve done. I should wait until the moment is right.

      Decided, I kiss him again, because, my God, I have missed him. Creed pulls back after a few moments, looking a little awkward because his friends are watching.

      “So, I need to tell you what’s happened,” Creed says as he sets me back on my feet. “We found the wolves from New York. We have a way in.”

      “Were they involved with what happened at Evan Santorini’s house?” Clay asks.

      How the hell did Creed figure all of this out? And why would some guys from New York be interested in me? Dad has never mentioned having dealings in the city or knowing anyone from there. I thought it was either Mason Thorne or Griffin Hanwell. They were the ones in Dad’s house that night, and they seemed to be the people that he was worried about.

      “Rex has stayed behind because he’s the one having the meeting. I wanted to go too, but he was the one who won the card game, so he was the one allowed in.”

      “Card game?” Sam asks. I’m glad I’m not the only one who’s more than a little confused by all of this.

      “That was the only way we could arrange a meeting.” Creed shrugs. “Anyway, Rex is taking care of that, and we’re going to meet him in Chicago once he’s done with everything so we can plan our next move.”

      “So does that mean I’m going home?” I ask quietly, feeling sick. “Like, right now?”

      “No, not yet. I mean, soon, I promise,” Creed replies, as if I’m eager to get back to that life. “But first we need to go to our warehouse. That’s where we’re meeting with Rex.”

      I swallow hard. One step at a time, that’s what Rex always tells me, isn’t it? That we have to take things one step at a time. I can do that. My next step is just to get dressed so we can leave. I back away from Creed and pass the other guys as I head to my room for the final time. I feel like my heart is being ripped out of my chest.

      It’s only because I don’t want to be late in meeting up with Rex that I find the strength to get dressed and packed up.

      “Okay, I’m done,” I announce, standing at the front door. Everyone turns to look at me and now it really does feel like the guys can see my conflicting emotions. “Let’s get on the road.”

      I walk outside before I can cry again. They can suspect it, but I don’t want them to see it. I don’t want them to know that I’m falling apart. The moment they see me weeping, they won’t stop trying to make me feel better, while actively making me feel worse.

      Thankfully, no one asks me anything as they all hurry out to the car. We pull away from the safe house.

      My heart feels all mixed up and complicated. My head doesn’t know what to think about my time there. I’ve loved being at the prairie and the freedom it has given me. I’ve very much enjoyed being my wolf self and experimenting with the guys. But I guess it’s better for us to go home now before I get even more attached and it breaks me even more. Not that I can picture it being worse than this. I don’t even know if I can survive this.
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      Thank God I managed to sleep for most of the drive. I didn’t have to sit and stew. Not that I would have been able to come to any kind of conclusion anyway.

      “Here we are.” Sam turns around from the driver’s seat to look at me. “You good?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I look out the window at the warehouse in the middle of nowhere. I can’t imagine it’s as safe as the house on the prairie, but it’s better than going home. “This is it? This is where you guys live?” I ask.

      “It’s another one of our safe houses,” Sam corrects me. “But I would call it more of an office. This is where we get the majority of our work done.”

      “I see.” I nod along like I totally understand, while also not really understanding why they need to have this building at all. This seems a bit like somewhere my father would conduct mob business.

      That isn’t what these guys are into as well, is it? No, surely not. I can’t imagine it. They don’t seem the type at all.

      I grab my bag and follow the guys inside, blinking furiously when the lights come on and reveal what’s inside. Rooms are spread out and divided by drywall. There’s an enormous area with Sam’s computers, a gym, a kitchen, and a living room. These guys really do live a different life than anyone I know. It’s cool and everything, but it’s strange.

      “Take a seat,” Sam tells me, pointing towards the couch. “I’ll make us all drinks and snacks. It’s been a long drive, so I’m sure we all need something to eat.”

      Creed takes a seat close to me, but it isn’t near enough. I slide closer to him because I need some kind of comfort from him. In this strange place, I need something familiar. I grab his arm and throw it over my shoulder. He brought me here to wait, so he can look out for me.

      Clay sits across from us, looking uncomfortable. I would like him to hug me as well, but I don’t want things to get weird.

      “Here you go, guys.” Sam sets out a tray of drinks and snacks in front of us on the coffee table. I don’t know if he senses the tension or not, but he continues talking as if everything is absolutely fine. “In a minute, I will get the computers fired up to see what I can find out about these New York goons. How much information do you have about them, Creed?”

      “I have some names that we can work from.”

      I don’t want Creed to move just yet. I nestle in closer to him, making sure his arm remains around me. I just fear the moment that I’m left alone with my thoughts and emotions.

      “Edmund Hooper is the name of the guy at the helm of the New York wolves. The alpha or whatever.” Creed shrugs, but I can sense the tension flowing through his body. I get the impression he wishes he was the one in the meeting with this guy, not Rex. I guess it must be hard for him to leave someone else in control. As alpha, he must always be the one in charge, so this is different for him. But Rex will do a good job, I’m sure of it. He’s just as capable as Creed and he’s really strong. Creed needs to have some faith in him. “I don’t know much about him, but it might be handy to run a background check on him.”

      Sam nods in agreement. “Sure thing. The more we know about him, the better. But do you really think this Edmund guy was behind the attack?”

      I glance up at Creed and wait for his answer. “If he wasn’t behind it, then he knows who was.”

      “But why?” I asked, frustrated at being caught in the middle of all of this. “Why do people in New York want me? Is my dad beefing with these guys It’s bad enough that I’m stuck having to fear the crime bosses in Chicago. Now there are more people I have to be worried about. It fucking sucks.”

      I get up and pace, my arms folded across my chest angrily, protectively. Fuck all of this. All these shitty things are happening to me, and none of it has anything to do with me. I hate it. I need to take control of my life. I need the reins for once.

      “Why would anyone do this?” I continue on with my rant, barely noticing the guilty-looking expressions on the guys’ faces. “I can’t believe anyone would want to get into this life. Seriously. Please, explain it to me.”

      Slowly, Creed rises to his feet. “I guess you’re talking about me, huh? And why I might have wanted to go into a life of crime, dragging my pack along with me.” He takes a deep breath. “I guess I was seeing it from the outside looking in. It seems like a glamorous life with respect and money. It’s a way for a wolf alpha to make a name for himself. I wanted to stand among the big boys and be noticed. I thought it would work out well for me, for all of us. That’s why I took the job with your father.”

      I am speechless, and feel a little sick as well. Here I was thinking that these guys would care for me and look after me no matter what. But it seems like I’ve been spending time with guys, falling for guys, who want and are actively seeking to be part of a lifestyle that I hate, that has put me in danger.

      “I need to be alone. Give me a moment.”

      No one follows me through this maze of a building, thank God. I don’t know where I’m going, but I just need some time to be by myself, to wrap my head around this. Why the hell would Creed want any part of that kind of life? It’s horrible and violent, there are so many uncertainties every single day. The people surrounding them would also be in danger every single day. Like me, with my father.

      One day, I want to be a mother. I want to have kids who don’t have to live the life I have lived. I don’t want them to be stuck indoors, suffering.

      “Skylar, wait, you didn’t let me finish.” Creed is a few feet behind me. I didn’t even hear him walk up, I was so caught up in my thoughts. “I want to tell you that I don’t want that anymore. Any of it. Ever since meeting you, I have realized that there is so much more to life. I don’t want danger or respect from guys I don’t know. I want love.”

      He catches up to me and cups my cheeks in his hands. I look up into his eyes, trying to find out how honest he’s being.

      “I thought you wanted that too,” Creed continues. “But it seems like things have changed. Has something happened while I’ve been away?”

      Oh God, this is my time to be honest with him, really honest about everything. He deserves it.  “Yes,” I admit cautiously. “A lot happened while you were away. I’d like to show you, but all four of you need to be here. I need to explain it to you all.”
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            REX

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know how I’m going to muddle through this alone, but I have to. Ever since it was made clear that Creed wasn’t welcome in the meeting because I’m the one who won the card game, I’ve had to adjust to the idea that I will have to be the one to make this work.

      Creed has faith in me. I think. At least he made me feel like he had faith in me before he left to get everyone out of the safe house. He reassured me that since I was so quick-thinking, I would be fine. But I know it must be killing to let go of that little bit of control, and that has me in a bit of a tailspin.

      I’m dressed up in my finest suit to show respect for the New York alpha. I hope that will go some way to chilling the guy out for me. Kyle and Dean, plus the other two, didn’t exactly give me a good impression of how these idiots will treat me.

      The way Kyle is staring at me with contempt in this fancy-ass hotel lobby doesn’t make me feel any better. I shoot him a smile, but of course get nothing back. He’s giving me a death stare, like he might rip my head off at any given moment. He could do it too—I don’t think anyone here would stop him.

      Kyle pulls his phone out of his pocket and glances at it, before staring at me like my whole world is about to change.

      “Edmund Hooper is ready for you now,” Kyle tells me icily. “He’s waiting up in room three oh seven for you. You won’t be able to miss it, there are guards outside.”

      I nod, then start walking up the stairs. I don’t want the nerves to show on my face. I’ll be able to get out of this no matter what happens. It’s going to be fine. I will be fine. Creed wouldn’t have left me behind if it wasn’t going to be okay.

      There really are guards waiting outside the room that I have been sent to. Too many of them to go unnoticed. The hotel staff must know what’s going on, but are just too frightened or too well paid off to put a stop to it. I don’t get why Creed would ever want anything to do with this. Danger and drama every single day. I don’t want that. I really hope he changes his mind. It’s hard to tell with Creed, he keeps so much close to his chest.

      The guards step aside to let me in the room, but the icy atmosphere doesn’t go amiss. Great, I’m hated already. The outsider they are never going to want to let in. Thank God Creed gave me a basic script to use to try to get what I want out of this meeting.

      “Edmund Hooper?” I ask when I see the short, stocky man who looks much older than I was expecting. The alpha wolf position is usually a young man’s game, reserved for the sharpest, the strongest, the most powerful in the city. This man can’t be the best in New York, can he?

      “You gambled on a chance at meeting me. What made you so sure you’d win?” He’s fierce, not to be fucked with. I get that energy from him right away.

      I raise a brow and take a little step closer, trying not to show any fear. “I’ve got a keen eye,” I admit with a one-shouldered shrug. “I knew the game was rigged from the start, so I used that to my advantage.” Best to lie than say I got lucky.

      One of Edmund’s men brings us two glasses of whiskey. I’m wary to drink it at first because I don’t know what’s in that glass and I’m no fool. But when Edmund clinks his to mine and tosses it back without a second thought, I take a sip. I don’t immediately die, so that’s a plus, but I definitely don’t want to drink too much of it. I don’t want to get even the slightest bit tipsy.

      “So, why do you think I might need a gun for hire…Rex, is it?”

      I get the sense from Edmund’s smirk that I was invited to this meeting instead of Creed because he would prefer to interrogate and underling rather than the pack’s strongest.

      I get the logic, but that doesn’t mean I’m someone to be fucked with either. Creed might be the alpha of our pack, but he doesn’t act like we’re underneath him. Not all the time, anyway. There are times when he might not exactly consider us in all of his decisions, but most of the time we deal with things as a team.

      “I could tell you that I understand how this game works,” I reply confidently. “That I’m the best of the best. That you won’t find someone with better aim than me. But mostly it’s because I have an in with the man you’re trying to take down. I have worked for him before, under cover, of course. He doesn’t know me.”

      “The man I’m trying to take down?” Edmund tries to act causal, but I can sense that I’m on the right track. Creed’s intel was right—these guys definitely know more than he’s letting on.

      “Evan Santorini.”

      Edmund stares at me like I might be someone he needs to fear. I don’t know if this is a good or bad thing. I hold my head up high, refusing to back down. If Creed is right, then this is a conversation that we have to have.

      “You have worked for Santorini?”

      “As security detail at a party. One he had recently with Mason Thorne, Griffin Hanwell, and all their men.”

      Edmund’s eyes go wide.

      “Of course, there has always been a lot of strife between those three men, but they are trying to work together in an attempt to deal with any threats coming from outside of Chicago.” I give him a meaningful look, bluffing that I’m already certain he’s the one behind everything. “Which, of course, made the attack inside the house much more surprising.”

      “Attack from inside the house?” He wants to play it cool, fine, but I’m totally sure that this is right. Confidence floods me because I know I can make Creed and the others proud. This will also be a really great way for me to get them off Skylar’s back and keep her safe.

      “Yes, there was an attack on Santorini’s daughter. It’s caused a lot of distrust between the three leaders. I’m sure it will only take one match for a giant explosion. Giving an outsider, such as yourself, Hooper, a chance to swoop in and stake a decent claim.”

      “Ah, so it worked.” Edmund winks, and I’m so glad I have this on tape. It’s just the evidence we need. “Strong and smart, I’m sure you’re going to do wonders for us. I’m very glad you managed to figured out a way to meet. I definitely want you working with me, Rex, especially because you have an in with the Santorini house. But there was another member of your pack with you, was there not?”

      “Yes. Actually, there are two additional members of the pack who would love to work with you. We all want the way that things are in our city to change.”

      “To have more power yourself, I’m sure.” Edmund laughs good-naturedly. “I understand that much. I was once a young guy with ambition like you. I can help you get there. I would like to have your men on board as well.”

      He hands me a pager, old-fashioned technology that can’t be tracked as easily. I’m sure all the mob bosses use these for their most trusted men. I don’t think I’m quite there with Edmund yet, but it looks like it won’t take me long.

      “I will be in touch with you using this device. When I do, I expect you and your men to meet me and be ready for action. I want you to be prepared for battle. Because this time, I won’t just go after Santorini’s daughter, I will go after him directly. And any other men who think they rule the crime scene. I will light that match and set the whole city of Chicago on fire.”

      I force myself to smile despite this asshole talking about ruining my city. But I know it won’t happen. We won’t allow it.

      “Sounds good.” I reach out for his hand and shake it. There’s a real feeling of evil when he touches me. Something completely unholy runs through this man. “Thank you, Edmund.”

      “I’m trusting you,” he warns me. “I want you to be able to use your link to Santorini to get back into his home so I can make this work. I will make this work. I can’t have any more amateurs working for me, like the catering staff who got taken down in an instant. They fucked up bad. I have been so annoyed to learn that one of them was taken out by the girl.” I hate the way he talks about Skylar with disgust, but this is all great for the recording, so I keep my emotions locked away inside. “Although, maybe I don’t need to be so angry at them if they have created a rift. They might have done what I wanted anyway. They were just a different step in the right direction than I expected of them.”

      “You can trust me. I will make sure that my link with Santorini remains strong and he turns to me and my pack when for security.”

      “Excellent. What a way to fool him before stabbing him in the back.”

      “Just what I was thinking, boss.”

      It doesn’t quite hit me how crazy that was, and how scarily it could have gone south, until I’m passing Kyle in the hotel lobby once more. Somehow, I’m still alive, and somehow, I have the information that I need to take back with me. I make my way to Santorini’s house, so if Edmund’s goons follow me, it’ll just look like I’m doing what I promised their boss I would do.
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        * * *

      

      Evan doesn’t look like the same man I saw at the party a few weeks ago. He hurries me into the house, glancing around like he’s paranoid. I never thought about how much he might be worrying about his daughter and missing her too.

      I bet this would change Skylar’s opinion about everything that has happened in her life. She seems to think that she’s more of an inconvenience in her father’s life. I think she’s under the impression that his life of crime comes first and that he doesn’t think of her very much at all. I have to let her know that isn’t the case.

      “Which one are you?” Evan asks me. “Sorry, I just don’t remember, everything was so crazy that day.”

      “Rex,” I remind him. “You had more dealings with Creed than me.”

      “Where is Creed? Has something happened?”

      I shake my head. “No, sir. Creed is with the other men at the safe house, looking out for Skylar. She is the top priority, so they are with her.”

      “Good, good.” He presses a hand to his chest, clearly relieved. “I’m glad to hear that my daughter is fine. It’s been hard not knowing what’s going on with her. I also don’t like what’s going on here. In this city. I don’t know who I can trust anymore.”

      “Yeah, well I am here because I have some answers for you.”

      “You do?” His brows raise. “Do you know if it’s Griffin or Mason? Or is it an inside job? Because all of this has me wondering if my men are turning their backs on me.”

      “It’s all here on this recording.” I hand it over to him. “But you don’t need to worry about the men around you. The threat comes from New York City. Edmund Hooper. He wants to spread his kingdom down into Chicago.”

      “Hooper?” This is an obvious shock to Evan. “Why is he doing this to me? Why would he want to attack my daughter? How did you even find out about this?”

      I have to shrug because, unfortunately, I don’t know all the details. “Creed is the one who used his contacts to find out what’s going on. I don’t know if the attack is personal, but I think it’s because he sees you as the biggest threat in the city. I know he plans to take out Mason and Griffin as well.”

      The color drains from Evan’s cheeks. “So, how are we going to tackle this?”

      I show him the pager. “Edmund has given me a job. He thinks I am on his side, ready to attack you at any given moment. I will know what’s going to happen and when, and then we can make sure that you are safe.”

      “I can’t leave the whole fight to you.”

      “Yes, you can. If you start bringing the other men into this, we might end up with a betrayal. The last thing I need is to have Edmund think he can’t trust me and then screw me over. That would put you and your daughter in jeopardy. You need to let us handle this.”

      I don’t think Evan likes being unable to control yet another aspect of his work and life. Just like Creed. But these alphas need to learn to take a step back and allow others to shine when the time is right. And now is the time for everyone else to show how much they can fight.

      “It will be fine,” I reassure him. “We have this under control. You will know if there is anything you need to be concerned with.”

      Evan stands up and shakes my hand. He has the recording, and I hope that doesn’t make him take action on his own. I want him to leave this to us. I want to know that he trusts us, otherwise this could all go wrong.

      There is no way we’re going to let anything happen to Skylar. Not after everything we have been through together. We will fight to the bitter end to keep her alive. Everyone else just needs to let us do what needs to be done.

      I walk out of the house and head to the car. Just before I slide into the driver’s seat, I grab my cell phone and, much to my surprise, see a text from Creed. I thought he would be busy researching Hooper and his men with Sam to give us the upper hand on whatever might come next.

      But this message isn’t anything to do with anyone from New York.

      Creed: Where are you? Something has come up and we need you here at the warehouse now.

      Oh God, what drama do we have to face now? I fire off a quick text back letting Creed know that I’m in Chicago and heading their way. I get the car going and speed off, wondering what the hell I might have to deal with when I get to the warehouse. I’m emotionally exhausted and don’t know if I have it in me to deal with more.

      But if it’s related to Skylar, then I will find the energy. I’ve been falling for her in ways that I never expected to fall for anyone, and we haven’t even spent that much time together. I know that no matter what happens, we need to keep her safe. We need to keep her alive. It’s the only way for us to really win.
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      I don’t think I have ever felt so tense before in my life. I don’t know how to make it easier for any of us. Ever since Creed told me that he doesn’t want a life of crime anymore, and I admitted that I have something to share with him and the rest of his pack, we have all been silent and awkward.

      How can I express how I’m feeling? I’m sure it’s going to confuse and maybe even anger the guys crazy to know that I’m into all of them, that I want them all. It might actually destroy them to know how greedy I am.

      The strange mix of emotions continues to burn within me. Which only intensifies the moment Creed lets us know that Rex is on the way. I stand and shake my hands anxiously by my side, unable to keep still any longer. The intensity of Sam’s gaze on me makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I know he wants me to express everything, to make it clear where my head is at, but I can’t do it yet. I need everyone here before I say a word.

      I crash into Clay, who apparently also can’t cope with the sitting down any longer either. His eyes widen, but don’t quite meet mine. I can almost sense that he isn’t ready to talk things through either. He needs some time, just as I do. We get one another like that.

      With a smile of understanding, he backs away from me and continues to let me circle around the warehouse, trying not to lose my mind. I know Creed is the most pissed off out of everyone. I can almost feel the burning waves of rage rolling off him. But thank God he’s willing to let me have the time I need. I know this must be really hard for him, but he’s allowing it all. Because he respects me that much, because he needs me that much.

      My heart stops dead in my chest when I hear the creaking of the warehouse door opening. This is it. Rex is back and it’s time to say everything. Absolutely everything. There’s no way I can back out now, otherwise I won’t get another chance. It’s now or never. I suck in a couple of shaky, trying to calm myself down while Creed and Rex hash out the details of whatever happened with the guy from the New York pack. That will only buy me so much time. It really is time to take control of my life. I’ve craved this control for my entire life. Now, no matter what happens, at least I will be the one making my own decisions. Not my father or anyone else.

      I have wanted all these guys, all four of them, ever since I laid eyes on them. Something about this truly feels right. I just have to see how they feel.

      “Where is she?” I hear Rex ask. “I need to see her and tell her how much her father misses her.”

      That gets me moving. I make my way towards Rex, needing to know exactly what he means about my father. “What did he say?” I ask quietly.

      Rex crosses the room in a heartbeat and scoops me up for an intense bear hug. He spins me and squeezes me so tightly I almost lose my breath for a moment. But it feels so good to be in his arms.

      “Oh, thank goodness. I do not like being separated from you. It was very stressful. I can understand why your dad misses you so much. He won’t be okay until he knows you’re safe.”

      Wow. I always thought that my father’s life might be better without me to worry about. He could carry on with his lifestyle without worrying about my safety.

      “I miss my dad too,” I admit. “But it’s good to see you as well. Really good, Rex.”

      He slides me down on to the floor. “So, what’s up?” Rex asks as he looks around the room at everyone. “It sounded like it was an emergency when you messaged me, Creed. I was worried all the way here, and now…well, now I don’t know what the hell is going on.”

      “It was me.” Oh God, the moment is here and I’m frozen, unable to make my mouth form the words I need to say. I take a deep breath and try again. “I…I was the one who made it seem like an emergency. There is something that I want to say to all of and I don’t know how you guys will take it.”

      I glance around to see reassuring smiles from all the men, even Creed. He might not know what’s happening, but he wants to hear me out. Now I just need to find the confidence to keep going.

      “Creed.” I walk over to him first because he’s the one I have been keeping in the dark the longest. I cup his cheeks in my hands and smile up at him lovingly. “I met you before all of this on a random night out. Of course, I was attracted to you right away, how could I not be? And when things progressed between us, even though I assumed at the time that it would only be a one-night stand, I still had the best night of my whole life. And then I got lucky enough to meet you again afterwards.”

      I rise up on to my tiptoes and kiss him gently, then a little passion gets the better of us. The fact that everyone is watching us now and this is all out in the open only intensifies everything. “I knew right away that there was something burning brightly between us. But not just passion and desire, something so much more. Feelings. I didn’t know what they were at first, or how deep they would run, but now I know they have consumed me.” I kiss him again. “You make me feel stronger and sexier, capable of doing anything. You make me see that we don’t always have to follow the path laid out for us. We can make our own decisions and change our minds whenever we want. You have taught me so much.”

      I step back from him, really hoping that my words will sink in. He’s done his best to reassure me that he isn’t interested in a life of crime anymore, but I need to be certain. I need to know that he’s done with all of that so we can move on together. Because if he picks that over me, then I will have to walk away. I can’t live like that again.

      “Sam.” I move over to him and put my hands on his shoulders and offer him a warm smile. “I always love flirting with you. I think we have such a good time together. We always have fun, no matter what we’re doing. And we have explored one another a lot.” I know this must come as a shock to Creed, but thankfully he doesn’t react. If Rex is surprised, he doesn’t let it show either. “And that fun is something I definitely need in my life. I want you to stick around with me forever, because whenever I’m not with you, and I think of you, I smile.”

      I lean up to kiss him as well. This is scarier than kissing the alpha because he could really freak out, but I love kissing Sam. I can’t get enough of the taste of his tongue as he massages mine. I adore the deep passion and the way he grips my waist and yanks me closer to him. My whole body presses up against him.

      “I know I’m asking for a lot,” I finally confess. “But I want to be with you as well.”

      I keep my eyes fixed on Sam’s as I back away, trying to figure out what that flicker in his eyes means. It could be passion, but I don’t want to get too carried away with myself. I don’t want to jump to conclusions and assume he wants this just because I do.

      “Clay…” I reach out for him. He’s hesitant at first, but then reaches his hands out to me. I slide my hands into his and lace our fingers together. “Clay, you are one of the most interesting people I have ever met in my life. I love listening to you talk and hearing your opinions on things. I know there is still a whole lot I don’t know about you yet, but I want to know, I need to know everything. I can’t wait until you trust me enough to really let me in so I can see that beautiful soul of yours.”

      He is slower to kiss me back, but that’s not unexpected. I know that this would be harder on Clay than anyone else because he keeps to himself so much. I’m sure kissing me in front of his friends is a lot for him. But thankfully the connection we share is so powerful and intense he can’t resist. Soon he’s kissing me with more passion than even Sam and Creed. It’s hard for me to break off the kiss because it feels so good. His mouth, his lips, they are just phenomenal. Clay is already opening up a little part of himself to me, showing me more of who he is, and I love that. I crave more. So much more. I crave all of him.

      When I pull back, he rests his head against mine, sending me flying back in time to the moment we were on the prairie, laughing and carefree like nothing would ever get in our way. Being with Clay will probably always give me that sensation.

      “I want to be with you as well, Clay,” I tell him. “I want you to be with me because there is a deep passion between us. We have a love for one another that I just know can grow and bloom into something wonderful.”

      It’s hard to step away from him, but I know Rex is still waiting for me, and I don’t want to leave him stewing there in anticipation. He might not know that I want him as well.

      “Rex.” His shoulders sag in relief when I touch him. I’m sure he was thinking that I was about to leave him out. “I am so glad that you’re here, that you’re back, because I have missed you like crazy. I’ve missed holding you and kissing you. I’ve missed you watching me with that intense look of yours. And the way you’re always in protective mode. Even when you don’t need to be. I have a feeling you will be like that all the time.”

      “Oh, I sure am,” he says with a throaty, gravely laugh. “I’m always like that.”

      “And that’s what I want to see more of every single day. I want you in my life always.”

      I kiss him, and this time we really get into it. He was a little shyer the last time we kissed, probably because he was nervous about what Creed would say or do if he found out. But Creed is here now. Nothing is a secret. We are all in this together, all a part of one another. That’s exactly as I want it.

      When I move away from Rex, I take a seat on the coffee table in the middle of all four men. Their eyes are all on me, expectantly waiting. A smile of delight spreads across my face.

      “I know a reverse harem lifestyle is unorthodox, and I get that it might be a lot for you guys. But I don’t want to choose. I don’t want to be forced to pick just one of you because I like you all, I want you all. I could quite happily fall in love with all of you.”

      I wasn’t expecting such intense relief to wash over me as soon as I finally got it all out, but it’s there and it’s amazing. I really have taken control of my life; I have put out into the universe what I want. I don’t know what will happen, but at least I have given it a good shot.

      The silence filling the room is intense, but that’s better than anger. I’m relieved no one is tearing one another apart. I can feel all the guys looking at me, then at one another, as they try to make up their minds. I know I’m asking a lot of them, but I’m hoping they see the same potential that I see.

      Creed is the first one to speak. “Skylar, you have made me want to be a better person. You have changed everything for me, and that has made me fall in love with you. I want to be with you in whatever capacity you want. Even a reverse harem. I like it.”

      I was not expecting that from Creed, but it feels nice to have his acceptance. Especially when he starts running kisses up and down the exposed skin of my throat.

      “Same,” Rex agrees eagerly. He takes my hands and starts kissing me too, his tongue flickering out over my skin “I know this is wild, but I want to be with you as well. And I actually don’t mind the idea of sharing you with my pack mates.”

      I let my head loll to the side in ecstasy. The feel of both the men kissing me is electrifying. It’s definitely better with the two of them. There’s some magic that comes from a reverse harem with a wolf pack. Everything is heightened, everything is powerful and overwhelming. I’d definitely like to know what it feels like to have the others kissing me like crazy as well. If they want that, of course.

      “I want you too,” Sam says. “There is no way we can deny our chemistry, and I think it will be better with all of us.”

      Clay doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t need to. The fact that he walks over and joins in tells me everything I need to know. He wants this as much as we all do.

      I lie back on the table, basking in the attention I am receiving from all the guys. They all seem to be unable to get enough of me, which I love. Never in my life have I felt sexier and more in control of my life. I have asked for what I want, and I have gotten it. Who would have thought?

      I know there is still a lot of drama coming our way, we’re nowhere near the end of everything yet, but at least we have one another. I can easily forget about the rest of the world when I am with them. Nothing else matters, only the sensations they have cascading through my body. How can I think when all I want to do is feel? I need to feel everything.

      There are lips everywhere, tongues all over me, teeth nibbling and sinking me deeper under the waters of pleasure. I don’t even know who’s touching me where, whose fingers are exploring me, whose thick, throbbing erection is pressing up against me, and who it making these waves of pleasure begin to build and roll over me. It doesn’t matter who is causing what, because all of it is phenomenal. I freaking love it.

      This is even better than I thought a reverse harem would feel; this is everything I need and so much more. I can’t stop screaming out with pleasure, crying out with need. I can’t contain myself as the prayer of all their names rolls off my tongue. I have never felt like this before. It’s freaking crazy, but the best experience in my whole life.

      I want this forever, for the rest of my life. I want these men and it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks. My father will accept me for me if he loves me as much as he told Rex he does. At least he knows that he won’t have to worry about me being protected because there’s no chance of me being left alone and at risk. I will never be in danger with these men surrounding me, making me feel phenomenal every single day. My life from here on out might actually be perfect.
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      I don’t know how Evan is taking it because Skylar wouldn’t let us in the room with him. She wanted to be alone when she let her father know that she’s now dating all of us. It could go very badly, but I guess all we can do is hope that it goes well.

      “Calm down,” Clay whispers to me. “There isn’t anything we can do now, it’s out of our hands. I know that might be a lot for you to handle, but we have to.”

      I don’t like losing control, that much is true, but I’m also a little hyped up because of the last few days. We’ve been working on the background checks for everyone in the New York gang and making progress on that, but we’ve also been unable to keep our hands off of Skylar. When all of us, come together, it’s even more intense than the last time. We’re almost unable to stop.

      I never considered what a reverse harem might feel like, and I certainly never wondered what it would be like with my own wolf pack. But then Skylar really did turn everything on its head, didn’t she? She completely took from me the life I was living, the life I assumed I wanted to live, and gave me something so much better. I can’t believe how amazing the last few days have been.

      Which is why I really don’t want it to come to an end. I’m scared Evan might murder us all here in his home. I don’t know how much longer I can stand the tension of not knowing what’s going on.

      “What is that noise?” Sam suddenly asks, as if he’s just as on edge as I am. “That beeping? Is that one of your phones or something?”

      I know it isn’t mine because I don’t recognize the sound, but I take a look anyway, just in case. It’s definitely one of those days where it feels like anything can happen, and not in a good way.

      “Oh shit.” Rex jumps up, paler than I have ever seen him look before. “It’s the pager.”

      We have envisioned this moment over and over again, and we’ve made all kinds of plans to deal with this situation, but of course all that has gone out the window now. What the hell are we going to do? Rex is looking to me for answers, and I need to step up for him.

      “You need to call Edmund, right?” I ask. “Then he can tell us where to be and what he needs us to do. So, go, call now.”

      He nods and backs away. He’s ready for this. I know he might not think it at the moment, but he is. He can do this. He just needs to pick up that phone and snap into action. As long as he remembers who we are fighting for and why we are doing this, it’ll be fine.

      “Okay.” I rub my hands together and look at Sam and Clay. “We need to remember everything we had planned so this doesn’t get fucked up.”

      “First, we need to get Skylar to her friend’s house, right?” Sam can’t keep the panic from lacing his tone. “Maeve’s place. She wanted to go there after speaking with her father anyway to spend some time with her, but she was also going to hide out there while all of this happened.”

      “And we will get her there,” I reassure him. “I just need to get her out of the meeting with her father.” Not something I’m looking forward to, but it has to be done. “I will be right back.”

      My heart is absolutely thundering as I walk towards Evan’s giant office. I don’t know what I will find on the other side of this door, but this is about to get so much bigger than all of us. We have to do this. To save everyone.

      That doesn’t stop the anxiety from getting to me as I hammer on the door. I might actually be trembling all over, which just shows how important this all is to me.

      “Come in.” Evan doesn’t sound impressed. Not great, but I’ll have to take what I can get. “Oh, Creed. What’s going on? You don’t look great.”

      “Rex just got a message from New York, from Edmund. It’s go time.”

      Skylar glances between me and her father. I can tell that everything between them is currently unresolved, which really sucks. This was going to be a really important meeting for us all moving forward, but that will have to be put on the back burner for now. If Edmund is going to come after Evan, then we need to be on top of it right away. We need to make this shit work. It might be our only chance.

      “It’s time to go to your safe place,” I remind Skylar. “We can sort the rest out after.”

      I know she doesn’t want us to go, but as soon as her father nods approvingly at us both, she lets go of all the worry and stands to come with me. None of us have to like any of this, but we all need to get the fuck on with it. I’m glad Evan can see that too.

      “Contact me if you need me,” Evan offers as we leave his office. “Don’t leave me here like a sitting duck if there’s anything I can do. Let me help you.”

      I nod, but in all the plans we have come up with, there isn’t any way for him to help. But I also don’t want to cut off my nose to spite my face. Just in case. There is no telling which way this will go. “Will do. But stay where you are for now. Keep safe.”

      We bump into Rex out in the hallway. He’s in a frantic state as he explains that we need to go meet Edmund right now. I didn’t think that was the way things were going to go. I thought once he got in touch, he would have some kind of mission for us. But, hell, this might be even better. This might work out in our favor. The closer I get to the man who threatened Skylar, the better.

      “Okay, then let’s get in the car right now.” I wave to the other guys, and Clay and Sam come running. “We need to get Skylar to Maeve’s house, we need to make sure that Skylar is safe, then we need to meet with Edmund.”

      “Meet with Edmund?” Clay asks, confused. “Why do we need to do that?”

      “He didn’t say. Just that we needed to go see him,” Rex answers.

      This is all very much up in the air at the moment, which sucks. But I’m starting to try to accept that not everything has to be in my control for it to be okay.

      “Will I be safe at Maeve’s house?” Skylar asks nervously as we pile in the car. “I know we planned it, but…”

      “You’re going to be fine.” I hold her hand and pull her close to me in the backseat. “We wouldn’t take you somewhere you wouldn’t be safe. Being away from us and your father is the only way we can be sure you’re okay. Plus, you can just enjoy your time with her.”

      “I don’t know if being with my best friend while worrying about you guys is going to be the best reunion I have ever had, but I do want to see her.”

      She rests her head on my shoulder and I stroke my fingers through her hair as we drive, trying my best to reassure her as much as I can that we will all be fine. It won’t be long until we’ll be back in one another’s arms and ready to move on, away from all of this.

      Why the hell did I ever seek the darkness in life when there is so much light to be enjoyed? Thank goodness I found Skylar when I did, or who knows what would have happened to me. I don’t want to be anywhere else but here with her.
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      Leaving Skylar behind is killing me, but I know it’s better than bringing her along with us. Taking her anywhere near the man who tried to have her kidnapped, or killed, would be the worst mistake ever.

      “It has to be this way,” Sam reminds me softly. “It has to be like this. It won’t be long. Just a short time of our life, and then everything will be back to normal.”

      I can’t even begin to picture what normal looks like anymore because I won’t be going back to anything. I will be moving forward. It’s that thought alone which keeps me focused on getting this over and done with.

      I keep thinking positively throughout the whole drive. I keep myself fixated on what’s next so I make it. Because of that, it doesn’t feel like we’ve been driving for too long before we arrive. Edmund is positioned just outside Chicago, ready for his take over. Even though it isn’t going to happen.

      “It doesn’t look like he’s brought many of his guards with him,” Rex notes as we step out of the car. “When I met with him last time, they were everywhere.”

      I hope that’s a good sign. But there’s no sure way of telling, is there? “What about Kyle and Dean?” I ask Rex. “Or Fred and Ben. Do you think they will be here?”

      Rex shrugs. “I don’t know. It was only Kyle at the meeting last time, so I don’t think they are all well-respected members of the pack.”

      It’s almost laughable now to think about the respect I once saw in the mob lifestyle. I ached for it before. When I left the military, it was all I wanted. Now I couldn’t care less about any of it. It’s all so meaningless, so pointless, when there are more important things like love and family.

      “Okay, well, that might make this much easier to deal with.” I shrug. “Let’s go.”

      Sam and Creed are stopped at the door by two scrawny-looking guards. Why the hell hasn’t Edmund bothered to bring someone a little bigger and better? I guess he doesn’t play things the same way the younger alphas do. Rex did tell me he’s older and definitely out of touch.

      I wink at them, telling them that Rex and I will be fine. They know what their role is anyway. We’ve talked about everything we’re going to do on the drive over here, so once they are certain that Rex and I are out of sight and safe with our own jobs, they will shift and deal with those idiots with no problem.

      “Ah, Rex.” Kyle. I guess he’s more respected out of the group of them. “The boss doesn’t want to speak with you today. He wants you to stay out here with me. He’s much more interested in speaking to the man in charge of your pack. The alpha.”

      Clearly, that asshole is trying to be demeaning. Little does he know that we’re going to be placid and play along with whatever games he wants to play. We aren’t going to get sucked into his bullshit little game. Not today. The player is being played.

      “So, I just go in here?” I ask Kyle coldly. I don’t need to keep up any façade with him since I’m pretty sure he knows I’m not exactly his biggest fan. “This is where Hooper is?”

      He nods and makes a sweeping gesture with his hands, indicating for me to go inside. I check with Rex, who is practically baring his teeth already, before I head inside. Kyle is going to regret every stupid word that has come out of his God damn mouth.

      “Edmund Hooper, how good it is to finally meet you.” I say as I walk in. I don’t know if this is a meeting because he trusts us and wants to work with us, or if he’s about to unleash a serious attack on me, but until I can figure that out, I need to play it cool. “My name is Creed.”

      “I know who you are.” He indicates for me to take a seat, which I do. “It’s good to finally meet you as well. I understand you and your pack have ambitions in Chicago.”

      “As a city, it’s fertile and ripe for the taking. I don’t see why we shouldn’t finally be given a chance to have some power. Under your control, of course.”

      He laughs heartily. “Of course. I wouldn’t want to have to go up against you guys.”

      “You wouldn’t have to worry about that, Edmund. We like how you work. We think you’re very smart to come to Chicago now and plant that seed of doubt between all the mob bosses.”

      “We used the same tactics in New York to our advantage, so want to take things further.”

      I nod like I agree with every word coming out of his mouth, but the background research that Sam did showed otherwise. It seems like Edmund Hooper really is too old for the alpha crime game. He’s been run out of cities by younger alphas, so he’s trying to stake a claim somewhere else. He can lie to me as much as he wants, because for now I will pretend to buy it all. Whatever he is selling, I’m here to lap it all up.

      “Well, a man like you can take control of Chicago and make it the great city that it once was. I’m happy to be behind you all the way, and so are my wolves. So, what’s the plan?”

      Edmund seems to relax a little bit, much to my relief. “I think the main guy we need to take down is Evan Santorini. And the best way we think to get at him is via his daughter. Skylar. Now, I don’t know if Rex told you, but the plan at the party failed because I hired amateurs. But you guys…I think you will be able to do a much better job of everything. I think you can kill Skylar with ease.”

      “Kill?”

      “Yes. Evan has been blaming Mason Thorne and Griffin Hanwell. If that suspicion is already there, then her death will truly make Evan act. They might even end up tearing one another apart, which will make my job so much easier. I can just basically stroll in and take over everything. Putting you exactly where you want to be.”

      Where I did want to be. He’s basically offering me everything I used to want. I just need to kill off the one person who has brought me happiness. I don’t think I could kill Skylar even if I didn’t intensely love her. She isn’t part of this world and doesn’t deserve to die for something that has nothing to do with her.

      “I see.” I rise to my feet and pause thoughtfully. “That is actually a genius plan, Edmund. I’m impressed. I can’t think of a better way to take over the city than to make it implode.”

      “I’m glad to hear that you’re impressed, Creed. I knew I was going to like you. Now, Rex said that you guys worked security for Evan before, so you should be able to do so again. You can get in and kill that bitch, and ruin the Santorini family from the inside out.”

      “Yes, of course, we can do that. Evan Santorini has no reason not to trust us since we did a good job for him last time. We even took out the threat that we thought was from Mason or Griffin. No one ever suspected you to be behind it all. You did well there.”

      “Well, that is something else you can capitalize on, then. The mistrust that is already there, make that work for you.”

      “Can do.” I tap on my chin in mock thought. “There is only one thing I can see going wrong with all of this. Something you need to consider.”

      Edmund stares at me curiously, not sure where I’m headed with this, but he’s eager to hear me out. Good. Fucker.

      “You messed up big time when you decided to go after what belongs to us.”

      As soon as the words are out, I rip free of my human body and allow my wolf to attack this asshole, to rip him to shreds. Better he die than Skylar. I don’t want her to have any threats looming against her again. With Edmund and all his top guys dying here, I’m sure his little clan will scatter and the threat to Chicago will be over and done with.

      I will kill for Skylar, to keep her safe. I will do anything for her and the happily ever after that we all want, that we can have once this is over. The one that we deserve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE - SKYLAR (SIX MONTHS LATER)

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t wait for you to come visit, Maeve,” I say happily into the phone. “It’s going to be so much fun. But no not the night clubbing kind of fun. This isn’t the city.”

      My best friend and I lead very different lives these days. She’s still living it up in Chicago, dancing and drinking all the time, hooking up with guys and having a blast. Exactly the life I thought I wanted before all of this happened. But now I know that this is the life for me. Swinging on the porch swing of our rustic farm house. This might not be the prairie, but it’s as close as we’re going to get and I adore that. This quiet life is perfect for me. I don’t want anything else.

      It means I don’t know what my dad is doing anymore, how deep he is in it these days, but that’s the way I like it. When we talk, it’s about everything else. I ask him how he’s doing, how his health is, how he is enjoying his time in the gym. We never talk about his work, and that is the best thing for us both and our relationship. That separation is so much better for me. It means he can just be Dad. He’s actually coming to visit soon. Although not here. We’re meeting at one of the safe houses for a few days. Just to make sure no one follows Dad and comes for me.

      But those rules don’t apply to Maeve. She can come all the way here without us having to worry. I can’t wait for us to hang out again; it feels like it’s been forever. She hasn’t even seen the new house yet. It’s crazy how fast time passes.

      “How much fun could we have in a night club with your swollen belly anyway?”  Maeve laughs. “You’re about to give birth. I don’t think you could pull off any sexy moves, do you?”

      I rub said stomach and laugh. “You know, you might be right about that. I can hardly even walk anymore, it’s all waddling. I’ve gotten to the stage where I’m actually looking forward to the birth so I don’t have to be so big anymore.”

      “At least you have four hunky guys around to look after you.”

      I can’t help but think about the day of the showdown between Edmund and the pack. I hid with Maeve and told her everything. I didn’t hold any of the details back, and it’s safe to say that she was stunned. Not only for the reasons that I was away for such a long time, even though she always knew that my life could be in danger, but by how wild I’d been. Not satisfied by one man, but by four.

      She’s accepting, though, because Maeve is incredible. She was the first one to accept us. My dad came around eventually, when he started to see how much the guys cared for me, and how happy they made me.

      “I definitely feel like the luckiest woman alive. I can sit with my feet up as much as I want because there is always someone to look out for my every need.”

      “Ah, sounds like heaven. Are they prepared for another mouth to feed when I come along? Because I might want some of this treatment myself, it sounds lovely.”

      I glance down at Sam in his wolf form, sleeping curled up around my feet, and smile. Then I catch sight of Rex and Clay, throwing a football to one another in our large yard. Not that we really need the yard because we have so much space to run and be free. My wolf is well and truly satisfied here. This is so far away from my Chicago prison, and I adore every single part of it.

      “They will take care of you, I can promise you that much. They are actually excited to meet you properly. And I can’t wait until you see them.” She will love them, I’m sure of it. How can she not completely adore them? I know this isn’t the life that someone like Maeve would ever want, but I’m sure she’s going to enjoy the peace for a few days. I hope so, anyway.

      The heat beams down on my shoulders, as if I need an extra reminder of how great it is here. I never need to be reminded, it’s not like I will ever take this life for granted. Here is my heaven, my happy place, I don’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

      “Alright, well, I have to get going, Skylar. I need to get to work. But I will talk to you soon.”

      “Sure thing. Talk to you later, Maeve.”

      I let out a contented sigh as I hang up. I shift a little, but it’s enough to disturb Sam. He gets to his feet and takes off at the speed of light, stretching his wolf legs as much as he can. I laugh to myself, knowing how much that means to a wolf. I find myself shifting a lot now because I can and because I enjoy it. I think it’s actually a side of myself that I locked away and didn’t want to think of, because I couldn’t shift much. I was trapped by Dad, but now I am me and I can be free. Although I have been shifting less throughout my pregnancy. It’s just easier to be sluggish and heavy on two legs instead of four.

      Creed appears with my mug of tea for me and takes a seat beside me. “You only get more beautiful with every passing day,” he declares sweetly.

      “When did you get to be such a sweet talker, huh?” I ask with a giggle.

      He leans down and rests his head on my belly, listening to the heartbeat of our baby. Or cub. Sometimes we think of our child as a little wolfling. Our little baby shifter. Boy or girl, I can’t wait to meet our little child. We’re going to have the best time.

      “I can’t wait until you’re born, little one,” he whispers. “I can’t wait to finally hold you in my arms. I am going to be one of the best fathers in the world.”

      Seeing this softer, more gentle side of Creed really warms my heart. He really has changed. He said that I bring out the best in him, and it seems like that actually might be true. He’s still his alpha self when he needs to be, but he has also found a way to be in touch with his emotions as well. I really do think he will be the best father ever.

      But not just him. Our baby is going to be lucky enough to grow up with so many loving parents. And I certainly don’t think that this will be our only child. All of us are ready to have a massive family running around us in this big yard.

      I rub Creed’s head as he continues to whisper to our child. I lean back and bask in the warmth of his love for our baby. A smile spreads across my face. I haven’t ever known what my future is going to look like before. I didn’t see much further than just getting out somehow and discovering who I am. I certainly never would have thought that it would look like this. This future certainly came as a surprise.

      But now I can see a glorious future stretched out in front of me, full of love and happiness. I can see that life is going to be amazing for me. For all of us. For Creed, who can finally be an alpha in the kind and caring way that I’m sure suits him more than anything. For Rex, who is much calmer than he used to be because he has seemingly found his place here in the world, which I completely understand. For Sam, who no longer has to spend his days in front of a computer screen worrying about what might be coming to threaten him all the time. For Clay, who is definitely coming out of his shell and finally finding his feet. That has been one of the best transformations for all of us to see. He’s so much happier now being himself. I love it.

      “Oh my!” I press my hand to my belly. “That was a strong kick.”

      Creed’s eyes pop wide. “Yeah, that was crazy. It felt a little harder than the usual kick. Are you doing okay? Do you need anything?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, but I’m not entirely sure if I am or not. “That was just…”

      A wave of pain hits me so hard and so suddenly that I can hardly breathe. My head is spinning with pain. Holy shit, this isn’t something that I have ever felt before. This is agony in a brand new way and I don’t know how the hell I’m supposed to cope with it.

      I can hear the voices of the men I love me, but I can’t really hear them. I certainly can’t respond to any of them because I’m so dizzy. I’d been having little twinges all day long, but nothing like this.

      “I need…I need…” I don’t even know if I’m getting the words out properly. I don’t know if anyone can hear me. Worst of all, I don’t even know what I need. “Help me…”

      “I think we might need to think about getting you to the hospital soon,” Clay declares. “Especially because we live so far away from civilization.”

      “But my water hasn’t broken yet. This is probably just false contractions or something,” I reply as I wave my hands around.

      “But that might happen on the way…”

      “You should listen to what Skylar wants.”

      Oh great, now the guys are arguing about me. This is not what I need right now. I open my mouth to say something, but another wave of pain washes over me.

      “Guys, I…” I push myself out of the swing, and the moment I stand up, my water breaks. This baby is coming now, whether I’m ready for it or not.
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      “Wow,” Creed says tearfully as he holds our little boy in his arms. “This is just amazing. I didn’t know I could feel a love as intense and boundless as this.”

      I nod as wipe tears from my eyes. “I know, I feel the same way.”

      I thought the way that I loved the guys was the most overwhelming love I could ever feel in my entire life. Especially because we went through so much trauma to get to where we are. We had to really fight for us and our life together. It only makes our love that much more powerful and incredible. It makes us that much happier.

      But the love I feel for that boy in Creed’s arms is even deeper, even more powerful. It’s on another level. I suppose it also took a lot of trauma for him to come into my life as well.

      “I think you’ll find it’s my turn to hold her now,” Clay calls out, reaching out to Sam. “You can’t hog my little baby girl forever.”

      We were all so surprised to be having twins. The guys read every book about pregnancy and birth known to man.

      “What are we going to call them?” Rex asks emotionally. “This is crazy exciting, but we need to have names for the twins. We can’t call them Baby Boy and Baby Girl forever.”

      “I think we should call the little boy Evan,” Creed offers. “To honor your father, Skylar. I think that will make him happy.”

      I frown. “Evan can be his middle name. I want a fresh start from all of that, remember? He can be honored, but I need to be happy first.”

      The guys all laugh and agreement with me.

      “I think our little girl looks like a Tamara,” Clay says, making me gasp. I don’t think he knows that was my mother’s name. He’s right. She does look like a Tamara. “What do you think?”

      Tears are absolutely streaming down my face as I agree. I want to honor my mother because I never really got the chance to know her properly. I missed out on so many years with her. While I will never be able to get that back, I’m happy to have just a little piece of her with me always. “I love it,” I whisper. “I really love that name.”

      “And maybe Harvey for the boy?” Sam offers, which leads to a round of arguments between the guys about the best name for our son. At least no one argued with Tamara, because I really want that name for our daughter.

      I reach my arms out to hold both of my children. I have loved seeing them in the arms of the men, but I want to hold my babies too. I need to have some bonding time with them too.

      “I will keep you safe,” I whisper to my children as the guys continue to figure out what name we want for our son. “I will make sure that nothing ever happens to you. I will never put your life in danger, and you will always be happy and joyful. You will always feel safe and loved. I promise you that much. I promise that we will be the best parents ever.”

      I love the idea of them never having to be sheltered away and imprisoned, never having to worry that crime will come to get them. They won’t have to sneak out for fun. I will be looking out for them, supporting them, doing the best that I can.

      “Thomas,” I finally whisper as the name comes to me, striking me like lightning. “His name is Thomas. Just look at him, you know this is his name.”

      The guys all loom over me and coo at our children, agreeing with me instantly. Of course he’s Thomas. Thomas and Tamara. The first extension of our family. But the first of many, I’m sure.

      This kind of love just begs for a huge happy family.
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      I remain right where I am, almost as if I know he’ll be coming to join me soon. I can sense a weird pull between us, even in the very full room. Mason makes his way around the room, shaking a few hands, but it isn’t long before my prediction is correct, and this very powerful man is headed towards me with a fixed, intense stare. Holy shit, are my feet even touching the ground anymore?

      “You are going to dance with me,” Mason declares as he takes my hand, bringing it to his lips for a gentle kiss. Even the lightest graze of his lips brushing against mine is more electrifying than anything I have ever experienced in my life. “Come on, let’s go…”
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      I hope you enjoyed this story.  If you’re interested in joining my exclusive mailing list, I’d love to keep you updated on my latest books, promotions and more!
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