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Chapter 1
 
   “Seriously, Emmitt, when’re you coming home?”
 
   I sighed and leaned against the wall of the gas station.  The buzz emitting from the pay phone receiver was getting under my skin.
 
   “I don’t know.  I need to ride for a while.  Nothing’s feeling right lately.”
 
   “PMS?” Jim asked in a completely serious tone.
 
   “Jim, if you keep that up, he’ll never come home,” Winifred said in the background.
 
   “How’s everything going there?” I asked, almost smiling.
 
   “Good.  Your apartment’s done and waiting for you.”
 
   “How’s the job?”
 
   “It’s a job.  I get to spend all day outside and be lazy.  Nothing better.”
 
   Working construction with a human crew couldn’t be very challenging.  Jim probably thought he was being lazy; but based on his pay increases and promotions, I knew otherwise.
 
   “Talked to my boss about hiring you when you get your butt back here,” Jim said.  “He’s interested.  Apparently a military background counts for something.”
 
   I laughed and shook my head.
 
   “Yeah, so I’ve heard.”
 
   One of the reasons my parents had wanted me to join the military was that it would be the ultimate test to blend in with humans, a skill I would need as the next leader.  My reason for joining was to run away from what they had planned for me.
 
   “Hear from Mom and Dad?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, Dad called from town, checking to see how things are coming here.  They want to send a few families our way by winter.”
 
   I suppressed a groan as I looked off at the trees and considered what waited for me.
 
   “Riding around won’t make it go away,” Jim said softly.  “Just tell them no.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  Have you ever tried telling Mom no?”
 
   “Yep.  I do it every time there’s an Introduction.  ‘Jim, honey,’” Jim said with a motherly falsetto, “‘you should come see Natalie.  This is her first Introduction...you never know.’  They’ve been pushing even harder now that the human girl, Gabby, is off the market.  It’s your turn, brother.”
 
   “Explain to me again why I’m the one who needs to pick up the slack.”
 
   “Because you take life seriously.  If you would have tried harder at being a screw-up, this wouldn’t be happening.”
 
   “Jim.”  Winifred’s scolding tone had me grinning.
 
   “You never change,” I said to Jim.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “My time’s almost up.  I’ll talk to you soon.”
 
   “You better.  A week.  Tops.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   After I hung up, I ran a hand over the back of my shaved head in frustration.  I wasn’t avoiding going home.  I was avoiding what came with being home.
 
   Sighing, I turned and walked toward my bike, the only thing I owned.  It wasn’t anything extravagant.  I’d bought it used and cleaned it up as best I could.  It ran well, was cheap on gas, and got me where I needed to go.  If only the rest of my life would fall neatly into place like that.
 
   Since I’d been a cub, my parents had raised me with the expectation that I would someday run my own pack.  Now, according to them, someday was here.  The whole point of joining the military, from their point of view, was to gain the discipline I needed to be a good leader and to gain knowledge of the humans so I could lead our people into a safer future.
 
   Our people...
 
   The thought had me running a hand over the stubble of my hair again.  I needed to help my people.  I wanted to.  I just didn’t think I was the right guy for the job.  With a werewolf father and a human mother, who would follow me?
 
   Though my parents didn’t want to see it, there was still a divide among our people:  those who thought my parents were leading us in the right direction and those who still looked down on humans.  I’d run into a few of the latter, all Forlorn, loners in our society.  They hadn’t looked at me with acceptance.  In fact, if I’d been alone at the time, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be walking around now.
 
   And my parents thought I should lead our people?  Not a chance.  If I were honest with myself, it wasn’t just acceptance.  It was the desire to lead.  I was tired of shouldering the responsibility of doing what I was told.
 
   I put on a helmet for appearance’s sake, then my sunglasses.  Absurd precautions for my kind; yet, if we wanted to fit in with humans, we needed to follow their rules.  After all, they didn’t know we could heal cuts within minutes or mend broken bones within hours.  They couldn’t know.  That was the whole point of trying to blend in, while still maintaining our distance, to keep the existence of our race secret.
 
   With a kick, I started the bike and eased from the parking lot.  Riding was almost as freeing as shifting and going for a run.  Almost.  I opened the throttle and let go for a while.
 
   *****
 
   My stomach let me know when I needed a break.  I pulled over at a little diner and parked the bike in a nearly empty lot.  The exhaust the kitchen was kicking out held the lingering scents of breakfast sausage.  I grinned and idly scratched my stomach in anticipation.  Breakfast food was one thing the mess hall just never got right, and I hoped the diner would still serve it, even if it was past lunch.
 
   The waitress greeted me with a smile as I walked in.
 
   “Sit anywhere you’d like, hun.”
 
   I headed toward a booth at the front by the wall of windows.  After tossing my jacket on the bench seat and setting the helmet on the table, I slid in and watched the traffic pass the place by until the waitress came over.
 
   “Coffee?” she asked as she handed over the menu.  She had a pot of regular in the other hand.
 
   “Still serving breakfast?”
 
   “For you, sure,” she said in a friendly, flirtatious way universal to most waitresses.
 
   “Then coffee sounds great.”
 
   She turned over the cup already on the table and filled it.  Then, before she could walk away, I ordered the hearty man’s breakfast.  If Jim would have seen what was all included, he would have been in heaven.  With that thought, I realized how much I missed my brother.
 
   As much as I wanted to avoid the pressure of returning home, I knew I wouldn’t keep riding aimlessly.  I sighed.  Getting home would only take a day if I pushed through the night.
 
   The waitress came with my food after a few minutes.  Two plates.  Oh, yeah.
 
   I dug in, eating the sausage first.  I didn’t pay any attention to the car that pulled in; I was already planning what I’d do when I got home.  First, the job Jim had mentioned.  The more time I spent away from the house the better, once the families arrived.  Knowing my mom, she’d be sending families with daughters.  I wasn’t opposed to meeting women.  I was opposed to false hope or shallow interludes.  We were meant to Mate for life, not date aimlessly.
 
   It wasn’t until a young woman and two boys were halfway across the parking lot that I looked up from my food.  When she caught my attention, I froze.  Everything inside me died and was reborn in the aftermath of the swift intangible pull I felt.
 
   She was looking straight at me with her light baby blues.  Her long, brown hair was pulled back into a simple ponytail.  Her sun-kissed skin and full lips made swallowing difficult.  She was beautiful.  She was perfect.  She was...starting to look a little embarrassed.
 
   I realized I was staring while holding my fork halfway to my mouth.  Nice one, I thought as I finished the bite and reached for my coffee.  But, I didn’t look away.  I couldn’t.
 
   She continued walking toward the diner, maintaining eye contact until she passed the window.  Anticipation for the first whiff of her scent had me tense.
 
   The bell above the door rang, and a breeze swept in with them.  I inhaled slowly and frowned.  The bitter tang of fear coated the air.  I couldn’t smell anything else.
 
   I listened to the waitress tell the girl to sit anywhere.  She walked past on the way to a booth at the far back of the place.  It wasn’t just her fear, but that of the little boys holding her hands.  They both looked close to the same age.  Maybe four years.  What could four-year-olds fear so much?
 
   She stood to the side to let the children slide into the booth then sat down next to them.  One of the boys had dark hair and a tan complexion like her.  The other boy was blonde and paler, but had her eyes.
 
   I hoped she would look at me, but she stared down at the placemat on the table.  Her breathing grew light and her blinks slowed.  Taking another sip of coffee, I studied her, noting what I’d first missed.  Dark smudges under her eyes, a pale ring around her lips, and the underlying sickly tint to her olive skin told me she was not only afraid, but exhausted to the point of collapse.
 
   She didn’t seem to notice when the waitress approached the table.
 
   “Can I start you with something to drink?”
 
   The young woman just continued to blink at the placemats.  Finally, the blonde boy nudged her.
 
   “Mimi,” he said quietly.
 
   The woman blinked and looked around, finally seeing the waitress standing next to the table.
 
   “I’m sorry.  What did you say?”
 
   The sound of her voice was warm and soft like a summer’s breeze back home.  I wanted to close my eyes and let the sound wash over me.  Then her lips curved ever so slightly into a smile, distracting me from my fascination and giving me something new to obsess over while the waitress repeated her question, wrote down their order, and left.
 
   A slightly worried frown marred the woman’s features as she rested her chin in her hands and gazed around the room while the kids colored on their placemats.
 
   Before she caught me again, I looked away, pretending that she didn’t have my complete attention.  Should I introduce myself now?  Should I wait until they were done eating?
 
   I’d watched human men interact with human women over the years.  There were many ways to a successful approach, but it depended on the man and the woman.  I wasn’t shy.  I was direct but not forceful.  That put me in a tough position.  From what I’d observed, direct men were often shot down by quiet women.  And, she was definitely a quiet woman.
 
   I glanced at her again and saw her closed eyes and relaxed face.  Her exhaustion decided it.  I’d wait until they were ready to leave then make sure she didn’t plan on driving.
 
   The waitress came with my bill, and I thanked her and asked for more coffee.  While I waited, the young woman fought valiantly to open her eyes again.  The need to care for her, to help her rest, clawed at me.
 
   When her eyes opened, she was looking straight at me.  I calmly took another drink and turned to watch out the window, but seconds later, my eyes were back on her.
 
   The waitress brought their drinks, and the woman took a huge swallow.  I wanted to tell her it wouldn’t do any good.  Her body needed rest, not fluids.
 
   She caught me watching again and arched a brow at me.  It was the cutest damn thing I’d seen in so long, I couldn’t help but grin.  She frowned at me and turned away, focusing her attention on the boys.
 
   The waitress brought their food, and I continued to sip my coffee and wait for them.  For her.
 
   When the kids finished, she paid and led them into the bathroom.  I took that as my cue to get out of there.
 
   While standing by my bike, I started planning what I’d say.  How could I be direct without scaring her off?  Hi, my name’s Emmitt.  I noticed you look a little tired.  Should you be driving?  That sounded like I was judging her.  Hi, my name’s Emmitt.  Nice day isn’t it?  I was really glad Jim wasn’t within earshot.  Without a doubt, I was about to make an ass of myself.
 
   A big SUV pulled in and parked on the other side of the car.  I wanted to growl.  She’d be less likely to accept help with others around.  Maybe they’d head inside before she came out.
 
   Two men exited the vehicle.  They looked around the parking lot, glanced at me dismissively, then moved to the trunk.  They didn’t open it.  They didn’t talk; I would have heard even a whisper.  They just stood there.  Humans.  Even after all the years I spent in the service, I still hadn’t fully figured them out.
 
   The door to the restaurant opened, and my gut clenched as I listened to the woman and two kids make their way toward me.  I opened the bag on my bike and pretended to look in it.  When she came close, I’d—
 
   “She’s coming,” I heard one of the men behind the car whisper.
 
   I frowned and stayed focused on my bag as she passed me.  What did those men want with my Mate?
 
   The woman had almost made it to her car when her steps faltered.  I looked up and inhaled deeply.  Her fear salted the breeze as she stood frozen, facing the SUV.  She obviously knew the vehicle.
 
   One of the kids made a small sound of distress.  Cubs shouldn’t know that kind of fear.
 
   She broke free of her panic enough to look around.  The men were still behind the SUV, though, out of sight.
 
   “You circle around,” one of them said softly, a second before a man stepped around the front.
 
   His grin held a streak of meanness as he looked her over.
 
   “Michelle, you look terrible,” he said.
 
   Hearing her name was heaven.  Hearing it from a man who seemed to know her too well was torture.
 
   “In fact,” he continued, “I’d have to say you look like hell.  Not surprising since you’ve only been sitting still a few minutes at a time.  I’ve followed you long enough.  It’s time to come home.  Good thing Blake knew Richard arranged for you to have this.”  He patted the car.  “You might have disappeared without a trace otherwise.”
 
   Blake?  Richard?  I glanced at her hand and saw no recent signs of a wedding ring.  However, I couldn’t say I was happy with all the male names the man was throwing around.  But, whoever they were, she’d left them.  From the things this guy was saying, though, she wouldn’t have a chance to get away unless someone helped her.  I was ready to step forward when she straightened her shoulders and spoke.
 
   “How’s your head?” she asked.  “You went down pretty hard.”
 
   I grinned.  She had fight in her.
 
   The man narrowed his eyes, but she didn’t back down.
 
   “Walk away, David,” she said.
 
   “You know I can’t.”
 
   He took a step forward, and she nudged the boys behind her.  That was my cue.  As he took another step toward her, I took a few steps of my own.  He finally noticed me when I was a few feet behind her.
 
   “Does this man have any legal rights to these kids?” I asked.  It wouldn’t change the fact that she was mine, but I needed to know how to approach the situation.  No cubs should see their father get his tail handed to him.
 
   “None,” she said, keeping her eyes on the man before her.  “Their father recently passed away.  This man is no relation to me or my stepfather.”
 
   Not her husband, then.  Good.  I stepped closer, drowning in her scent as I stared down the man threatening her.
 
   “Then you and your partner should walk away like she said.”
 
   Michelle looked to the left and spotted the man who’d been creeping around the side of her car.
 
   “Two to one,” the first man said with a grin.  “Better for your health to move along.”
 
   A half laugh escaped me.
 
   “I’m not too worried about it,” I said.
 
   As soon as she tucked the boys’ heads into her hips, I knew she understood what was going to happen.  The men hadn’t figured it out yet, though.  The talker drew a gun and aimed for me as his partner stepped out from the car, right between me and the gun.
 
   I dove for the partner, knocking him between the cars so the kids wouldn’t see if they tried to peek.  Then I drew back and hit him in the face harder than I intended.  The bone of his nose crunched with the impact.  The need to contact an Elder gripped me, and I mentally reached out to Winifred.
 
   Winifred, I’m reporting an incident with a human.  He started a fight with an unprotected woman.  I broke his nose.
 
   Thank you for reporting the incident, she said back to me.
 
   I might have more to report in a few minutes.
 
   Foregoing the use of my speed, I ducked around front of the SUV to circle the man with the gun.  He knew what I planned because he took a step back, making his way toward me and further away from Michelle and the kids.  I grinned and waited.  As soon as he cleared the side of the SUV, I yanked him from their view.  A punch to the head knocked him out.
 
   Two men knocked out in the parking lot of a diner.  I wasn’t paying attention to the name of the town.  The woman’s safe.
 
   Emmitt, I hope you have a good explanation for breaking our la—
 
   She’s my Mate.  She’s human and doesn’t know what I am, Winifred.
 
   There was a brief pause.
 
   Bring her home, Emmitt.
 
   Home.  Wiping any blood from my hands, I stepped out from behind the SUV, not knowing what to say.  A comment about the weather was the last thing she’d want to hear.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, staring at me with her big, wide eyes.
 
   She looked worse than she had in the diner.  My girl was going to crash hard, but I needed to get her away from the diner parking lot before she did.  If the police were called, they would ask questions and try to put her back into the life she’d escaped, a life that didn’t include me.
 
   “Can you drive for a few miles?”
 
   She nodded slowly, but doubt pulled at her expression.
 
   “Good.  I’ll follow you to make sure these two don’t.”
 
   Bitter little puffs of fear were coming from the kids who were staring at me.
 
   “Need help getting your kids in?” I asked, looking down at the boys.
 
   “No, but thanks.”
 
   I followed behind them and watched her open the back door.  Once the boys were both in, I opened the door for her and waited to make sure she buckled.  Her moves were slow and measured.  I wanted to offer to drive, but I couldn’t leave the bike.  It would be too obvious who’d knocked out the men.  The police could trace the plates right to my place.
 
   “Just drive south,” I said.  “I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   She nodded, and I looked her over once more before closing the door.  Introducing myself would have to wait; she was scared and dead on her feet.  I hoped she had enough in her to get out of town and somewhere to rest.  After that, well, maybe we’d have more to talk about than the weather.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2
 
   She pulled out of the parking lot, barely missing the curb, but kept between the lines as we headed south.  However, her accuracy didn’t last long.  A few miles after leaving the town behind, she started to swerve.  Nothing drastic, but a definite slip in attention.  She needed to get off the road.
 
   Ahead, I spotted a country used car lot, the kind of place that sold more farm implements than vehicles and specialized in old pickups and trading.  Perfect.  Opening the throttle, I came up alongside her.  She glanced at me in surprise.  Her white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel didn’t escape my notice.  I pointed to the dealer ahead and motioned for her to pull over.  She nodded and signaled.  I fell behind her and almost had a heart attack when she didn’t slow down enough and fishtailed through the gravel turn.
 
   I pulled in behind her and shut off the bike as I tugged the helmet off my head.  She’s just tired, I told myself.  She wasn’t trying to kill herself.  Still, it took several moments to calm down enough so I would be able to speak to her without growling.  When I knew I had myself under control, I set the helmet on the bike and approached the car.
 
   Her head was on the steering wheel, and she wasn’t moving.  The boys watched me from the back seat as I knocked on her window.  She jumped and fear lit her eyes as she looked up.
 
   Even after she saw it was me, the fear didn’t leave her expression.  She reached for the window control but only dropped the glass a few inches.  Just enough to hear me.
 
   “You were starting to swerve,” I said, putting my hands in my pockets in an attempt to look unimposing.  “How long since you last slept?”
 
   It took her a moment to answer.
 
   “It’s been a while.”
 
   “That man, David, hinted this was how he followed you,” I said, nodding at her car.
 
   I hoped she’d understand she needed to get rid of the car.
 
   She looked away from me, and her gaze caught on the single, small building on the property.  A man stood just outside the door, watching us.  When the man noticed he had her attention, he started to walk toward us.
 
   “Come on, guys.  Let’s unbuckle and get out.  Stay close,” she said.
 
   I took a step back and glanced at the salesman as she opened her door.
 
   “Howdy, folks.  What can I do for you?”
 
   “I need a different car,” Michelle said while the boys climbed out and moved close to her.  She gently ran her fingers through their hair.  Seeing her love and fear for them jacked the urgency to get her somewhere safe.  To take her home.  Given her reaction when I’d stepped up to the window, that might not be so easy.  She obviously didn’t trust me, despite saving her.
 
   “A trade?” the salesman asked, breaking my thoughts.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “To be honest, your car is probably worth two of any of the cars I have.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said.
 
   But, the change in her pulse told me that was a lie.  She didn’t need to worry about money, though.  I’d help her.
 
   “The insurance on this thing is too much for me.  I need something worth a little less to bring down the premiums.”
 
   The dealer happily led her through the collection of vehicles on his tiny lot.
 
   “I think I have just the thing for you, then.”
 
   He showed her a dark blue truck flecked with bits of rust.  A truck meant I could put my bike in the back so I could drive and she could sleep.  But, it also meant the kids would need to share a seatbelt.  While I was trying to think of a way to help prod her to say yes, she surprised me by telling the guy she’d take it.
 
   “Come inside, and we’ll sign the papers.  Do you have the title with you?”
 
   “Yes, I think so.  Let me go get it.”
 
   “I’ll get it for you and move your things,” I said from behind her.  It would give me a chance to load my bike without witnesses.  The faster we were on our way once she was done, the better.
 
   While she went to the office with the salesman, I jogged to the car.  The title was in the glove box.  Tucking the paper into my back pocket, I opened the back door.  Though the car seats wouldn’t fit in the truck, I removed them and her purse from the car, then loaded the seats in the back of the truck along with my bike.
 
   Finished switching things over, I went back to the office and handed the salesman the title.  It didn’t take him long to sign over the truck and hand the keys to Michelle.
 
   I followed Michelle and the boys from the office, trying to think of a way to ask for the keys.  When we reached the truck, she glanced questioningly at my bike in the bed.
 
   I tried giving her a reassuring smile.
 
   “I hope you’ll accept my help for a little longer.  You need to move from here, but you don’t look like you’ll be able to stay awake for very long.”
 
   Her uncertainty and desperation drifted into the air around us, and I had to put my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching for her.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “Emmitt, for now.  When you’re more awake, I’ll give you whatever details you want.”
 
   She nodded, and I wanted to grin.  Instead, I walked the three of them to the passenger door and held it open while they got in.  She kissed the tops of the boys’ heads as she buckled them in together then sat in her place.  Once she buckled, I closed the door and walked around the hood.  The road was still clear of any traffic.  I hoped that meant the two who’d come for her were still knocked out.  They’d catch up to her car, but, hopefully, we’d be miles from it.
 
   I got in and, unable to stop myself, breathed deeply.  The cab was filled with her scent already.
 
   “You two have enough room?” I asked, looking down at the cub sitting next to me.
 
   He nodded hesitantly.  I buckled, to set a good example, then started the truck.  With a wave to the salesman, we left her little red car behind.
 
   “Which direction should I head?” I asked when she didn’t question where I was going.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” she said, closing her eyes.
 
   Within seconds, her breathing evened out.  The boy next to her reached up and began anxiously playing with her hair.  It made me sad that they were afraid of me.
 
   She relaxed in her seat and shifted so her weight leaned on the door.  I reached over and pressed down the lock.  The boys watched me closely.
 
   “Didn’t want her to fall out,” I said.
 
   They continued to look at me.
 
   “I have a younger brother,” I said, feeling the pressure of their scrutiny.  “His name’s Jim.  He lives in Montana with a friend of ours.  I haven’t seen him in almost a year.”
 
   The boy next to me glanced at his brother.
 
   “You guys know my name.  It’s Emmitt,” I said, reminding them.  “But I don’t know yours.”
 
   “My name is Liam,” the one next to me said.  “This is Aden.”
 
   “Nice to meet you.  I’m glad I have company.  It gets a little boring on long drives.  Either of you know how to play I Spy?”
 
   They hesitantly shook their heads, and I took a few minutes to explain the game.  I tried several times to get them to play along, but they stayed shyly quiet.  Undeterred, I kept talking.  I told them stories from my childhood and any kid jokes I could remember.
 
   A few times, Michelle’s breathing changed, but never enough that she woke all the way.
 
   “Mimi?” Aden said softly, leaning against Michelle.
 
   “Buddy, if you need something, you can ask me.  She’s so tired and really needs some sleep.  Try not to wake her unless you really need her, okay?”
 
   Aden nodded and continued to play with her hair.  His uncertainty just made me try harder to get them to relax around me.  Eventually, they did.  Just enough to say a word here and there so we could play some games.
 
   After several hours, I noticed Aden wiggling in his seat.
 
   “I don’t know about you two, but I sure could use a bathroom break.  Mind if I find us someplace with a bathroom?”
 
   Neither one answered so I went ahead and pulled into the first motel I found.
 
   As soon as I cut the engine, Michelle sat up.  Her bloodshot eyes took in the motel, and panic ripped through her.
 
   “Michelle, the kids could use a break, and I think you’d benefit from some real sleep.  How about I get the three of you a room while I stay with the truck?” I said to assure her that I had no intention of joining her, even though it would have been a dream come true.
 
   She turned to meet my gaze, and I saw her mistrust.  I tried not to let it hurt.  Something had happened to her.  Something that had robbed her of sleep and filled her with fear.  I didn’t know how to help ease any of it.
 
   “You can hang on to the truck keys, of course,” I said.
 
   That seemed to do the trick.  She hesitantly nodded.
 
   “You two keep an eye on her.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   I got out and pressed down the lock before I closed the door.  It wasn’t that I thought anyone would try to come after them.  I just wanted her to feel safe.
 
   In the office, I asked for a room and paid cash.  As soon as I had the key, I went back to the truck.  All three were watching for me.  I held up the key and smiled at Aden.  He gave a small smile in return.  When I glanced at Michelle, she looked away.
 
   I sighed and recalled something Dad had said long ago.  He’d sat Jim and me down at an early age and warned us that, if we were lucky enough to find a Mate, not to expect our first meeting to go well.  He’d said women were unpredictable and prickly.  Then, Mom had smacked him on the back of the head and called us to dinner.  He’d been telling the truth, and I realized it would take some time to win Michelle over.
 
   After unlocking the door, I apologized to Aden for the delay then moved the truck to a spot in front of their room.
 
   As soon as I cut the engine, I handed the motel key to Michelle and got out to open her door.  The boys were quick to hop out behind her.  She still moved a little too slowly as she walked toward the room and wasn’t able to immediately fit the key, which was killing Aden.
 
   Taking pity on the kid, I went to reclaim the key.  Michelle handed it over but then took a quick step back as if she’d given me a weapon.  She was so skittish.  I needed to find out who David, Blake, and Richard were to her and what they’d done to make her that way.  Ideas flipped over in my head.  None of them good.  Each one made me want to hurt David all over again.  The decorative end of the key bent slightly as I shoved it into the lock.  With more care, I turned the key and opened the door for them.
 
   “If you need anything, I’ll be right here.  Yell, and I promise I’ll hear you.”  I moved aside so they could enter.
 
   As she walked past, I caught her hand and placed the room key and truck key in her palm.  I could have let her go then.  Instead, I took my other hand to wrap her fingers around the keys.  I just wanted to prolong touching her, to try to assure her I wasn’t someone to fear.  I’d take care of her.  Protect her.  Forever.
 
   She tightened her hold on the keys and stepped into the room.  She was quick to close the door.  I didn’t mind.  I could hear her lean against the thin wood, watching me.  Giving her the assurance she needed, I went back to the truck and got in.  The seat wasn’t comfortable, but I leaned back and closed my eyes.
 
   After a few minutes, I rolled down the window so I could hear if any of them called for me, then I watched the sun slowly set.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   A little after midnight I heard rustling from within the room.  I quietly left the truck and stood beside the door to listen.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Aden said.
 
   “We can’t wake her unless it’s an emergency,” Liam said sleepily.  “Do you want to watch TV or draw?”
 
   Good kids.  I moved away from the door to look up and down the street as my stomach empathized with Aden.  We hadn’t stopped for anything until we’d reached the motel, and lunch was long gone.  A block away, I saw a fast food place.
 
   Giving the motel door one last glance, I took off at a run.  It was dark and the traffic light.  As long as I stuck to the shadows, no one would notice a man running way too fast.  I’d be a blur out of the corner of an observer’s eye and back before the kids’ stomachs could growl twice.
 
   A twenty-four-hour drugstore had me stopping before I reached my destination.  I hesitated on the sidewalk.  I didn’t want to be absent any longer than necessary.  But, I’d emptied their car.  They had nothing with them.  No clothes, no toiletries, nothing.  It would only take me a few minutes, I told myself as I walked inside.  Still, as I hunted down supplies for them, I worried they would look for me and find me missing.
 
   After the drugstore, I went straight to the restaurant.  I ordered two coffees and a mess of breakfast sandwiches.  I used a burst of speed to get back to the motel in less than a minute.
 
   Aden and Liam were still quietly entertaining themselves inside the room when I knocked.  A second later, Liam’s little face peeked out the curtained window beside the door.
 
   I winked at him and lifted the food bag.  He glanced at the bag then behind him and let the curtain fall back into place.  I listened to him try to wake Michelle.  He called her Mimi, so close to “Mommy.”  She’d mentioned their father, her stepfather, dying.  But where were her Mom and Dad?
 
   After his third attempt, I heard her move.  Their conversation was equally easy to hear in the still of the night.
 
   “I’m up,” she said.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Emmitt’s knocking on the door,” Liam said.  “I looked out the window and saw it was him.”
 
   The rustle of covers told me she was getting out of bed.  I watched the peephole as she leaned against the door.  A second later, she pulled the door open and motioned for me to enter.  The dark circles under her eyes looked even more pronounced despite her increased alertness.  She needed more sleep.
 
   I stepped in, taking my time to pass by her so I could inhale her scent.  The fear was lighter now.  Not gone, as I would have liked.
 
   Liam and Aden watched me closely as I set the food on the table.
 
   “There’s a fast food place nearby.  Since everything’s been quiet, I made a quick run.”  I held out the plastic shopping bag.  “I noticed you didn’t have much, so I also picked up a few things.”
 
   She took the bag and stared at the contents.  It wasn’t much.  Toothbrushes, paste.  Some clean socks.
 
   “Thank you,” she said softly, not looking up.
 
   Her gratitude was real, but not strong enough to wipe out her doubt and suspicion.
 
   The boys watched us, waiting to see what Michelle would do.  She closed the bag and waved them toward the bathroom.  Aden looked back at the food, but dutifully listened to his sister.  He reminded me of Jim, and I couldn’t wait to get home with them.
 
   While they brushed their teeth, I ate three sandwiches and set the rest of the food out for them.
 
   As soon as the boys were done in the bathroom, they came to sit at the table while Michelle sat on the bed.
 
   She studied her hands for a minute before finally looking up at me.
 
   “Sorry for waking you up so soon.  I could hear the boys saying they were hungry,” I said, glancing at Liam and Aden.  They were watching us closely as they ate hungrily.
 
   “Slow down, you two, or you’re going to choke,” she said.  She met my gaze again.  “We haven’t been eating right, so it’s good that you woke me.  They needed this.”
 
   “And you need more sleep,” I said before I could stop myself.
 
   “I’m rested enough for you to tell me who you are and why you’re helping me.”
 
   “My name’s Emmitt Cole.  I was recently discharged from the military.  Now, I’m just taking my time seeing the country as I make my way home to Montana.  And I’m helping you because, back at the restaurant, you looked like you could use someone on your side.”  I paused, trying to think of what else I should say to help her believe my motives.  “As long as it wasn’t anything illegal, I had no reason not to help.”
 
   “I appreciate what you did.  I wasn’t doing anything illegal.  Those men had no right to take us back with them.”
 
   “I figured as much from what David was saying.”  The need to ask questions about the names I’d heard was there, but the distrust in her eyes stopped me.  “I’m guessing you’re running.  Going anywhere particular?  I’d be happy to tag along to make sure you safely get to where you need to be.”
 
   She didn’t answer right away.  The hand holding her coffee started to shake enough that she had to use her other hand to steady it, and her scent changed, light traces of guilt lacing it.  Something I’d just said had caused it, but what?
 
   “Emmitt, we could use help, but I don’t think it’d be right to accept it.”  She looked at the boys.  “There’s a lot going on that I can’t explain.  And, I didn’t have a place in mind when I left.”
 
   “Can I make a suggestion?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Keep moving.  As long as you’re awake, get further from the last place they found you.  That David guy knows you’re exhausted.  He’s going to count on you needing to stop.  If I were him, judging from how rundown you looked, I’d bet you would crash hard, too.  He’s going to start checking likely places where you might have stopped, calling and asking for you by name.”
 
   “If he can’t find you still sleeping, he’ll at least look for a trail to follow.  Switching vehicles was a good start, but they’ll have found the dealer by now and gotten a description of the new one.  It’s only a matter of time...unless you can disappear.”
 
   Her heart stuttered, and the scent of her fear grew stronger.  I’d known suggesting she come home with me would scare her.  Yet, it was the safest place for her.  I struggled with the words to smooth away her concern.
 
   “What exactly do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “I live on a big spread.  No neighbors close by.  Plenty of room for you to lay low without feeling like you’re being locked away.”
 
   She looked up and studied me.
 
   “What’s in it for you?”
 
   She was killing me with her mistrust.
 
   “Haven’t you ever had anyone help you just to help?”
 
   She sighed and set her coffee to the side.
 
   “May I see your wallet?”
 
   Though the question surprised me, I immediately took out my wallet.  She could have anything in it.  I’d give her anything and everything if it helped her feel safe with me.
 
   She studied the contents, staring at my library card then the empty donor circle on my driver’s license.  After that, she pulled out the only three pictures I had.
 
   “Family?” she asked.
 
   “My mom, brother, and dad.”  I moved away from the door and looked at the pictures in her hand.  They were several years old and well-worn.  Being away from my family had been hard in the beginning.  I’d gotten used to it, but I still missed them.
 
   Michelle set the pictures aside and continued searching my wallet.  There wasn’t much else, just a piece of paper with phone numbers but no names.
 
   “What are these?”  She held up the paper.
 
   When she looked up at me, something happened.  Her scent changed ever so subtly.  A wisp of something sweet and fragile, there and gone again, had me wondering if I’d imagined it.  The way she immediately dropped her gaze had me wondering what she’d just felt.  What had caused her scent to change like that?  I knew better than to ask, and focused on the paper.
 
   “The first one is compliments of my mom.  It’s the number for a friend of the family close to where I was stationed, in case I ran into trouble.  The next one is my brother’s number.  I left just after he and I moved down here from Canada.  I wasn’t sure I’d remember the number.”
 
   “How can you be from Canada but in the U.S. military?”
 
   Her immediate suspicion and accusing tone warned me to answer carefully.  Her brothers had finished eating and were watching us warily.
 
   “My mom’s from the U.S. and insisted both Jim and I be born here.  It drove my dad crazy because she didn’t want to leave home until the last minute.  He swore it was her sheer determination that kept us from being born on the ‘wrong’ side of the border.”  I smiled, remembering my dad’s expression every time that story was retold.  Mom had worried the hell out of him.
 
   Michelle nodded to her brothers, and they moved off to the bathroom to wash up.
 
   “The last number?” she asked.
 
   “My parents.  I figured if something ever happened to me, those three numbers would be good emergency information.”
 
   She slowly put everything back in its place.  As she did so, I could see she was lost in thought.
 
   “Is it so hard to trust?” I asked, sad for her.
 
   “You have no idea,” she said softly.  “Tell me more about this big spread.”
 
   She was considering it.  I smiled widely.  They were going to love it there.  I was going to love her there.
 
   “It’s been awhile since I’ve been back.  It’s an old three-story with wrap-around porches.  Before I left, my brother and I talked about dividing it into six apartments.  From what he’s told me, he’s done the dividing and now just needs to complete the finishing work in three more apartments.  It also has a huge backyard that’s a pain to mow, according to him.”
 
   “Just you and your brother, then?”
 
   “No, a friend of our parents, Winifred Lewis, who we call Nana Wini, moved in as soon as he completed the second apartment.”
 
   She glanced at the bathroom, worry pulling at her face.  Then she dropped her head into both hands.
 
   “You should know they won’t stop looking for me.  Ever,” she said.
 
   “Doesn’t matter to me.  You’ll be welcome as long as you like.”  I just needed to get her there.  Then I could work on convincing her to stay.
 
   She looked up as the boys walked out of the bathroom hand in hand.  They watched her closely in return.
 
   “We’ll go with you and take one day at a time,” she said, looking at me.
 
   I grinned.  One day at a time was next door to forever.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I drove the rest of the night.  The boys fell asleep almost immediately.  Michelle tried staying awake but gave up after twenty minutes.
 
   I reached out to Winifred again.
 
   She’s agreed to come with me.  Her two brothers are with her.  The oldest can’t be more than four or five.
 
   Have you told her anything? Winifred asked.
 
   No.  She’s running from something and is scared.  I’ve never smelled this much fear on anyone.  I won’t risk running her off with more than she can handle right now.  I just want to make her feel safe again.
 
   Don’t worry.  Jim and I are here to help.  Have you told your father?
 
   Not yet.  She needs time before family and friends start showing up.
 
   I understand.
 
   Michelle woke several times, but never for very long.  Once the sun rose, I stopped at a gas station for a bathroom break and food then pushed hard for Montana.
 
   While I drove, I continued to try to play games with Liam and Aden.  They went in spurts.  When they got quiet, I tried jokes and stories to pull them out again.
 
   Michelle’s vigilant study of the road behind us didn’t help calm them.  Every time I saw her looking, I let her know everything was okay.  Gradually, her fear eased a bit.
 
   We were a few miles from home when I heard Aden’s stomach growl.  The little guy had the appetite of a true cub.  My kind didn’t like missing meals, and it was close to dinner.
 
   “Do you want to stop for something to eat or drive on to your new home?”
 
   Her pulse skipped a beat.  Did she like the idea of calling my place home?
 
   “How much longer?” she asked.
 
   “About thirty minutes.”
 
   “Let’s keep going.”
 
   Anticipation filled me.
 
   Winifred, we’re almost home.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 3
 
   It’d been over a year since I last saw the dirt track that we called a driveway.  A twinge of homesickness pulled at me as I turned the truck onto the rutted path.  Werewolves weren’t meant for solitary lives.  We needed to be around our own kind.  To belong to something.  The Army had filled that void at first, but the longer I’d stayed away, the more I’d missed the woods and running in my fur.
 
   Michelle fidgeted, drawing my attention.  She was nervous.  I’d smelled the change as soon as she’d said to drive on and had hoped that seeing the place would ease her concerns.  However, the branches scraping the roof of the truck probably weren’t giving a good first impression.
 
   But, my home was more than a building and overgrown property.  When the house came into view, some of the tension in me eased because, inside were the two people who made this place home.  Jim and Winifred.  Mom had once told me Winifred had helped her understand our ways.  I hoped Winifred would be able to do the same for Michelle.
 
   I looked at the three-story plantation style home with a sense of pride.  Michelle and the boys would have plenty of room.  The house was meant for families.
 
   I parked near the back porch and cut the engine.  Liam’s inquisitive study of the place made me smile.
 
   “Welcome home.”
 
   I looked at Michelle and found her watching me.  She was scared.
 
   “Everything will be fine.  I promise you’re safe here.”
 
   She nodded, but her scent didn’t change as she opened the door and started helping the boys down.
 
   I watched the three of them study the yard as if it were the first one they’d ever seen.  Most of the grass had just been cut.  I hadn’t exaggerated when I’d said there was a lot of it.  As big as a baseball field, at least.  And all surrounded by woods.  Closed in and safe.
 
   From inside the house, I heard Jim’s “about time” a second before the back door opened.  He strode out with a goofy grin on his face.  I couldn’t help but return it.  I’d missed my brother.
 
   “Emmitt!  About time they let you go,” he said as he jumped off the porch.
 
   I met him halfway, hugging him with a slap on his back.  He grunted and gave one back.  I pulled away before he started something and grinned at him.
 
   The wind shifted just then, and I breathed in the scents of the trio’s fear.  Jim inhaled, too, and gave me a knowing look before I turned toward Michelle.
 
   “Jim, this is Michelle and her two brothers, Liam and Aden.  Michelle, this is my brother, Jim.”
 
   Winifred came out of the house just then, looking the picture of a human’s grandma.  She’d even twisted her hair back into a bun.  I heard Jim chuckle under his breath and elbowed him.
 
   Winifred came to give me a hug.  There was no backslapping.
 
   “It’s so good to see you,” she said.  Then she turned to Michelle and the boys.  “I’m Winifred, but everyone calls me Nana Wini.”
 
   “This is Michelle,” I said.
 
   Michelle held out her hand, and Winifred shook it.
 
   “I’m so glad Emmitt brought someone with him,” Winifred said a second before she bent and pulled both boys into a brief, tight hug.  The two of them looked like their eyes would pop as they stood, staring up at her.
 
   “I have to say, I always thought it would be Jim who brought someone home first.”
 
   What was she doing?
 
   “Nana—”
 
   “But, I’m very happy.  How long have you two been together?”
 
   Michelle looked at me, her face flushed scarlet.
 
   “Two blissful days, Nana,” I said.  She knew darn well how long.  You’re not helping, I sent to her before speaking aloud.  “Michelle and her brothers need a place to lay low.”
 
   Nana looked over her shoulder at me.  I knew that deadpan look.  It was a warning to keep my mouth shut.  She didn’t understand just how scared Michelle was, though.
 
   “She needs us,” I said.  She just needs time to understand that, I added over our mental link.
 
   “Of course she does,” Nana said aloud, turning back to Michelle.  “Since you’re not with Emmitt, would you be interested in going out with my nephew Cameron?”
 
   “Nana!” I said.  You don’t have a nephew.
 
   She laughed.
 
   “It’s good to have you home, Emmitt.  Jim’s been good company, but these young men are going to be a welcome distraction from the monotony around here.”  She held out a hand for each boy.  “Let’s go in and have dinner.  After that, I’ll see if I can find any of Jim and Emmitt’s old toys.  Believe it or not, they used to be small like you two, and loved playing.  Still do.  So, you better keep an eye on the things I give you.  They’re likely to try to convince you to let them play, too.”
 
   The boys looked back at Michelle, clearly not ready to trust Winifred.
 
   “We’ll follow you in,” Michelle said.
 
   They’re this reserved all the time? Winifred asked silently.
 
   Yes.
 
   Nana led the way to the house, and Jim stayed back with me to study the three as they went inside.
 
   “We tried to clean the place up a bit,” he said softly.
 
   I nodded, knowing they’d done what they could.  When I’d left, the place had been a huge, run-down old house.  Now, it was a little less run-down and split into six apartments, two on each level.
 
   Stepping inside, I looked around.  The oversized door opened into a large entry, where Winifred and Jim had refinished the wood floor.  There wasn’t much in it, so each step echoed.  The grand staircase helped divide the house in half.  At the bottom of the stairs, the door on the left led to Jim’s place and the door on right stood open.
 
   Winifred led them into her cozy apartment.  The living room was decorated in the same familiar rose and cream colors.  Knickknacks adorned the bookcase, and pictures of nature scenes hung on the walls.
 
   She waved for Michelle and the boys to follow her into the yellow kitchen.  Jim inhaled deeply, as if trying to use his nose to vacuum in the cookies Winifred was baking.
 
   The boys sniffed the air too, eagerly looking around.
 
   Nana laughed at their expressions and handed Aden forks.
 
   “If you help set the table, I’ll give you the big cookie I made for Jim,” Nana said to Aden.  Then, she handed Liam the plates with a promise that he’d receive the other big cookie she’d made for Jim.
 
   Winifred, I—
 
   Emmitt, I know what I’m doing.  Giving them tasks will help them feel like they belong.
 
   Liam and Aden looked to Michelle for approval before doing as Winifred asked.
 
   Jim elbowed me then moved to sit at the table.  I followed, knowing he was up to something that would probably get us both into trouble.
 
   Aden and Liam eyed us as they quietly set plates before each chair.  Jim openly studied the pair in return.  He didn’t have a serious bone in his body so the boys didn’t seem to mind him.  But, they still tensed around me.
 
   When Aden set a fork next to my plate, Jim reached over and moved it so it was at an angle.  He did the same with the spoon so my plate looked like it had a set of ears.  I turned Jim’s plate upside down.
 
   Jim put Michelle’s silverware outward so they were like arms.
 
   Liam tentatively reached out to straighten the fork.
 
   “Can I help with anything?” Michelle said, turning back toward Nana.
 
   Winifred shook her head.  “You just sit.”
 
   I immediately scooted the chair next to me out from the table.  Michelle glanced at the open seat, clearly uncomfortable.  Her blue eyes darted to me.  I smiled, trying to reassure her.
 
   Her scent changed ever so slightly as it had back in the hotel room.  Then, she blushed.
 
   I tried to stay calm.  I tried to play it cool.  But, now I knew.  When she smelled like pancakes with syrup, she was noticing me.  Thinking of me.  As a Mate.
 
   I didn’t realize I was staring at her until Jim kicked my chair.  Clearing my throat, I looked away.
 
   Winifred removed a pan loaded with baked chicken pieces from the oven, along with a side of rice and buttered corn.  Michelle gave the large portions a double take.
 
   “If you’re lucky, they’ll leave some for you,” Winifred said with a laugh.
 
   “Maybe not,” Jim said, giving Aden a wink when he saw he had the boy’s attention.
 
   “Liam, Aden, you had better pass your plates down.  I’ll fill them before Jim fills his,” I said.
 
   “More,” Jim said, under his breath, when I would have stopped serving up Aden’s plate.
 
   I added extra, already knowing what he would do.
 
   As soon as the boys had their food, Jim reached over and stole a chicken wing from Aden.  Jim had been stealing foods off plates since he was old enough to reach them.  Stealth was the key.  And, he had it.  One minute Aden was forking in a bite of corn, the next he was staring at his plate in puzzlement.
 
   He glanced at Jim, who was happily munching on a chicken wing.  A second later, the boy nudged his plate further from Jim.
 
   I wanted to laugh.  The meal was perfect, just like the company.
 
   When we finished everything on the table, we worked together to clean up.  Winifred insisted on washing so Michelle and the boys could get settled in.  Jim offered to give a tour of my apartment.
 
   “You don’t want to give the tour?” Michelle asked, looking at me.
 
   “I haven’t seen it yet.  The last time I was here, it wasn’t finished.”
 
   Jim led the way out to the main hall.
 
   “All the way at the top,” he said to the boys.  “Penthouse suite.”
 
   The boys jogged up the stairs, never going too far ahead of their sister.  At the top, the pair turned and watched us, their guilty expressions not making sense.  My new family was complicated.
 
   Jim opened the apartment door with a flourish.  Michelle tried to step back to let me in first, but I shook my head.
 
   “You and your brothers can stay here.  I’ll stay downstairs with Jim.  So go ahead and have a look around.”
 
   She seemed shocked by the offer.  Had she thought I would stay with her?  I wanted to kick myself.  Was it too late to take it back?
 
   Before I could say anything, her scent sweetened with excitement, and she nodded and stepped through the door.
 
   Damn.
 
   Jim grinned knowingly at me.  I gave him a light shove and stepped inside to follow her.
 
   The main door led to a living room similar to Nana Wini’s.  Unlike Nana’s place, no wall divided the kitchen and the living room.
 
   “I decorated,” Jim said with false pride.  The humor wafting from him made me want to groan as I eyed the battered sofa and the lamp that was on the floor beside it.
 
   “Where’d you shop?” I said under my breath.  “A dumpster?”
 
   Michelle glanced at an old tube television that sat on a worn breakfast cart with wheels, then moved on to the kitchen.  There wasn’t much to look at.  The area had a breakfast bar with two mismatched stools, a fridge, a stove, and a microwave.  The trio quickly moved down the hall.
 
   The first room had a new queen-sized bed.
 
   “I made the master bedroom into a weight room combination office,” Jim said with a huge grin.
 
   “I bet.”
 
   Michelle’s expression was priceless when she saw the free weights on the floor and an office chair in the corner.  Nothing else.
 
   I laughed and shook my head at Jim.
 
   “We’ll get better furniture soon,” I told her.
 
   “No, everything’s perfect,” she said.
 
   Her steady pulse told me she really believed her words.  Where had she come from that this was perfect?
 
   “I’ll run down and get your things,” I said, pulling Jim along with me.
 
   Jim waved good night to the boys, who stood staring at us.
 
   I purposely left the door open as we left and almost regretted it.
 
   “She’s hot,” Jim said in a normal voice.
 
   I tried to hit him, but he dodged and took off down the stairs.  I followed, almost catching him at the landing.
 
   “I would think the two of you would have something better to do than chase each other,” Winifred said from her living room.
 
   “Yes, Nana,” Jim said innocently and without stopping.
 
   He and I reached the truck at the same time.
 
   “So how’d you meet?  Any more like her?” Jim said, leaning against the truck as I went to the back to lift my bike down.
 
   “The same day I called you, I stopped at some little diner.  She and her brothers came in as I was eating.”
 
   “And was it like Dad said?  You just knew?”
 
   I set the bike on the ground and nodded.
 
   “Yeah.  One look and I knew.  Then her scent...it was like I’d found home.”
 
   “Wow.  That’s really sappy.”
 
   “Shut up.”  I took the car seats out of the truck bed next.
 
   “Want me to put the bike in the garage for you?”
 
   “I don’t want you touching my bike.”
 
   “Want me to bring Michelle her toothbrush?” he asked, reaching in the bed to grab the plastic bag
 
   “I want you to go steal us some cookies and change the sheets on your spare bed.”
 
   Jim laughed and sauntered away.
 
   After I parked the bike in the garage and stowed the car seats, I brought the bag to the apartment.  The door was still open but there weren’t any sounds coming from inside.  I tapped on the door as I looked in.
 
   They were just standing in the center of the room, studying the place like it was a palace.
 
   I need to get them decent furniture, I sent to Winifred.
 
   I agree.  However, I don’t think you should purchase any for that apartment.  The one across the hall is bigger and will work better for a growing family.
 
   The one across the hall isn’t finished.
 
   Do you have something better to do with your time?
 
   She had a point.  Now that Michelle and her brothers were here, I didn’t want to leave them every day to go work with Jim.  Not until they were truly settled in.
 
   “Here are your things,” I said when Michelle turned to look at me.
 
   “Thank you, Emmitt.”
 
   She came to take the bag from me and our hands touched briefly.  It was lightning to my gut.  I wanted more.  But, she turned away to hand the bag to Liam.
 
   “Can you put these in the bathroom?”
 
   When I had her attention once more, I could see the weary set of her shoulders.
 
   “Good night, Michelle.  Come downstairs if you need anything.”
 
   She nodded and shut the door.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I stayed up long after Jim went to bed.  Our apartment door was open, and I was listening.  I figured the first night in a strange place might cause some problems.  Maybe one of the boys would have a bad dream, and Michelle would need help.
 
   The truth was that I couldn’t sleep.  That touch had started a fire that wasn’t dying down.  I wanted to see her, smell her, just be close to her.  Instead, I was two stories away, sitting on my brother’s crappy couch.
 
   I sighed and let my head fall back.  Jim’s snores drifted from his room, making me grin.  He could sleep through anything.  Mom said it was because he had a carefree soul.  Uncle Grey said it was because Jim knew his path.  Whichever it was, I envied him at times.
 
   A slight noise caught my attention.  I moved from the couch to the door, tilting my head to listen.  Someone was moving around upstairs.  I silently sprinted up the steps.  Just on the other side of the door, I heard the rapid beat of a heart.
 
   I breathed deeply, smelling Michelle’s terror.
 
   There were no other sounds.  No one else was awake.
 
   I tapped on the door.
 
   “Michelle?” I said softly.
 
   The door opened a second later.  She was pale, shaking, and still dressed in her jeans and shirt.  Her hair was a little mussed so I knew she’d been sleeping before something woke her.
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare you.  I heard someone moving around up here and wanted to make sure everything was okay.”
 
   She swallowed, and I could see her try to pull herself together.
 
   “The walls are that thin?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I have good hearing and couldn’t sleep either.”
 
   She looked away and didn’t say anything more.  I wanted to pull her into my arms and hold her close.  I wanted to breathe in her scent and tell her everything would be all right.  Somehow, I doubted she’d accept my touch or my words.  So, I tried offering what she might agree to.
 
   “Do you want to come down for pancakes tomorrow morning?” I asked.
 
   She nodded, making me happy.
 
   “Okay, then.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  Reluctantly, I turned and went back down the stairs.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4
 
   “Rough night?” Winifred asked from the doorway.
 
   I lifted my head from the couch and nodded.  After checking on Michelle, I’d only managed a few hours of sleep.
 
   “I heard the children moving around up there and started breakfast.”  As soon as she said the words, the smoky bacon aroma hit me.
 
   “Breakfast?” Jim said, coming from his room.
 
   “Not until our guests are ready,” she said, giving him the look.
 
   “I’ll help wake up Michelle,” Jim said, heading for the bathroom.
 
   A minute later, he started singing at the top of his lungs.  I winced and started to leave the apartment.
 
   “It would be better if our guests didn’t see you until you looked a bit more...yourself,” she said.
 
   I nodded and went to my room to change.  Jim either ran out of songs or heard me moving around because he stopped his awful wailing.  So, I sat on my bed and listened to Michelle and her brothers make their way down the steps.  The sound of her voice as she called out a tentative hello wrapped around me.
 
   “Good morning, sleepyheads,” Winnifred called.  “Come in and eat.”
 
   I listened to the light footfalls as Michelle and the boys entered Winifred’s kitchen.
 
   “As soon as they smelled the food, they started snitching,” Winifred said.  “I told them they might as well eat.  I saved some for you.”
 
   I wanted to eat with them, Winifred, I sent to her.
 
   She looks exhausted and skittish.  Let them have a quiet breakfast.
 
   The shower turned off and Jim left the bathroom with a towel around his waist.
 
   “Are they ready yet?”
 
   “They’re already in there eating.  We aren’t invited.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I shrugged, and a determined glint lit Jim’s gaze as he strode into his room.  A second later he was back, fully dressed.  He tilted his head, indicating I should follow him.  He led the way to Winifred’s.  As soon as she saw Jim, she shook her head.  Michelle and her brothers were sitting at the table eating.  They were all wearing yesterday’s clothes.  While Jim sat beside the boys, my mind raced to the day ahead of us.  Waiting on furniture made sense, but they needed some basic supplies right away.
 
   “Ready to head into town and do some shopping?” I asked.
 
   Michelle glanced at me and took a moment to swallow her food.
 
   “Not today,” she said.
 
   “If you’re worried about money, I—”
 
   “On Saturdays, I usually comb through the paper,” Winifred said, interrupting me.  Be more subtle, she sent me silently before continuing aloud.  “This morning I found a few family rummages.  Would you like to come with me?”
 
   “Thank you, but I think we’ll stay here and play if that’s okay.”
 
   Michelle had been wearing the same clothes for at least three days.  I didn’t mind, but from what I’d learned of humans, they disliked that kind of thing.  Or, at least, they were supposed to.
 
   “It’s not everyone’s cup of tea,” Winifred said smoothly.  “Would you mind if I looked for things for the boys?”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   I think she’s afraid to leave, Winifred sent to me without missing a beat in her conversation with Michelle.
 
   “What sizes should I look for?  It’s been ages since I could shop for young men.”
 
   While Michelle and Winifred talked about the boys’ clothes, Jim mischievously eyed Aden’s plate.  Aden pulled his plate away and shifted his body to give Jim his back.  Jim grinned but left Aden’s food alone.
 
   Liam watched the pair closely then glanced at me.  I smiled at him and leaned against the wall to study the trio.  Michelle was nervous and strained.  Liam was quiet and cautious.  Aden just followed both their cues.  Jim was smart to work on relaxing him first.  He’d be the easiest.
 
   After Michelle and the boys finished eating, Winifred set the dishes in the sink then shooed us all outside.
 
   “I want to get to the sales early,” she said.  “That’s when you get the good stuff.”
 
   Winifred wasted no time pulling her small car out of the driveway.
 
   Try to find something for Michelle, too, I sent to her.
 
   Of course, silly boy.  If we want them to stay, we need to give them what they need.  I’m not just talking clothes.  Give them a home, Emmitt.  Give them a family to trust.
 
   How did I earn their trust?  I trusted Jim.  I trusted Winifred.  I always had, though.  Why?  Because they were always there for me.  I needed to be there for Michelle, however she needed me.
 
   According to Winifred, what they needed was some space right now.  Since the three were back to staring at the yard, I went to the garage and looked at the mower I’d noticed yesterday.
 
   “Why’s the deck off?” I asked Jim.
 
   “It was cutting all crazy.  I thought it would be better to look at it while it wasn’t spinning around.”
 
   “Smart ass,” I said under my breath.
 
   I bent and lifted the deck to look at the underside.
 
   “It’s clogged with old grass.  Don’t you ever clean it?”
 
   “Nah, that’s your job.”
 
   While we threw remarks back and forth, most of our attention was on the three on the porch.  Michelle held a hand out for each boy to clasp.  Then, they slowly moved to step off the porch.  At the last minute, Michelle seemed to change her mind and quickly sat on a step.  She reached down and removed her shoes.  The boys quickly did the same.  When they were done, they held hands again and walked onto the grass.
 
   “It’s like they’ve never been outside before,” Jim said quietly.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And you met her at a diner?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s running from someone.  I heard three names.  Blake, Richard, and David.  I knocked David out and helped her escape.  I think that...I think someone might have kept her inside.”
 
   “You mean locked up?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She didn’t have any bruises on her wrists or feet that I could see.  But that doesn’t mean anything, right?”
 
   Jim nodded slowly.  “If she’s not ready to share her past, it’s going to take some time to solve who she is and where she came from.”
 
   “Does any of that matter?  She’s here, and I’ll keep her safe.”
 
   “How can you keep her safe when you don’t know what to watch for?  You’ll need to figure out her past to protect her future.”
 
   He was right.
 
   We watched them walk around on the grass.  My heart broke for Michelle and whatever she’d suffered, and I hoped learning my secret wouldn’t add to it...or keep her from trusting me.
 
   After several minutes, Michelle looked up and caught us watching her and the boys.  She nervously cleared her throat and turned to her brothers.
 
   “What do you want to play?”
 
   “There’s no swing,” Liam said as he looked around the yard with a very serious expression.
 
   “We need a swing set,” Jim said to me.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Michelle bent and plucked a blade of grass from the overgrown lawn.
 
   “We don’t need one to play.  Here.”  She handed each boy a blade of grass and proceeded to teach them how to make the most awful, piercing whistle using the grass, their thumbs, and cupped hands.
 
   “Sounds like you when you snore,” I said.
 
   “She knows my mating call,” Jim said with a grin.
 
   I smacked the back of his head then went to work cleaning the mower.  Jim assisted, if I could count handing me tools while he sat watching the three play as assisting.
 
   A while later, we both heard someone’s stomach growl.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Jim called out.  “Anyone else?”
 
   Aden immediately answered with a quiet, “Me.”
 
   “Keep working on him,” I said quietly to Jim as we stood.
 
   “You got it, brother.”
 
   We started toward the house.  The boys quickly stood and headed that way too, but Michelle was a little slower.  She frowned as she got to her feet.  With each distracted step she took, the frown marring her forehead increased.  When the boys hesitated, she motioned them ahead but bit her lip as she followed us to the porch.  Her brothers stopped to wait for her.  So did I.  She noticed and hurried to catch up.  Jim was already in his apartment, humming happily.
 
   Standing aside, I let them enter.  As she passed, I inhaled softly.  She was worrying heavily.  Did she think we didn’t have enough food?
 
   “Not sure what I’m hungry for,” Jim said.  He glanced back at Aden and nodded his head toward the fridge.  “Peanut butter and jelly?”
 
   Aden gave a slight shake of his head.  While Jim went back to staring at the contents of the fridge and teasing Aden to creep closer, I watched Michelle.  She was studying Jim and Aden intently.  I glanced at the pair and saw Aden standing beside Jim, looking into the fridge.  The little guy barely came to Jim’s thigh.  Was she worried about Jim?
 
   “I have some fish gill paste with broccoli,” Jim said just then.  “Does that sound good?”
 
   Maybe she did need to worry.
 
   Aden quickly shook his head.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t like it either,” Jim said.  “It’s Emmitt’s.  What about a ham and cheese sandwich?”
 
   Aden nodded enthusiastically, and Jim had him assist in making us all sandwiches.  The whole time Michelle kept a close eye on the pair.
 
   Before we finished, Winifred’s car pulled into the driveway.  I couldn’t wait to see what she’d purchased.  A moment later she walked in, carrying three paper bags.  I set my sandwich down and took one from her.
 
   “I think you’ll be happy with what I found,” Winifred said to Michelle as she set two bags on Jim’s couch.  “Emmitt, can you get the other bags for me?  They are on the porch.”
 
   There are some boxes we’ll want to store and show her at a later time, she added silently.
 
   I set down the bag I currently held and went outside.
 
   I listened to Winifred show the boys the ball caps she’d gotten them as I quickly moved several boxes into the garage.  Winifred had found dishes and cookware and a few other household items for Michelle.  She was right not to show any of it now.  Michelle was...I shook my head.  She was undecided about us, and housewares might come off as us pushing her to stay and likely send her running.
 
   I grabbed the three remaining bags and noticed clothes for Michelle.  Hopefully, she wouldn’t mind Winifred getting them.
 
   I brought the bags in and set them next to the others.  When I turned, I caught an odd look from Aden.  A mix between suppressed laughter and guilt.  I discovered why when I picked up my sandwich.  Jim had taken a huge bite, and half of it was gone.  I shook my head at Jim and ate the rest of my sandwich.  I knew better than to leave food unguarded around him.
 
   Winifred continued showing the kids the shorts, pants, shoes, sandals, and swim trunks she’d gotten for each of them.  She’d even purchased new underwear and socks.  Humans liked new stuff.
 
   “Michelle,” Winifred said, breaking into my thoughts.  “I hope you don’t mind, but I found a few things that I couldn’t resist getting for you.”  She indicated the two remaining bags.  “Would you like to see?”
 
   Michelle nodded.
 
   Like the boys, she had a full wardrobe that included shorts, two additional pairs of jeans, and several printed tees.
 
   “I’ll let you look through the rest on your own,” Winifred said, stopping halfway through the second bag.  “If something doesn’t fit, just let me know.”
 
   “What?” Jim said in mock indignation.  “No suit for her?  Come on Nana, tomorrow’s the fourth.  We could go to the lake.”
 
   Please let there be a suit for Michelle, I thought to myself.  I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye.  Jim shoved something into his mouth.
 
   “Of course I bought her one.  She can look for herself.”
 
   I looked at Michelle’s plate and saw her sandwich was missing.  I elbowed Jim, and he grunted before swallowing hard.  Michelle turned to look at us.  We both found something on the walls to study.
 
   Humor drifted from Aden and Liam.  They both had witnessed Jim’s theft.
 
   Michelle turned back toward Winifred and reached for her sandwich.  She saw her empty plate then turned to look at Jim.  He had the guts to point at me.
 
   Aden burst out in giggles.
 
   “Jim, if you can’t behave, you can go finish mowing the lawn,” Winifred said.  “Boys, put your plates in the sink if you’re finished.  Emmitt, can you help me take these up to the apartment?”  She indicated the bags as she picked up two herself.
 
   I quickly put my plate on Jim’s, then went to grab the rest of the bags.  When Winifred asked someone to do something, it was best to listen.  Jim put our dishes in the sink, then moved to go outside.  With the riding mower still apart, I doubted he’d be mowing any time soon.  Aden scrambled to put his plate away then followed Jim, same hitch to his walk and everything.  I grinned as I headed up the stairs.
 
   Winifred was already coming down them.
 
   “Try to keep it all folded,” she said as she passed me.
 
   I pretended to look puzzled but didn’t fool her.  She laughed and kept heading down the stairs.
 
   As soon as I was in the apartment, I started going through Michelle’s clothes until I found the swimsuit.  It was two pieces.  Winifred had my unending gratitude.
 
   From the open window, I heard Jim begging Michelle to let him take Aden for a mower ride.  Winifred scolded Jim and sent him to the basement to look for a mitt and a ball.
 
   Then, I heard Winifred offer to watch the kids so Michelle could change.
 
   I hurriedly put everything back into the bags and walked out of the door as Michelle reached the third floor.  She gave me a timid smile and went into the apartment.  She had no idea what that smile meant to me.  A beginning.  Grinning, I jogged down the steps.
 
   Outside, I found the boys finishing their cookies on the porch.  Liam glanced at Winifred and me.
 
   “We would like to go upstairs,” he said quietly, reaching for his brother’s hand.
 
   They were asking for permission to be excused.  At their ages?
 
   “Of course,” Winifred said.  “Go see your new clothes.”
 
   They went racing inside.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Winifred said when she caught me looking after the boys.  “We’ll do what we can to bring them around.”
 
   “But will it be enough?”
 
   Unable to just stand around and wait, I went to the garage and pulled out the push mower that Jim hadn’t destroyed.  Jim had managed at least half the lawn with the riding mower before it broke, or he broke it.  Either way, the rest needed cutting.  After checking the oil and gas, I fired up the push mower.
 
   Conveniently, Jim came out on the porch after I was already cutting a swath.  I hated the noise within minutes and couldn’t blame Jim for taking the other one apart.  Not only did it make it hard to hear much of anything beyond the drone of the motor, but it was hot work.  I paused to take my shirt off and tucked it into the back of my pants.
 
   A minute later, I heard Winifred call out that she was on the porch.
 
   I glanced up just as Michelle stepped out.  She was still wearing her old clothes.  She caught me looking at her and quickly turned to Winifred.
 
   “I wanted to thank you for the clothes, Nana,” she said, handing Winifred money.  “And I was wondering if I could borrow a towel and shampoo for a shower.”
 
   Tell her to keep her money, I sent Winifred.
 
   Winifred looked at the bills.
 
   I have more tact than that, she said silently to me before saying, “This is more than what I spent on the clothes.”
 
   “It’s okay.  I really appreciate what you did for us.  It saved me from having to—it would have been boring for Liam and Aden, and I didn’t want to leave them alone.”
 
   Winifred nodded as if in understanding.
 
   “How about we send Jim to the store to buy some picnic food?  Then, we can go to the lake tomorrow like he suggested.  It’s a public lake but remote enough that not many people go there.”
 
   Michelle stared at the porch floor for a moment then nodded.  Winifred handed Jim one of the bills.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said with a mischievous laugh.
 
   Michelle glanced at me, and I focused on cutting the lawn.
 
   Winifred’s warning tone as she said Jim’s name had me looking up just as he swung a leg over my motorcycle and inserted the key.  I let go of the mower, killing the engine just as the bike’s engine roared to life.
 
   “Damn it, Jim.  Get your own bike.”
 
   Jim laughed loudly and revved the bike to drown out my words.  With a salute to Michelle, he took off.
 
   “Nana,” I said in frustration.  “You couldn’t stop him?”
 
   Just then, Jim revved the engine again out by the road and squealed a tire on the blacktop.  The sound faded rapidly.
 
   Nana glanced at Michelle with a small smile.
 
   “Jim was lonely without Emmitt.”
 
   I heard her quiet words as I went back to the mower.
 
   “Missed me or missed my bike?” I said under my breath, knowing Winifred would hear.
 
   “I can tell,” Michelle said absently.
 
   I rubbed my hand through my hair in frustration.
 
   “Did Emmitt miss Jim, though?”
 
   “Not even a little,” I said.
 
   Winifred laughed.  “Let’s get you that towel, Michelle.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   After I finished the backyard, I moved to the front.  Jim still hadn’t returned when I heard Michelle and the boys come outside.  It was probably good he was taking his time.  I’d cooled off some.  He was just trying to stir up trouble and redirect attention like he usually did when there were problems.
 
   The motorcycle roared into the yard not long after that thought.
 
   “I’ve got some cool stuff for tomorrow,” I heard him say loudly.
 
   I stopped the mower, curious about what Jim had found and considered cool.  Rounding the corner of the house, I saw Winifred and the boys look down into a plastic bag Liam held.
 
   “James Grayson Cole,” Winifred said.  There was a definite warning growl in her words.  “That wasn’t your money.”
 
   I saw the immediate effect her tone and words had on the kids and Michelle.  Withdrawal.  Fear.
 
   “I got what we needed, Nana.”  Jim met her eyes steadily, silently challenging Winifred.
 
   The big idiot was going to get his butt handed to him in front of the kids.  What was he thinking?  I stepped forward, drawing Michelle’s attention.  She looked relieved to see me, and I heard her heart skip a beat.
 
   I winked at her, trying to break the tension, and she blushed.  What a sight.  I almost forgot what I was doing.
 
   When I neared, I glanced at the contents of the bag and saw what had caused all the trouble.  Fireworks and sparklers.
 
   “Let’s save this conversation for another time,” I said softly, setting a hand on Winnifred’s shoulder.
 
   The kids look ready to pass out.  You’re destroying your grandma image.
 
   Though Winifred nodded, her eyes promised Jim she wouldn’t forget what he’d done.  We were raised to pinch pennies and give back to the pack to help everyone.  We didn’t waste money on fireworks.
 
   Still, I smiled at Liam.
 
   “Do you think we should light some of these tonight?”
 
   Liam’s eyes darted to Michelle, then between Jim and Nana.
 
   “I think we should go inside,” Michelle said, holding her hands out to the boys.  Liam dropped his bag, and Aden immediately did the same.  They went to Michelle and quietly walked inside with her.
 
   “New rule,” I said softly.  “Never show anger around them.”  I turned to Winifred.  “I can still taste their fear.”
 
   “You’re right,” she said with a sigh.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Jim, stop making it so easy to get mad at you.”  I walked away without waiting for his smart response.  After I finished mowing, I found the third floor door firmly closed and everything quiet.
 
   “Have they been down for dinner?” I asked Jim, walking into the apartment.
 
   “No.  They’re barely moving up there.”
 
   I went to the fridge and grabbed a beer, considering what I should do.  Twisting off the top, I heard Winifred open her door.  She joined us in the kitchen and grabbed a beer for herself.
 
   “I don’t think we should push them right now.  If they get hungry enough, they know we’ll feed them.  I think they just need to feel safe for a while.”  She took a drink, her gaze pinning Jim.  “Jim, you need to be on your best behavior tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   I didn’t believe him and from the look Winifred gave, neither did she.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5
 
   The quiet from the third floor drove me crazy.  I paced Jim’s apartment until Winifred opened her door and told me to go for a run.  It helped, but not much.  When I returned, I lay on the couch for hours, just listening.  I didn’t crash until near dawn.
 
   Jim woke me with an overly enthusiastic pat on the back.
 
   “Guess what day it is?” he asked with his usual humor.
 
   “Sleep in day,” I said, reaching out to shove him away.
 
   “Bro, it’s swimsuit day.  How can you want to sleep in?”
 
   The image of Michelle’s suit popped into my head, waking me instantly.  I sat up and rubbed a hand over my face.
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “A little after eight.  I heard the boys moving around up there and figured I’d start pancakes.”
 
   The thought of that sweet aroma I now associated with Michelle’s interest set my pulse racing.
 
   “Yeah.  Good.  I’ll shower then invite them down.”
 
   I lifted myself off the couch, my lingering exhaustion fading at the thought of seeing Michelle.  The shower didn’t take long, and by the time I went to the stairs, I heard her and the boys slowly coming down the steps.  Were they worried Winifred was still upset with Jim?  If I knew it would reassure them, I’d tell them Jim tended to annoy Winifred often.  I didn’t think it would help, though.
 
   When they rounded the corner of the second landing, I saw Michelle.  Though the boys were wearing their swim trunks and ready for the day, she was not.  Still in her pajamas, she shuffled down each step with care.  The stiff way she held her head and her pale cheeks had me worrying.  Liam held her hand tightly as if guiding her.  Her other hand gripped the railing.  Aden impatiently trailed behind the pair.  When he saw me, he brightened a little.
 
   As soon as Michelle reached the last step, I moved forward and lightly touched her forehead.  Werewolves never caught human colds.  But I’d been around enough humans to see the signs of sickness.  She looked pale, tired, and in pain.  However, she didn’t have a fever.
 
   “Tell me what’s wrong,” I said gently.
 
   “Nothing.  Just a headache,” she said, holding the railing and Liam’s hand.
 
   Aden moved around them and hopped off the last step.
 
   “I’m hungry,” he said tentatively, looking up at me.
 
   “I bet,” I said, setting a hand lightly on the top of his head.  “You skipped your supper.  Would you like some pancakes?”
 
   Aden nodded and reached for my hand.  The feel of his little fingers wrapped around two of mine calmed some of my worry.  Everything was fine.  Michelle was with me, and I’d take care of her.  I looked up and gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile as Aden steered us toward Jim’s apartment.
 
   “Would you like some aspirin or something?”
 
   She carefully shook her head and followed us inside.  As she and the boys settled onto the stools, I scented her discomfort.  She really wasn’t feeling well.
 
   Nudging Jim aside, I started to make cartoon pancakes for the kids, something Uncle Grey had done for us while we’d lived at the Compound.
 
   The final product brought a smile to both boys’ faces but only because it was a sad failure.
 
   “Well, that didn’t work so well,” I said, sliding the plate toward Liam.  “Try a bite and let me know if it tastes better than it looks.  I’ll start another one for your brother and sister.”
 
   While I started the next pancake, Michelle scooted Aden onto the stool and quietly left the apartment.
 
   Both Liam and I watched her leave.  He turned and caught my eye.
 
   “Her head really hurts sometimes.”
 
   “I’ll see if I can help her.  Jim, think you can take over?”
 
   “Finally,” Jim said.  “Aden, let me show you how to make that pancake the right way.  Emmitt didn’t use enough batter.”
 
   Leaving Jim in charge, I followed Michelle out to the porch.  She leaned against a column and rubbed her temple.  The pain she felt radiated from her.  She needed to take something.
 
   Winifred’s phone rang and Michelle flinched.  Unable to stand by while she suffered, I moved beside her.
 
   “Liam said your head really hurts.  Are you sure I can’t get you something?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   She didn’t sound fine.  She sounded miserable.
 
   Then the way she held herself changed.  She went from stiff misery to swift attention.  She turned her head slightly toward Winifred’s window.
 
   Winifred was talking to Sam, another Elder.  From the sound of it, Sam was trying to get her to help him with stock investments.  I doubted that was the real reason for his call.  For as long as I could remember, Sam had always found some excuse to call and speak with Winifred.  It was always legitimate pack business, but Sam never spoke to Grey that much.  If it weren’t for the fact that they were both Elders and were forbidden from Mating, I would have sworn Sam was sweet on Winifred.
 
   Though their interactions sometimes made me curious, it wasn’t with the same light I now saw in Michelle’s eyes.
 
   I moved down to the step in front of her in an effort to reclaim her attention.
 
   “If not aspirin, maybe Nana has something that could help.”
 
   Michelle shushed me.  This time, she turned toward Nana’s window, fully listening.
 
   I inhaled, scenting Michelle’s growing excitement as Winifred rattled off some stock nonsense then said, “Just pick?”
 
   “Pick the first one,” Michelle said rather loudly for someone with a headache.  “Ride for a one-point-six increase then drop it.”
 
   She breathed deeply, and I watched in amazement as her color improved.  The slight bend in her stance disappeared with that same breath.  It was as if I’d just witnessed her headache vanish.
 
   Winifred didn’t miss a beat.  As soon as Michelle said her recommendation, Winifred repeated it to Sam.
 
   Michelle caught me studying her and blushed slightly before looking away.  It didn’t take a body language expert to interpret that.  Whatever had just occurred was a closed subject.
 
   “We were still thinking of going to the lake after breakfast,” I said, as if what just had happened didn’t matter.  Because it didn’t.  Michelle seemed better, and that was all I cared about at the moment.
 
   “Nana already went for groceries this morning.  Will you come to the lake with us?”
 
   She nodded, and I grinned.
 
   “You might want to change.”
 
   She looked down at her pajamas and wrinkled her nose.  When she met my gaze again, her blush deepened.
 
   “I’ll just go get ready,” she said.
 
   I watched her dash up the stairs, then went to tell Liam and Aden that their sister was feeling better and had gone to get ready for the lake.  Their excitement was palpable, and Jim and I grinned at each other while we ate the remaining pancakes.
 
   As soon as they finished, the boys ran upstairs to help their sister.  Without any witnesses, Winifred packed the car in record werewolf time then came in to help me with the dishes.  Jim quietly sat at the island, eating the scraps and avoiding work.
 
   “You should take the bike, Emmitt.  Might be the only time she touches you,” he said when we were almost done.
 
   “Best behavior, Jim,” Winifred warned.
 
   Jim laughed and went to get his trunks on while I continued drying and putting away dishes and considered what he’d said.  Michelle was complex.  She didn’t trust us—didn’t trust me—and was running from a man, or several men, who made her very afraid; after what I just witnessed on the porch, she was maybe hiding something else, too.  Yeah...complex was an understatement.  As her Mate, I needed her to trust that I could protect her.  But she didn’t know I was her Mate, and I couldn’t tell her that until she trusted me.  Yet, would gaining her trust before exposing my secret possibly risk destroying her new trust in me?
 
   “You’re too deep in thought,” Winifred said.  “Go get ready.  I’ll finish up here.”
 
   I let her take the cup and towel then leaned against the counter.
 
   “Will telling her chase her away?”
 
   “Who’s to say?  Your mom stuck around.  Michelle’s only been here two days, Emmitt.  And, we got off to a rocky start.  Don’t rush this.  Trust the pull.”
 
   I nodded slowly, then went to change into my swimsuit.
 
   When Michelle and the boys came down the stairs, we had the car seats in the car, but I was still debating whether to take the bike or the truck.  The truck would probably make her more comfortable, but the idea of her on the back of my bike heated my blood.
 
   As soon as Michelle walked out the door, Jim opened his big mouth.
 
   “Emmitt, take the bike.  That truck’s too much of a gas hog.”
 
   Michelle glanced at the truck, then the bike, and finally the car.  I could see she didn’t understand what Jim was really suggesting.
 
   Winifred threw her two cents in.
 
   “It would be safest if the kids rode in the car.  That leaves the front seat open for someone while the other two follow on the motorcycle.”
 
   Michelle’s gaze flew to me, and when her mouth opened in a slight “O,” I knew she understood.  I waited while she thought it over.
 
   “Do I need to go change, again?” she finally asked.
 
   I eyed her shorts, t-shirt, and sandals.
 
   “No.  You’ll be completely safe.”  With me.  Always.
 
   She looked doubtful but didn’t say no.  After helping the boys into their seats, she came to me.  Watching her cross the driveway with purpose in her eyes made my heart skip a beat.  God, I wanted this woman.  I wanted her in my life, at my side.  Forever.
 
   I had to look away and get on the bike first before she caught me watching.
 
   “How do I get on?” she asked when she reached my side.
 
   “Put your left foot here and swing your leg over the seat.”
 
   To my disappointment, she mounted without touching me and settled onto the seat with a soft bounce.  She apologized and shifted her weight as Winifred started her car and pulled down the driveway.  When Michelle still didn’t touch me, I glanced back.
 
   She had a death grip on the bar behind her.
 
   “Are you sure you can hold on like that?”
 
   She nodded without looking at me.  The blush she wore had me inhaling the rich scent of syrup-soaked pancakes.  I loved knowing what that smell meant.  She was feeling the pull.  And based on her averted gaze and grip on the bar, she was trying her best to ignore it.
 
   I hesitated a moment, trying to think of something to say to get her to hold me instead of the stupid bar.  Winifred’s words had me closing my mouth.  I wouldn’t rush Michelle.  I’d give her some time.
 
   I put on my sunglasses and handed a pair back to Michelle.  I was confident she wouldn’t need a helmet or other gear.  My reflexes were too quick for anything to happen to her even if I somehow managed to dump the bike.  But the glasses would help with the wind, which I couldn’t do a thing about.
 
   She kept her center of balance as I pulled down the driveway and followed Winifred onto the main road.  My hope that she’d change her mind and hold onto me withered after she tucked her hair into her shirt at the first stop sign.
 
   Frustration had me taking off again a little faster than I should have.  Her gasp and laugh, though, let me know it was all right, and I opened up the throttle.
 
   When we caught up with the car, Jim stuck his hand out the window to show me the digital camera.  I passed Winifred and let him take a picture.  I really wanted to know how Michelle looked behind me.
 
   A few minutes later, I turned onto the graveled lake entrance.  The county kept the place nice even though not many people came to use the beach.  When we reached the parking lot, I didn’t miss Michelle’s quiet “wow” or the excited exclamations from the boys in Winifred’s car as we parked.
 
   “Did you like it?” I asked, turning to look at Michelle.
 
   Her gaze met mine as she nodded, and I really hoped that meant she’d touch me on the way home.
 
   I kept the bike steady as she got off and listened to Aden ask Jim about the water.  Was it like a bathtub?  Did they have to use soap?  Were there toys they could use?
 
   The questions had me doubting the kid had ever gone swimming before.  And, the way Liam stared at the water, I began to suspect they’d never even seen a lake in their lives.
 
   Michelle didn’t seem quite as awed as she walked with them to the water’s edge.  Her bothers stomped in to their ankles and just stood there.  She tested the water and backed away.
 
   “We need to show them how to have fun,” Jim said.
 
   I wholeheartedly agreed.
 
   “Chicken?” I said.
 
   “Oh yeah,” he said with a devilish grin.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Liam and Aden were naturals at the game of chicken.  What brothers weren’t good at pushing each other around?  Jim watched me closely, waiting for me to look away so he and Aden could push their advantage.  I tended to look away a lot.  Michelle was on the blanket.  Winifred had given her a magazine, but I could tell Michelle wasn’t reading it.  She was watching us.  But, was she keeping an eye on her brothers or was she looking at me?
 
   The last few times I’d looked up and caught her gaze, she’d blushed.  I was fairly certain that meant she was looking at me.
 
   My attention wandered back to the beach and the blanket.  She’d kept her shorts and shirt on but I was positive she wore her suit underneath.  Maybe I could convince Liam to—
 
   Liam’s weight shifted under Aden’s sudden attack.  I braced my feet in the sand, but could feel the boy was going over.  So I leaned us to the side and kept his head above the water as he fell.
 
   “We win again!” Aden cried.
 
   Liam scowled at me.
 
   “Sorry, bud.  Next three rounds are ours.”
 
   I stayed focused and tied the score.  After that, I forced myself to keep my mind on Liam and Aden and show them how to play like cubs.  Michelle would come around on her own.
 
   Before the sun started to set, we packed up.  Michelle hadn’t strayed too far from the blanket, but the boys had enjoyed a full day at the beach like every kid should.
 
   Once everything was in the trunk, I sat on my bike and waited for Michelle to buckle her brothers in.  She seemed to take her time.  Jim noticed it, too, because he winked at me and quickly claimed the front seat again.
 
   Michelle mounted the bike the same way, but a sweet pancake smell clung to her as she gripped the back bar.  Yep, she was coming around.  I grinned the whole way home.
 
   As soon as we parked by the porch, Jim announced a fireworks show and went inside for the goods.  Winifred shot a look in his direction, but Michelle and the boys didn’t notice.
 
   “I think I’ll take this stuff in and make us some dinner.  You two should go rinse in the shower and change,” Winifred said, looking at the boys.
 
   Michelle led them upstairs, and I helped Winifred unload.
 
   “It was a good day,” she said.
 
   “Yeah.  Those boys really enjoyed the lake.”
 
   “They seem to enjoy everything outside.  Almost as if they’ve never had the chance before.”
 
   “I was thinking the same thing,” I said, setting the beach bag on her sofa.
 
   “She was watching you,” Winifred said as she set the cooler on the floor and started unloading items into the fridge.  “She was trying really hard not to, but she was.”
 
   The seriousness in Winifred’s tone cut off my preemptive grin.
 
   “Her scent would change from curiosity to fear in an instant.  My guess is that she’s acknowledging her interest but is afraid of getting involved with you.  Maybe it’s not just you.  Maybe she’d afraid of getting too close to anyone.”  Winifred closed the fridge and turned to me.  “It’s good you brought her here.  She does need us.  We need to figure out what’s haunting her and put her ghosts to rest.  Until we do, I don’t know that she’ll ever be ready to trust us.”
 
   “And how will we find out about her past unless she trusts us enough to tell us?”
 
   Winifred gave me a quick grin.
 
   “That’s for you to figure out, boy.  Now, go keep an eye on your brother before he shoots a bottle rocket through a window.”
 
   By the time I heard the boys on the stairs, Jim was ready with two sparklers.  I lit them, and he held them out just as the cubs burst out the door.
 
   “Is it hot?” Aden asked, leaning to look at Jim’s finger.
 
   “The glowing end is very hot.  But if you hold the metal down here, you’ll be fine.  And, you can write your name like this.”
 
   The boys took their sparklers and started waving them around.  I kept my eyes on the stairs as I got another two ready.  Michelle didn’t disappoint me.  She walked right toward me and accepted one of the sparklers.  But when our hands touched, an odd look passed over her face, and I watched her pupils dilate in a very unnatural way.  A second later, she was back to normal.  Well, not exactly normal.  She looked pale and shocked.
 
   “Michelle?” I said.
 
   “Sorry,” she said.  “Daydreaming.”
 
   Her heart skipped a beat with the lie, and her scent soured with worry.  I didn’t push for more.  Instead, I played along and moved away to help Aden light another sparkler.
 
   Though I helped Jim with the kids, I was very aware of Michelle.  When her sparkler sputtered and died, she wandered back to the porch and sat next to Winifred.  She remained distant and distracted as the boys went through the sparklers then joined the women on the porch for Jim’s small fireworks show.  Only her brothers’ joyful shouts seemed to penetrate Michelle’s deep thoughts.
 
   Watching them, I realized the first step to gaining her trust was giving her a better reason to stay than fear.  And, her brothers were the key.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 6
 
   While everyone else went to bed, I sat on the couch and planned.  Liam and Aden needed a home and a safe space to be cubs.  Right now, they almost had both.  However, from Michelle’s point of view, this wasn’t a home; it was just a place to stay.  Some old-timer humans might say that home is where a person hung his hat.  My kind had gone too long without hats or permanent roofs to believe that.  We knew what home really meant.  Home wasn’t a place but a desire to be with people who called to your soul.
 
   In order to call to Michelle’s soul, I needed to show her I could protect and provide for her.  To do that, I needed to make this the best and safest place for her brothers to grow up.  Jim and I had run in the woods with Dad and Grey from as early as I could remember.  Wrestling and hunting had been play for us.  It would be different for Liam and Aden.  They weren’t like us.
 
   During my time away from this place, I’d learned my fair share about humans and their young.  And the boys had given their answer to happiness on the first day they’d arrived.  They needed a swing set.
 
   If I built a swing set, the boys would be happy.  Michelle would see them having fun in their own space in the safety of our yard.  The swing set would be a good first step, but I needed to do something more.  They needed their own family space, not just a borrowed apartment.  With them coming down for food all the time, Michelle wouldn’t feel settled.  She needed to be able to cook for the boys herself.  If they were happy, and she could give them what they needed, here, then there would be no reason for her to want to leave.
 
   And maybe, when she saw everything I was willing to do for her, the lengths I would go to keep her here, maybe she would be willing to accept me for what I was—an insanely love-struck werewolf seeking a shred of affection.
 
   I flopped back on the couch and rubbed my face.
 
   She was going to leave.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The sound of Jim’s steps in the hall woke me.  I kept my breathing and heartbeat even and waited.  As soon as he stood next to me, I twisted and blocked the hand that was about to deliver a slap to my back.
 
   “Did you sleep?” he asked with a grin as he moved away.
 
   “Barely.  I was thinking about muffling the sounds you make with a pillow.”
 
   Jim laughed and started pouring himself an extra-large bowl of cereal.
 
   “How can you eat that stuff?”
 
   “What?  It’s good.”
 
   “No, it’s not.  It smells and tastes like the chemicals and dyes it’s made with.”
 
   Jim sniffed his bowl, and it was my turn to grin.
 
   “Hey, I need you to take the bike to work today.”
 
   Jim stopped eating to stare at me in surprise.
 
   “No wheelies.  No brake stands.  No scratches or dents of any kind.  Drive it like Mom would.”
 
   “You just said you didn’t want scratches or dents.”
 
   “I meant be slow and be careful.”
 
   “Fine.  You going to tell me why you’re entrusting me with your baby?”
 
   “I’m going to ask Michelle to use the truck so I can get what we need to build a swing set.”
 
   “No way,” Jim said with growing excitement.  “Get a sturdy one.”
 
   I could already picture Jim trying to swing with Aden.
 
   “I doubt they come that sturdy.”
 
   Jim quickly finished his cereal then made a big show of taking the bike keys.  I shook my head and went to take a shower.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I waited until seven then went upstairs to knock on the door.  Anticipation filled me when I heard her steps within the apartment.  Each night seemed to take longer and seeing her first thing in the morning only got better.
 
   Michelle opened the door cautiously, her hair tousled from sleep.  My chest tightened at the sight of her in her shorts and a tank top.
 
   “Morning,” I said.  “Could I borrow your truck?”
 
   “Sure.”  She’d kept her voice low.  The husky sound of it made the ache in my chest worse.  As she left the door to get the keys, I tried to rub the feeling away.  When she returned, I had my hands in my pockets.
 
   “You can drive the truck any time you want,” she said, handing the keys over.  “But why the change from the motorcycle?”
 
   “Jim took it to work.”  And he better not wreck it, I thought.
 
   She gave me a slight smile.
 
   “Maybe tell Jim to take the truck tomorrow.”
 
   “Yeah.  I will.  Thanks for the keys.”
 
   She smiled and softly closed the door.  I was half-tempted to come up with some lame reason to knock on the door one more time just to look at her again.  Instead, I jogged down the steps and went out to the truck.  The bed was big.  I hoped it would fit a big swing set.
 
   Several hours later, I eased down the driveway with my haul.  I’d picked a neat swing set that would hopefully entertain the boys and Jim.  I’d also stopped at a store and stocked up on food Michelle might need to make her apartment feel like her own home.
 
   When I rounded the corner of the house, I caught sight of Liam and Aden tossing a ball back and forth and Michelle sitting on the steps, leaning back on her elbows with her long legs stretched out before her.  I swallowed hard and eased the truck to a stop.
 
   As I opened the door, she stood, her gaze drifting over the things in the back of the truck and the bags in the seat beside me.
 
   “Can we help carry in your groceries?” she asked.
 
   “Actually, they’re your groceries.”
 
   She glanced at all the bags again and made her way to the passenger door.  As she handed a plastic bag to each of the boys, I inhaled her scent.
 
   “Why the worry?” I asked, studying her.
 
   “The swing set is great, but I don’t know how long we can stay here.”
 
   I hated hearing her say what I’d been fearing.
 
   “I told you, you can stay as long as you want.”
 
   Her worry didn’t ease up even though she nodded.  In fact, a thread of sadness started to weave in with the worry.
 
   “I’m not sure my freezer will be able to hold all of the meat,” she said, grabbing several loaded bags.
 
   She was trying to hide what she was really feeling with her words.  Why?  She didn’t trust me.  The lack of trust disappointed me.
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’ll put the extra in Jim’s freezer.”
 
   I watched her walk into the house and caught Winifred studying me.
 
   I know, give it time, I thought to her.
 
   Good boy.
 
   I shook my head and started to unload the materials from the back of the truck.  When the boys returned, they stood off to one side, watching me curiously until I asked them to help carry the little things.
 
   Winifred joined Michelle in her efforts to take the groceries inside.
 
   “What is all this for?” Liam asked after inspecting one of the chains on the ground.
 
   “A swing set,” I said with a smile.  I picked up two chains and attached the seat to the ends.  “See?”
 
   Aden’s eyes lit with anticipation.  Liam looked a little hesitant to believe me.  Like his sister.
 
   The boys stayed close as I worked.  They helped when I asked them to, but otherwise stayed quiet and out of the way.  If it would have been Jim and me at that age, we would have been all over Uncle Grey or Dad.
 
   “How long is this going to take?” Aden asked, a hint of impatience in his voice.  I laughed.
 
   “It’ll go faster when Jim gets home in a few minutes.  He’ll be able to hold the support beam in place.”
 
   Aden bounced on his feet a little when he heard the distant rev of the motorcycle.
 
   I turned to watch Jim drive my bike down the gravel drive.  His devil smile told me he wanted to pull something, but he saw the swing set and seemed to change his mind.  He parked, then came over by us.
 
   “You need to hold the beam,” Aden said.  Liam tried to shush him, but Aden gave his brother a quick scowl and moved closer to Jim.
 
   “Liam, think you could hold these bolts for me while Jim and I lift the beam?”
 
   Liam nodded and solemnly came forward to help.
 
   We’d just gotten the beam in place when Winifred called us to the house for dinner.
 
   Jim made a game out of who could take bigger bites between him and Aden.  Aden giggled through most the meal.  Michelle didn’t say much, just stayed focused on her food then helped clean up when she was done.  She was more relaxed with us, but still so detached.  I knew not to push her...yet.
 
   After eating, Jim and I worked slowly on the swing set, spending the majority of our time teasing the kids.  We even took a small break to show the two how to play catch.  When Liam’s eyes rounded at a high jump I executed, Jim and I quickly went back to the swing set.
 
   “You’re going to get us in trouble,” I said for his ears only.
 
   “I wasn’t the one that jumped to catch the ball.”
 
   “You threw it too high on purpose.”
 
   “Start giving them hints now, and they won’t be so freaked out when they learn the truth.”
 
   “I’d rather just tell them the truth.”
 
   Jim shook his head.  “They aren’t ready.”
 
   After the kids and Michelle went upstairs to get ready for bed, I paced Jim’s living room.  She didn’t trust me because someone else had given her a reason not to trust.  I needed to give her a reason to trust me.
 
   Despite Jim’s advice, I felt the truth was the key.  Trusting her with my secret would show her she could trust me.  One, it would be telling her the truth about me before we went any further in our relationship.  Not that there was a relationship, yet.  But, the truth might make that more possible because she would see that I could protect her against anything.  Which would be the second reason to tell her the truth.  Sure, she might freak out a little like Jim said, but Mom had learned to accept Dad.  Michelle could accept me.
 
   Nerves and anticipation kept me up most the night.  When I heard the boys moving upstairs, I quickly showered and went outside to start working.  It didn’t take much time before the boys joined me.  Michelle came out and sat on the porch, watching.
 
   It took me longer than it should have to put the set together.  What-ifs and doubts clouded my mind.  The bottom line was that not telling Michelle what I was felt like a lie.  And, I wouldn’t lie to her.  I couldn’t.  That didn’t mean I embraced telling her the truth.  What if she ran without giving me a chance?
 
   It was well after lunch when I finally secured the swing set to the ground and gave the boys the go-ahead to play.  They raced for the tower and started climbing up.
 
   Letting out a long breath, I turned and joined Michelle on the porch.  She kept her eyes on the boys as they played.  I sat next to her and watched them, too.  I realized that in order to tell her about me, I needed to separate her from her brothers.  I didn’t want to scare all three of them.
 
   “I bought a movie when I went to the store,” I said.
 
   I felt her turn to look at me.  She quietly studied me for a while.
 
   “Would you like to watch it with me?” I asked.
 
   “I can watch the boys out here if you two want to go in,” Winifred said from her chair on the porch.
 
   A swell of determination spiced Michelle’s scent as she stood and told her brothers that she would be right inside if they needed her.  I quickly stood, too, and ignored the wink Winifred sent my way.
 
   Michelle followed me to Jim’s apartment.  Now that the time was here, I hesitated.  I went to the TV and grabbed the movie I really had purchased in town.  I turned and held it up with a hopeful smile.
 
   The hope that we could sit together for a while before I broke the news to her died at her serious expression.
 
   “Emmitt,” she said, reluctantly.  “I really appreciate you letting us stay here, but I don’t know how long we’ll be here, and can’t afford any emotional distractions.”
 
   At first, her words hurt.  She was ready to leave before we’d even gotten started.  Then, I realized what she’d said.  Emotional distractions.
 
   “What are we talking about, exactly?”
 
   “The way you look at me...” she whispered with a blush.
 
   Oh, the things she could do to me.  The color in her cheeks and the shy look in her eyes made my chest tight.  I wanted to touch her and have her touch me in return.  My face.  My hair.  It didn’t matter.  Just any sign of affection.  I was starting to feel a little starved for it.
 
   And there she was, telling me it wasn’t going to happen.  But, she didn’t know about the pull.  About werewolves.  About me.  When she did understand, she’d change her song.  However, I could see this wasn’t the moment to tell her.  Not with her standing there all wary and defensive.
 
   “I see.  Michelle, when I saw you in the diner, and again when you faced David, I knew you needed a friend.”
 
   She stayed quiet a moment.
 
   “Friendship might be more than I can manage,” she said, finally.
 
   I nodded, sad for her, and looked down at the movie in my hands.  I lifted it slightly and looked up at her with a half-smile.
 
   “So, is that a no to a movie?”
 
   “It’s a yes to the movie and a no to anything else.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   She sat on the couch while I started the movie.  The squeal of the machine didn’t annoy me as it once had.  I’d gotten used to it over the years.
 
   For the next two hours, we sat side by side, not quite touching.  The rumble of Michelle’s truck echoed distantly before the final scene.  It sucked that Jim would be home before I could talk to her again, but maybe it was for the best.
 
   Just as the movie ended, Jim walked through the door and plopped down onto the couch next to Michelle.  He grinned at me and slipped an arm around Michelle’s shoulders.  She didn’t seem to mind.
 
   “Where do you work?” she asked, turning to him.
 
   I was going to kick his ass later.  Standing, I went to turn off the television.
 
   “Roadside construction.  Thanks for letting me use your truck,” he said.  Then, in the reflection of the TV, I watched him kiss her cheek.
 
   “You need to shower,” I said without turning.
 
   Winifred, I’m going to kill him.
 
   Your mother will never forgive you.
 
   She’ll get over it.  Eventually.
 
   Jim laughed and sauntered back to the bathroom.
 
   Michelle stood, too.
 
   “Thanks for the movie, Emmitt.”
 
   I nodded, unable to turn around and look at her as she left because my canines were showing.
 
   Once I knew she was out of hearing, I stood and went to lean against the bathroom door.
 
   “What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   Despite the running water and the closed door, Jim heard me.
 
   “Showing you how it’s done.  You’re making this way too hard.  You know she’s the one, start putting some moves on her.”
 
   “You’re the one who said she wasn’t ready.”
 
   “For the truth.  Every girl is ready for some moves.”
 
   “I’ve got some moves for you,” I said with a growl.
 
   “You’re not my type.”
 
   I slapped a hand on the door and walked away as Michelle called the kids inside for the evening.
 
   Settling in for another long night, I went to the fridge and grabbed a beer.  Winifred joined me not long afterward.
 
   “Jim still breathing?” she asked with a smile.
 
   Jim walked out of the bathroom just then.
 
   “Always.  Emmitt loves me.”
 
   I rubbed a hand over my brow.  “If you were so sure of that, why did you stay in there till Winifred came over?”
 
   “It’s smart to play it safe.”
 
   “Jim, I think you and I should go for a run,” Winifred said.
 
   “Emmitt and I were going to watch a movie.”
 
   It was a lie.  However, Jim had mastered the art of lying so there were no telltale signs, and Winifred knew it, too.  But, she shook her head and walked out the door without him.  With a sigh, I sat on the couch.
 
   Jim plopped down next to me.  “You going to forgive me tonight or tomorrow?”
 
   “Definitely not tonight.”
 
   I heard a few laughs and giggles from upstairs, then everything went relatively quiet.  The sounds of footsteps on the stairs not long after brought me to my door.
 
   “This is so pathetic to watch,” Jim said quietly.
 
   “Then, don’t watch.”  I went back to peering into the hall.  Sure enough, Michelle was coming down.
 
   “Do you know where Nana is?” she asked, pointing at Winifred’s open door.
 
   “She stepped out for a walk,” I said, easing the door behind me closed.  Jim chuckled.  “Did you need something?”
 
   “I wanted to ask if I could borrow a book.”
 
   “Come on,” I said, moving toward Winifred’s apartment.  “She would insist you take your pick.”  I went to the large bookcase.  “She used to be a teacher, you know.  She loves curious minds and reading.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, taking two books from one of the shelves.  Romances.  That was a good sign, right?
 
   She gave me another one of her killer shy smiles then jogged back up the stairs.
 
   Jim was gone from the living room when I opened the door.  I fell onto the couch and tried to sleep.  It took forever.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The next day, I spent a lot of time trying to figure out how to tell Michelle the truth.  There was even a perfect opportunity when the boys discovered Winifred’s paw print by the shed.  But instead of telling Michelle the print was made by us, I told her the dog was friendly and the kids didn’t need to worry.
 
   The rest of the afternoon I cleaned up the garage and kicked myself for the lost opportunity.
 
   Thursday morning Winifred woke me early with a knock on the door.
 
   “You need a distraction,” she said.  “Your pacing is keeping me up at night.”
 
   “Sorry.  I was going to start working on the apartment upstairs today.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.  For her, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That’ll help.  Focus on making it perfect for her.  Just another way to win her over.”
 
   She was right.  After a quick shower, I went upstairs and got to work.
 
   Knowing Michelle was sleeping right across the hall caused conflicting emotions.  It eased a tension I hadn’t known I’d carried.  But it almost made me want to be even closer.  Michelle was my drug, and I only wanted more.
 
   I heard the three moving around and listened as they went outside to play.  With the windows open, every word the boys said reached me.  Michelle was quieter, and her silence drove me crazy.
 
   As the morning progressed, though, Aden seemed to get on Liam’s nerves.  Thinking of Jim, I understood how that could happen.  However, their bickering seemed to get on Michelle’s nerves, too.  She never yelled at them, but the tension in her voice told the truth.
 
   Around lunch, she brought the kids inside.  I looked at the half-painted living room and kitchen, and wondered if she would like help with the boys more than a new place.  Jim had gutted everything and used his job money to reframe an open-concept living room and kitchen, along with a bathroom.  He’d kept the existing bedrooms but had knocked out the old lathe and plaster, and had re-drywalled, mudded, and textured everything.  Then he’d quit.
 
   There was no mystery why.  Jim loved the rough work, not the finishing work.  I didn’t mind the painting, though.
 
   Listening to Michelle turn the TV on, I figured she had gotten the boys corralled so I kept working.
 
   When they went back outside, the boys continued their light bickering throughout the afternoon.  I didn’t realize how much it had bothered Michelle until Jim came home.
 
   As he killed the engine, I quickly put the lid on the current can of paint.
 
   “Rough day?” he called.
 
   Michelle remained quiet as the truck door creaked open.
 
   “Me, too,” I heard Jim say.  “Want to go out for a drink?”
 
   Hell, no.  I left the apartment and hurried down the stairs.
 
   Jim stood with a grin before I cleared the last step.
 
   “Let me know if you change your mind,” he said, walking toward me as I stepped onto the porch.
 
   I gave Jim a look that promised payback as he passed me.
 
   “Gotta try harder,” Jim said under his breath.
 
   Ignoring him, I looked at Michelle.  “Want to watch another movie with me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said without hesitation.
 
   I wanted to smile, until Jim turned on the shower inside and started to sing.  Loudly.
 
   “Let’s watch it upstairs,” I said.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The next two hours were equally torture and bliss.  She sat next to me and every time she moved, her scent wrapped around me tighter, until I stopped seeing the TV.  I wanted to reach out and touch her, to wrap her in my arms and bury my nose in her hair.
 
   I shifted on the couch and took several easy breaths to slow my racing pulse.
 
   Before I was ready, the movie ended, and Michelle stood.
 
   I fisted my hands to keep from reaching for her.
 
   “I made grape drink at lunch,” she said, moving toward the kitchen.  “Want some?”
 
   I nodded, realizing I wasn’t the only one with issues.
 
   “Were the boys that bad today?” I asked, moving to follow her.
 
   She wrinkled her nose, and I grinned and wanted her more.  She was too damn cute.  And, she didn’t even know it.
 
   “No.  I’m just not used to being around them so much.”
 
   That clue about her past stopped my amusement.
 
   “How much time are you used to spending with them?”
 
   Downstairs, I heard Jim ask Winifred if they could watch a movie.  That meant Michelle and I would have time to talk.
 
   She shrugged and turned to hand me a glass of purple, flavored water.
 
   Did she even realize her eyes begged for understanding and help?  She needed someone to watch out for her.  I wanted that someone to be me.  And I wanted her to want that, too.
 
   Taking a leaf from Jim’s book, I reached up and smoothed back a stray piece of hair from her face.  Her breath caught, and my gut clenched at the sound.
 
   I watched for any sign of attraction in her gaze and saw her pupils dilate.  Not the way I was sure mine were because I was so turned on by her, but in a vacant way, like they had on the fourth.
 
   “Michelle?”
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   Then, a second later, she was back.  Her heart skipped a beat, and her breathing became erratic.  I could smell a hint of worry, but mostly I smelled her interest.  In me.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Not true.  People didn’t blank out like that for no reason.  She had something on her mind.  Probably whatever had caused her to mention that she didn’t usually spend so much time with her brothers.
 
   I dropped my hand and studied her.
 
   “We all have our secrets, Michelle.”
 
   The disbelief that crossed her features as she looked back at me spurred me on.
 
   “I want to show you something,” I said.  “My secret.”  I stepped back.
 
   From downstairs, I heard Jim say, “Idiot!  She’s not ready.”
 
   He could stuff it.  I wasn’t going to fully shift in front of her.  I wasn’t stupid.  Holding out my arm, I took a slow breath.
 
   “But I don’t want it to freak you out.  I just want you to see that you can share your secrets with me.  I want you to be happy here.”
 
   She continued to look doubtful, but focused on my arm.  Carefully, I started the change.  My bones began to ache, and my stomach churned.  I pulled back and focused just on my arm.  The tingle in my skin.  The warmth of fur covering my exposed flesh.  Slowly, brown fur grew.
 
   She made a small noise, and her gaze flew to mine.
 
   “You can make your hair grow?”
 
   That she was still talking to me gave me hope.
 
   “Sort of,” I said, lowering my arm.  “There’s more.”
 
   I smiled wide, showing her my canines.
 
   Doubt changed to horror.  She screamed and drew back her arm.
 
   Shit.  Not how I’d hoped she would react.
 
   Instead of chucking the glass she still held at my head, she caught me off guard with a knee to the balls.
 
   Time stopped.  I lost the ability to breathe.  Thought beyond the exploding pain radiating from my groin to my gut was impossible.  As I dropped to the floor, the love of my life, the woman who’d just unmanned me, let go of the glass she still held.  It hit me in the temple and shattered.  I barely felt the glass that cut my cheek.
 
   I groaned then coughed, absolutely certain my testicles were lodged somewhere in my esophagus.
 
   She ran for the door.  The sound of her steps motivated me.  She was leaving.  She couldn’t leave.  Not like this.
 
   Struggling to my feet, I pressed a gentle hand between my legs and listened to her make it to the second landing.  I forced myself to shuffle forward.
 
   Each second eased some of the pain and cleared my head.  I had to get to her.
 
   She reached the bottom by the time I made it to the door.
 
   “Michelle, it’s okay,” I heard Jim say.  “We can explain.”
 
   I hobbled to the second landing and saw Michelle skirting around him.  Jim looked up at me as she moved toward Winifred’s place.
 
   Michelle touched the door, pushing it open to reveal Winifred.
 
   “Michelle, let’s talk in the hallway,” Winifred said calmly.
 
   Michelle’s pulse was jackrabbit fast by the time I reached the landing.  Yes, I was still hurting, but her complete terror hurt me more.
 
   Unable to help myself, I wrapped my hands around her arms and pulled her back against my chest.  Winifred closed the door before her brothers saw anything.
 
   “Please,” I said softly, unable to hide my desperation.  “Let me explain.”
 
   I leaned in and buried my face in her hair like I’d wanted to do just a few minutes ago.  She froze as I inhaled.
 
   Her scent changed, and I followed it to the sweet spot just below her ear.  She wanted me as much as she wanted to run from me.  She made a small sound that broke me.  She was crying.
 
   “Shh,” I said, running a hand down one arm.  “You’re still safe.  I promise.”
 
   She drove a sharp elbow into my ribs.  I grunted but didn’t let go.
 
   “Please,” I whispered.  Tilting my head closer, I brushed my lips against the lower part of her neck.
 
   She stopped struggling and shivered in my arms.  I trailed my nose around the shell of her ear, breathing her in.
 
   “I’ll take every knee, elbow, or fist you throw at me because it means you’re still here, and I still have a chance to explain.”
 
   Just when I thought I might be reaching her, she made a choked noise, crying harder as she shook in my arms.
 
   “No,” I said desperately as I turned her to face me.
 
   Her red eyes brimmed with tears as she reached up to brace her hands against my chest.  The feel of her fingers against my shirt made me burn for more.
 
   Taking her face between my hands, I touched my forehead against hers.
 
   “Please,” I whispered.  “Give me a chance.  Give me time.  I’m different, but nothing to fear.”
 
   “I want my brothers,” she said brokenly.
 
   “Of course.  Nana only wanted to protect them.  She didn’t want them to see you like this and worry.”
 
   She glanced from me to Jim, obviously not believing what I said.  I dropped my hands and straightened away from her, trying to show her she could trust me.
 
   She backed away and knocked on Winifred’s door.
 
   The door swung open.  Both boys stood beside Winifred.  She gently nudged them out into the hall.  I wanted to give them a reassuring smile, but wasn’t sure everything would be all right.  Michelle had fear in her eyes and wouldn’t look at me as she steered her brothers toward the stairs.  She walked sideways, always watching us, until the second landing.
 
   She could have left, I told myself.  But she hadn’t.  She’d stayed.  That meant there was hope.
 
   With a groan, I turned and went into Jim’s apartment.  Both Winifred and Jim followed me.
 
   “You should have kept quiet,” Jim said.
 
   “My nuts feel like they are the size of water balloons,” I said, easing myself down onto the couch.  “A pain in my ass is just overkill at this point.”
 
   Winifred went to the freezer and brought back a bag of frozen peas.  I felt no shame laying them on my crotch.
 
   “I’m sorry it didn’t go as you’d hoped,” Winifred said.
 
   “Me, too.”  I sighed.  “I just thought being upfront would help her trust me more.  I mean, I can protect her from whoever is after her, no problem.  I thought showing her that would help.”
 
   “With time, she’ll come around,” Winifred said with a pat on my head.  “Want me to make you some cookies?”  Winifred’s answer to troubled times was always cookies.
 
   “Yeah,” Jim said.  “No nuts, though.”
 
   I threw the bag of peas at Jim.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 7
 
   It took an hour before I was walking like usual.  As soon as I could move without groaning, I went upstairs.  My intent to work even harder on the new place evaporated at the soft sound of Michelle crying from within her apartment.  So I sat on the landing and just listened.  I’d given an already frightened woman more reason to fear, and I hated myself for it.
 
   At some point, it started to rain.  The normally soothing sound just seemed a depressing backdrop to her pain.  It took a long time before she quieted.  With a heavy heart, I went into the apartment and started looking at what needed to be done to tile the bathroom floor.
 
   Sometime around dawn, I heard movement across the hall.  The heavy sigh and a partially pained groan worried me.  I jogged downstairs and grabbed some aspirin Winifred kept on hand for Mom.  With the two pills in my hand, I sped upstairs and knocked on Michelle’s door.
 
   The movement inside stilled, but the door didn’t open.
 
   I knocked again.  This time I heard feet slowly crossing the carpet.  Then, I caught the rapid beat of her heart and the scent of her fear through the door.  The ache in my chest grew with my helplessness.
 
   When she opened the door, the sight of her puffy, red eyes had me stepping forward.  I needed to comfort her…to bring back a measure of peace she’d only just started to find here.
 
   “Michelle, I’m sorry.”
 
   She stood still as I held her in my arms.  She didn’t struggle or try to push me away.  After a moment, her pulse jumped into high speed and her scent changed to one of shock.  Why shock?  Because of the hug?
 
   “Give me three weeks,” I begged.  “Stay.  Give me a chance.  Get to know me.  If you can’t accept me after three weeks, I will help you go wherever you want to keep you safe from whoever you’re running from.”
 
   She pulled away.  I would have rather had another knee to the nuts than let her go, but I released her.  She took a step back and eyed me.  I could see she was thinking, deciding something.  But what?
 
   “What are you?” she asked.
 
   The question relieved my growing hopelessness.  She was giving me a chance.
 
   “The most common name would be werewolf, but we’re not the ones from legend.  Not really.”
 
   She paled, and I hurried to explain.
 
   “We change when we want to, mostly as a defense, not because of the moon.  We eat like everyone else.  Pancakes rank as my favorite food, in case you haven’t noticed.”  I didn’t mention it was my new favorite because of her mouthwatering scent when she felt the pull toward me.  “We’re the same as humans, but enhanced.  I hear better, see better, can move faster, am stronger, and heal rapidly.  And I’m not an organ donor for obvious reasons.”
 
   I stopped and waited.  She wasn’t saying anything or reacting to what I said.
 
   Behind her, Aden softly called her name, a signal to end our conversation, but I didn’t want to leave yet.
 
   “It’s supposed to rain today,” I said quietly.  “I pulled a few more games from the basement if you want me to bring them up.”
 
   She shook her head.  Knowing I needed to give her some space, I left.  It wasn’t easy, though.
 
   Jim was out in the hall.
 
   “Do you trust me?” he asked.
 
   I did.  With my life.  So I nodded.
 
   “Go work in the garage for a while.”  He patted my shoulder before going into the apartment across the hall.
 
   Frustrated, I rubbed my forehead and jogged down the steps.
 
   Winifred was there with the promised cookies.
 
   “You’re letting him talk to her?” she asked, holding up the plate.
 
   I took two and ate each in a single bite.
 
   “I doubt he can make it worse,” I said after I swallowed.
 
   Winifred made a non-committal noise, and I headed out the door into the light rain.  A sound from the balcony drew my attention.  Jim was standing on the third floor’s covered porch.  He saluted me and turned to listen to whatever discussion was happening in Michelle’s apartment.  I could faintly hear Aden’s voice but couldn’t make out the words with the closed windows and distance.
 
   Within the depths of the garage, I paced.  Nothing felt right.  I wanted to howl in frustration at how things had turned out.  But really, what had I expected?  Open arms?  Shouts of joy?  A knee to the nuts should have been on the top of the list, along with outright rejection.
 
   Jim moved away from her door, turning the corner just as Michelle stepped out onto the porch.  She leaned against the railing and eyed the vehicles.  It didn’t take a mental link to know what she was considering.  She was thinking of running.  I stopped pacing and misery gripped me.  She couldn’t.  Not yet.  I needed a chance.
 
   Jim stepped around the porch, walking toward her.
 
   “I wouldn’t have told you,” I heard him say.
 
   She whirled to face him.
 
   “I would have waited for the fear in your eyes to leave.  I would have given you a chance to know me better.”  He leaned on the rail beside her and looked at me.  “But not telling you felt like a lie to Emmitt.  And he couldn’t stand lying to you.”
 
   She looked at both ends of the porch.  Did she think I was hiding around a corner, too?  Was she that afraid of me?  And why only me?
 
   “Why isn’t she kicking you in the nuts?” I said softly.
 
   “It’s just me,” he said, glancing at her.  Then he nodded toward me.  “He’s in there.”  He waited a few seconds before speaking again.  “So, are you going to stay?”
 
   “Why should I?” she asked.
 
   “Because I can’t live without you,” I said even though she couldn’t hear me.
 
   Jim ignored me.
 
   “Because whoever you’re running from is still out there.  Here, you’re safe, whether you believe it now or not.  Because we care about you...he cares about you.”
 
   She didn’t say anything in response to that.
 
   Jim straightened and looked at her, keeping his serious expression.
 
   “Can I have some cereal, too?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head as, from within the apartment, Aden shouted his approval.
 
   “Go ahead,” she said.
 
   She stayed on the porch for several minutes, staring down at the garage.  I knew she couldn’t see me.  But was she thinking about what Jim said?  About me?  I hoped so.  And, I hoped Jim’s talk had helped her understand this was where she was meant to be.
 
   She turned away and went back inside, leaving the door partially open so I could hear every giggle as Jim played with the boys throughout the morning.
 
   Frustration and boredom drew me inside to the apartment across the hall where I listened to Jim play with the cubs, while wishing it was me in there.  I worked for several hours before I couldn’t stand it anymore and went to the hallway.
 
   “What exactly is your plan?” I said, knowing Jim would hear me even though Michelle’s door was closed.
 
   From inside, the playing quieted.
 
   “I better get going,” Jim said, eliciting disappointed sounds from the boys.  “Yeah, I know.  Sorry guys.  But I think Emmitt needs my help.”
 
   I shook my head and started walking downstairs.  It didn’t take long for him to join me in his apartment.
 
   “So your plan was to play all morning?” I said, going to the fridge.  I threw some stuff onto the counter and Jim got the plates so we could make sandwiches.
 
   “Yep.  And to not get kicked in the nuts.  I’d say it was a successful mission.”
 
   “Jim, leave Emmitt be,” Winifred said, coming into the apartment.  “How was she?”
 
   “Nervous.  Scared.  But the longer I was up there, the more she relaxed.  I think she’ll stay.”
 
   “Why do you think that?” Winifred asked.
 
   I knew why, and I hated it.
 
   “Because she has nowhere else to go,” I said with a heavy heart.  I didn’t want to trap her here; I wanted her to want to be here.
 
   “Then we need to give her a reason to want to stay,” Winifred said in her no nonsense way.  “Keep working in the apartment.  You’ll make it a home.”
 
   I nodded.  Jim followed me up the steps, and we spent the next few hours working.  The sounds from the apartment across the hall kept distracting me.  The kids were growing bored, and Michelle was sounding at the end of her rope.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” Jim said when I took a step toward the hall.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “She’s not ready to face you yet.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   Jim inhaled deeply and remained quiet.  I inhaled, too.  It was still there.  Her fear.
 
   “Fine.  Go see if she’ll let you help her.”
 
   Jim nodded, and I left the apartment.  We’d done enough work on the new place for the day, and I didn’t want to be in there, listening to another play session.  When I reached the bottom stair, I heard the boys run out onto the third floor landing.  They cheered as they scampered down the steps and out the front door.
 
   Shaking my head, I went to wash up.  I’d just turned off the water when Jim yelled from upstairs.
 
   “Michelle’s making dinner.”
 
   Jim wasn’t subtle about anything, and I got his message loud and clear.  I needed to get up there and help her.  In seconds, I was dressed and in the hall.
 
   As Jim raced down the stairs, he spoke softly.
 
   “She’s stressed and exhausted and ready for a really big glass of wine.”
 
   I went back into the apartment and took the bottle from the fridge.  Since Jim preferred beer, I wasn’t sure why he had it.  And I probably didn’t want to know.
 
   With the wine in one hand, I raced up the stairs.  My pulse sped at the thought of seeing her again.  I stopped at her apartment door to knock, but forgot to when I saw her.
 
   She was standing with her back to the living room as she stared at the contents of her refrigerator.  Her dark hair was pulled back into her customary ponytail, but it wasn’t as smooth as usual.  Little wisps had escaped.  She turned her head slightly so I could see her profile.  Jim was right.  She did look tired.
 
   She closed the refrigerator then opened the freezer and removed a large package of meat.
 
   “Can I help?” I asked from the door.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder to look at me.  The pose, the angle of her head...I swallowed hard.  She was so beautiful.  So humanly fragile.  So mine.
 
   When she frowned and looked like she would say no, I quickly held up the bottle and hoped Jim knew what he was talking about.
 
   “I also brought wine.  Jim said you needed it.”
 
   “One glass,” Winifred called up the stairs.
 
   Michelle’s lips twitched at Winifred’s words.  Seeing an emotion other than fear or worry had me responding with a grin and a wink.  Then, Michelle surprised me further by nodding.
 
   My pulse leapt again as I stepped into the apartment and made my way to the kitchen.  Her humor faded, and she watched me warily.  I pretended not to notice and didn’t let it destroy the moment.  She’d let me in, and I was coming to realize it was two steps forward and one step back with her.  She was prickly like that.  It just meant any progress with her would be slow.
 
   Finding the biggest glass in the cupboard, I set it on the counter and filled it to the top with wine.  It would give Michelle the chance to drink as much as she wanted without me disobeying Winifred.
 
   When I glanced at Michelle, I saw her worried look.  Did she think I was trying to get her drunk?
 
   “You don’t have to drink any,” I said.
 
   She responded by picking up the glass and taking a large swallow before removing the meat she’d put in the microwave.  I stood back and just watched her for a moment, basking in her company and her scent.  I especially liked the way she moved.  Slow and sure.  My gaze fell to her long legs—I needed to thank Winifred for the cutoff shorts.  Realizing the direction of my appreciative gaze and thoughts, I cringed.  If I wasn’t careful, I’d be riding Michelle’s knee again.
 
   When she tossed an onion my way, my gaze was properly on her face once more.  We worked side by side to make the meatloaf for dinner.  The smell of the food wasn’t enough to cover her emotions, which seemed to shift with each sip of wine.  She had something on her mind, and I kept quiet, hoping she’d realize she could talk to me.  About anything.
 
   But when she did speak, I wasn’t ready for what she said.
 
   “He locked them in their room when he got tired of them.”
 
   We both froze.  I could smell her surprise as I struggled with my anger.  I wanted to know who locked them in their rooms, but knew now wasn’t the time to push for more information.
 
   I quickly washed the food from my hands then turned her to face me.  Her cheeks were flushed; from the wine or what she said, I couldn’t be certain.
 
   I remained quiet, waiting for her to look up.  When she did, she kept talking, a small sign of trust.
 
   “My mom died just after Aden was born.  My stepfather, their dad, died two days before I saw you at that diner.  I’m all my brothers have.  I won’t let them be locked in a room again.”
 
   “David will never get the chance,” I promised.  If I ever saw him again, he was a dead man.
 
   Something flitted across her features.  I lightly breathed in and tasted her confusion as she studied me with a slight frown.
 
   “I’m not afraid of David,” she said before she turned away and poured the rest of the glass of wine into the sink.  The move signaled the topic was now closed, and I wished she wouldn’t have shut me out.
 
   She put the meatloaf in the oven then brought out a bag of potatoes.  When she handed me a few, I washed them for her.  Although I knew she was done talking, I still had so many questions.  If it wasn’t David she feared, then who?  Who locked her brothers in a room?  Who was after my Mate?  Who were Blake and Richard?
 
   Not ready for another unmanning, I kept my mouth shut.  So did she.  And she remained quiet all through dinner.  As soon as we all finished eating, she asked to clean up alone.  I hated leaving her—it felt like losing ground—but did as she asked.
 
   Downstairs, Aden and Jim challenged Liam and me to races.  Wolf style, but no fur.  Winifred scolded his wording but didn’t say a thing when he got down on all fours and started racing around the porch.
 
   When I gave her a questioning look, she shrugged.
 
   “Little bits of information at a time can sometimes help ease a transition.”
 
   I wondered if she knew Jim had said something very similar to me.  Most likely not.  She didn’t like when Jim sounded like an Elder, or was right.
 
   I looked down at Liam, whose gaze was bouncing between Winifred and me.  Ruffling his hair, I dropped to my knees.
 
   “Hang on to my shirt because we’re going to win.”
 
   He grinned and climbed onto my back.
 
   We’d only managed a few official laps when I heard Michelle on the stairs.  I almost stopped, but Liam’s heels dug into my sides in an effort to keep me moving.
 
   “Ready for them to come up to bed?” I heard Winifred ask.
 
   “Not yet,” Michelle said.  “Could you watch them a little longer?  I was hoping Emmitt and I could go for a ride.”
 
   I put on a burst of speed to round the third corner as Winifred answered.
 
   “You smell like wine.  Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   Winifred, you’re killing me.
 
   If she’s drunk, do you think it’s wise to have any type of serious conversation?
 
   Serious?  No.  Conversation?  Yes.  This means she’s willing to listen, and I don’t want to throw a chance away.
 
   “It’s the only one I have.”
 
   Michelle’s soft, desperate words had me racing for the next bend.
 
   “Of course, I’ll watch them,” Winifred said.
 
   I turned the corner just as she added, “I’ll put them to bed for you, too.”
 
   Stopping before the women, I let Liam climb off then rose to my feet.  The boy looked up at me with a disgruntled expression, and I mussed his hair with a smile.
 
   “This doesn’t mean they won.  We’ll just need to race them again tomorrow.  Okay, bud?”
 
   He nodded and reluctantly went to sit by Winifred.
 
   Meeting Michelle’s gaze, I held out my hand.  Her cheeks were flushed, and she looked ready to run back inside.  Yet, she remained where she was, watching me steadily.  Winifred was right, she did smell like wine.  That meant she’d drunk more after sending us all outside.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  Was the wine to give her temporary courage or was it a sign that she wasn’t able to deal with who we were?
 
   Michelle glanced at my hand, then at her brother.
 
   “Nana will watch you, Liam,” she said, as she placed her hand in mine.
 
   The feel of her skin against mine sent a shiver of need through me.  No matter what her reason for drinking, I wanted her to myself for a while.  I tugged her hand and led her to the bike.  Her pulse raced, a quick cadence easy to hear in the silence of the evening.  The beat of my heart increased to echo hers because tonight’s ride would be different.  She would hold me.
 
   I released her hand to quickly mount the bike.  She used me for balance as she got on behind me.  When she tried reaching back to hold the bar, I stopped her.
 
   “No holding the bar this time.  Hands around me so I know you’re still with me.”
 
   I started the bike as she nodded and reached forward.  The tentative slide of her hands around my waist had me clenching my teeth.  I wanted more.  More contact.  More time.  More everything.  She scooted forward on the seat so her front almost touched my back and the flat of her hands pressed against my stomach.
 
   Glancing at the porch, I caught Winifred studying me.
 
   Make it work, Emmitt, she sent to me.
 
   I gave a slight nod and slowly pulled out of the garage.  Behind me, Michelle waved to her brothers.
 
   Once we reached the end of the driveway, I signaled left and settled in for an easy ride.  The feel of her arms wrapped around my waist had me floating.  Occasionally, her fingers would move and send a new jolt of awareness through me.  My head knew I’d recently dropped a bomb on her and that she needed time to process everything, to accept me.  My body didn’t give a damn.  Every cell wanted me to roar with my need for a Claim.  Her fingers trailed three inches lower, and she exhaled contentedly behind me.  My teeth ached as I fought to maintain control of the change.
 
   Then she tapped my stomach and pointed to the left at the old country bar we’d passed when I’d first brought her home.  There was no sign with a name, only a neon light advertising “bar” in one of the high windows.
 
   Disappointment filled me as I signaled and started to slow.  Our kind had remained hidden so well, I’d known her acceptance of us wouldn’t be easy.  But, I hadn’t thought it would turn her into an alcoholic.
 
   I pulled into the parking lot and eased the bike to a stop.  In the silence after cutting the engine, I listened to the steady beat of her pulse.  It was only slightly higher than normal.  Yet, under the layers of exhaust, her fear still tainted the air.
 
   Despite knowing what Michelle wanted, I hesitated to bring her inside.  Winifred hadn’t liked her smelling of wine.  What would she say if I brought Michelle back smelling of more alcohol?
 
   “I can’t take you in there,” I said, eyeing the familiar old building.
 
   “Yes, you can.”  The bike shifted slightly as she dismounted.  Standing to the side, she met my gaze as she waited for me to decide.
 
   “Nana will kill me.”  Literally.  Endangering a potential Mate was a demand for an Elder beating, or worse.
 
   “I think you can take her,” Michelle said with an amused sigh.
 
   “You have no idea,” I muttered as I got off the bike.  Pissing off Winifred was never a good idea.  No matter what Jim thought.
 
   Eyeing the mostly empty parking lot, I led the way to the door.  Hopefully, Michelle wouldn’t want to stay long.  Despite the fact that the bar had no sign, it was popular with the younger local crowd.  The way I was feeling, I didn’t think I’d tolerate long looks from across the bar or flirting.  Just the idea of another man looking at Michelle made my teeth ache.
 
   Frustrated, I yanked the door open and held it for her as she entered.  The bar was quiet.  A few old timers sat at the far end, enjoying beer and some talk.
 
   Wanting to get this over with, I walked up to the bar and ordered a beer and two shots while pulling out a chair for her.  She sat and arched a brow at me.  Because I ordered for her?
 
   “Isn’t that what you wanted?  Alcohol?”  It was hard to keep my tone steady.  I wasn’t angry.  But it did hurt to know she needed alcohol just to tolerate being near me.
 
   I handed her the first shot and didn’t miss how she narrowed her eyes at me before throwing back the liquor.
 
   Then, all my frustration evaporated at the face she made.
 
   “That was awful,” she said, wheezing a little.
 
   Man, why was she so cute?  I nodded and handed her the second shot.
 
   “Isn’t there something better than that?”
 
   “There is, but that will do the trick.”
 
   She swallowed down the shot in one gulp again then waved the bartender over for a glass of water.
 
   While she sipped her water, I sipped my beer and concentrated on her scent.  The fear slowly faded and amusement crept in.
 
   “I think I’m ready,” she said, unsteadily.
 
   “For what, exactly?” I said, warily turning to study her.
 
   “To get to know you.”
 
   My pulse leapt at her words, and I couldn’t deny where my thoughts led.  Something must have shown on my face because she giggled.
 
   “Not that.  Like you asked.”
 
   Images of tangled sheets and twined legs evaporated as I understood.  She’d gotten drunk so she could get to know the furry side of me.  I shook my head, trying to deny my disappointment and stood, offering her a hand.
 
   She didn’t hesitate to place her hand into mine.  The slide of her soft skin brought back the ache I’d been trying to keep at bay since she’d kneed me.  Not the one in my nuts, but the one in my chest.
 
   Thoughts of touching and holding her filled my mind as I led her back to the bike.  She stood unsteadily as I mounted, and I had to help her onto the back.  But once she sat, she wrapped herself around me.  A soft groan escaped me, and I revved the motor to cover the sound.  Did she have any idea how close I was to turning off the bike and pulling her into my lap?
 
   Winifred would kill me.  Only that one sane thought kept me from acting on my urge to touch and hold Michelle…and, maybe, the thought of Michelle sobering and kicking my ass and then leaving me forever.  Yeah, I’d keep my hands off until she was ready.
 
   I started out slowly and kept it slow all the way home, not wanting to give up the feel of her pressed against my back.  Before we were halfway, she sighed and laid her head on my shoulder.  I wasn’t worried about her falling off.  No, nothing would happen.
 
   Her hands drifted north from my waist, and the bike swerved a little.  Damn.  I slowed down further.  Self-inflicted pain.  That’s what the ride was.  It hurt to have her touch me like this and do nothing about it.
 
   When the driveway came into view, I considered passing it by but knew she’d sober eventually.  She clutched me tighter as we turned and pressed her face into my shirt.  Then, she inhaled deeply, scenting me.  It almost ended me.  Why did she have to be drunk?  Why couldn’t she do this sober?
 
   Thankfully, the sun had set and the lights were out in the house when I pulled into the garage.  I didn’t need Jim’s smartass, and probably accurate, observations right now.
 
   Michelle lifted her head as soon as I shut off the bike.  Her fingers continued to trace patterns over my chest.  Each swipe of her finger over a nipple brought me that much closer to shifting.
 
   “What was in that little cup?” she asked with a slight lisp.
 
   “Tequila.”  Hopefully, she didn’t notice the growl vibrating the word.
 
   “It didn’t taste good.”
 
   Her roaming fingers left me, and she struggled to get off the bike.  After the third time she brushed against me, I twisted and put my arms around her as I stood.
 
   In less than a second, we were both standing next to the bike, facing each other.  She blinked at me dazedly.  The weak light from the porch painted her face in dusky shadows, making it easy to follow the movement of her tongue as she licked her soft, parted lips.  I fisted my hands to keep them at my sides.
 
   “What now?” I asked, softly.
 
   “Show me.”  As she spoke, she swayed a little and reached out to lay a hand on my arm.  Her fingers immediately started roaming again.  There was no reservation in her touch or her gaze.
 
   “What exactly?” I asked, my heart pounding.
 
   “You said you’re a werewolf.  Show me what that means exactly.”
 
   She wanted to see me?  Our gazes held as I struggled with my desire to show her and my fear of her reaction.  Would she run again?  She certainly wouldn’t get very far in the state she was in.
 
   Unable to resist, I reached up and gently touched her cheek.  Smooth and soft.  Warm and welcoming.  That was who Michelle was meant to be.  Home.  But in order for that to be a reality, I needed to figure out her past and conquer her fear.
 
   “If I show you, will you answer some questions for me?”
 
   She nodded, a shy smile pulling at her lips.  My palms grew sweaty.
 
   “Turn around for a second.”
 
   Watching the change would really freak her out, no matter how tipsy she was.  Plus, I didn’t need her to see just how turned on I was when I stripped.
 
   As she teetered in a slow circle, I used my speed to disrobe.  Setting the neat pile of my folded clothes on the ground, I gave in to the urge to shift.  The pain of the shift didn’t outweigh the relief of finally letting it go.
 
   She was still pinwheeling her arms for balance when I settled on my paws and shook out my fur.  Knowing she needed help to steady herself, I stepped closer.  Her fingers brushed my coat.  We both stilled.  A shiver ran through me when she saw me and ran a hand along my spine.
 
   The instant of my birth and the finale of my death would be nothing compared to the moment Michelle finally Claimed me.  I ached for it.
 
   “Hi, there,” she breathed.
 
   Her hand drifted to my head and played with my ear.  If this was the affection I would receive when in my fur, I was never going back to my skin again.
 
   She idly looked around the garage.  “Did you see where he went?”
 
   She didn’t know it was me?  I sighed.
 
   Her gaze drifted to my neat pile of clothes, and she grinned.  Her attempt to bend down and pick up my shirt almost landed her on her face.  I moved quickly, using my side to keep her upright.  Once she had the shirt in hand, she straightened and pressed the material to her face.  A partial groan and growl escaped.  She was doing it again.  Scenting me.  The woman was hell-bent on driving me crazy with mixed signals.  Did she fear me or want to inhale me?
 
   When her eyes didn’t open for a few seconds, I realized I was going to lose her to sleep and nudged her.
 
   “Good boy,” she said, opening her eyes and patting my head again.
 
   Heaving a sigh, I used my teeth to try to pluck the shirt from her hands.
 
   “Bad,” she scolded, in a stern voice.  Then, she tapped my nose in reprimand.
 
   I snorted and slowly started the change back, giving up on the shirt.  Hopefully, once she saw some skin, she’d understand who I was and maybe turn around.  All the petting hadn’t helped calm me down.
 
   As soon as my chest and shoulders were furless her eyes widened comically.  “Oh!” she said, spinning on her heel, still clutching my shirt.
 
   I pushed through the rest of the change and quickly pulled on my pants.  The rasp of my zipper caused her to groan.  I grinned as I scented her embarrassment.  It was much better than fear.
 
   “Is it too late to ask for another shot?” she whispered.
 
   “Yep.”  We were way past that.
 
   She swayed on her feet, and I decided she’d had enough.  Scooping her into my arms, I turned toward the house.  She sighed and rested her head on my chest.  I looked down at her peaceful expression.  Her eyes had already drifted closed again.
 
   “Now, you promised to answer a few questions,” I said softly.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 8
 
   She nodded, burrowing in a little as she set her palm against my bare chest.  For a second, I couldn’t remember what I’d wanted to ask her.
 
   I swallowed hard and tried to focus.
 
   “If you’re not worried about David, who are you worried about?”
 
   When she didn’t answer, I lightly jostled her in my arms to wake her up again.
 
   She smiled up at me.
 
   “Can I sleep in your shirt tonight?”
 
   The image of her in my shirt created a gnawing need in my gut.  Yeah, she’d be sleeping in my shirt tonight, and if I were lucky, she’d be sleeping in my bed within a week.  First, though, I needed her trust.
 
   “Why did David keep you locked away?”
 
   “Blake told him to.  I really liked when you kissed my neck even though I tried not to.”
 
   How was I supposed to think with comments like that?  My gaze fell to her neck.  Did she want me to kiss her again?  I really wanted to.  She sleepily smiled up at me, beckoning.  So tempting.  My fingers twitched with the need to follow the direction of my thoughts.  But if I did, I wouldn’t find out about her past and tomorrow, we’d be right back to her smelling like fear.
 
   “Who’s Blake?” I asked.
 
   “I like you without a shirt.  A lot.”  Her fingers danced along my skin again, heating my blood.  Then, suddenly, her expression changed from dreamy to concerned.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “I have you, honey.  Let’s get you ready for bed.”
 
   She nodded, and l started toward the house.  Inside was quiet.  I had no doubt both Winifred and Jim were awake, though.
 
   When I started up the stairs, Michelle looped her arms around my neck and pressed tightly against me.  My thoughts returned to snuggling and kissing her neck.  I was climbing a true stairway to heaven.
 
   At her closed door, I hesitated.  Not willing to let her go just yet, I shifted her weight to one arm and opened the door.  The soft sounds of her brothers’ breathing came from the bedroom.  I stepped inside and nudged the door almost shut behind me.
 
   Her eyes fluttered closed, and her hold around my neck grew lax.
 
   I wanted to kiss her.
 
   “But I won’t,” I said softly.
 
   She turned her head slightly and opened her eyes.  When she saw me, she smiled.  “So handsome.”
 
   Her lids closed again, and I wondered how much she would remember tomorrow.
 
   My resolve to leave her alone weakened.  I lowered my head, watching for any sign of aversion.  Her lashes remained on her cheek as I touched my nose to her temple.  Inhaling, I trailed my way to her neck.  Her scent soothed the need that had been growing since I first saw her, but created a new ache that demanded more.
 
   “Mmm...”
 
   The sound of her throaty groan caused my teeth to lengthen and my arms to tremble.  But, I didn’t stop my exploration.  Reaching the curve of her neck, I pressed my lips to her skin and held still.  She sighed a little and relaxed further.
 
   I shook with the need to run my tongue over her skin.  To taste her.  To bring us one step closer to Claiming, then Mating.  Mine.  Her reaction now, even though she was drunk, helped assure me that there would be a time when she would come to me willingly.
 
   I pulled back and jostled her a little.  As soon as her eyes opened, I set her on her feet.  Being upright seemed to bring a clearer level of awareness to her gaze.  She looked up and studied me for a moment before turning away to follow the path to her bedroom.  She swayed on her feet, but I didn’t move to help her.  If I touched her any more, I wasn’t sure I’d have the strength to leave again.
 
   Waiting by the door, I listened to her undress.  She didn’t get into bed as I expected but reappeared in the hallway, dressed in my shirt.  The hem kissed the tops of her thighs.  Cutoffs showed just as much skin but somehow, seeing her in just my shirt made that same skin so much more delicious.
 
   I fisted my hands, wanting desperately to close the distance between us.  The hesitation in her eyes kept me in place.
 
   “Good night, Emmitt.”
 
   With her words, she blushed slightly.  A hint of her interest in me perfumed the air, and I smiled.  She was mine, and soon she’d realize it.
 
   “Sweet dreams, Michelle.”  I turned and walked out the door, waiting in the hallway until I heard her crawl into bed.
 
   Rolling my shoulders to ease some of the tension, I started down the stairs.  Jim and Winifred were waiting for me at the bottom.
 
   “How did it go?” Winifred asked.
 
   Exhaling heavily, I motioned to Jim’s apartment.  She went to the fridge and grabbed three beers.  No one said anything as I opened mine and took two long swallows.
 
   “Well, I think.  I shifted and she didn’t run away screaming.  So that’s something, right?”
 
   Winnifred nodded and sipped her beer.
 
   “She said some things to me that aren’t right.  When I found her, a man named David was trying to take her back to wherever she’s from.  David mentioned two other names.  Blake and Richard.  Last night she told me someone kept her brothers locked in their room.”
 
   Jim growled low and I nodded.
 
   “But when I told her I wouldn’t let David come near them again, she gave me a funny look and said she wasn’t afraid of David.  I think one of those other two were keeping her and her brothers locked away.”
 
   “Old boyfriend, maybe?” Winifred said.
 
   “Why do you think that?”
 
   “Humans can get possessive, too.  And when they do, they tend to cross lines.  It’s the only thing I can think of that would make sense.  It would also explain why she fears you more than Jim.  She’s interested in you, and the last man to be interested in her locked her away.  Wouldn’t you be afraid of that happening again?”
 
   I nodded slowly.  It would make sense.
 
   “But then, who was David?” Jim said.
 
   I wished I knew.
 
   We stayed up talking for another hour.  Before Winifred went for her nightly run, I asked for some aspirin in case Michelle needed it in the morning.
 
   Sleep eluded me as I lay on the couch.  Michelle hadn’t lied when she said she needed a friend.  More than that, she needed someone she could trust.  But, what more could I do to show her she could trust me?  Revealing what I was and that werewolves existed was my biggest secret to share.  It was my way of showing Michelle that I trusted her.  She could destroy lives with that simple fact, not that I thought she’d say anything.  She kept secrets; she didn’t tell them.  And, that was the problem.  She needed to trust me so she could tell hers.  I couldn’t help her until she did.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The faint sound of a floorboard creaking brought me instantly off the couch.  I filled a glass of water and grabbed the pills before taking the stairs two at a time.
 
   Werewolves didn’t get hangovers, but my mom did, and it didn’t take much alcohol.  I didn’t want Michelle feeling like that.  Plus, I just needed to see her.  Would she remember all of last night?  Would her fear of me be gone?  Would she be ready to see me as her Mate?
 
   I knocked and waited.  When nothing happened, I knocked again.  Louder.  From inside, I heard Liam use his nickname for Michelle.  He was trying to wake her up.  Good boy.  I kept knocking to help.
 
   A faint groan reached me.
 
   “Mimi,” Liam said, softly.  “Someone’s at the door.  I think it’s Uncle Jim.”
 
   Uncle Jim?  Liam and I obviously needed to do some more bonding.
 
   Another groan.
 
   “Should I get the door?” Liam asked.
 
   When I heard footsteps, I stopped my knocking and waited with the pills and water ready.  Anticipation coiled in my chest.  A moment later, the door flew open.
 
   Her dark hair was a messy halo around her head.  Sleep marks creased one cheek, and she had a hand print on her neck.  And she was scowling.
 
   Trying to hold back a smile was impossible.  Especially when she was still wearing my shirt.  I held out the water and pills.
 
   She took the glass and swallowed down the pills without a word.  The tilt of her head and the movement of her throat pulled my gaze.  I was dying for a taste of her.  Could she tell?  Did she know that was why I was up here?
 
   “I heard Liam moving around and wanted to know if he’d like to come down and eat breakfast with me,” I said.
 
   Her eyes met mine, and I watched emotions play across her features.  When she cringed, I knew she was remembering last night.  I waited for her reaction, but the scent of her fear didn’t return.
 
   “I’m never drinking again,” she whispered.
 
   I grinned.  We were good.  Not Mates or even friends, but we’d get there.
 
   “I like your pajamas,” I said, still smiling at the beautiful woman who owned my heart.
 
   She looked down at it and frowned.  “We’re not on speaking terms today,” she said.  But I saw the humor in her eyes.
 
   I laughed.  She didn’t have a chance.  Mine.
 
   Liam walked down the hall, dressed for the day.  I waved him over, ready to bond so Michelle could get more sleep.
 
   “Send Aden down when he’s up.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   We were all sitting at the island when I heard her on the stairs.  Jim quickly reached out and grabbed seven more pancakes from the mountain on the platter in the middle of the island.
 
   “Jim, save some for Michelle,” Winifred said at the same time I moved the pancake platter further out of his reach.
 
   “She won’t be hungry,” Liam said quietly.  “She never is when she has her headaches.”
 
   The sad way he said it gave us all pause.  Then Michelle walked in.  Winifred went back to helping Aden cut his sausage, Jim went back to drowning his pancakes in syrup, and I forgot everything.
 
   She’d showered, and her hair was up but still damp.  The tank top hugged her curves and her jean cutoffs hugged her—
 
   I looked up as she kissed her brothers so she wouldn’t catch my wandering, and very appreciative, eye.  In the light of the kitchen, she looked pale.  And the sidelong glance she gave the food told me she wasn’t yet feeling well.
 
   Winifred gave Michelle a once-over from head to toe.  Quickly focusing on fixing Michelle a plate, I pretended not to notice when Winifred turned to glare at me.  The scent of old booze, particularly tequila, was hard to miss.
 
   Emmitt, she’s under my protection.  Do not allow her to consume that much alcohol again.
 
   Yes, ma’am.
 
   “What do you guys want to do today?” Michelle asked her brothers.
 
   “It’s going to be hot and humid.  Can we go back to the lake?” Jim asked, distracting Winifred from scolding me further.
 
   Michelle nodded, surprising me.  She hadn’t seemed too excited about going the last time.
 
   “Michelle and I will get the groceries this time,” I said, lightly pouring syrup over her pancakes.  When I handed her the plate, she wrinkled her nose.
 
   “No,” Winifred said.  “I think you should take Jim so you can teach him how to shop.”
 
   I turned away so Michelle wouldn’t see my frown.
 
   She was afraid and asked for another drink.  I allowed two shots then she had water.  I didn’t like that she felt she needed the alcohol to face the truth about who we are, but I wasn’t about to deny her, either, when she was giving me a chance.  I don’t think that—
 
   Emmitt.
 
   I knew better than to keep going.  Winifred might look old, but she was the most capable and fiercest Elder we had.  If she wanted, she could lay down a beating that would make me whimper like a pup, or she could command me.  Commands were far worse.
 
   I want to ask how she’s doing, and she’s more likely to speak freely without you two here.
 
   When I turned back around, I saw Jim finishing Michelle’s pancakes.  I gave him a look, and he gave a slight shrug and nodded toward Michelle.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Winifred was right to send me with Jim.  We would have been eating beef sticks and cheese popcorn all day.  As we loaded everything into the back of the truck, I contacted Winifred.
 
   We’re done.  Real food for a picnic lunch.
 
   Meet us at the beach.  We’re just rounding up the kids.
 
   How is she?
 
   Hung over.  But surprisingly well-adjusted given what she’s just learned.
 
   I exhaled with relief.
 
   We’ll see you soon, she said.
 
   “We’re meeting them at the lake,” I said as I got in behind the wheel.
 
   The drive seemed to take longer than I remembered.  Nervous anticipation wound in my gut.  It seemed as if I hadn’t seen Michelle in weeks.  I itched to sit on the beach with her and inhale her sweet scent.
 
   “Thinking about her bikini again?” Jim said, interrupting my thoughts.  “Me, too.”
 
   “Find your own.”  I punched him in the arm, and he laughed.
 
   “Nah.  Michelle’s a gift.  The chances of two cubs from the same family Mating are about one in never.  Besides, Winifred needs me.”
 
   “I don’t think she’d agree.”
 
   “Nope.  Me neither.  But, she does.  She knows she won’t live forever, and the future of our kind worries her.  Training me gives her peace of mind.”
 
   “It might if she could actually train you.”
 
   “If I made it too easy, she’d get bored and pick someone else.  Nah, I’m good for her.”
 
   “You think you’re good for everyone.”
 
   When we pulled into the gravel lot, Winifred’s car was the only one there.  On the beach, the boys ran around while Winifred watched them.  Michelle was already lying on a blanket in the sun.  She wore a tank top, cotton shorts, and a large hat that covered most of her face and shaded her eyes so I couldn’t see if she was awake or sleeping.
 
   “Ah, too bad,” Jim said.  “Still no bikini sighting.”
 
   That did disappoint me a little.  But knowing I’d get to spend the whole day with her made up for it.  However, she didn’t move at the sound of the truck or when we slammed the doors shut.
 
   Jim pulled one cooler from the back, and I took the other.  The boys cheered when they caught sight of us.  I smiled and called them over for something to drink.  My gaze drifted over to Michelle as I set the cooler down.  She’d pulled up a section of her top, exposing her stomach to the early morning sun.  That bare strip of skin tempted me.
 
   “Emmitt,” Liam said, calling my name a second time as he tugged at my hand.
 
   “Sorry, buddy.  What did you say?”
 
   “What kind of drink did you get us?”
 
   I gave them each a juice box.  Jim stole one, too, and the three of them wandered to the shoreline.  I glanced back at Michelle.  Still nothing.  Her chest continued to rise and fall in a slow, steady rhythm.
 
   “Let her sleep,” Winifred said from beside her.
 
   I nodded and joined the other three at the water.  It was too cold for swimming so we built sandcastles and moats for a while.  Sweat started to shine on their pink little faces by the time we finished, and the cold water didn’t seem so cold anymore.
 
   Their splash into the water woke Michelle enough that she looked up.  Then she went right back to her nap.
 
   I was feeling attention starved.  Deciding I’d waited long enough, I went to the cooler and grabbed a bottle of water.  I opened it and took a long drink, eyeing Michelle as I did so.  She probably needed water, too.  The idea of sharing the same bottle, our lips touching the same space almost like a kiss, set a heavy beat in my chest.  Winifred didn’t say anything as I moved to stand beside Michelle.
 
   While I was trying to decide how to wake her, some of the water from the cold bottle dripped onto her stomach.  She made the cutest squealing sound and sat up.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, trying to smother my insincere grin.  I offered her the water.  “Your head will start hurting again.  Drink up.”
 
   She took the bottle and eyed it for a second before arching a brow at me.  She knew I’d had some.  Would she care?  I shrugged and waited to see what she’s do.  She uncapped it and took several swallows.
 
   No fear.  Just her sweet pancake and syrup scent, getting stronger by the second.
 
   It just made my need to be near her worse.
 
   When she handed me the bottle, I settled on the edge of blanket, crowding her.
 
   “Just like your father,” Winifred mumbled as she stood and went to inspect the finished castles.
 
   Michelle remained where she was, eyeing me.  Still not trusting me.  I needed more answers.
 
   “About last night,” I said.
 
   “Don’t want to talk about it.”  She moved over and went to lay in Winifred’s spot.
 
   I moved fast, shifting positions in a blur so she’d be using me as a pillow.  When her head touched my stomach, she sat back up and gave me a startled look.
 
   “How did you move—”  She shook her head, not finishing her question.
 
   She was clamming up.  Something she did all too well.  I needed her to talk.
 
   “I thought after showing you what I am, you’d have more questions for me.  Other than if you could wear my shirt.”
 
   She blushed and tipped the hat to try to hide her face.  “Nope.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   It hurt a little that she didn’t want to know anything about me.  I could understand not asking about the fur, but what about other stuff?  My interests.  My hobbies.  The same things I really wanted to know about her, like her favorite color.  Maybe I just needed to keep it simple and light.
 
   “Green,” I said randomly.
 
   She glanced at me.  “What?”
 
   “It’s my favorite color.  What’s yours?”
 
   “If I tell you, will you let me lay down again?”
 
   I grinned, knowing she’d talk.
 
   “I don’t know that I have one.  I like looking at the sky, though, so maybe blue.”
 
   Had she been so locked away that she’d often looked at the sky and wished for freedom?  That made me a little sad for her and made my need for answers grow stronger.  She talked when her guard was down.  Alcohol worked, but I wouldn’t be using that again.  As I studied her tired profile, I had another idea.  Grinning, I moved over on the blanket and gave her space to lay back down.  Maybe I could get something out of her if she was almost asleep.
 
   She took the bait and lay down after a few more swallows of water.  Minutes passed.  Her breathing slowed, and her expression relaxed.  I couldn’t stop watching her.  What made her so perfect?
 
   “What kind of music do you like?” I asked quietly.
 
   “I don’t remember.”  The quiet words escaped on an exhale.  She was so close to sleeping.
 
   “Why not?”  I kept my tone light.
 
   “Blake hated the noise.”
 
   Blake again.  Her leg twitched, and I knew I was losing her to a deeper sleep.  Reaching out, I gently ran my fingers through her hair.
 
   “Who’s Blake?” I asked.
 
   She didn’t wake enough to answer.
 
   After several minutes, I stood and joined Winifred as she watched Jim play with the kids in the shallows.
 
   “Try not to obsess over it,” she said.
 
   “What part?  That she was kept prisoner by someone?  That what she went through made it difficult for her to trust me?  Or that there are people from her past still trying to find her, and I can do nothing about it because she won’t confide in me?”
 
   “All of it.”  Winifred turned to study me.  “Be patient with her.  She needs time to heal from whatever happened to her.  And, she will heal, Emmitt.  When she does, she’ll remember your patience.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.  I just hate hearing a name and not knowing who it is.”
 
   “You said she mentioned a stepfather passing away.  Perhaps that was his name.”
 
   For the next hour, Jim and I played with the boys while Winifred went back to keep an eye on Michelle.  I knew the moment she woke.  She sat up and looked around in confusion.  Patience, I reminded myself as I kept my focus on Liam.
 
   “How long was I out?”
 
   Despite the distance, I could hear her clearly as she spoke to Winifred.
 
   “About an hour.  Almost time for lunch.”
 
   “Let’s try something different,” I said to Liam.  “I’ll teach you guys a way to splash Jim with more water.”  Using my clasped hands, I spun a slow circle in the water to show them.  The turn also gave me a chance to watch Michelle.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” she said softly.  “Do I have a scent?”
 
   “Everyone does, dear.  As unique as a fingerprint.”
 
   “Why would a werewolf want to scent me?”
 
   What?  I whipped my head her direction.  Our gazes met and held.
 
   Why would she ask that? I sent Winifred.  I’ve never—
 
   Emmitt, focus on what you’re doing.  You’re making her uncomfortable.
 
   Jim chose that moment to send a wave of water my way.  It hit me in the side of the head, filling my ear.  The boys giggled loudly.
 
   I didn’t care what Winifred said, I needed to understand what Michelle was asking.  Was it when I’d stopped her from leaving?  How would she have known I was scenting her?  We’d never discussed that.
 
   Michelle blushed and dropped her gaze, and Winifred gave me a warning scowl before responding to her.
 
   “I’d be happy to answer that question, but I need to explain more than that for you to understand.  If you’re willing.”
 
   Liam tugged on my arm.
 
   “Aren’t you going to get Jim back?”
 
   “I think Emmitt needs to walk a little deeper into the cold water,” Jim said.
 
   I turned away from Michelle to give Jim a discreet gesture of brotherly affection while still paying attention to what Winifred said next.
 
   “Emmitt shared with me that he showed you who we are.  People use the term werewolf, but we are more than a shapeshifting creature of the night.  We are the opposite of a person with multiple personalities.  We are one personality with two bodies.  Who we are doesn’t change, no matter the form we choose.  However, there are benefits to each form we wear.  We are faster on four legs than two, but not by much.  When in our fur, we have better protection because of our teeth and claws.  Yet, some things, like our sense of smell, hearing, and sight, don’t change.
 
   “Our sense of smell is more vital to us than our sight.  We can smell an object long after it has disappeared.  A scent can tell us more than we could ever see.  Emotions like fear and desire can flavor a person’s usual fragrance.  Through our senses, we read the world and react to it.
 
   “Scenting is when we use our sense of smell to identify potential Mates.  Their scent calls to us.  It’s more than just liking the fragrance.  It’s the rightness of it.”  Winifred paused for a moment.  “I’ve never had to explain this to someone who didn’t have our noses.  So let me know if I’m not making sense.”
 
   Tell her she smells like warm pancakes, I sent to Winifred.
 
   I will not.  Mind your business.
 
   Jim sent another giant wave of water our way.  I shook my head and continued to listen while I helped Liam return the favor.
 
   “I like the smell of strawberries, but I wouldn’t want my clothes to smell like them.  It’s a good smell, but not right for clothes.  It’s the same for finding potential Mates.  Although my scent may be pleasant to several of my kind, it might not be just right for any of them.  Because of the nuance between an alluring scent and the rightness of that perfect scent, nature threw in a backup plan.  It’s something we feel deep inside ourselves, like a tug in our stomach, reeling us toward the one we’re meant to be with.  The scent calls us, possibly from a greater distance than we can see, but the pull cinches the deal.”
 
   Winifred paused for a moment, and I was about to look up when Winifred communicated with me.
 
   By the scent of her panic and her quick look in your direction, I would say she feels a strong pull for you.
 
   I agree, but, I don’t want her to bolt because she thinks she has no choice.
 
   You want me to lie?
 
   Of course not.  I just wish you would have...I don’t know...softened the truth a bit.
 
   “It’s a lot to take in, but nothing to worry about.  With humans, we werewolves typically don’t feel or scent anything that would indicate we’re compatible with you.  Oh, a few have tried to have relationships, but they were shallow connections that never lasted long.”
 
   Not what I meant.  I sent her a look that might have earned me a smack upside my head in my younger years.
 
   Winifred ignored me and handed Michelle another bottle of water.
 
   “Would you like me to tell you more about our kind?”
 
   Michelle nodded hesitantly, and Winifred explained our history and how Mom had helped unite the small packs.
 
   “Charlene put the backbone back in our pack and brought us together by sheer determination.  It’s because of her plans for pack growth that I am here with Emmitt and Jim.  We are trying to establish another pack location because the main one in Canada is growing too large for the space.
 
   “Our society is like any other in that we each have a place in it.  Elders are the keepers of knowledge and peace.  Pack leaders keep the peace within their own pack, but Elders keep the peace between packs.”
 
   Winifred’s explanation caused me a brief moment of guilt.  She made it sound like there were many packs.  There weren’t.  Not really.  There were still secluded families of three or four members who considered themselves a pack, but there weren’t packs like my father’s or like what my parents wanted me to start here.  A large pack made up of many families gave the members a kind of strength and security in the human community that the smaller packs would never have.
 
   People were depending on me to step up, and I wasn’t.
 
   “Cut it out,” Jim said so only I would hear.  “Guilt’s meant for troublemakers like me, not poster boys like you.”
 
   I didn’t respond as Winifred continued.
 
   “Almost all werewolves belong to a pack.  However, some werewolves choose to live on their own.  Those we call Forlorn.  They can still hear the Elders and have the same compulsion to obey, but they follow no pack leader.”
 
   “So Emmitt’s mom is the pack leader?” Michelle asked.
 
   That made me smile.  Mom would have laughed.
 
   “Technically, no.  Emmitt’s father is the leader.  But, Charlene influences the pack in her own right.”
 
   Michelle was quiet for a moment.
 
   “Where in there does biting become involved?”
 
   Winifred coughed to cover her laugh, Jim laughed outright, but I didn’t laugh at all.
 
   Winifred, I didn’t say a thing about biting.  Ask Jim if he did.
 
   There was a pause before she confirmed he hadn’t either.
 
   “Can I ask where these questions are coming from?” Winifred asked Michelle.
 
   “Just curious.  Maybe we should eat lunch.”
 
   Michelle was obviously trying to change the subject.
 
   I’m worried, I sent to Winifred.
 
   I think you are right to be.  I’m considering sending out a message to all werewolves asking for someone to step forward if they’ve shared information with a human or heard of someone sharing information with a human.
 
   Let’s hold off on that.  There will be questions, and Michelle isn’t ready for attention from any more of our kind.
 
   Very well.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   After we got home from the lake, Michelle and the boys stayed in her apartment for the rest of the night.  Restless, I went upstairs and continued my work across the hall.  It didn’t take long for Jim to join me.  While I painted, he leaned against the island cabinets I’d installed and sipped one of the beers he’d brought with him.
 
   “Spit it out,” I said after a long silence.
 
   “Why?  It’s good beer.”
 
   I shook my head and grinned.  I’d forgotten just how much he goofed around.
 
   “You know what I think?” he said.
 
   “That we should go to the bar and drink a week’s wages in an effort to get drunk?”
 
   He laughed.  “That would have been my thought if Winifred hadn’t threatened to command me never to drink alcohol if I ‘wasted pack money’ like that again.”
 
   “Ouch.”  I moved to paint under the hanging cabinets.
 
   “Yeah.  Did you know she commanded me to go a whole day without eating?”
 
   I stopped painting to look at him.  His expression was entirely serious, and I couldn’t tell if he was lying.
 
   “She wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “She would if she wanted me to learn what it felt like to be compelled to do something that I was completely against doing.”  He shrugged.  “Training exercise.”
 
   “And, how was it?”
 
   “I nearly died,” he said before tipping back his beer.
 
   “Doubt it.”
 
   “She baked all day.  I could smell the cookies.  I could see the cookies.  I could even touch the damn things.  But I couldn’t bring myself to put them in my mouth.  Man, I wanted to.  I really did.”
 
   He cracked open another beer.
 
   “When my time was up and I could eat again, I nearly ripped her door off trying to get to the cookies.”
 
   “Bet she had something to say about that.”
 
   “Yep.  She did.  Just like Michelle will when she finally gives you the go-ahead to have her cookies.  Don’t let your obsession control you, Emmitt, or it will drive her away.”
 
   I stared at him, really seeing my brother and what he had to offer.
 
   “When did you get to be so damn smart?”
 
   “If you ask Winifred, I’m not.”  He grinned, then sauntered out the door.  I stayed in the apartment, working until exhaustion won out over my need to be close to Michelle.
 
   The next day, Michelle brought Liam and Aden out to play.  They ran for the sprinkler, but she was pensively quiet as she sat on the porch.  Considering everything she’d been through in such a short time, I left her to her thoughts and played in the water with the boys.
 
   The following day, I twitched with what I felt was a growing distance between us.  After Jim left for work, I went upstairs to the new apartment.  It was coming along nicely.  Another week or two and it would be ready for Michelle and the boys.  Then, I’d be living right across the hall.
 
   Around seven, I heard the boys run down the steps, and Aden came back up crying not long afterward.
 
   Problem? I sent Winifred.
 
   He wanted to play with Jim.  They’re growing bored.
 
   I can come play.
 
   No, I think it would be best for you to finish the apartment.  I have a better idea to keep them busy.
 
   I went back to grouting the backsplash in the kitchen and listened to Michelle negotiate with Aden to calm him down.  A few minutes later, Winifred knocked on Michelle’s door.
 
   “Good morning, Michelle.  Liam mentioned he didn’t know the ABC song.  Would you mind if they spent some time with me a few days a week so I can work on their alphabet with them?”
 
   Silence greeted the question.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with them not knowing their ABCs, yet.  Four and five is just the right age to start learning.  I have so many of my old materials left, and, frankly, I miss working with children.  I thought I would offer.”
 
   “I need to make cookies,” Aden said firmly.
 
   I could just picture him crossing his arms in a stubborn stance and grinned.
 
   “I’ll send him down when we’re done,” Michelle said.
 
   Since both the apartment doors were open, I heard the two of them make the dough and Aden tromp downstairs when his part was done.  Michelle quietly put the cookies in the oven, and heat began to drift into the hall.  Even with the windows open, it was growing too hot to work inside.  I finished grouting the tiles on the bathroom floor then went to gather what I needed to paint the exterior.  I figured I’d start with the third floor and work my way down.
 
   When I stepped out onto the porch, I found Michelle lying on her stomach on a blanket.  She looked up at me with a smile.  The usual t-shirt she wore over her suit was missing.  I swallowed hard at the sight of all that honeyed skin and almost dropped half the painting supplies.
 
   She jumped and offered to help me.  I barely noticed surrendering two cans of paint because I was staring at the prettiest bikini top that ever existed.  My mind went into overdrive imagining what lay beneath.
 
   She lifted a can.  “What are you doing with all of this?”
 
   With effort, I met her gaze.  My head was fuzzy, and my ears were ringing.  It was like her chest had a gravitational pull on my eyes.  They wanted to drift down again.  Sweat coated my forehead.  I hoped my teeth weren’t getting longer.  Her expectant gaze had me scrambling to recall what she’d asked.  The supplies.  Right.
 
   “The outside needs painting, too.  I thought I’d start on it while the paint dried in there.”
 
   My voice was rough with need, and I hoped she wouldn’t notice.  My worry broke my concentration, and I looked down.  It wasn’t that I was a sex-starved pervert—I mean, I was that too—but there was more to this pull than that.  Every new inch I saw, every fact I discovered about her past, it all just made me crave more.  More Michelle.  More time together.  More of a relationship than what we had now.  And, if I wanted more, I needed to play it cooler than I was.  Just like Jim had said.
 
   I turned away and walked to the far corner of the porch.  With each step I focused on my breathing and my pulse, trying to calm and center myself.  Then, the aroma of fresh cookies hit me, bringing back Jim’s reference from the night before.  I wanted her cookies badly...damn it.  Steady and cool, I reminded myself as I slowly breathed in and out.
 
   “Is the apartment almost done?” she asked from behind me.  She set the cans next to the pile of supplies I made.
 
   When I turned around, I felt more like myself and easily maintained eye contact.
 
   “I still need to work on some plumbing, but it’s close.  Want to see it?”
 
   While she hadn’t blinked at my prior eye-groping, my steady, respectful gaze made her nervous.
 
   “That’s okay,” she said.
 
   I didn’t want her to run away.
 
   “I could actually use your input on the colors in the bathroom.  Nana bought a variety of cans on clearance, and I’m down to a yellow and a grey.”
 
   She nodded, and I led her to her future new apartment.  I watched her study the large, open living room and kitchen.  Her gaze slid over the neutral wall colors, the roughed-in kitchen cabinets, and the large, earth-toned tiles.  She looked impressed, which made it easier to breathe.
 
   “Wow.  This looks great.”
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” I said.  “Let me show you the bathroom.”
 
   I led her down the short hallway to the bathroom.  The toilet was sitting outside the door, waiting to be installed.
 
   “We can’t go in,” I said, stopping by the toilet.  “The grout is still wet, but you can see the colors in the tile from here.”
 
   She moved to peek in, her hair brushing over her shoulder and knocking the molding I’d set against the frame.  I reached out and grabbed it before it fell.  Something about my reaction scared her, though.  The sour scent of her fear filled the air, and she shuddered.
 
   “Don’t,” I said hoarsely.
 
   She looked up at me with wide eyes.
 
   “You are the one person who will never have to fear me.”
 
   Fear turned to confusion.
 
   “I’m sorry I kneed you,” she said.
 
   I was sorrier that I’d scared her enough to do it.  Reaching out, I gently touched her cheek, feathering my fingertips over her skin from temple to jaw.  Her pulse jumped, and the sweet smell of her interest in me filled the air.
 
   “I’m sorry I scared you,” I said, moving closer.
 
   Her gaze went to my lips, an invitation if I ever saw one.  The hitch of her breath as her gaze met mine was the confirmation I needed.  I moved in.
 
   “And I’m sorry I missed it,” Jim said from the living room, making her jump.
 
   I dropped my hand and glanced over her shoulder at Jim.  Michelle put some distance between us and gave the bathroom one more look.
 
   “The yellow won’t work, but the grey might.  Too bad you didn’t have a blue-grey to match the flecking in the tile.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said.  If she wanted blue-grey, I’d buy some.
 
   She nodded and started toward the living room where Jim stood watching us.
 
   “Why are you here, Jim?” I asked.
 
   “Aden mentioned something about cookies.  Hope you didn’t give any to Emmitt.”
 
   When Michelle stepped into the light of the large room, Jim wolf-whistled.
 
   “I regret my decision to think of you as a sister,” he said with a grin.  “Nana can sure pick a suit.  I think you should really wear a t-shirt over that, though.”
 
   Michelle blushed.
 
   “Shut up, Jim,” I said, keeping my tone even as she walked out the door.  Once she was out of hearing, I turned on him.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “That was me stopping you from making a mistake.”
 
   “A mistake?  You’re telling her to wear more clothes.”  I ran a hand over the back of my neck, frustrated.
 
   “She’s already confused and scared with what she has on her plate.  Kissing her would have just added more, and she would have taken off for sure.  I thought I made that clear last night.”
 
   It annoyed me to know he was probably right.
 
   “You haven’t taken your Elder vows, yet.  So stop interfering like you are one.”
 
   He had the nerve to laugh.
 
   “Even if I went downstairs and took them now, you still wouldn’t have liked what I did.  Hell, I didn’t like what I did.  But it was a necessary block to see this to the end, Emmitt.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Michelle and the boys ate in their apartment that night.  Winifred didn’t comment when I declined to have dinner with her and Jim.  I opted to go for a run instead.  Sprinting between trees and howling at the moon—more like yelling my frustration at it—helped calm me down a little.  I was still too restless when I returned, so I worked in the apartment, touching up paint until close to dawn.  Jim’s couch didn’t really appeal to me, but I lay on it anyway, with the apartment door open so I could listen.
 
   Jim unintentionally woke me from a light sleep when he left.  After a quick shower, I went back to the third floor and looked at my progress from the evening before.  I’d scraped the back side of the house so well, very little still clung to the wood siding.  Taking a wire brush, I went over the surface one more time.
 
   From within, I heard Michelle and the boys wake and get ready for their day.  By the time I finished the back wall, Winifred had already claimed the boys for another morning of learning their alphabet.  I knew she was only too happy to teach two willing boys.  Jim wasn’t the only one who’d been lonely here.
 
   A sound on the porch pulled me from my thoughts.  The steps were light, but not light enough for a werewolf.  I smiled and purposely met her as she rounded the corner.  She gasped in surprise, almost running into me.  I caught her with one arm and stole the cookie she had in her hand with the other.
 
   She nervously smiled at me when I took a bite and offered it back to her.
 
   “I actually brought it for you,” she said.  Anxiety coated her scent.
 
   I studied her in silence and wondered how long it’d take to learn her moods and reactions.  According to Dad, Mom still kept him guessing.  I didn’t like it.
 
   “Will you tell me about your family?”  She took up the broom I’d set aside and started sweeping.  “Please.”
 
   I wanted to grin.  She was finally asking questions.
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Anything.  Everything.”  She shrugged, and I wished I understood why she was so anxious.  Was she worried my family wouldn’t like her?  They’d love her once they knew about her.
 
   “My dad’s side is from Canada.  My mom, from the states.  They met when she was pretty young.  The way my dad tells it, it was love at first sight.  My mom just rolls her eyes.”  I grinned and moved to start scraping an untouched side of the house.  She trailed behind me, listening as she swept up what I took off.
 
   “My dad’s brother lives in Canada with them at the Compound, which is a collection of old buildings that make up the community I grew up in.  It has been struggling for decades to support itself while keeping away from the corrupt influences of the outside world,” I said.  It still made me want to laugh that so many of our kind still avoided contact with humans, as if humanity’s insatiable need for more would somehow extinguish the werewolf need for simplicity.
 
   “Corrupt?”
 
   “Some believed that humans would lead the world to devastation through their wars, pollution, and overpopulation.  They thought by withdrawing from it, they could save themselves.
 
   “The day my mom showed up, about thirty years ago, changed the direction they’d been headed.  She made them see they were hurting themselves by hiding from the truth.  They’d created their own distrust by not learning about the changes they were scorning, and they had made it harder for future generations to rejoin the world.  That’s part of the reason they sent me back here to live with Nana Wini.”
 
   I slowed down when I reached the corner to let Michelle catch up so we wouldn’t be on separate sides of the house.  When she finished the last neat pile, I started the new wall.
 
   “The more of us who leave to learn about the world, the better it is for others when we go back and share what we learned.  The money we earn doesn’t hurt, either.  Part of the reason I know what I’m doing here is because I grew up helping with this kind of work back home.
 
   “My mom started making improvements as soon as there was money, and she hasn’t stopped.  People actually have beds to sleep in now.”
 
   I cringed at the way that sounded.  For us, sleeping on the ground or floor wasn’t a problem.  We shifted to our fur and got comfortable.  In fact, many of my Dad’s generation had refused beds for a long time, thinking it would make them soft and weak.  Mom eventually won them over.
 
   “So the remodeling inside, the painting outside, you learned all this from your mom?”
 
   I nodded.  “Can I ask you a question now?”
 
   Reluctantly, she agreed.
 
   “Will you tell me about your stepfather?”
 
   She sighed and turned her head to look out over the trees.  I wasn’t sure she was going to answer at first.
 
   “It was just me and my mom until after my thirteenth birthday.  She met Richard through a friend of a friend.”
 
   “Richard?”  If Richard was the stepfather, then who was Blake?
 
   “He was nice.  He treated my mom well, and I think he really loved her.  Then, things changed.”
 
   She stopped talking and got a far-off look in her eyes.  I kept working, hoping she’d continue.
 
   “How did they change?” I asked, after I’d slowly moved several feet away from her.
 
   She shook herself and started sweeping.
 
   “My mom died just after Aden was born.  Richard shut us away from the world for four years.”
 
   I stopped what I was doing and looked at her.  Her own stepfather had locked them up?  No child should endure that from someone meant to protect.
 
   “Richard?  Then, who’s Blake?”
 
   She paled and set the broom aside.
 
   “I have to check on the boys,” she said as she reached for her door.
 
   I didn’t see her again for the rest of the day.
 
   When Jim got home, he was quick to note the absence of Michelle and the boys.
 
   “What did you do?” he asked, throwing a beer in my direction.
 
   Winifred came from nowhere and snatched the beer from the air just before it reached my hand.
 
   “You were saying?” she said as she grinned and cracked the bottle open.  Winifred might be old, but she still knew how to play, and to her, we were still pups who needed some fun...sometimes.  When we didn’t need to be kept in line.
 
   “I’m not sure.  She was helping me on the third floor.  We were talking.  She was actually asking questions about Mom and the Compound.  She seemed interested in who we were.  Then, I asked about her stepdad.  She talked for a bit.  She seemed to like him.  When she said his name was Richard, I asked who Blake was.  That’s when she left, saying she needed to check on the boys.”
 
   Jim and Winifred were silently thoughtful.
 
   “Whoever Blake is, he’s the one she’s running from,” I said.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 9
 
   After the way Michelle had taken off and another restless night with my thoughts, I was looking forward to a new day.  I shouldn’t have.  Michelle never appeared.  I tried to be patient while I scraped the paint from the exterior of the second and first floors, but, by three, I couldn’t stand it anymore.  Had I done something wrong?
 
   Setting my brush down, I walked through the new apartment and knocked on her door.  I could hear the sounds of her steps as she backed away.  There were no signs of panic or fear in her pulse or scent.    Why was she avoiding me?
 
   I went back outside and picked up my brush to do the trim around her kitchen windows, my not-so-discreet idea to catch her attention.  Only, the apartment was empty.
 
   It was only after I moved to the second floor that I heard her move down the steps to fetch her brothers.  They were back upstairs within minutes, once again sequestered away, where they ate dinner quietly by themselves.
 
   Impatient, I almost went up to knock again.  But what would I say?  She needed to talk to me?  I didn’t think making demands would help my case or earn me some of her time and attention, which was all I really wanted.
 
   Instead of racing upstairs and making a fool out of myself, I went for another run and considered what to do next to draw her back out.  She seemed to like books.  Maybe I could ask if she’d like to go to the library while Winifred worked with Liam and Aden.  Having a plan, I turned myself around and went back to lay on Jim’s couch.
 
   I caught a few hours of sleep then showered and was in the hall outside her door at first light.  It took a while before I heard anyone move around.  They were real quiet about it, which wasn’t usual.
 
   As soon as Michelle opened the door, the boys bolted out and down the stairs.  She caught sight of me and froze.  Her wide-eyed shock and scent of panic confused me.  It was like we were back where we’d started.  Why, though?
 
   Before I could say anything, she slammed the door shut, saying something about needing to shower.
 
   I cocked my head and listened to her rapid steps, the slam of the bathroom door, and water running.  I idly scratched my neck, frustrated and unsure.
 
   Slowly, I walked to the apartment across the hall and stared at the walls as if they had the answer to what was going on with Michelle.  Women needed owner’s manuals.  Preferably with step-by-step instructions written in a language I could actually understand.
 
   She’d been fine with me on the porch yesterday until I asked about Blake.  If she didn’t want to talk about him, all she needed to do was say so.  I would respect her wishes.  Avoiding me was just an unnecessary punishment.
 
   While I was standing in the apartment, I heard a noise on the porch.  Quietly, I went to investigate and found Michelle outside, getting ready to read.
 
   “Michelle?”
 
   She jumped and turned to stare at me.
 
   “I need to go into town for more paint soon.  I was wondering if you wanted to come with me and help pick out the color.”
 
   She didn’t say anything, just kept staring.  I tucked my hands into my pockets and waited.
 
   “I’ll pass.  I’m more comfortable here,” she said softly.
 
   “Okay.”  Disappointment didn’t cover what I felt.
 
   I turned and walked back inside.  She didn’t want to spend time with me.  She’d made that clear.  But I wouldn’t quit.  If I talked to her a little here and there, she’d come around.  So, I gave her an hour in the sun then decided she needed something to drink.  When I stepped out onto the porch, she was on her knees, looking like she was just getting ready to run inside.  I pretended not to notice.
 
   “Thirsty?” I asked, holding out a sweating glass of water.
 
   “No.  I have to pee.”  She stood quickly and was gone again.
 
   A few moments later, I heard her race down the steps and Winifred’s voice as she greeted Michelle.
 
   She could run, but I wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I went back to work.  I’d make this place a home she wouldn’t want to leave, and I’d treat her with respect and patience for as long as it took.
 
   When lunch approached, I went into her apartment and fixed everyone sandwiches.  If she didn’t want to spend time with me, fine.  But I’d still show her I was here to take care of her.
 
   The boys raced up the stairs and reached the apartment first.
 
   “Emmitt!” Liam said excitedly.  “Are you cooking lunch today?”
 
   The boy made me smile despite hearing his sister dragging her feet in the hallway.
 
   “Yep.  I thought maybe I’d eat with you guys.”
 
   When she stepped in, I made sure not to look at her.
 
   “How about we carry these sandwiches downstairs and eat on the grass?”  I handed each boy a sandwich, took one for myself, and left with the boys.
 
   It seemed to do the trick.  She came downstairs and ate in the shade of the porch.  She didn’t talk to us, but she didn’t run either...until I stood to go inside.
 
   She’ll come around, Emmitt.  Give her time.
 
   I knew Winifred was right, but knowing didn’t make the wait any easier.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The next day, it rained in the early morning.  The rising heat and humidity made painting the exterior impossible, so while the kids ran through the sprinkler, I went outside to do some yard work.
 
   Michelle was already on her blanket on the lower porch.  Not wanting her to run, I kept walking to the garage.  The weed eater leaned in the corner.  From the looks of the yard, Jim didn’t use it often.  Thinking of the kids, I grabbed it and walked out.
 
   “Liam, save some water for me,” I said as I walked past the boys.  He tried splashing me, and I grinned.  He was a different boy from just a few weeks ago.
 
   At the tree line, I gave the starter a pull and got to work.  By the time I managed half of the back side of the yard, sweat was trickling down my spine.  I pulled off my shirt and tucked it into the waistband of my shorts, letting the lazy breeze dry my skin.  It didn’t help much.
 
   When I finished the back section, I killed the motor and moved to start the long side.
 
   “Emmitt, I think the water’s almost gone,” Aden shouted with a giggle.
 
   I glanced at them, seriously thinking about running with them for just a few minutes, when I caught sight of Michelle.  She was sitting on the porch, staring at me with the cutest blush.  When she saw me looking, she lifted her book to hide her face.
 
   Confusing.
 
   When I finished, Winifred already had lunch made.  We all ate together on the porch, Michelle keeping her distance from me.  The boys talked about what they wanted to do when Jim came home.  More sprinkler time and possibly some races.
 
   As soon as they were back in the water, I borrowed Winifred’s keys and went to town.  Michelle said blue was her favorite color, and I needed a gallon for her bedroom.
 
   While I was in town, I spent some time looking at furniture and ordered a few pieces to pick up at a later date.  I hoped she’d like everything and feel at home when I was done.  By the time I had what I needed, the sun hung low in the sky.
 
   When I got back, Winifred sat on the porch with the kids.  Both were eating a cookie, but Aden didn’t look happy about it.
 
   “What’s up, little man?” I said, ruffling his hair.
 
   “Jim’s not home.”
 
   I glanced at Winifred.
 
   Any concern?
 
   Yes.  Quite a bit.  Michelle is missing, too.  When I asked Jim, he said she’s with him but won’t say where.
 
   I struggled for control.  Jim was my brother.  I trusted him with my life.  There had to be an explanation for why he’d taken Michelle off on his own.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be home soon.”  I sat next to the boys.  “Got any big plans for tomorrow?”
 
   They talked through some ideas until Aden was smiling again.
 
   I think I should go look for them.
 
   I agree.  I’ll keep the little ones company.
 
   “Would you two like to watch a movie with me?” she asked Liam and Aden.
 
   While they went inside to watch a movie, I quickly cleaned up and changed.  Outside, I went to the garage and pulled out my bike.  At least Jim had the sense to take the truck.
 
   It wasn’t hard to find them.  The black marks out of the driveway told the direction.  From there, I followed the faded scent of the truck’s exhaust to the bar Michelle had visited once before.
 
   I was going to kill Jim.
 
   Cars crowded the parking lot and music blasted inside.  My ears hurt, and I was still fifty feet away.  Rolling my shoulders, I pocketed the bike key and went inside.
 
   Jim wasn’t hard to spot.  It worried me, though, that the stool next to him was vacant and there was no sign of Michelle.
 
   “Where is she?” I asked when I stood behind him.
 
   “Finally!”  He turned to me.  “You took forever.  She’s avoiding you because being with you makes her want to share her secrets.  Secrets she thinks will give you control over her.  But, she’s promised to stop running away from you.”  He grinned at me.  “You’re welcome.”
 
   I just stared at him for a moment.  Of course he’d noticed she was avoiding me.  And in typical Jim fashion, he’d taken it upon himself to “fix” the problem.  It would have been easier to stay mad at him if he didn’t always deliver a solution, like the key to Michelle’s avoidance.  I sighed, completely understanding how he could annoy Winifred so well.
 
   “Where is she, Jim?”
 
   “Bathroom,” he said, nodding toward the door.
 
   I turned and looked across the crowded room.  People had gathered in the space between the pool table and bar to dance to country rock.  However, they didn’t block my view of the bathroom door as it opened.
 
   Michelle moved into the main room and stood on her toes, looking my way.  Our eyes met.  She blinked slowly, a slight frown pulling at her dark brows.  Before I could motion to her, someone stepped in the way, blocking her view.
 
   Not far from her, a man caught sight of her and smiled.  I felt the sharp edge of my teeth.  Using a strong hand and empty, politely worded excuses, I pushed my way through the crowd, keeping an eye on Michelle.  She made very little progress as she tried to move around the perimeter of the room.  I saw the moment she changed directions to try to cut through the dancers.  So did the man who’d been watching her.
 
   Not happening.  I moved to cut him off.  When he saw me shake my head, he held his hands up good-naturedly and went another direction.  I turned and came up behind Michelle.  Fear and worry were completely absent.  Actually, there wasn’t any emotion coloring her natural scent.  Man, she smelled so good like that.
 
   I caught her around the waist to stop her progress since talking would be useless.  She looked toward Jim before turning to face me.
 
   Even with all the noise, I heard her heart skip a beat when she saw me.  This time, she didn’t look away or try to run.  Instead, her scent changed slightly.  It grew sweeter, more welcoming.  Unable to resist, I leaned in and inhaled near her hair.
 
   “Hi,” she whispered.
 
   Encouraged, I wrapped my arms around her and turned her to the rhythm of the music.
 
   “You had me worried,” I said softly.
 
   “My driving’s not that bad,” she said, pulling back slightly.
 
   Driving?  That explained the black marks.
 
   I smiled and shook my head. “When you stopped talking to me, I thought you wanted to leave.  Then, you did.  With Jim.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   She looked up at me, her baby blues apologetic.  Then, she reached up and curled her fingers in my shirt.  Her eyes lost all apology.  Instead, they were begging.
 
   I couldn’t refuse her anything, but did she really know what she was asking?  How much had she had to drink?  Pulling her close, I lowered my head, slowly closing the distance.  Her pulse leapt, and her natural sweetness intensified, as if trying to cover up the smell of beer.  Her lashes fluttered closed, and she lifted her lips to me.  I wanted to groan.
 
   “Please stop,” I begged.
 
   Her eyes opened.  “What?”
 
   Her exhale brushed my lips.  Mere inches separated us.  She saw it, too.  She pressed against me and started going up on her toes.
 
   Moving quickly, I nudged her head to the side and buried my face in the curve of her neck.  My lips skimmed her skin as I inhaled deeply.  This time, I did groan.
 
   “Driving me crazy,” I said, answering her question.
 
   She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and I held tight.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said.
 
   “If you’ll let me, I’ll explain in the morning.  When you’re more lucid.”  Please still want to talk to me tomorrow, I thought.
 
   The song ended, and I reluctantly let her go to lead her back to Jim.  She wobbled on her feet a bit, but it gave me a chance to hold her hand to keep her steady.
 
   “You found her,” Jim said with a grin.  “Good.”
 
   He handed me the truck keys and held out his hand.  I gave over the bike key.
 
   “Not a scratch.”
 
   He continued to grin.
 
   “You two have fun.”  He sat back on his stool and began to speak to the woman on his right.
 
   He knew Winifred was upset with him.  If he was smart, he’d face the music tonight.  But, as he pointed out, he didn’t want to seem too smart.
 
   I shook my head and tugged Michelle toward the exit.
 
   I have her.  They were at the bar.
 
   Is Jim with you?
 
   No, ma’am.  We’ll be home in a bit.
 
   Is she drunk?
 
   Michelle took that moment to trip on the gravel.  I scooped her up into my arms, and she settled with a sigh against my chest.
 
   I believe she might be a little tipsy.
 
   It might be better if you take your time.  It wouldn’t do for her brothers to see her like that.
 
   Helping Michelle into the truck, I noticed her sandal-clad feet.  Particularly her toes.  I never thought of myself as a foot person.  Feet or paws got us where we needed to go.  But seeing her pink little toes as she smiled dreamily at me stirred something deep.  A need I couldn’t exactly pin.  I wanted to keep her safe and be part of her life.  I wanted to love her until our dying day.  I wanted to be the father of her cubs and the man she smiled at every morning.  I wanted to be her everything.
 
   Just like she was my everything.
 
   “Thank you, Emmitt,” she said, as I brushed back a stray bit of hair from her cheek.
 
   “Any time.”  I reached over her and buckled her in.  “Winifred said she’ll put the boys to bed.  Would you like to take a drive with me?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve been gone too long.  I wanted to go home earlier, but Jim wouldn’t let me drive back.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   So I drove slowly.
 
   By the time we reached the house, the lights were out.
 
   “I think the beer’s wearing off,” Michelle said, reaching for the door.  I moved fast to get there before she could step out.  Good thing, too, because she almost fell out of the door.
 
   “Or maybe not,” she said. “How could Jim drink so much and still be fine?  I think I had maybe three beers.”
 
   “Werewolf metabolism,” I said with a smile.
 
   To keep her steady, I wrapped my fingers around hers.  She leaned into my arm as we walked toward the house.  The stars distracted her, and she stopped for a minute.  Her profile, as she looked up, captivated me.
 
   A sigh escaped her, and she turned and caught me studying her.
 
   “They’re pretty,” she said, looking up again.  “I wonder how many people actually stop to look at them each night.”
 
   “Not enough,” I said.
 
   “They don’t realize what they’re missing.”  She started walking again.  I led her up the steps then held the door for her.  The house was still humid and warm from the day, so I kept the front door open.
 
   Michelle stood in the entry, staring up at the steps.  She had one hand on the wall to keep steady.
 
   “There sure are a lot of stairs,” she said.
 
   “Sure are,” I said, turning to look at them with her.  “Want me to car—”
 
   “Piggyback ride.”
 
   That was all the warning I got before she launched herself at me.  I turned and caught her, but her momentum brought us to the floor, with me on the bottom.  She lay across me with loose limbs and an angel’s smile.
 
   I laughed, and she did too.
 
   “I think it would be wise to see her upstairs,” Winifred said from her open door.
 
   Her look wasn’t playful.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Michelle, your brothers are both sleeping.  They weren’t any trouble to watch, but they did wonder where you’d gone.  We should talk in the morning.”
 
   Michelle’s scent clouded with guilt as Winifred closed her door.  It pissed me off.
 
   Winifred.
 
   What she did was wrong.
 
   You sure about that?
 
   I picked Michelle up and carried her upstairs.  She didn’t look at me the whole way up.  When I set her on her feet, she moved to go inside.
 
   “Wait,” I said.
 
   She turned to look at me.
 
   “Do you promise you’ll talk to me tomorrow?  About whatever you want; just so you talk to me.”
 
   A slight smile lifted her lips.
 
   “I promise.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I was already across the hall when I heard the boys.  Not bothering to knock, I opened the door and called to them.
 
   They stuck their heads into the hall, their hair standing up at all angles.
 
   “If you get dressed without waking your sister, you can help me make her a surprise breakfast.”
 
   They both grinned and disappeared again.  A minute later, they reappeared in swim trunks and no shirts.  That’s about all they’d worn since the heat wave struck.
 
   “She’s still sleeping,” Liam said quietly.
 
   They followed me across the hall where I had paper ready for them.
 
   “I need you two to draw some arrows so she knows to come over here.  While you do that, I’ll make you some breakfast.”
 
   They got to work, happily swinging their feet under the stools I’d brought upstairs for them.  When they finished, they ran off to place the drawings in the apartment, then came back to eat.
 
   “Is Jim home today?” Aden asked with the hope in his gaze.
 
   “Yeah, but I think Nana Wini’s having breakfast with him first.”
 
   Jim had come home close to three a.m.  Winifred hadn’t opened her door, and he’d winked at me on his way past the couch.  Despite coming in so late, he’d still woken up at six with a loud yawn, all the warning I’d needed to beat him to the shower.  When I’d gotten out, I’d heard Winifred lecturing Jim in her apartment.  I doubted she’d be done with him any time soon.
 
   “They’re having a grown-up talk that would make you bored in three seconds.”
 
   “But Jim isn’t bored?” Aden asked.
 
   “Probably to tears.”
 
   “Can we go outside and play when we’re done?”
 
   “You bet.  Just stay in the back where it’s mowed.”
 
   They both nodded and hurried to finish.
 
   As soon as they raced out, I cleaned up their mess and started on breakfast for Michelle.  My gut was tight with anticipation.  She’d been tipsy last night, but not so much that she wouldn’t remember her promise.  Would she keep it?
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 10
 
   Twenty minutes later, a sound from across the hall had me smiling.  Michelle was brushing her teeth.
 
   After the water turned off, it grew quiet.  Worried she might be second-guessing her choice, I went to check on her.  As soon as I opened the door, I saw her.  She stood by the kitchen doors leading to the balcony.  When she turned to look at me, the morning light was her backdrop.  My angel, I thought.  A slow smile grabbed me at the sight of her stolen pajamas.
 
   “Nice shirt,” I said.  Had she been wearing my shirt every night since she’d taken it?  I hoped so.
 
   “Thanks.  It’s really comfy.”
 
   “I know.  Want some breakfast before we face the music for last night?”
 
   She nodded and followed me across the hall.
 
   “How’s your back?” she asked, sitting on a new stool at the island.
 
   She watched me, showing interest in our conversation.  No hesitation.  Did she understand how badly I’d wanted this?  Needed this?
 
   “Fine.”  I moved to turn the bacon.  “Is the floor behaving this morning?”
 
   I plated up our breakfast, giving her the smaller share of a pound of fried bacon.  When I set the loaded plate before her, she eyed the eggs and meat with a hint of distaste.
 
   “Too heavy after last night?” I asked, studying her.
 
   When she nodded, I reached over, picked up a single piece of toast, and handed it to her. “Better?”
 
   “Much.”
 
   I took her plate, content to eat both our portions.  She turned slightly so she could watch me.
 
   “I was thinking maybe we could spend the day together,” she said hesitantly.
 
   Did she honestly think I’d say no to that?
 
   “We could all go to the lake again,” I said.
 
   She made a face. “Maybe somewhere less public?” she said.  “I’d like to learn more about you, like why a strong, fast...person, such as yourself, could get knocked over by a nineteen-year-old lightweight.  And, I’d prefer my brothers don’t see anything unusual.”
 
   “Nineteen?”  I echoed.  My mind went numb with shock, and I dropped my fork.
 
   When I first saw her in the diner and helped her with David, I’d naturally assumed she was older.  And, with every small detail I’d learned of her life before coming here, my assumption had only firmed.  She shouldered so much responsibility to provide for and protect her brothers.  Too much for someone that young.  She needed help and protection.  My protection.   And instead, I’d let her drink and had taken her into a bar.  I swallowed hard, thinking of Winifred’s reaction.
 
   “She’s going to kill me,” I said under my breath.  I pushed my food away, no longer hungry.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   I barely registered Michelle’s words as I considered not telling Winifred.  It was no use.  She’d probably already heard.  The door was open, and her ears were far better than mine.  Yep, I’d be joining Jim, listening to a lecture.  No, wait.  She was mad at Jim.  I just needed to keep the focus on him.  After all, Jim had taken an underage girl to the bar last night.  Not me.
 
   Michelle moved next to me, drawing my attention to her growing concern.
 
   “We all assumed you were a bit older than that,” I said as I stood and started cleaning up.  “Come on.  Let’s get this over with.”
 
   I held out my hand.  She hesitantly took it.
 
   “Are you telling me I look old?”
 
   “Ancient,” I said with a teasing grin.
 
   She continued to hold my hand as we walked together downstairs.
 
   Did you hear? I sent Winifred.
 
   Yes.  We’re waiting for you to join us.
 
   That didn’t sound good.  When we walked into Winifred’s apartment, we found Jim already at the table and Winifred leaning against the counter, her death glare pinning Jim.
 
   “Sit,” she said.
 
   I held out a chair for Michelle before taking my own seat.  Michelle fidgeted beside me.
 
   Winifred’s attention remained on Jim.
 
   “Your irresponsibility knows no bounds.  What were you thinking, taking her to a bar?  Our job is to keep her safe, not keep her stocked with booze.”
 
   He’d been listening to this for over an hour, along with a lecture about an Elder’s responsibility to confer with others before making decisions.  If he wanted to be an Elder, he needed to start conferring.
 
   “And you,” she said looking at me, “are supposed to have her best interests at heart.”
 
   “That’s why I tracked her down and brought her back,” I said quickly.  Jim grimaced.  It was all on Jim this time.
 
   Then, Winifred turned to Michelle.  “At nineteen, you have no right to be going out drinking.”
 
   Michelle’s mouth popped open.
 
   Winifred, I warned at the same time I caught a whiff of Michelle’s anger.
 
   Her face flushed red.
 
   “That is so—my age doesn’t matter.  It never has,” she said.
 
   I studied her, wondering what she meant by that.
 
   “You have a responsibility to your brothers,” Winifred said.
 
   Michelle laid her trembling hands flat on the table.  Had I not smelled her temper or noted the steely glint in her eyes, I would have thought the shaking was from fear or nervousness.
 
   Michelle defiantly met Winifred’s gaze. “No one knows that better than I do.  Their wellbeing, their existence, depended on my obedience.  Complete and absolute.  Don’t speak.  Look up when addressed.  Return to your room when your presence isn’t required.
 
   “I messed up last night.  I get it.  My brothers could have been found, and I wasn’t here to protect them.”
 
   Pain and regret soured her scent, and my heart broke for her.  I had a feeling she’d endured a lot more than what she’d just said.
 
   Nana made a slight noise as if she would continue, but Michelle didn’t let her.
 
   “I don’t need your lecture,” she said angrily.  “I will not be ruled by another—”
 
   She clamped her mouth shut and closed her eyes with a flinch.
 
   Winifred, Jim, and I shared a look.
 
   This conversation needs to lighten up, I sent to Winifred.  I don’t want her comparing us to whoever she left behind.
 
   I agree, Winifred said.
 
   Michelle breathed deeply and opened her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  Then she stood and left.  We remained quiet as she raced up the stairs two at a time.
 
   “She’s wearing your shirt,” Jim observed with a grin.  “One step closer to cookies.”
 
   Winifred’s gaze narrowed on Jim.
 
   “Emmitt, perhaps you can go check on the children.”
 
   Jim slumped in his chair as I went outside.
 
   With the doors and windows open, I still heard every word of Winifred’s continuing lecture.  Jim didn’t say anything in his defense.  He just sat there and took it.  We’d both learned early on, saying anything only prolonged the lectures.
 
   When Michelle came back down and went straight into Winifred’s apartment, I was tempted to go inside.  I didn’t want Winifred upsetting her again.
 
   If we push her too much, she will leave, I sent to Winifred.
 
   I’m very aware of that.  I will not lose my temper again.
 
   I continued to play with the kids as I listened.
 
   “Jim,” Michelle said.  “I’m sorry I used you yesterday.  I should have faced the issue instead of running from it.  Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”
 
   When Jim flew out the door at werewolf speed, slowing when he hit the porch steps, I knew Michelle had asked to speak to Winifred.  Aden saw Jim and cheered.  Jim took over pushing Aden’s swing, and I focused on Liam.  From inside, I heard Michelle talking to Winifred.
 
   “I shouldn’t have said what I did.  You’re right.  I’m not being responsible.  My past, whether good or bad, doesn’t earn me any hall passes.  I’m sorry I left like I did yesterday.”
 
   Keep it light, Winifred.  We need her.  I need her.
 
   Emmitt, I’ve been an Elder longer than you’ve been alive.
 
   Confer, I said, using her own words about Elders and the decisions they make.
 
   You two will be the death of me.
 
    “You are an adult.  You’re correct that you don’t need me to lecture you.  We are here to help you, Michelle, if you would just let us.  We don’t know who you’re hiding from or why.  Is leaving here dangerous?  Is there a chance the people you’re hiding from could track you here?”
 
   “I don’t know,” came Michelle’s faint answer.  “I’m so afraid, Nana.  I’m afraid they’ll find us and afraid if I trust...I’m afraid you’ll be just like them.”
 
   “Never, Michelle.  We are an entirely different species.  Loyalty runs deep with us.”
 
   There was a moment of silence before Winifred started communicating over our link.
 
   Interesting.  What I just said scared her enough that she paled.
 
   Frightening my Mate with what we are isn’t interesting, Winifred.
 
   It wasn’t what we are.  It was when I mentioned our loyalty.
 
   “You’re right,” Michelle said.  “You’re different, and I haven’t taken the time to learn about you like Emmitt asked me to.  I’m sorry to ask this again, but can you and Jim keep an eye on the boys?  I swear I won’t ever disappear like I did yesterday.  I just want to take Emmitt to the front yard where the boys won’t see or hear anything.  Then, I’ll ask Emmitt the questions I should have asked from the start.”
 
   “Of course we will.  You don’t have to ask Emmitt, you know.  You can ask me anything as well.”
 
   Winifred!
 
   I’m just making sure she knows I’m here to answer questions as well.
 
   Instead of coming outside for me, Michelle went to Jim’s apartment.  She moved around in there for several minutes before going back upstairs.  I waited, watching the door and straining to hear anything.  Just as I was wondering what she was up to, I faintly heard her call my name.
 
   I motioned for Jim to take over pushing Liam on the swing, since he could easily handle pushing them both, and jogged inside.
 
   “Tell her I’m her slave for life,” Jim said, before I cleared the porch.
 
   As soon as I hit the steps, I used my real speed.
 
   She was at her door, waiting for me when I reached the landing.
 
   “Jim told me to pass on his pledge of servitude.”
 
   She smiled slightly.  “He’ll pay it back today.  He and Nana are going to watch the boys so I can spend some time with you and learn what makes a werewolf tick.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “According to your boast, you’re faster, stronger, have better sight, hearing, and sense of smell.  I’d like to know just how good you are at each.”
 
   “All right,” I said, wondering how she was going to test me.  “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Let’s go downstairs.”
 
   She walked beside me until we reached Jim’s apartment.
 
   “I went inside and hid something.  Can you find it?”
 
   She wanted to see how well I could follow a trail.  Her trail I could follow anywhere.  Focusing, I allowed hints of sweet vanilla and maple trees to tug at my senses.  It would have been easy to lean forward and inhale it from the source.  Instead, I turned and strode into the apartment.
 
   The sound of her following me and the false trails she’d left didn’t distract me.  She’d been sure to touch everything in here.  She’d even sat on the couch where I slept.  Maybe tonight I’d sleep better.
 
   Following her scent to the spare room, I walked to the bed and pulled out the aromatic source that had called me there.  My shirt.  I lifted it to my nose and inhaled.  No trace of my scent remained on the material, just hers.
 
   “It will never smell like me again.”
 
   “Sorry,” she said softly.
 
   I opened my eyes and met her gaze. “I like it better this way.”
 
   She blushed and glanced away, studying the room I didn’t use. “How did you know where it was?”
 
   “Your scent is impossible to mask.”
 
   “But I touched everything along the way.  I even hid it in two different places before picking here.”
 
   “I know.  Under the couch cushions and in the silverware drawer.”
 
   “But, how?”
 
   “The fragrance of you led me.  The lighter trails, I ignored.  I went to the place where it was most saturated.”
 
   “How long will they last?  My trails.”
 
   “The places you touched?  Less than a week because of the contaminations here.”
 
   “Contaminations?”
 
   “Your brothers, me, Jim.  We are the contaminations.  We touch the same things in here and eventually wipe away the traces of your scent.  On the road, other vehicles do the same to the scent of your truck.  Think of scent trails as delicate strings.  If too many other strings cross them, they break and fall apart.  We might be able to find fragments of the trail after a week, but the longer it sits, the harder it would be to try to follow.”
 
   She’d looked worried when I’d first mentioned contaminations, but now seemed relieved.  I wanted to know what she was thinking.  However, asking would probably send her running again, so I kept quiet.  Time would earn trust and trust would reveal her secrets.
 
   “Is it just my scent that’s hard to mask, or any person’s?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to answer that.  If I admitted her scent called to me like no other, would she panic?  Would she look at me with fear again?
 
   “Am I asking something I shouldn’t?”
 
   “No, you can ask anything.  I just don’t want to upset you with the answer.”
 
   “If I’m asking, please just answer honestly.  I need the truth, not the dance around it.”
 
   “Everyone’s scent is as difficult to mask, but their scent wouldn’t be as compelling to follow.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The words were like an invisible command.  I stepped close and gently ran my hands down her arms as I leaned in to inhale deeply.  A tremble ran through her, and I reminded myself to keep it as general as possible.  If she knew just how much her scent called to me, my testicles would never survive the kneeing she’d give.
 
   “Your scent calls to our kind.  Remember Nana mentioning a certain scent calls to a Mate?  Yours teases all of us.  Calls us closer to test it, to see if you really might be a match for us.”
 
   I nuzzled her cheek, and her breath caught.  The flavor of her scent deepened, growing richer.  My canines lengthened, and need clenched in my gut.
 
   “And when you do that, it just about brings me to my knees,” I said softly against her ear.
 
   Her embarrassment told me I’d said too much.  She pulled away and retreated to the kitchen.  I let her go, but followed closely behind.
 
   “If my scent is hard to mask, and you can smell my trails crisscrossing the apartment, why would one of your kind need to lean in close to scent me?”
 
   A shudder of fear ran through her, making me regret saying so much.
 
   “I’m sorry for upsetting you.  I didn’t think you—”
 
   “Oh, no, not you,” she said quickly, turning to face me.  “I just meant—”  She exhaled heavily.  “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Fair enough.  You know I’m here when you do.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Emmitt.  I’m just not ready to divulge all my secrets yet.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Will you show me again how you shift?”
 
   I studied her for a moment.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Since the morning after I’d revealed what we were, her moments of fear and panic had decreased.  Yet, each time she felt either emotion, it worried me that I’d finally pushed her too far and she’d leave.
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   I led her out into the heat, waving at the boys as they called to us.  Winifred and Jim were playing baseball with them.  Winifred had probably joined to keep Jim in check.
 
   She’s testing my abilities so keep the boys back here.
 
   We will.  Don’t show her too much.  She’s taking a lot in very quickly.
 
   She wants to see me shift again.
 
   It might be better to hold back on a full shift.
 
   Agreed.
 
   The heat pressed in on us as we walked along the porch to the front.  In the shade, it wasn’t too bad, but it would be hot in the sun.  The front was an ideal place, though.  Branches from the trees surrounding the space extended over the lawn by several feet, creating cool pockets.
 
   Michelle stepped off the porch and walked to the center of the lawn.  The sunlight glinted off her dark hair as she inspected the clearing.
 
   “Nana said no full shifting.  She doesn’t want me upsetting you.”
 
   “Um, okay.”
 
   I didn’t need her scent to know she was disappointed.
 
   “Nana mentioned that the benefits of both forms differ.  What are the attacking benefits of each form?”
 
   She wanted to know how we fought?  I wanted her to know everything, but found it odd that was the first thing she wanted to know.  Well, maybe not odd.  She was afraid of Blake and probably needed assurance that we could handle him.
 
   She seemed to read my hesitation.
 
   “I want to know the strengths and weaknesses of each form.  Like speed, for example.  How fast can you move?”
 
   Speed was easy.  Sprinting, I made it to the other side of the clearing in a second.
 
   “Can you move as fast carrying someone?”
 
   I grinned and ran toward her.  Before she could focus on me, I had her in my arms and we were running the perimeter of the yard.  Her breath caught from the wind, and she turned to bury her face in my neck.
 
   I swallowed hard at the feel of her exhale on my skin.  Her fingers clenched at my shoulders as I continued my sprint, waiting for her to signal she was done.  The signal I got wasn’t one I expected.  Her lips brushed the crook of my neck, the place where a Mate bit to establish a Claim.  Too many emotions exploded in me for me to maintain control.  Hope, lust, and aggression clouded my reasoning as I quickly set her on the ground and stepped away.  In a crouch, I struggled to pull back the change that fought to burst forth.
 
   My teeth crowded my lips and fur rippled up and down my arms.  Closing my eyes, I focused on my human form.  Jaw level with my cheeks and eyes.  Nose long, not elongated.
 
   “What is it, Emmitt?”  She scrambled close, clinging to my right arm.  “Did you hear something?”
 
   Her fear cut though my change, along with the realization that she didn’t fear me, but that something might be coming for her.
 
   I took a slow breath as my mouth returned to normal.  Then, I opened my eyes.  Hers were wide and frightened and staring into mine.
 
   “What?  What just happened?” she demanded.
 
   “I had to set you down.”  I gently smoothed my hand down her arm.  It didn’t seem to reassure her.
 
   “Yeah, the fur gave that away.”  She arched a brow at me.
 
   “I was taken by surprise, that’s all.”  I stood and offered her a hand up.  Her fingers wrapped around mine.  She never took her eyes from me as she stood.  She didn’t let go, either.  I liked it.
 
   “By what?” she asked.
 
   “You were just a little close, and I wasn’t expecting it.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open just the tiniest bit. “You picked me up, remember?”
 
   Seeing she wasn’t going to let it drop, I tried to find a delicate way to tell her she’d just about made every dream I’d never had come true.
 
   “Michelle, Claiming is pretty serious stuff, equivalent to getting engaged in your world.  If a guy would give you a small, velvet box, your first thought would probably be ‘it’s a ring.’  Turns out, it’s tickets to a ball game.  Guys know girls associate those little boxes with rings, so it’s cruel to use them for anything else, right?  Claiming is a quick, hard bite to the neck.  We grow up knowing a werewolf’s neck is a special area that you don’t go near lightly.  It’s the small, velvet jewelry box.  Do you understand?”
 
   She paled and glanced away.  Strange expressions crossed her features, swiftly changing along with her scent.  Confusion, revulsion, then arousal.  I wasn’t sure how she could go from one to another like that.
 
   “But you said you thought of me as a friend.”
 
   “If that’s all you can give me, then I’ll respect your choice.”
 
   Michelle looked away from me uncomfortably, but didn’t let the emotion hold her for long.  She shook it off and returned to meet my gaze steadily.
 
   “Stay away from werewolf necks.  Got it.  Sorry.”
 
   “No,” I said a bit forcefully.  “You can get as close as you want to mine.  Just avoid anyone else’s.”
 
   She blushed and cleared her throat.  Adorable.
 
   “How strong are you?”
 
   That made me grin. “Strong enough that any display would catch the attention of Liam and Aden.”
 
   “So, how do you fight a werewolf?” she said as if to herself.
 
   “With another werewolf.”
 
   She turned away from me, and her lack of amusement over what I’d meant to be a joke worried me.  Had I pushed too much information at her too quickly?
 
   She remained quiet as we walked to the front of the house and joined the rest.  Jim had just set up the sprinklers for the boys.  Liam was in the process of bringing Winifred over to the starting line when he saw us.
 
   “Emmitt, you too!” he said, waving me over.
 
   “Go ahead.  I’m going to sit this one out,” Michelle said.  She settled onto the front steps and watched as we raced through the water.
 
   How Winifred managed to avoid most of the droplets was beyond me.  Jim and I plowed right through everything with the kids.  They giggled and squealed, their happiness a direct contrast to Michelle’s solemn expression.
 
   Did it not go well? Winifred sent to me.
 
   I think it did.  She’s struggling with something, though.  Not fear of us.  I think she’s past that.  Something else.
 
   When she’s ready, she will tell us.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 11
 
   After a few more minutes, Winifred went to sit by Michelle.  Their conversation was easy to hear no matter how loudly Aden laughed.
 
   “Everything okay?” Winifred asked.
 
   “Could we talk?”
 
   I glanced up at Michelle, and she blushed slightly as she lowered her voice even further.
 
   “In private?” she asked.
 
   “Of course.  Let’s go inside.  I saw you did a load of laundry.  I’ll help you fold.”
 
   Michelle nodded, and they walked inside.
 
   As much as I want to respect her wish for a private conversation, I’d feel better if you shared whatever you can.  We both want to help her, and my ignorance doesn’t accomplish that.
 
   Spoken like a true leader, Winifred sent back.  She’s asking about Claiming.
 
   I waited for more but Winifred remained quiet.
 
   “I’m going to go get us some towels,” I said after a few minutes.
 
   Jim grinned knowingly at me.  Ignoring him, I walked inside.  From above, I could hear Michelle’s accelerated pulse.
 
   What’s wrong?
 
   I took the steps at a sprint.
 
   Something about the Mated bond seems to have upset her.
 
   You were talking about mating?
 
   Don’t be silly.  Just the bond.  She paled when I mentioned Claiming would give the pair a sense of each other’s locations, but the idea of communicating with our minds seems to have been the piece that sent her into a panic.
 
   I knocked on the door.  Michelle called for me to come in, her voice tight with emotion.
 
   As soon as I opened the door, the scent of her fear flooded me.  Annoyed with Winifred, I shot her a glare.
 
   “She’s fine, Emmitt.  We’re asking her to take in a lot of information at a frequency that I would imagine makes it hard to assimilate everything.”
 
   Winifred placed a stack of folded clothes into the basket that sat between them on the couch, then rose.
 
   I waited until she left the apartment before crouching in front of Michelle.
 
   “I can smell your fear.”
 
   “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Gently, I touched her chin, nudging her until her gaze met mine. “About what?” I asked.
 
   She looked so miserable and lost and in need of comfort.  I ran my fingers along her jawline, giving what I thought she might allow.  She closed her eyes with a heavy sigh.
 
   “I want to tell you.  I start thinking I should.  Then I learn more, and I can’t.”
 
   Frustration flared then died.  She wanted to trust but didn’t know how.
 
   “I don’t know what else to do to prove you can trust me.  I’ll wait forever if you need me to.  There’s nowhere else for me to be, but by you.”
 
   Her eyes popped open.
 
   “That’s part of what I don’t understand.  You talk about my scent.  Nana talks about a pull.  I see—well, never mind about what I see.  But Nana said that humans and werewolves don’t work, so why are you talking like I’m...that you and I...”
 
   I tilted my head to study her increasingly red face.  Did she really not know how much I wanted her?  Needed her?
 
   Perhaps I should come back, Winifred sent me.
 
   It was your talk on the beach that confused her.
 
   Just ask her.
 
   “Do you want Nana to come talk to you some more?” I asked softly.
 
   Embarrassment poured from her as she miserably looked away. “No, that’s not necessary.  I’m sorry I misunderstood.  Like Nana said, it’s a lot to take in.”
 
   I growled in frustration, and her pulse spiked.
 
   Emmitt, Winifred warned.
 
   Calming myself, I focused on reassuring Michelle. “You’re getting me in trouble.  Nana is scolding me for growling.”
 
   Michelle glanced at the door.
 
   “And I’m frustrated that we keep misunderstanding each other.  May I please explain myself clearly?”
 
   She gave a half-nod.  Moving closer, I threaded my fingers in her smooth, dark hair.
 
   “I saw you in the diner and felt an instant recognition.  When you walked in, you flooded my senses until only one word beat through my mind.”  I leaned in until my lips brushed her ear.  “Mine.”
 
   She shivered.  The action only made me want to pull her closer and devour her.
 
   “So, when I say I’ll wait forever to earn your trust, I will.  My heart is yours.  My loyalty, yours.”
 
   I dipped my head so I could scent the sweet spot where her neck met her shoulder. “If all you can give is friendship, I’ll take it.  For you, I’ll take anything.  Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded, but the scent of her confusion told the truth.
 
   “Liar,” I whispered, tugging her up off the couch.  “What don’t you understand?”
 
   “Nana said humans and werewolves...”
 
   Taking my hand from her hair, I traced my finger along the curve of her neck.  She moved ever so slightly, giving me room, and permission, to explore.  I wanted to growl and take.  Instead, I let my fingers glide along her collarbone.  She shivered.  How long until my lips could trace her skin?  Not much longer.  I almost grinned at the thought.
 
   “You’re different,” I said, pulling myself back to our conversation.  “Special.  That rule doesn’t apply to you.”
 
   She stiffened slightly.  “Different?”
 
   I used my fingers to sooth the skin over her other collarbone.  After a few seconds, she softened again.  She liked when I touched her.  This time, I couldn’t completely stop my triumphant grin.  She didn’t notice because her eyes had fluttered closed.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with being different.  My mom’s different.  Human like you.”
 
   I scented her eager hope.  She opened her eyes and considered me as I drew lazy patterns with my fingertips on the side of her neck.
 
   “I’ll make you a deal.  You tell me a little bit about your past, whatever you can trust me with, and I’ll tell you about my mom.”
 
   Stilling my fingers, but not removing my touch, I waited.
 
   “I think my mom was killed.  My stepdad, too.  If they catch us, they’ll hurt one of my brothers.  Bad.  To teach me a lesson.”
 
   Anger surged at her words.
 
   “Their safety kept me there, a willing prisoner, until I realized the boys were only useful while young.  Their lives would end like my mother’s and their father’s as soon as they were no longer useful.”
 
   Her pain and fear crushed my own feelings of rage.  Pulling her into my arms, I held her close.  No one would hurt her or her brothers ever again.  My body was her shield, and my heart her home.
 
   She leaned into me, taking what I offered.
 
   “I have two big secrets.  One will test the sincerity of what you just said, and the other will give you power over me.”
 
   She fisted her hands against my shirt, her fear enveloping her.
 
   “Then tell me the first one.  Test me to see if I’m worthy of the second one,” I said, softly.
 
   “I want to, but what if you’re wrong.  You’ll hand me back over—”
 
   “Never.”  The word escaped with more anger than I’d intended.  Didn’t she understand?  I would never betray her.  I couldn’t.
 
   “Mine,” I said, tightening my hold.
 
   She took a bracing breath. “Blake killed them.  My mom and Richard.”  She trembled. “He’s one of you.”
 
   Her barely audible words fell like the sharp tip of a claw, cutting me open and leaving me in agony.  I lurched out of her arms as the change took over.  There was no stopping it.  I fell to my paws.  One of us had kept my Mate prisoner and hurt her brothers.  Hurt her.  Her unexpected questions about scenting and biting made sense now.
 
   My shout of rage was one long howl.  What had they done to her?
 
   Winifred and Jim rushed in.  Winifred moved to block me from Michelle’s sight as Jim picked her up and ran with her from the apartment.
 
   “Control is essential to who we are,” Winifred started with real anger.
 
   One of us, Winifred.  Agony ripped at me, and I swore long and loud.  I wanted to know who.  I wanted a name, and I wanted to make her past disappear.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   She was held prisoner by one of us.
 
   Winifred eyed me with shock. “Are you sure?”
 
   She is sure.  Her fear...  I yowled again.
 
   “Emmitt, stop.  Pull yourself together.  If it was one of us, you’re giving her more reason to fear.  You need to be calm.  Rational.  Not a wild beast.  Now, shift back and tell me what she said.”
 
   She waited as I pulled the shift in.  Bones cracked and crunched as my spine condensed and my legs and arms elongated.
 
   “You heard everything.  She only whispered the last four words.  ‘He’s one of you.’”
 
   Winifred looked troubled. “She needs to tell us more.”
 
   I ran a frustrated hand across the back of my neck.  I’d just told her I’d be patient.  Now, I’d need to press for more.
 
   Winifred held the door for me as I walked out.  Jim heard me on the steps and encouraged Michelle onto the porch since I’d ripped my clothes to shreds with my spontaneous shift.  Winifred was probably picking up the pieces for me.
 
   As soon as the way was clear, I jogged down the steps and grabbed some clean clothes from Jim’s place.  Michelle was talking to Jim outside.
 
   “You really didn’t know?” she said.
 
   “Nope.  That’s a bit of a shocker.  It will take Nana some time to figure out who Blake is.”
 
   “No!”  Michelle’s panicked word was loud enough that even her brothers had probably heard it.  I yanked on a pair of shorts, ready to go out and reassure her.
 
   “No one will do anything without talking to you.  I promise,” Jim said.  Hopefully, Winifred would keep his promise.
 
   Winifred walked into the apartment just then.
 
   “We need to be careful.  I don’t want her trying to run,” I said, pulling the shirt over my head.
 
   “Of course.  We both want to know who it is, but none of this makes sense.  When we first discovered your mother and her compatibility, we made it a law that if any of our kind should come across another human potential Mate, they needed to immediately contact an Elder.  That’s how we learned of Gabby.  A wolf had come across her scent and reported it.  As soon as Michelle was discovered, we should have known.”
 
   That one of our kind broke a law was unheard of.  A law was beyond just a compulsion to obey.  There was no choice.  We all obeyed the laws set by the Elders, just as the Elders held our interest above their own lives.
 
   Jim’s voice drifted in to us.
 
   “Emmitt’s talking to Nana now.  I can hear some of what they are saying.  We understand what’s at risk.”
 
   Winifred remained quietly thoughtful for a moment.
 
   “We can’t begin to question our men until we know more.  This is bigger than we could have imagined,” Winifred said.  “Come.  You need to talk to her and see what more you can learn.  And, Emmitt, we need to tell your parents.  Soon.”
 
   We walked out onto the porch.  The boys looked nervous and not their happy selves.  Guilt and shame had me sitting on the top step.  I’d done that.  Put that look on their little faces.  My actions had scared already traumatized children.  Right then I swore that I would never lose control around them again.
 
   Winifred stepped off the porch and went to Michelle.  The boys watched the pair, but Winifred kept her tone low so they wouldn’t hear.
 
   “We need to know more to understand how to best protect you.  Would you mind talking to Emmitt on the porch?”
 
   Michelle nodded and slowly made her way to me.  I remained seated and relaxed.  When she stood before me, I reached out, gently taking her by the fingertips and tugging her to join me.  When she sat, her scent was a confused mix of fear and interest.
 
   I sighed.
 
   “I apologize for losing control.  It will never happen again.”
 
   She turned to look at me.
 
   “Did my secret change anything?”
 
   “Not the way I feel.  But it does change how we need to deal with Blake.  Will you tell me more?  How did he find you?”
 
   “Remember when I told you Richard and my mom married and then things changed?  Blake changed everything.  I don’t know how Richard got involved with him, but one day, Richard brought Blake home.  He spoke smoothly.  Salesman-nice is what my mom called it.  She didn’t like Blake.
 
   “Looking back, I think that’s why she died after Aden was born.  I think Blake knew she would be a problem.  She would have tried to stop what he had planned.  So, he killed her.  With her gone and two little boys to worry about, Blake had Richard on strings, dancing to his commands.  Suddenly, I wasn’t allowed to leave the house anymore.  Disobedience wasn’t tolerated.”  She looked out at her brothers.  “I tried to run once.  When they caught me, Blake slapped Liam.  Hard.  His handprint turned into a bruise that covered Liam’s little face from temple to jaw.”
 
   I was beyond angry.  My skin wanted to shift to fur.  I closed my eyes and clenched my jaw, pulling the change back.  Michelle’s worry grew, and I knew she was watching me.
 
   “I promised not to lose control, and I won’t.  However, I can’t help reacting,” I said.  I met her gaze.  “We don’t hit children.  Ever.”
 
   She nodded slowly, doubt clear on her face.  No wonder she was so confused by us.  I was telling one thing when she’d already been shown another.
 
   “Please.  Continue.”
 
   She took a moment before she started again. “So I stayed and obeyed, and Blake had me by the same strings he had Richard.  Every month Blake brought men to the house.  He called it a business meeting, but the men never talked business.  They never said anything.  They just stared at me.”
 
   I swallowed hard.  He’d been forcing her into Introductions.
 
   “Then, at the beginning of the summer, Blake became driven.”  A far-off look glazed her eyes.  “The dinner before I ran, Blake went crazy.  He grabbed me by the throat, and his face started to change.  Not all the way like you did.  Only a little.  His fangs scared me.  While he held me, he told me I would allow all of the men to ‘scent’ me.  He said I would bite and Claim one of them.”
 
   A shudder ripped through me as I suddenly understood her mixed reactions.  How could she ever trust us?
 
   She reached over and touched my hand, trying to give me comfort.  Instead, my heart broke even more for her.
 
   “I held myself still as they approached me one by one, afraid they would change like Blake had.  After the first one, I closed my eyes.  When they finished, Blake told me to go to my room.
 
   “The next morning Blake called.  He told me that Richard was dead.  I don’t doubt Blake killed him, and I think Richard had expected it because that morning there’d been an envelope shoved under my door.  Important documents, cash, and a number for a lawyer were in it.  Richard had written a note telling me to run.  So, I hit David over the head and ran fast.  I took my mom’s car, not knowing how to drive.  I almost backed into the mailbox.”  She met my gaze.  “He won’t give up.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” I said pulling her into my arms.  I hugged her close and rested my chin on top her head, smoothing my hand over her head and down her back.  She’d gone through so much, been so strong.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about him anymore.  By exposing our kind to you and using humans like he did, he broke our laws.  He’ll pay for what he did.”
 
   She pulled back to look at me.
 
   “I don’t understand.  How is what he did different from what you did?  Not that you’ve used us.  I mean, you showed me what you are.”
 
   It would be best if I talked to her about our laws.
 
   I sighed. “I’ll let Nana answer the questions about the rules and laws tomorrow.  We’ve had enough excitement for one day.”
 
   Michelle looked at Winifred, who was pushing Liam on the swing.
 
   “Was she just talking to you?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s worried about you.  Jim gave you too much to drink last night.  She scolded us this morning.  I proved what werewolves are capable of.  She revealed more about Claiming and Mating than you’re comfortable with.  Then we find out everything we’ve asked you to understand about us is on top of an exposure to our kind that’s left you distrustful and fearful.  And, I burst into my fur in front of you.  It’s a lot to take in before lunch.”
 
   She nodded slowly and looked out at her brothers.  They were back on the swings, letting Winifred and Jim push them.  It was comfortable sitting next to her in companionable silence.  I could picture us doing just this as we watched our own children play.  A warm feeling spread in my chest at that thought.
 
   When her fear abated, I went to spend some time with Liam, who was still casting glances in our direction.  He watched my approach with wary hesitation.
 
   “Why’d you change?” he asked when I reached him.
 
   He was a smart kid.
 
   “Trying to impress your sister.  She didn’t seem to notice though.”
 
   He shook his head. “She’s got a lot of other stuff to think about.”
 
   “Yeah, she does.  What about you?”
 
   He glanced at his sister and shrugged.  I hated seeing him so serious and quiet.  Just like when they’d first arrived.  Wanting him to know I was on his side, I told him the truth.
 
   “She told me about Richard and Blake.”  I set my hand on his little shoulder and squatted down so we were eye to eye.  “I won’t ever let Blake or David near you again.”
 
   He studied me for a minute then nodded.
 
   “I like living here and playing outside.  Want to run through the sprinkler?”
 
   I grinned, pulled off my shirt, and tossed it to the side.
 
   “Bet I can get to the other side before you.”
 
   “Your legs are longer.  You have to walk.  I get to run.”
 
   Clever kid.
 
   We ran back and forth several times before Liam changed up the game.  I had to do whatever he did.  He ran to the sprinkler, jumping over it and turning a circle.  I repeated the move, jumping higher and adding an extra turn.  Aden squealed and started the same thing with Jim.  They were pushing us, testing us.  And enjoying the results.
 
   I glanced at Michelle to see if she minded the display.  Instead of looking mad or worried, she had a small smile curving her lips.  When she saw me watching her, her eyes widened and she blushed scarlet.
 
   Yes, her gaze had been directed in the general area of her brothers, but she hadn’t been watching them.  Her reaction said she’d been watching me.  And liking it.  I grinned and started toward her.
 
   “I’ll be right back, Liam,” I said as I passed the boy.
 
   He stopped to stare at me.  “Why?  Where are you going?”
 
   “Don’t worry, little man,” Jim said.  “He’s just going to try flirting with your sister again.”
 
   “What’s flirting?” Aden asked as Liam made a sound of disgust behind me.
 
   “I know, bud.  He still hasn’t learned it’s bros before—”
 
   His abrupt silence let me know Winifred was probably scolding him.  I ignored them and focused on Michelle, who was trying not to look at me.
 
   I inhaled deeply as I neared the steps.  Her interest in me was sweet and heavy.  I leapt onto the porch, playing with her.  She backed up, her flush spreading to her tempting neck.
 
   “Do you have a phone with a data plan or a computer with internet?” she asked in a rush.
 
   Her pleading eyes stopped me.  Despite her obvious interest in me, she wasn’t yet ready to play stalk and chase.  Too bad.  It could have been fun.
 
   I shook my head to answer her question just as Winifred stepped out with a tray of sandwiches.
 
   “Emmitt, go get the boys.  Michelle, will you fetch a hand towel?”
 
   Michelle ran inside.
 
   “Behave, Emmitt.  No matter how she reacts to you, she isn’t ready.”
 
   Deciding no response was the best response, I went to carry Liam on my shoulders.
 
   We all ate on the porch.  Jim was trying to steal Aden’s food while loudly recalling when they first arrived and were more willing to feed him.  Aden and Liam giggled as they ate.  Michelle nibbled at her sandwich quietly, still smelling of interest and driving me crazy.
 
   When we finished, I went inside and changed into jeans and put on a shirt.  Spending the afternoon with Michelle would tempt me too much.  But maybe I could do something for her that would make her happy and win me some extra points.
 
   Telling everyone I’d be back later, I got on my bike and headed into town.  Technology wasn’t really a werewolf’s friend.  As much as Mom preached that we needed to integrate to survive, most human gadgets were just annoying.  Vehicles polluted the air with their noxious fumes.  Electronics had continuous high frequency squeals and buzzes that humans couldn’t hear.  Come to think of it, I couldn’t think of a gadget I really liked.  The bike was great, but only because it allowed me to go fast without turning heads.  And the wind in my face was pretty sweet, too.  I’d rather run on my own four feet, though, if I could.
 
   Still, Michelle’s question told me I hadn’t adapted enough.  We needed electronics.  Well, she did.  And, someday, her brothers would too.
 
   Those thoughts had me standing for three hours in a store filled with a cacophony of high squeals emitting from numerous displayed devices.  While the sales clerk went on about each product’s merits, I shopped by ear.
 
   I ended up with a handheld computer.  The man called it a tablet.  I’d considered getting us phones too, just in case Jim got any bright ideas again, but I’d already been gone longer than I’d intended.
 
   By the time I’d left the city limits behind, the sun was kissing the tree tops.  It’d be dark by the time I got home.  Opening the throttle, I hoped I’d catch Michelle before she went to bed.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The light from the third floor shown through the tree branches as I eased the bike down the driveway.  She was sitting on her side of the porch, a welcoming sight.  I pulled the bike into the garage, cut the engine, and grabbed the box from my saddle bag.
 
   She lifted her hand in greeting when I stepped from the garage.  Such a simple gesture, yet it set my heart racing.  Inside, I ditched the box and paperwork at Jim’s before I sped up the steps.  Her door was ajar, another sign of her growing comfort and trust.
 
   She had the balcony doors open, probably so she’d hear her brothers, and had pulled the crappy office chair from the back bedroom out onto the porch.  It couldn’t be very comfortable.
 
   “Nice chair,” I said.
 
   She set her book in her lap and glanced back at me with a cheeky grin.
 
   “It’s my new office.”
 
   “Then you might need this.”  I handed her the tablet.
 
   She reached for it in a stunned kind of silence.  I hoped that was a good thing.
 
   “The guy at the store said you should be able to surf the internet, even out here.”
 
   She took it from my hands and hugged it.
 
   “Thank you, Emmitt.  I’ll try to pay you back.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  It’s a gift.”
 
   I didn’t want payback; I wanted appreciation.  A hug would work.  More would be very welcome but probably wouldn’t happen.
 
   She was staring at the device with an unreadable expression.  Her scent wasn’t giving hints, either.  I stepped out onto the porch and moved to lean against the wall.  She glanced at me then up at the stars.  I wondered what was on her mind.
 
   “Pretty crazy day,” I said idly after a few minutes.
 
   “Makes sitting in my office at night just that much better.”
 
   I waited but she didn’t say more.  Taking the hint, I pushed away from the wall.
 
   “If you need to talk about anything, I’ll be here.”
 
   I left her to her thoughts.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 12
 
   Her lack of reaction to my gift left me restless.  Was she growing discontent here?  Did she want something more for her brothers?  With the work on the apartment finished, I had no outlet for my helpless frustration.
 
   Jim saw me coming down the stairs and convinced me to go for a run.  I’d grown so used to solo runs while away, I’d forgotten how good it felt to have a companion, even if the companion was my pain-in-the-ass brother who ambushed me and sent me flying into a swamp.
 
   “What the hell was that for?” I said, shifting so I could stand.  I immediately sank in the knee-deep, rank water.
 
   “You need to pay attention to more than just Michelle,” Jim said from a safe distance away.
 
   “You have no idea what you’re talking about.  I’m trying to pay attention to everything.  But having her so close, knowing she’s meant to be mine, and just waiting is killing me.  It’s eating at my mind.  It’s clawing at my—”
 
   “Yeah, I get it.  You’re desperate.  But you can’t let her see that.”
 
   I shook my head at him.  Maybe if I did let her see that, she’d be nicer.
 
   “I can’t wait until you find your Mate.  I hope she has other ideas and gets in at least one nut shot,” I said, wading out of the water.
 
   “Not a chance.  No Mates for me.  I know my path.”
 
   I snorted. “You just need to convince Winifred and the rest of the Elders.”
 
   He opened his mouth to argue, but I was within arm’s reach and sent him sailing into the same water from which I’d just climbed.
 
   “You should have seen that coming,” I said with a grin.
 
   I took off and for the next hour we chased through the back country like we were cubs back home.
 
   Still reeking of brackish water, we trotted into the yard well after midnight.  A soft, ambient glow came from Michelle’s balcony doors.
 
   “She couldn’t have liked it too much if she left it in the kitchen,” Jim said, following the direction of my gaze.
 
   “Where else is she supposed to put it?”
 
   “She could have taken it to bed with her and dreamed of you.”
 
   “Shut up.”  I halfheartedly pushed him away and went inside for a shower.
 
   He was already snoring from his room when I finished.  Shaking my head, I went to the apartment door and stood there for a moment.  Everything was quiet.  Restless, yet knowing I needed sleep, I went to lay on the couch.  I lightly dozed until dawn then got up to start making a big breakfast.
 
   Jim didn’t sleep past the first whiff of bacon.  As soon as he was up, he showered and joined me in the kitchen.
 
   It wasn’t long before I heard Aden’s little voice carry down from upstairs.
 
   Jim beat me out the door.  After his stunt last night, I hurried to catch up.  We reached the top just as Michelle asked the kids what they wanted for breakfast.  I knocked briefly and opened the door before Jim could.
 
   Whatever I’d thought to say disappeared as soon as I saw Michelle.  Her skin was pale, there were dark shadows under her eyes, and she didn’t look like she’d slept at all.  Had yesterday been too much?
 
   “Come on, boys,” Jim said, waving Liam and Aden to the door.  “Eggs, bacon, potato pancakes, and orange juice are waiting.”  Still in their pajamas, the boys ran out the door with Jim close on their heels.
 
   “You didn’t sleep,” I said when she didn’t move.
 
   The tablet was on the counter, along with a piece of paper covered in her handwriting.
 
   She blinked slowly and looked at the paper, too.  I could see she wanted to get back to whatever she’d been doing.  But she could barely stand.  In two steps, I had her up in my arms, and started toward her bedroom.
 
   She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and leaned against me.  It was hard to be upset that she wasn’t taking care of herself when she did that.
 
   I gently set her on the bed and covered her with a sheet.  It was already too warm outside for more than that.
 
   When she realized where she was, she moved to sit up.  I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “But I have stock information for Nana’s friend.”
 
   “It can wait until you’ve slept a bit.”
 
   “But...”
 
   “Sleep, Michelle.  I’ll be listening.”  After covering the windows so it would be dark enough for her to sleep, I shut the door.
 
   The scent of her contentment drifted out with me, telling me just how much she liked having someone take care of her.  And, I really did like doing it.
 
   Stopping at the island, I studied the paper.  I’d half expected travel plans or other notes about leaving.  Instead, there was a bunch of random stuff about businesses.  Why would she research stock information for Sam?
 
   I thought back to the last few times she’d talked to Winifred about it.  Michelle’s reactions had been odd, but frankly, all of her behavior had been a little off since arriving.  Running scared from an unheard-of species would do that.  But, she wasn’t running scared anymore, so I couldn’t place blame for her odd interest with stocks on that.  Unless maybe she was still trying to deal with who and what we were?  Sighing, I looked back at her room.  There wasn’t anything I could do until she woke up.
 
   I left the apartment door ajar and went down to stake claim on my portion of breakfast.  Jim had the boys at the kitchen island, and they were just divvying up the bacon under Winifred’s supervision.  She handed me my plate with a wink.
 
   After the cubs finished eating, I helped them sneak upstairs to change while Jim and Winifred cleaned up.  Both boys were eerily quiet as they went into the room to find their clothes for the day.  I wondered how often in their lives they’d needed to dress silently like that.
 
   We went outside and played for a while.  When they grew bored with the swing set, Winifred sat on the porch while Jim and I stood side by side and tossed balls to the boys.
 
   “I want to run to town to get some furniture for the new apartment,” I said in a normal tone.  Jim and Winifred heard me, but the boys were busy heckling each other.
 
   “Jim should go with you.  Although his taste is deplorable, it will look more realistic with two men loading furniture rather than one.”
 
   “Good,” Jim said with a grin.  “We can hit a buffet for lunch.”
 
   It wasn’t long after that I heard noise from the third floor.  A shower.  I frowned.  She hadn’t slept more than a few hours.
 
   A couple of minutes after the water shut off, a wad of paper came sailing out the balcony doors.  Jim and the boys laughed.  I picked up the paper and saw her business notes.  She’d stayed up all night for these then threw them out the window?
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said to Winifred.
 
   Taking the steps two at a time, I found Michelle at the island.  She was bent over the tablet and mumbling incoherent fragments under her breath as she made notes on a piece of paper.  I moved closer and looked over her shoulder.  It was the same stuff.  Well, a little different.  The business she was researching was new.
 
   Suddenly she stopped and stared at the paper.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   She yelped and spun on the stool to stare at me with wide eyes.
 
   “Obviously, four hours of sleep isn’t enough.  Why are you doing this?” I asked, looking at the paper.  “And why did this one fly?”  I held up the wrinkled sheet on which she’d obviously worked so hard.
 
   Her shoulders slumped. “I know investments and stocks.  Richard invested.  It’s the only way I can pay you back.”
 
   I glanced at the crumpled paper again.
 
   “Another thought woke me.  That one wasn’t right.”  She nodded at the wadded paper I held.
 
   This was about repaying me?
 
   “Back to bed.”
 
   “I’m not five.  I don’t need to be told to go to bed,” she said with a stubborn tilt of her head.
 
   “Of course you’re not five.  A five-year-old would listen.”
 
   Her hurt expression had me stepping close to hug her.  She leaned into it, melting some of my concern.
 
   “I’m just worried,” I said.  “Last night you seemed fine with everything that happened yesterday, but then you didn’t sleep.”  I recalled Jim’s words about not looking too desperate and knew I was walking a fine line.  “Are you planning on leaving?”
 
   She raised a hand and set it on my side.  The heat of her palm branded me through my shirt.
 
   “No, Emmitt.  I’m not leaving.”
 
   I cleared my throat and stepped away before I gave into my impulse to pick her up and carry her back to bed.
 
   “Since you don’t want more sleep, do you want to come outside?  Jim and I were talking about going into town for a few things.”
 
   “Sure.  Hold on.”
 
   She disappeared into her room for a moment then came back with some money.
 
   “Could you pick us up some milk and fresh veggies?”
 
   That wasn’t what I had in mind.  I mean, I would have picked up anything she needed without the money, but I would have rather had her come with me.  Hiding my disappointment, I followed her from the apartment.
 
   When we walked outside, she and Winifred took over playing catch.  Liam didn’t say anything about the change, but Aden pouted until Jim promised he’d bring back something cool.
 
   As soon as Jim closed the truck door, I started down the driveway.
 
   “She didn’t want to come along, huh?” he said.
 
   “She’s still afraid to leave here, I think.”
 
   “It’s funny.”
 
   I glanced at him in question.
 
   “She doesn’t want to leave, and you didn’t want to come back, both of you because of what we are.”
 
   “You talk too much.”
 
   He laughed.  “Winifred says the same thing.  People just don’t like hearing the truth.”
 
   “Or maybe you talk too much.”
 
   We shared a grin.  Jim always had been the talker between the two of us.  Usually, he was the one who got us in trouble.
 
   The drive to town didn’t seem to take as much time with Jim along.  Furniture shopping was a different story.  He wanted to recline and lay down on everything.  He even climbed up on bunkbeds to make sure they would hold his weight, just in case.  By the time we had everything we needed for Michelle’s new apartment, I was more than ready to head back.
 
   “Hold up,” he said, before we’d even made it a mile down the road.
 
   “What?”
 
   “There’s a buffet.”
 
   “I want to get back.”
 
   He snorted.  “It won’t take long.”
 
   It didn’t.  We stuffed ourselves in a way that had management looking worried and then tipped well before leaving.
 
   “I wish we could eat like that every day,” Jim said, opening his door.
 
   “You do.”  I shook my head at him as he scratched his belly and leaned into his seat with a sigh.
 
   He napped on the way back, which gave me some quiet time to think about Michelle.  I glanced at the truck bed and trailer full of wrapped furniture.  While in the military, I’d sent money home to Mom and Dad for improvements to the Compound.  I’d also sent a good portion to Winifred for the house.  Whatever was left, I’d saved.  Since we were young, we’d heard stories about how Mom had made a home from nothing.  Though the chances of me finding a Mate had been slim, I’d wanted to be sure I’d set aside something, just in case.  Every dollar I’d saved was now in the back of the truck.  Would Michelle know what I was giving her?   Probably not.  But, I just hoped it was enough to convince her to stay.
 
   As soon as we pulled into the driveway, Jim sat up with a yawn and a stretch.
 
   The kids stopped playing to watch as I backed the trailer up to the house.  Winifred and Michelle stood on the porch, waiting.
 
   When Winifred signaled I was close, I stopped.  Jim and I got out to unload.  It wasn’t much, and I knew it wouldn’t take long.  Michelle and the boys stayed back as we brought up the leather sofa, love seat, recliner, queen bed, bunk beds, and dressers.  Winifred took some of the smaller items and directed us where to put everything.  The other three stayed outside until we had the last heavy piece off the trailer.
 
   While I put Michelle’s room together, Jim started on the boys’ room.  Winifred pitched in and got to work on the kitchen and living room.  I’d just left Michelle’s room when I heard her and the boys on the steps.
 
   “Get in here and help me,” Jim said.  “How can one bed have so many parts?”
 
   He was looking down at the instruction for the bunks.  Both dressers were assembled and in place.
 
   The boys came running into the room.
 
   “Can I help?” Aden asked, hunkering down next to Jim.
 
   “Yep.  You hold these.”  Jim put some screws into Aden’s small hand.  “You might have to help me with the directions, too.”
 
   I looked up as Michelle glanced in the room.  She studied it for a moment, a sad smile on her lips, then she turned and stepped toward her bedroom.
 
   I ruffled Liam’s hair and followed Michelle.  She stood in the doorway, taking it all in for a moment before walking to her bed and lightly touching the comforter.  I eyed the space, noting everything.  It had taken some time to pick out just the right things.  After watching her and asking her about her favorite color, I’d settled for natural shades of brown, green, and blue, hoping it would remind her of being outside.  I never wanted her to feel caged here.
 
   The scent of her worry caught my attention, and I stepped into the room.  She turned to look back at me.
 
   “You worry too much,” I said.  The need to take her worry and ease her fears rode me hard.  If only I knew how.
 
   She smiled slightly and touched the comforter again.
 
   “Thank you for this.”
 
   I nodded and was about to ask why she was worried when Liam called out.
 
   “Emmitt, can we work on my bed?”
 
   “I’ll be back,” I said and turned to help Liam.
 
   Before I could get Liam situated, Michelle left her room and started moving stuff over from the old place.  It didn’t take her long.  As soon as she put the last of Aden’s shorts into his dresser, Winifred called for Michelle’s help in the kitchen.
 
   The day Winifred had gone rummaging, she’d managed to pick up boxes of houseware items.  All of it needed to be washed, dried, and put away.  Once we finished, the apartment would be a fully equipped home.  Finishing would take a while, though.  Liam and Aden loved helping, but holding screws wasn’t enough.  They wanted to use the hammer and the screwdrivers.  They wanted to help lift anything that needed lifting.  By the time we finished, Jim’ stomach was making noises.
 
   “We need some food after all this work,” he said to Aden.  “But we’ll have to be quiet about it.”
 
   Aden nodded in agreement, looking very serious.  Jim brushed his hands on his shorts then casually left the room.  Aden copied every move.
 
   “Do you think they’ll get in trouble?” Liam asked, looking up at me.
 
   “Nah.  Nana knows growing boys need food.  She’ll let us get away with a snack before dinner.”
 
   Liam nodded and reached for my hand.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I lifted Aden and carried him up the stairs.  Liam followed slowly behind me.  The sun hadn’t quite set yet, but both boys were exhausted.  After leaving the apartment, we’d eaten our snack, played, made dinner together, and played some more, and now they were ready to crash in their new bunks.
 
   “Do you think Mimi and Nana are done cleaning yet?” Liam asked.
 
   “Yep.  I think so, little man.”
 
   “Good.  I don’t want to clean,” Aden said, his head on my shoulder.
 
   I laughed and set him down when we reached the top.  Michelle and Winifred were still inside.  Everything was neat, and the place smelled faintly like cleaners.
 
   Michelle looked at her brothers with worry.
 
   “They’re just tired.  We played hard today.”
 
   “I forgot about dinner.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  Jim and Aden didn’t.  We all ate downstairs.”
 
   “Thank you.  Nana, I better get these two to bed.  I can finish the rest on my own.”
 
   “Have a good night, dear.  Enjoy your new home.”
 
   Michelle nodded as her stomach growled.
 
   Didn’t you stop to eat? I asked Winifred as I followed her out the door.
 
   No.  Time slipped by us.
 
   While Winifred went downstairs, I went into my apartment.  It still smelled like Michelle and the boys.  I breathed deeply.  Her scent wrapped around me, and for the first time in weeks I felt myself relax a little.
 
   Checking the freezer, I found she hadn’t taken any of the food with her.  I shook my head, took out a package of chicken breasts, and started thawing them in the microwave.
 
   While I cooked, I listened to Michelle get her brothers ready for bed.  Despite their exhaustion, they still had enough energy to fight over who would get the top bunk.  I grinned as I turned the meat.
 
   By the time I had two potatoes microwaved and a side of green beans hot, Michelle was in her new kitchen, checking the cupboards.  I plated everything, set two spots at the island, and cut off a chunk of cooked meat, skewering it on a fork before going to the door.  As soon as she entered the hall, I opened my door all the way and lifted the fork.
 
   “Thought I might see you yet tonight.”
 
   She smiled at me and took the fork, hungrily eating the bite.
 
   “Mmm...”  She closed her eyes as she chewed.
 
   Why did that sound have me staring at her neck?  Probably because I still wanted to know how she tasted.
 
   “I didn’t think you could hear through closed doors,” she said after she swallowed.
 
   “I can if I’m close enough.  Just across the hall from a closed door, I can hear things like footsteps.”  I stood aside so she could enter.  “Will you eat with me?”
 
   She nodded, and when she passed me, I could smell the familiar sweetness I was coming to crave.
 
   “What do you think of your new place?” I asked, motioning for her to sit.
 
   “I love it.  Thank you.”  She blushed and focused on her food.
 
   “It was no problem.  I liked working on it.”  Man, why did conversation have to be so hard?  “So, Michelle who is nineteen and likes the color blue, what else can I learn about you?”
 
   She finished chewing before answering.
 
   “There’s not much to know.  I mean, before Blake, I remember playing softball and hanging out with friends.  But that’s not who I am now.”
 
   “Who are you now?”
 
   “I don’t know who I am.  But when I figure it out, I’ll tell you.”
 
   I thought about what she said.
 
   “We’ll figure it out together.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Over the course of the next few days I observed Michelle, trying to figure out what motivated her, what she liked and didn’t like.  She excelled at cooking and liked honest praise for her efforts.  She liked spending time with her brothers and doing activities with them.  She didn’t like bugs, much to Aden’s displeasure.  She didn’t like Jim’s singing, but was too polite and amused to say anything.  But the biggest epiphany was her desire to be a normal girl.
 
   We were on the porch watching the boys run through the sprinkler.  Winifred had just returned from a rummage sale with some fashion magazines from the prior year.  When she set them on the porch while unloading the rest of the things from her car, Michelle had picked one up and started thumbing through it.
 
   She’d pause every now and again to study an ad.  I began to notice a pattern.  Ads with everyday girls caught her eye.
 
   She needs to know what it’s like to be a normal nineteen-year-old, I sent to Winifred as I carried a bag of men’s clothes into her apartment.  Most likely that clothing would find its way up to the Compound.
 
   And do you know what it’s like to be a normal nineteen-year-old girl?  Winifred’s amusement was clear over our link.
 
   I have some ideas.  But I’ll need your help.
 
   You will always have my help.
 
   I waited until Jim was home and Michelle had taken the kids upstairs for the night before discussing what I wanted to do.
 
   “I want to take her on a real date.”
 
   Jim made a pained sound.
 
   “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Emmitt.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Every time she leaves this place to ‘go out’ she comes back drunk.  That girl has a drinking problem.”
 
   Winifred stood, walked over to Jim, and smacked him on the back of the head.  Just as calmly, she sat back down.  Jim was grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “What did you have in mind, Emmitt?” she asked.
 
   “A nice dinner at that fancy place just outside of town.”
 
   “She’ll need nicer clothes than what she has here.”
 
   “I know.  I want you to take her shopping on Saturday.  A girls’ day.  Back on base, the women would get together to have their hair done and go for lunch.  The point was to get out and just be with the girls.”
 
   “You hung out with Army wives?” Jim asked.
 
   “Don’t be slow,” Winifred said.
 
   “I didn’t hang out with them, but I observed.  I don’t want Michelle to cut her hair, but I’d like for her to relax.”
 
   “And you think shopping will do that?”
 
   “Alone?  No.  I’m hoping, with you along keeping her safe, she might.”
 
   “What about taking her to get her nails done?” Jim said.  “Girls like that.”
 
   Winifred was quiet for a moment.
 
   “Yes.  I think it would be good for her to get away for a little bit.  While I’m out, I’ll get us all cell phones.  Her obsession with the tablet made me realize we are behind on adapting technologies.”
 
   “I don’t need one,” Jim said.  “It’s a waste of pack money.”
 
   “I’m stapling yours to your ear so I can reach you at any time.”
 
   The snarl behind Winifred’s words had me discreetly covering my mouth so she wouldn’t see my grin.  It still annoyed her that he took Michelle and then wouldn’t say where.
 
   “I’ll talk to Michelle in the morning,” I said, standing.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   As soon as the boys raced down the stairs the next morning, I opened my door and caught Michelle in the hallway.
 
   “Morning,” I said, taking in her tank top and shorts.  She looked good just as she was.  What would she look like all dressed up?
 
   “We’d like to give you a surprise tomorrow but need you to leave with Nana for at least three hours.”
 
   Her smiled faded.  “Leave?”
 
   “Jim and I will stay with Liam and Aden.”
 
   She looked at the floor for a moment. “I need to think about it.  Okay?”
 
   I nodded and watched her walk away.
 
   She’s going to say no, I sent to Winifred.
 
   Think of a way to help her say yes.
 
   While still thinking of how to accomplish that, I heard Aden start begging to play in the sprinkler instead of coloring at Winifred’s place.  It didn’t take Michelle and Winifred long to cave.  The kids were the answer.
 
   I waited until Michelle went inside to make lunch before conferring with both boys by the swing set.
 
   “I want to do something nice for your sister.  Something really special.  But, in order to do it, I have to convince her to leave you two here with me and Jim so she’ll go with Winifred.”
 
   “What do you want to do for her?” Liam asked suspiciously.
 
   “Girl stuff.”
 
   Aden cocked his head to look at me.  “And we get to stay here with you and Jim?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Can we have cake?”
 
   “I think we can manage that.”
 
   Aden looked at Liam and gave him an eager nod.  Liam didn’t look convinced.
 
   “We’re not forcing her to go, just giving her the chance to choose.”
 
   Once I convinced the boys that we wouldn’t be forcing Michelle to do anything she didn’t want to, I had them on my side.  Together we started plotting our approach.  As soon as Michelle was up the next morning, the boys would come over to my place for breakfast, and we would let Michelle decide if she wanted to go with Winifred or not.  From there, the boys came up with some plans of their own.
 
   After Jim came home, Aden and Liam shared their ideas with him.  Tomorrow would be a “boy day”—breakfast followed by cake and a hike through the woods to find cool bugs and other wildlife.  The boys were so excited that, when Michelle called them in for the night, they went racing up the stairs without a whine of protest.
 
   It didn’t take long for them to quiet down and fall asleep.  I sat on the couch in my apartment, listening to Michelle move around.  Tomorrow she’d buy a dress.  And, if everything went well, next week we’d go on our first date.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I was at my door as soon as I heard movement across the hall.  Breakfast was started and all I needed were the boys to back me up.  I couldn’t wait for date night.  Michelle might think she didn’t know herself, but I knew she did.  She just didn’t trust herself.  Especially when it came to what she wanted.  Me.
 
   At the sound of footsteps in the hall, I opened the door.  It wasn’t Liam or Aden, but Michelle.
 
   Her pulse accelerated.  At first I thought I’d startled her.  Then, her gaze dropped to my shirt and stayed there for several long seconds.  I fought not to grin as she struggled to meet my eyes.
 
   “How did you sleep?” she asked.
 
   “Fine.  The bed still smells like you.”
 
   As I expected, she blushed and her scent sweetened.  Everyone wanted me to move slowly with Michelle, but she was giving me all the physical signals to pick up the pace.
 
   She hesitated in the hall, as if wanting to say something but unsure how to say it.  From her apartment, I heard the boys and grinned.  They were up and hurrying to get dressed.  Liam appeared behind Michelle first.
 
   “Want some breakfast, buddy?” I asked.
 
   “Yep,” Liam said before turning to look behind him.  “Hurry up, Aden.”
 
   Aden ran down the hallway from their bedroom as he pulled a shirt over his head.
 
   “What are you up to, Liam?” Michelle asked.
 
   “Nana Wini said if it was okay with you, we could spend the day with Jim and Emmitt so you could go do girl stuff with her.”  He looked up at her pleadingly.  “Can we?”
 
   She looked at me with worry.  “Emmitt...”
 
   I could hear the “no” coming.
 
   “They’ll be safe,” I said, stepping close and speaking softly.  “Everything’s been quiet, and you’ve left them before.”
 
   “I know.  But that wasn’t right.”
 
   I ducked down a little to catch her gaze.  “Do you trust us?”
 
   Her expression softened.  “Just three hours?”
 
   I knew I’d won and stepped back to allow Liam and Aden to run into the apartment.
 
   “You’re going to want something on your feet before you go down to Winifred’s.”  Humans had silly rules about shopping barefoot.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Jim and I fed the boys breakfast, then cake, before helping them with their shoes so we could go on our wildlife trek.  It was cooler in the trees than in the yard, and both boys enjoyed the freedom of running.  Their wonder over every rock, twig, and creature we pointed out reminded me of the confinement in which they’d lived before coming here.
 
   When our time was up, we made our way back to the house and played in the yard.
 
   “Can we do that again tomorrow?” Liam asked me.
 
   “Any time you want.”
 
   Jim pushed them both on the swings while I made a stack of sandwiches.  We sat in the shade of the porch and ate.  Jim stole my sandwich twice and had Aden laughing so hard the little man’s face turned red.  It was such a good day that it made my stomach hurt.  I needed to know they’d stay here forever.  That we’d always be able to keep them safe and make them laugh.  I needed Michelle to say yes to just one date.
 
   I took everything back upstairs and was washing the dishes when I heard Winifred’s car turn onto the driveway.  Excitement coursed through me.
 
   Did Michelle have a good time?
 
   She enjoyed herself but had frequent bouts of worry, which I expected.  After what she’s been through, trusting her brothers with anyone had to be hard.
 
   I wiped my hands and was just moving toward the door when I heard Michelle on the porch with Jim.
 
   “Hold on.  You can’t sneak in without showing me,” he said.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, knowing he’d hear me.  Silently, I started down the stairs.
 
   “Very nice.  Now the dress,” he said.
 
   “How did you know?”  Michelle sounded amused.  I wasn’t.
 
   “Jim, you’ve ticked Nana off way too often recently for her to intervene when I start kicking your tail,” I said when I hit the second landing.
 
   “Emmitt told me his contribution to your day.  It’s why I thought you’d want your nails done.  Better hurry, I hear him coming.”
 
   “I don’t know if anyone will get to see me in this dress,” she said, worrying me.
 
   “Day’s not done yet,” he said.
 
   “We’ll see.  Thank you for the lovely day.”
 
   I was on the last flight of stairs and saw them as she stepped forward and hugged Jim tightly.  And the ass returned the hug, giving me a thumbs-up behind her back.
 
   I couldn’t stay silent anymore.
 
   “You keep that up, and he’ll be treating you to spa days with Nana Wini every week.”
 
   She released him and turned toward me. “Thank you for the dress,” she said.
 
   Jim moved away from us and headed out to the boys, who were still regaling Nana about what they’d done.
 
   “You’re welcome.  Just don’t let Jim see it before I do.”
 
   I didn’t miss that she made no move to hug me.
 
   “I think it might stay in the bag for a while.”
 
   “I hope not.  I was wondering if you’d consider going to dinner with me.”  Her scent changed with her panic.  She probably didn’t want to leave her brothers again.
 
   “Next Saturday,” I said, hoping it would help calm her.
 
   “A date?” she asked, doubtfully.
 
   “If you’re not too busy.”
 
   She shrugged and smiled slightly.  “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   She moved past me, carrying her things inside.
 
   “You coming back outside or going to research again?”
 
   “Both.  I’ll bring the tablet out here.”
 
   I watched her walk away, then looked toward the swing set.  Winifred met my gaze as she listened to the boys tell her about the things we’d done today.
 
   I know, I sent her.  Give it time.
 
   No.  I was going to tell you I’d keep an eye on the boys while you hand Jim his tail.
 
   I laughed out loud and went to occupy the boys so Winifred could carry her things inside.  It didn’t take her long before she was back on the porch, sipping a glass of tea.  When Michelle reemerged, she sat next to Winifred.
 
   Jim managed to stay inside for maybe ten minutes before boredom brought him back outdoors.  He knew he was on my shit list because he kept a healthy distance between us when he came over to play with Aden.  Still, I managed to get a few whacks in when the boys and Michelle weren’t looking.  Winifred caught every single one, but she didn’t say a word.
 
   After a while, Michelle stood and went into the house.
 
   “I sure am thirsty,” Jim said under his breath.
 
   “Not happening,” I said quietly in return.  In a normal tone, I told Liam I’d be right back, then went to sit in Michelle’s spot.  Winifred saw me coming and picked up Michelle’s tablet.  She didn’t say anything to me, but started tapping on the surface of the device.
 
   When Michelle returned, she had a glass of iced tea in her hand.
 
   “May I have a drink?” I asked.
 
   She smiled and held out the glass.  Our gazes met as I brought it to my mouth.  The taste of her lips still clung to the edge of the glass, a sweetness that heated my blood as I took several swallows.  She knew because she looked away after a few moments.  Then, she paled.
 
   I turned, following her gaze, and found Winifred watching a video on the tablet.  A huge dog was mauling a man.  I frowned as I stared at the dog then realized what I was seeing.  One of our kind, killing a human in the middle of a city.  People on the sidewalks screamed and ran.  The wolf looked at the camera then leapt over a nearby fence, leaving behind the body of a middle aged man.
 
   Michelle’s scent spiked a moment before she made an odd noise.  I caught her as she collapsed.
 
   Liam yelled, and he and Aden came running.
 
   “Mimi!  Mimi!”  The panic in their voices tore at me.
 
   “Michelle,” I called, tapping her cheek.  “Come on, honey.  You’re scaring your brothers.”
 
   “Mimi!” Aden said, reaching for her hair.
 
   Winifred caught his hand as Michelle’s eyes fluttered. “She’s okay.  She just fainted.  Emmitt caught her.  She’s not hurt.”
 
   “Why would they do something so obvious?” Michelle mumbled.
 
   “I don’t know,” Winifred said.
 
   I smoothed my hand over Michelle’s hair, and she opened her eyes for me.
 
   “Nice catch,” she whispered.
 
   Humor after fainting.  That was my girl.
 
   “For you, always,” I said.
 
   She sat up slowly, and I kept an arm around her.  The paleness in her cheeks slowly warmed as she smiled at her brothers.
 
   “I’m okay.  Just got too warm.  I think I need to go through the sprinkler.”
 
   Liam wasn’t buying it, but he still allowed Jim to lead them away to play.  Once they were out of earshot, I glanced at Winifred.
 
   “I’m assuming that was Richard based on your reaction and question,” she said.
 
   Michelle nodded, and I ached for her.  She’d just witnessed how her stepfather had been murdered.  Would she ever forgive us?
 
   “This has gone too far.  We need to find those responsible.  They are killing, and that endangers us all.  What we saw...that is not who we are,” Winifred said sadly.
 
   Michelle offered no objection.
 
   Winifred rose and walked into the house.  A moment later, I heard her conferring with Sam.    After all, Michelle wasn’t the only special human.  Sam was in charge of Gabby, a young girl one of our kind had discovered years ago.  And then, there was my mom.  My mom was more than just a human-compatible Mate, though.  She could control a human.  Any human.  Since I’d been old enough to understand the danger that put her in, I’d understood the need to keep her ability a secret.
 
   That one of our own had killed a human put us all in danger.  That one of our kind had held a potential Mate prisoner made me worry about my mom.
 
   After Michelle and the boys went to bed, I met Jim and Winifred in Jim’s apartment.
 
   “What did Sam say?”
 
   “He would like to put out a call asking for the offender to step forward.  He agrees that there’s no reason to mention Michelle’s existence or connection.  It’s clear from the video that it was a werewolf.  And, had we been paying better attention to the news, we would have known about this a month ago.”
 
   “I’d like to talk to Mom and Dad and let them know the full story before you send out the call.  Will you ask Dad to call from town?  Tonight?”
 
   She was quiet a moment.
 
   “He said he will call within thirty minutes.”
 
   They stayed in Jim’s place while I went to wait for the call at Winifred’s, the number they knew.  I picked up before the phone completed its first ring.
 
   “Hello,” I said, the universal polite way of asking who was calling.
 
   “Emmitt, baby!” my mom said with love.  “I’ve missed you so much.  When did you return?”
 
   “It’s been a few weeks.  Sorry for not calling sooner.”
 
   “How was it?” Dad asked, referring to my last few months of duty.
 
   “Good.  No issues being discharged.”
 
   Silence hung in the air for a few moments, and I knew they were waiting for the reason behind my suddenly urgent call.
 
   “I met someone,” I said.
 
   “Emmitt,” my mom said on a watery exhale.
 
   “We are so happy for you, son.  How did you meet?”
 
   “I stopped for something to eat on my way home, and she walked into the same diner.  Before her scent even reached me, I knew she was the one.”
 
   I could hear Mom sniffle.
 
   “When will we get to meet her?” Dad asked.
 
   “That may be a while yet.”  I sighed.  “She’s human, Mom, and running just like you did.  Only it’s not from humans.  One of our kind found her and kept her prisoner, and we just learned he shifted and killed her stepfather in public.”
 
   The silence was heavy, and I knew Dad was probably conferring with Winifred via their link.
 
   “She’s beautiful, Mom, and strong.  She’s nineteen.  The mutt who had her also kept her little brothers locked away.  They are five and four and just starting to laugh and trust us.  We’re treading carefully and not pushing for more information than she’s ready to give.  That’s why I didn’t tell you right away.  And why we might not be visiting for a while.”
 
   “Emmitt, your first priority will be to your Mate.  But don’t forget the safety of the pack.  The fact that someone’s out there breaking rules and not reporting their infractions according to law is—”
 
   “Unthinkable,” Dad finished for her.
 
   And it truly was unthinkable for our kind.  One of our rules stated not to kill humans.  And the corresponding unbreakable law was that anyone responsible for breaking the rule, or a witness to the breaking of the rule, must admit the deed to an Elder.  It was a law that was essentially a direct command from an Elder, and as Jim had experienced firsthand, a direct command was unbreakable.  So how, then, did someone break it?
 
   “Winifred filled me in.  The call is going out tonight.  Keep in touch, Emmitt.  Your Mom and I were starting to worry.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m home now and will be here if you want to ring us again.”  I hung up and went back to Jim’s place.
 
   “Mom cry?” Jim asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “She’s happy she’ll have a chance to spoil grand-cubs.  Well, unless you screw up again.  I wonder how many kneeings it takes to crack a nut.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 13
 
   Each day following the revelation of how Richard had died, Michelle sank further into the fearful existence in which she’d lived when she arrived.  She woke often at night, walking through her apartment to check windows and doors.  During the day, she hovered over her brothers, unwilling to let them out of her sight.
 
   Jim, Winifred, and I each tried to reassure her.  Richard had died the month before, and it had been all over the news then.  There was no reason for the mutt responsible to believe she was now safely hidden away with us.  Our words did little good.
 
   By Thursday morning, she was once again a pale shadow of herself.  When she and the boys weren’t around to notice, I prowled my apartment in frustration.  I hated the fear that ate at her and the haunted look in her eyes.  But what more could I do to help her feel secure here?
 
   She needed sleep.  She needed peace and comfort.
 
   By dinner, I couldn’t stand it anymore.  She barely ate and didn’t say a word through the whole meal.  The boys, thankfully, weren’t taking their cues from her and laughed through dessert, a lopsided cake Aden and Jim had baked.  Jim and I worked hard every day so they would feel safe and loved and it seemed to be enough for them.
 
   When Michelle drifted from the room, I went to catch her in the hallway.
 
   She looked up at me with lost, sad eyes when I wrapped my hand around her arm to stop her from climbing the steps.
 
   “I’ll sleep on the couch after the boys go to bed.”  I didn’t ask; I told her.  And, if me being on the couch didn’t help her sleep, then I’d lay on the bed next to her and hold her all night.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Her simple acceptance told me just how bad it had gotten.
 
   That night, I helped put the boys to bed and insisted she keep her apartment door open.  As soon as the boys were breathing deeply, I let myself in and closed the door behind me.  Michelle wasn’t in the living room.  I found her already in bed, her eyes closed and her hand tucked under a cheek as she lay on her side.
 
   “Michelle,” I said, gently running my fingers over her hair.  “I’m here.  Everything is locked up tight.  Get some sleep.”
 
   She nodded, keeping her eyes closed.  It didn’t take long for her breathing to even out.  I watched her for a while.  When it looked like she would stay sleeping peacefully, I went to the couch.
 
   The whole place smelled like her.  I sat down and breathed deeply, letting myself relax.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The typical slow brightening of the room was missing when I woke.  I went to the window and eyed the dark skies.
 
   Knowing it would be a full day of keeping the kids busy, I went to my place and quickly showered.  It didn’t take more than a few minutes before I was back in her place, folding my blanket.  The apartment stayed quiet for another hour.  Then the sky rumbled.  Liam and Aden were the first to stir.  I went into their room and said a hushed good morning, then helped them quietly dress.
 
   “Brush your teeth then go to Nana’s.  She’ll make you breakfast,” I said as I opened the bedroom door for them.  They ducked into the bathroom and brushed their teeth quietly.
 
   Two hungry cubs coming your way, I warned Winifred on my way to the kitchen to see what I could make Michelle for breakfast.
 
   The sky rumbled loudly just as the boys opened the bathroom door.  I heard Michelle stir.  The two boys must have, too, because they ran down the hall and out of the apartment.  Michelle was out of bed and running, too.
 
   I stepped into the hallway, ready to assure her the boys were fine.  Instead, I caught her in my arms as she barreled into me.  Spinning, I tried redirecting the force of her momentum.  It didn’t quite work.  Her face collided with my chest.
 
   “Ow!”  She pulled her head back and squinted at me with watering eyes.
 
   The pale, shadowy Michelle of yesterday was gone.  The woman in my arms was adorably disgruntled.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  I leaned forward to kiss her abused nose.  Her breath caught, and her scent sweetened as I slowly closed the distance.  Slowly, her eyes fluttered shut.  The tempting sight of her lips almost redirected my aim.  Patience, I reminded myself, gently brushing her nose.
 
   Her eyes flew open.
 
   “I wouldn’t have stepped in front of you if I’d known you’d get hurt.”  I carefully moved a strand of hair that had fallen over her face during our collision.
 
   “Uh.  It’s okay.”
 
   I inhaled slowly, noting it was anything but okay.  She was anxious and confused.
 
   “Just a minute.”  She turned and closed herself in the bathroom.
 
   I went back to what I’d been doing in the kitchen.  Taking out the eggs, I started collecting what I needed to make her a small breakfast.  When she reemerged, I had four eggs in the pan and bread in the toaster.
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked, looking her over.  The brief whiff of anxiety and confusion before she left had me wondering if she was still feeling unsafe here.
 
   “Fine.  No permanent damage,” she said, misunderstanding the question.
 
   I didn’t clarify.  If she wasn’t thinking about Blake or her stepfather, I didn’t want to remind her.  I put a single egg and a slice of toast on a plate and set it before her.  After plating up the other three eggs and remaining toast, I joined her at the island.
 
   She ate a few bites then turned to look at me.
 
   “What are we?”
 
   I paused, afraid to hope I’d understood her question correctly.  Turning, I finished my bite of food as I studied her.  She sat there, calmly returning my gaze.  Surely, if she was asking about our relationship, she wouldn’t be this calm.  Every time I’d mentioned it in the past, she’d blushed or quickly found an excuse to leave the room.  And, her talk about having no room for any distractions still rang in my mind, too.
 
   “I’m not sure I understand the question,” I said warily.
 
   She blushed and stood.
 
   “I get this.”
 
   She leaned forward and planted a light kiss on my nose.
 
   “And I get this.”
 
   She buried her face in my neck and inhaled, trailing her nose against my skin.  I nearly lost it.  She was so close.  All she needed to do was open her mouth and plant her teeth into my skin and it would be done.  She’d be mine.  I closed my eyes and struggled to hold myself still.
 
   “And I’m told—”
 
   I shuddered at the feel of her breath on my skin.  She quickly pulled back, and I wanted to howl.
 
   Her eyes were wide as she looked at me.  Did she know the animal she’d just stirred?
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, stepping away.
 
   I rose, shadowing her retreat with an unwavering advance. “Don’t be.  I’m fine.  Finish your question.”
 
   Tell me you’re ready, I pleaded silently.
 
   She stopped moving backward.  I didn’t stop advancing, though, until I stood within six inches of her, drowning in her unique scent.
 
   “I, uh, was just going to say that...um.”  She cleared her throat nervously.  “You said I’m yours, and that biting equals an engagement.  But, I don’t understand where that leaves us now.  What are we?”
 
   Excitement and anticipation filled me.
 
   “As you asked, we are friends,” I said carefully.  Then, I leaned in, covering her arms with my hands and holding her steady as I brought my mouth to her neck.  Brushing my lips over her skin, I let myself dream of more.  She helped my dreams by bringing her hands to my chest.  They didn’t roam like the night on the bike, but lay lightly on my shirt, heating me further.
 
   “But,” I said, letting my words raise bumps on her sensitive skin, “I hope we are friends who are working their way to dating.”
 
   I brushed my lips against her skin again, waiting for her reaction.  When she remained still, I pulled back slightly. “I’m not good at being friends.  I struggle with the boundaries of friendship.”
 
   She swallowed hard and withdrew her hands. “What boundaries?”  The words were a bare whisper.
 
   “Friends don’t get this close.  They don’t touch each other like I just touched you.  And, I really want to be that close.”
 
   I could smell she wanted that, too.
 
   “What else?” she said.
 
   She was tempting me.  Innocently, though.
 
   “You’ll have to let me know,” I said, retreating for both our sakes.  “You set the boundaries.”
 
   I went back to the island but couldn’t sit right away.  Closing my eyes, I took a few calming breaths.  Not only was I completely turned on, but the change was clawing at me.  While I struggled with myself, she quietly remained where she was.
 
   As soon as I sat down, she joined me.  We didn’t talk again, and her anxiety didn’t disappear.  But the confusion was gone.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   She stayed up in her apartment, and I went down to check on the kids.  Winifred was teaching them how to count to ten using little candies.  It made me smile.  Her methods were the same when we were cubs.  Jim had taken a long time learning how to count to ten.
 
   “Did you have a good breakfast?” Winifred asked without looking away from Aden’s counting.
 
   “Yes.  A good night’s sleep seemed to help.”
 
   “Good.  Perhaps you’d be willing to play a game with these two when we’re finished so I can talk to Michelle.”
 
   I want to be sure she understands what we’ve put into motion and why we’re concerned that it’s been a month since Richard’s death.  Perhaps, given that information, she’ll be willing to tell us more about Blake.
 
   I nodded so Winifred knew I understood her.
 
   “I’d be happy to play for a while.”
 
   I helped Liam with his counting then entertained the kids while Winifred was upstairs.  It didn’t surprise me when she returned not long afterward and told me there was no news to share.
 
   Near lunch, I excused myself from their sandwich-making fun to plan a special moment for Michelle.  She’d stayed up in her apartment the whole morning, and I didn’t want her to withdraw from me again.
 
   Up in the rafters of the garage, a small patio table and two chairs waited from before I’d left.  I pulled them from storage, dusted them off, and carried them up to the third floor.  The rain fell softly as I set two places out on the porch.  I kept things simple with sandwiches and tea, then went to knock on her door.  Through the glass I saw her sitting in the kitchen, her head bowed over her tablet.
 
   I knocked on the door, and she looked up in surprise.  There was no fear in her eyes, though.  I smiled and motioned for her to come out onto the porch.  When she stood and winced, I was glad I’d thought to make lunch for her.
 
   “Hungry?” I asked as she looked at the table behind me.  She nodded, and I went to hold out a chair for her.  “I heard what Nana said about trying to find Blake.”
 
   “I have premonitions.”
 
   I finished pushing in her chair then sat across from her.  My first thought was that my mother wasn’t alone.  My second thought was to wonder what she had seen that had her telling me now.
 
   “Did you see what happens if we go to  your old address?”
 
   She glanced down at her sandwich before answering.
 
   “No, I don’t have those kinds of premonitions.  Mine are about the stock market.”
 
   Stock market?  I couldn’t hide my surprise.
 
   “I know,” she said.  “Not very interesting.  But think of what you could gain by controlling someone with my ability.  The money.  Power.”
 
   “I don’t want money or power.  Just you.”
 
   She blushed and picked a bit of meat from her sandwich.
 
   “Blake’s tasted that power.  If your laws can’t control him, what makes you think finding him will help?  All it does is expose us.  He will go straight for Liam and Aden.  Through them, he can control me again.”
 
   Are you listening to this? I sent Winifred.
 
   I am.  We need to find Blake.  But we won’t involve her any further.
 
   “Nana won’t ask again,” I promised.  Then, to lighten the mood, I grinned and said, “Want to spike your tea?”
 
   Winifred yelled at me from the first floor, and I chuckled.  Michelle smiled slightly, too, and picked up her sandwich, finally taking a bite.  It was only a few minutes before another question started bugging me.
 
   “Why did you tell Sam which stock to invest in?  Why not just keep it to yourself?”
 
   She set her sandwich down slowly.
 
   “I don’t have a choice.  The information comes to me every seven days.  It plays in my head like a market ticker but with just one stock on repeat.  If I don’t share the information, it makes me twitchy.  The longer I hold it, the more painful it becomes until I’m a mess.  Blake figured that out.  It became another way for him to control me.  I have to share the information with someone.  As soon as I do, the countdown to the next premonition resets.”
 
   The headache the first week she was here and her weird reaction on the porch when she’d overheard Winifred speaking to Sam made more sense now.
 
   “And that’s why you didn’t want to tell me.”
 
   The premonitions didn’t just provide wealth, they provided a way to physically control her through her own pain.  How had Blake prevented her from sharing the information?  A gag?  Tied hands?  I wanted his blood.
 
   Keeping my expression calm, I nudged her glass.  “Drink.”
 
   She barely managed a sip before she set the glass aside.
 
   “There’s more,” she said.  “I told you a little about what Blake said the night before I ran.  That he wanted me to bite one of his men.  Before that, he talked about evolving my abilities.  When you asked if I saw what would happen, I meant it.  I don’t have those kinds of visions.  But since coming here, something has changed.  I’ve gotten glimpses of people.  Girls like me, mostly.  I don’t know why.  Those visions don’t work like the stock ones.  They don’t repeat.”
 
   I wanted to be angry.  To shake with rage.  But her anxious expression kept it all in check.  I reached for her and wrapped my hand around hers.
 
   “We’ll figure this out.  Please, let some of the worry go.  Trust us to keep you and your brothers safe.”
 
   She nodded, squeezed my hand before letting go, then picked up her sandwich.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   For the rest of the afternoon, I kept an eye on Michelle.  She didn’t withdraw into her apartment again.  Instead, she went to Winifred’s and joined in on the number fun.  When Jim came home, Michelle helped cook dinner and hung around for some cards afterward.  The three were relaxed when she finally said it was time to get to bed.  I didn’t suggest I sleep on her couch again, although I really wanted to.  I could see that she didn’t need it, and I didn’t want to push my welcome.
 
   But, come first light, I let myself into their place just to check on them.  They were all sleeping peacefully.  The boys woke before she did.  Not unexpected.  She was probably still catching up on sleep.  I left a bowl of cereal on the counter for her and took the kids downstairs.
 
   When she finally joined us, we were already on our third board game of the morning.  She smiled and sat on the floor by Winifred’s coffee table.  We spent the rest of the morning, and most of the afternoon, there having fun.
 
   Yet even as we laughed and played, I was thinking ahead.  Michelle had told me she had two secrets.  One would test my loyalty and one would give me power over her.  She’d shared both with me.  There were no secrets standing between us anymore.  No reason we couldn’t move beyond friends.
 
   Will you watch the boys tonight? I sent Winifred.
 
   Of course.  Do you think she’ll agree to go?
 
   I glanced at Michelle.  She grinned at Liam and asked for a four.  She loved her brothers as much as any mother would.  And leaving them was just as hard for her.
 
   Jim caught my eye and winked a second before he groaned and his stomach rumbled.
 
   “Aden ate half my lunch.  Can I have a snack, Michelle?”
 
   Aden giggled and shook his head in denial.
 
   “I’ll see what I can find,” she said, standing.
 
   “There should be chips at my place,” Jim said with a grin.
 
   I followed her to Jim’s kitchen and watched her open several of Jim’s cabinets before pulling her away from her search.  She turned in my arms, smiling up at me.  I loved that face.  Gently, I set my hands on her cheeks, feathering my thumbs over her skin and lips.
 
   “Do you know you’ve been here a month?”
 
   Her smiled faded with each swipe of my thumb, and her scent sweetened.
 
   “Let me take you to dinner tonight.  Please.”
 
   Her pulse skipped and she slowly nodded.
 
   “Wear the dress,” I said, stepping back to open a nearby cupboard.  The chips were right inside.  I took them and waited for Michelle to walk with me.
 
   Her steps were slow as she followed me.
 
   “I’ll watch the boys,” Winifred said for Michelle’s benefit.  I began to doubt Michelle even heard, until she nodded.
 
   “Could we leave in an hour?” I asked her while handing Jim his chips.
 
   Michelle frowned slightly.  “Sure.”  She began backing away, then turn and ran up the stairs.
 
   I glanced at Winifred.
 
   “Nerves most likely.  Probably because of the dress.”
 
   “Why?” Jim asked, beating me to it.
 
   “It’s more daring than I would have picked for her.”
 
   “Daring how?”
 
   “You’ll just have to wait and see for yourself.”
 
   Jim stretched and patted Aden’s head.
 
   “Be right back.”
 
   He was out the door before I could catch him.  We raced up the stairs and I caught him by the ankle.  We fell a few steps, and we each wrestled for our own purpose.  His was to get away.  Mine was to reach the landing first.
 
   “Boys!  I suggest you both stop, or you will lose dessert.”
 
   The warning in Winifred’s tone had me delivering one last punch to Jim’s thigh.  He bit me in return.
 
   “Damn it,” I said quietly.  “Go find something else to do.”
 
   “No way.  Annoying you is more fun.  Come on.  Let’s see what fancy clothes you brought home with you.”
 
   He followed me into my living room, leaving the door open behind him.  We could both hear Michelle moving around in her apartment, mumbling under her breath.  Jim grinned at me.
 
   “You going to shower first?”
 
   “And leave you without supervision?  No.”  I shoved him toward my room just to ensure he didn’t go bother Michelle.
 
   “What if she needs help with a zipper or something?”
 
   “Then I’ll help her.  Not you.  If you want to be useful, call the restaurant for a reservation.”
 
   He pulled out his cell phone.  While he spoke to someone, I opened my closet where the only nice clothes I had were hanging.  Dark dress pants, a sport coats and a thin grey V-neck sweater.  I took the sweater from the closet.
 
   “You’re going to sweat in that thing,” Jim said when he hung up.
 
   “Nope.  It’s one of those thin ones, not the kind Mom tried making us wear during the holidays.”
 
   I tugged my current shirt off and put on a clean white tee, then the sweater.  Jim sat on my bed and waited as I finished changing.
 
   “Nervous?” he asked.
 
   “Yes and no.”
 
   “Want me to give you a pep talk?”
 
   “Depends on your idea of a pep talk.”
 
   “Don’t stare at her chest, and if you do, put a protective hand over your baby maker.”
 
   “I should have said no.”
 
   He clapped me on my back as he stood. “Let’s go see how she’s doing.  Ten bucks says she tries to back out.”
 
   As soon as I reached the hall, I knew Jim might be right.  The sound of her rapid pulse filled my ears even through the closed doors.
 
   I didn’t hesitate to let myself into her apartment and follow the sound.  Stopping outside the bathroom door, I listened to Michelle’s shallow breathing and the slight rustle of clothes.
 
   “You should go,” I said to Jim.
 
   “Not a chance.  I want to see the dress.”
 
   “She might not even be dressed yet.”
 
   “Then I’m definitely staying.”
 
   His words didn’t bother me because I knew what he was doing.  Michelle and I were both nervous.  Jim was our comic relief.  It was a role he’d filled many times in our lives.
 
   When the door suddenly opened, I was glad he was still there.  I forgot to breathe at the sight of Michelle in a sleeveless little black dress.  The front scooped very low, drawing my gaze.  Her chest rose and fell with each breath.
 
   Jim gave a wolf whistle, jarring me from her spell.  Her, too.  She jumped a little, and I noticed she was holding a bra.  My gaze drifted to her chest again.  No bra?  I swallowed hard.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she said.  Panic pitched her words.
 
   “You sounded upset.”  Although I was paying attention to Michelle, it wasn’t with eye contact.  I couldn’t stop studying the way the dress hugged her.
 
   Jim nudged me lightly.
 
   “Okay, you saw,” I said.  “Now go away.”
 
   With a laugh, Jim left.
 
   “Saw what?” she asked.
 
   “He wanted to see how you looked in the dress.”
 
   “Could we maybe go somewhere casual enough for jean shorts?”
 
   Not a chance.
 
   “I can smell your nervousness.  You look lovely.  Please wear it,” I said, finally meeting her eyes.  “Do you need a jacket?”
 
   She shook her head, and I hoped it meant she didn’t need a jacket, rather than a rejection of my request.  Her shoes waited in the hallway.  Pretty heels with thin straps.  The story of Cinderella popped into my head as I bent down to pick up the shoes.  I wanted to help her put them on.
 
   While I was going for the shoes, she quickly threw the bra over her shoulder and turned off the bathroom light.  I kept my head down so she wouldn’t see my grin, then straightened and motioned for her to lead the way.
 
   The back of her dress dipped just as low as the front.  I wanted to taste her skin.
 
   When she paused at the door, I squatted before her and held out a shoe.  With just a light touch on my shoulder, she lifted one delicate foot.  I slipped the shoe on, fighting the urge to kiss her calf.  Where my lips couldn’t yet go, my fingers did.  She quivered in response to my hand first on one calf, then the next.  I took my time securing the straps, and when I stood, her stunned expression made me smile.  It wasn’t shock that I’d touched her.  No, based on her scent, she’d finally realized just how much she wanted me.
 
   Unable to resist, I stepped closer and slowly moved her hair off her shoulder.  I was giving her time to move away or say no.  But she didn’t.  The pulse in her neck thrummed at a speed to match mine.  Sliding my hands over her arms, I leaned in and inhaled.  Want and need were weak words for what I felt for her.  I tracked my way up to the spot just below her ear.  Her breathing changed to a short, shallow pant.  If I didn’t stop, we’d never leave.
 
   “Thank you for saying yes,” I said, pulling back.
 
   Her expression didn’t clear until I led her from the apartment.  Even then, she seemed unsteady.  The stairs worried me, so I wrapped her hand around my arm and held her as we descended.  There was a good amount of male pride coursing through me when we finally reached the bottom.  I’d done that to her.  I’d made her want me enough to forget everything.
 
   She seemed to come to the same conclusion because she stopped walking and looked at me.  Her gaze beckoned me, begging for more.  I gave in and crowded her for a second time.  She tilted her head, giving me better access.
 
   “You smell wonderful,” I said.  Scenting her was heaven, but I desperately wanted a taste.  How much longer would I need to wait?
 
   She turned her head slightly and pressed her cheek to mine.  I groaned.  Not much longer.
 
   It took a strong amount of will to straighten away from her so we could say good-bye to her brothers.  She held my arm as we left.  The rain had stopped, leaving the air cooler and the ground spongy.
 
   She smiled at me when I opened the truck door for her.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked as I offered her a hand to get in.  I should have asked Winifred to use her car.  I hadn’t been thinking.  Michelle didn’t seem to mind, though.  Honestly, I didn’t either.  The effort of getting into the higher truck had hiked her skirt up an extra few inches.  Nope, I didn’t mind at all.
 
   “A steak and seafood place just outside of town,” I said.
 
   After one last glance at her smooth legs, I closed her door and walked around the front of the truck.  Her scent had already filled the cab when I opened the door.  Her pulse skipped as I got in.  She was sweetly nervous.
 
   I reached over and brushed back a strand of her hair.  She gave me a slight smile and folded her hands primly in her lap.  Taking her cue, I focused on backing up the truck and pulling out of the driveway.
 
   My mind kept circling back to the fact she wasn’t wearing a bra as I struggled to think of what topics were safe first date topics.
 
   “You’ve never mentioned any family other than your mom and Richard.”
 
   “No family as far as I know on either side.  It’s just us, now.”
 
   Wrong topic.
 
   Thankfully, it didn’t take long to get to the restaurant.  She smiled at the sight of the white Christmas lights wound along the fence that surrounded the rustic building.  In the dusk, the light bulbs cast a soft glow over the parking lot.
 
   While she was distracted, I got out and opened her door.  She leaned forward to gauge the distance to the ground.  The move gave me an irresistible view of her neckline.  She caught the direction of my gaze and blushed.  There was no censure in her scent, though.
 
   I held the door for her as we entered and gave our name to the man standing at the podium just inside.
 
   “Your table will be ready in just a few moments.  Please make yourself comfortable in our lounge.”
 
   Why did fancy restaurants try to use another name for bar?
 
   I ordered us both a glass of wine and held out a heavily padded stool for her.  It was nice that it had a low backrest.  It didn’t block the view of her back.  My fingers drifted along her exposed skin, and she shivered.
 
   The bartender noticed her dress too, though, as he set our drinks before us.  I scowled at the man, and he quickly left.  Michelle took a sip of her wine and glanced around the room.  I honestly couldn’t think of anything to say.  My head was racing ahead to the end of the night.  What would Michelle expect?  What would she accept?  I absently rubbed at the tightness growing in my chest.
 
   By the time the maître d' came to seat us at our table, I was ready to forget the meal and just take her to the beach and see what a night under the moonlight would bring.
 
   Michelle followed the man, and I followed her.  This time, he helped her with her chair.  I sat across from her and debated asking her if she’d rather leave.  When she caught me watching her instead of looking at the menu, she picked up my menu and handed it to me.
 
   Okay.  That answered my question.  A moonlit night on the beach was out.
 
   After ordering, I started telling her about my time in the military.  Human rules said that you should let your date talk, but I knew Michelle well enough by now that she’d rather not talk about herself.  I kept my stories light and entertaining until the food arrived.
 
   By the time we finished eating and left the restaurant, my hands were itching with the need to touch Michelle again.  Her relaxed, content scent called to me.  But each time I glanced at her on the drive home, she was looking out the window.
 
   I wanted to know what she was thinking.  Had it been a successful first date?  Would she consider going out with me again?  Was she burning with the need to touch me, like I was for her?
 
   The light of the house at the end of the driveway was a beacon.  As soon as I parked I got out, opened her door for her, and offered my hand.  Her fingers were warm within my grasp, but quickly withdrawn when she was safely on the ground.
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself?” I asked, closing the door.
 
   She considered me a moment.
 
   “I think it will take a while before I’m comfortable leaving my brothers.”
 
   So she hadn’t enjoyed herself.  My hope and anticipation for more of her time yet tonight evaporated.
 
   She remained quiet as we walked inside and up the stairs.  When I opened the door for her, anxiety flavored her scent.  Not wanting her to worry that I’d push for more than she was ready to give, I stayed in the hall as she stepped inside.
 
   She turned back to look at me.
 
   “Thank you for tonight.  Let me know if you want to go shopping with Nana again.  You have amazing taste.”  I couldn’t help taking in the teasing dress once more.  I loved that thing.
 
   “I think I’ll be fine for a while.  Besides, I prefer shorts and t-shirts.  Your t-shirts are the best.”
 
   Damn.  Blood boiling, I handed her my jacket and pulled off my sweater and t-shirt.  Her mouth dropped open and her scent sweetened.  I almost grinned as I handed the white shirt to her.  The loose hold she had on my jacket helped affirm how much she liked having my shirt.
 
   I stepped close.  “I’ll give you my shirt whenever you ask.”
 
   Her pulse stuttered, and I grinned slightly, hoping that was a good sign.
 
   “So there’s no misunderstanding, we’re officially in the dating phase of our relationship.”
 
   She nodded woodenly but remained where she was.  Why was she so hard to read?  I’d thought she’d give me a sign that she was ready for more, maybe lean forward or tilt her head to the side again.  But, she didn’t do anything.  Was she waiting for me?
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 14
 
   I leaned forward and brushed my lips against the skin of her neck, then left.  Closing the door was hard, going back to my apartment across the hall was harder.  The bed was losing Michelle’s scent and didn’t welcome me as it once had.  So, instead of trying to sleep, I sat on the couch and wondered what I could have done differently to change the outcome of the evening.
 
   Winifred and Jim didn’t leave me alone for long.  With a barely audible knock, Winifred opened the door.
 
   “She’s still moving around over there,” she said softly, closing the door after Jim stepped in.
 
   Jim sat beside me on the couch and tilted his head to study me.
 
   “Didn’t go well?”
 
   I shrugged and leaned forward, bracing my elbows on my knees.
 
   “It doesn’t feel like it ended well.”
 
   “Couldn’t have ended too badly.  You’re not wearing a shirt.”
 
   “Emmitt, you just need to be—”
 
   “Patient.  I know.  You do realize my upbringing taught me the complete opposite, right?  You see your Mate, you Claim her.  That was always the message because the chances of finding a compatible human were thought impossible.  Until Mom.  Then, finding a second one moved impossible to improbable.  I never thought I’d have to go through what Dad went through.  If I was lucky enough to find a Mate, I thought it would be our kind.”
 
   Winifred considered me for a moment. “Would you consider giving up your right and hope for another?”
 
   “Hell no.  I just want to be done with the waiting.  I want my Mate.”
 
   “Would it help if Winifred made you some cookies?” Jim asked straight-faced.
 
   “Stop talking about cookies,” I said with a groan.  I sat back and looked up at the ceiling, recalling the details of Michelle’s dress.
 
   “Well, since I don’t believe your night is going to get any better, I might as well tell you that your parents are sending Mary and Gregory here.”
 
   A sick feeling settled into my stomach.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They want to know more about Michelle, and they want to see the progress we’ve made on the apartments.”
 
   Could my night get any worse?
 
   “Winifred, Michelle isn’t ready for more of our kind.  She didn’t enjoy our date because she was worried about leaving her brothers, and she trusts us.  That trust is going to leave really fast when we start inviting our kind here.”
 
   “That’s what this place is for, Emmitt.  Our kind.  The Compound is getting too crowded.  We need to alleviate—”
 
   “I know, Winifred.  I know.  At the cost of losing Michelle, though?  How do you think she’ll react to this?  With fear.  The more people who come here, the more she’ll feel exposed.  She’ll be terrified the next person to show up will be Blake.  There is every chance she’ll leave.  And if she does, I’ll follow, pack and leadership be damned.”
 
   “You have a responsibility to your people,” she said with growing frustration.
 
   “Not the way you do, or Jim will if he’s ever accepted as an Elder.  I have a responsibility to my Mate.  And through my Mate, the continuation of our people.  That’s my first responsibility.  Leadership takes a backseat to that.”
 
   “He’s right,” Jim said quietly.  “The Compound is crowded because the few women who were out there stepped forward to find Mates.  This new generation is important.  But only if we keep promoting the importance of Mated pairs.  What message are we sending if we push Emmitt to be a pack leader over being a Mate?  The pack is about family.  We need to keep it that way.”
 
   Winifred sighed.
 
   “I will convey your thoughts and wishes to your father, but I doubt that will change the impending visit.  As for Michelle leaving, I highly doubt one visit will cause her departure.  But, after losing her once before”—she looked pointedly at Jim—“I ensured we could track her with her phone.  We just need to make sure she takes it with her.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Sleep never came.  Despite Winifred’s assurances, I knew the visit wouldn’t go well.  Michelle and her brothers had been with us for five weeks.  So much had happened in such a short time.  Now, we were asking for more.  Always more.
 
   When I heard the boys on the stairs, I left my place on the couch where I’d been contemplating a lonely future, and went to check on Michelle.  She was sitting at the island, staring at the tablet again.
 
   “Good morning,” I said.
 
   She turned on the stool.  “Morning.”
 
   She was chipper and beautiful.  I leaned against the doorframe so I could just take her in for a minute.  Her smiled slowly faded as she looked at me.
 
   “Didn’t you sleep well?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Coming down for breakfast?”
 
   She glanced at the dirty bowls next to the sink.
 
   “Sorry.  I’ll see you downstairs.”
 
   Jim was already outside with the boys when I reached the first floor.
 
   “Did you sleep at all?” Winifred asked when she saw me.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Come on.  I’ll fix you some breakfast.  Your brother can watch the cubs until you’re done eating.”
 
   I didn’t argue but followed her to her kitchen.
 
   “I think you’re overreacting,” she said as she pulled out a pan.
 
   “So you’ve said.”  I didn’t feel like going over it again.  Whatever would happen, would happen.  Like I told her last night, I was tired of waiting.
 
   Winifred had put something into the pan when Michelle started down the steps.  I didn’t have to wait long for her to appear.
 
   “Did your friend Sam call already?” she asked, as she set papers on the table and sat next to me.
 
   She seemed so at ease.  How long would it last?
 
   “Yes,” Winifred said.  “We discussed your gift, though, and feel that it shouldn’t be used.  He thanked you for your help so far but will research on his own from now on.”
 
   Michelle’s panic swelled. “But, you can’t—”
 
   “We can.  We won’t use you.  But, I did hear what you said about the pain.  You can still give the information to me,” she said, indicating the papers on the table with the spatula in her hand.  “I will read it so you won’t suffer, then I’ll destroy it.”
 
   Michelle sat there for a moment, a look of awe on her face.
 
   “By the way, there are a few people coming today who’d like to meet you,” Nana said, turning back to the stove.  “They should be here in about an hour.”
 
   Michelle flinched.
 
   Why, Winifred?  She didn’t need to know ahead of time.
 
   Winifred plated a heap of food and placed it before me.  Michelle’s gaze met mine.  I saw the pain and worry there.
 
   “What people?” she asked.
 
   Winifred answered before I could. “They are from the Compound in Canada.  Friends of Jim and Emmitt’s parents.  They are coming down with their sons to meet you and your brothers.”
 
   Michelle’s fear grew.
 
   “Why are they coming?” she asked.
 
   I caught Winifred’s gaze.
 
   Don’t.  She doesn’t need to know they are coming here just to meet her.
 
   I think she deserves the truth.
 
   I started to shake my head before I stopped myself.
 
   She deserves to feel safe.
 
   Winifred sighed and focused on Michelle.
 
   “We thought it would be good to start exposing you to more of our kind whom you can trust.”
 
   “And who decides who’s trustworthy?”
 
   The sharp, bitter flavor of Michelle’s anger filled my nose.  Winifred’s too, based on the way she tilted her head to study my Mate.
 
   I told you she wasn’t ready for this.  We’ve pushed her too far, too fast.  She bares everything to us, and we bring more of our kind here.  The same kind she was running from, the same kind who had threatened her brothers’ lives.  How did you think she would react?  Anger and fear are—
 
   Enough, Emmitt, Winifred thought at me.
 
   “I’m sorry, Nana, but I don’t feel like good company today,” Michelle said, standing.  She left us and went outside.  Before Winifred could lecture me aloud, we both heard what Michelle said to Jim.
 
   “Jim, may I have the truck keys?”
 
   My heart stopped.
 
   “Emmitt, calm down,” Winifred said.  “She’s not leaving.  She wants to take her brothers to a movie.  Jim,” she said, knowing Jim would hear her, “make sure she takes her phone with her.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Michelle left within thirty minutes.  Mary and Gregory arrived not long after.
 
   “Winifred, it’s been too long,” Mary said in greeting as she got out of the car.
 
   While they hugged, I stared at my phone.  Michelle was almost to the theater.
 
   “Where’s your Mate, Emmitt?” Mary asked.
 
   I tore my gaze from the phone.  Mary looked just about the same as the last time I saw her.  The same straight, nut-brown hair and dark brown eyes.  Gregory kept close to her, as a Mate should.  His hazel eyes noted every detail of the house.  Dad would be getting a thorough report when they returned.
 
   “This unexpected visit sent her running.”
 
   She nodded slowly.  “Your mother was worried that might happen.  But, she knew you wouldn’t let her get far.”
 
   My family frustrated the hell out of me.  They assumed I would drag Michelle back by the hair if she took off.  Only, that would be acting too closely like Blake.
 
   Not having anything nice to say, I turned around and went inside.  Mary was undeterred by my attitude.
 
   “Does that mean you’re letting her roam for a little while before picking up her scent trail?”
 
   Jim answered for me.
 
   “He’s keeping tabs on her with his phone.  While he does that, let me show you the place.”
 
   They followed Jim out of his apartment and upstairs while I sat on his couch and stared at the phone’s screen.  Michelle had stopped moving.  Hopefully that meant they were starting their movie and would be home in a few hours.  I checked the time.  Hadn’t I just said I was done with waiting?  And, here I was again.  Waiting.
 
   “Hey, Emmitt,” Paul said, coming into Jim’s apartment.  Henry was right behind him.
 
   “Hey, guys.  Any news from the Compound?”
 
   “Probably nothing you haven’t already heard,” Henry said as they made themselves comfortable.
 
   “Gabby’s running from her potential Mate and probably won’t be back to the Compound ever,” Paul said.
 
   “The Forlorn who were there for the Introduction to end all Introductions are still hanging around, driving Aunt Charlene nuts,” Henry said.
 
   “And stopping us from doing anything fun,” Paul added.
 
   “We know the timing sucks, but we’re glad we’re here.  I can’t wait until this place is ready.  I really hope they’ll send us down here to live.”
 
   I doubted Henry knew how his words affected me.  Here was a family very tired of the overcrowding, and a reason to finish the apartments.
 
   “Oh, and Jim said we could use his guest room since you never used it anyway.  Mom and Dad will be using your apartment.  I think Mom wants to be close to your girl.”
 
   And just like that, my guilt evaporated.  I looked at the time again.  I hated waiting.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The sound of Michelle’s truck on the road heralded her return.  Conversation in Winifred’s apartment quieted.
 
   Please just let me talk to her first, I sent to Winifred.
 
   I stepped out onto the porch just as the truck bounced down the driveway.  Liam and Aden were grinning in their seats and waved when they saw me.  Michelle kept her attention on parking.  Even after the engine was off, she wouldn’t look up at me.  She got out and walked around to get the boys.  I crossed the distance between us and waited.
 
   Liam and Aden said hi as they ran past me into the house.
 
   Michelle closed their door and slowly turned to meet my gaze.  Suspicion and fear filled her eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked after a moment.
 
   Winifred chose that moment to come outside with Mary and Gregory.  Frustration curled in my gut.
 
   “Mary and Gregory were planning on staying the night,” I said, trying to keep what I felt from my words.  “Can I sleep on your couch?”
 
   I didn’t need to sleep on her couch.  Jim’s was open.  So was Winifred’s.  I just needed to be close to Michelle.
 
   Thankfully, she nodded.  I held out my hand, and she clasped it without hesitation.  Without much choice, I led her to the porch.
 
   “Michelle, this is Mary and her husband Gregory.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Michelle said neutrally.
 
   “I doubt it,” Mary said with humor.  “But, I don’t blame you.  We’re the long distance version of nosy neighbors.  Our sons, Paul and Henry, are inside with Jim.  Your brothers are adorable.”
 
   The adorable duo ran out the door just then, making a beeline for the swing set and calling for Jim as they went.
 
   “Energetic,” she added with a laugh.
 
   “I better go and make them some lunch,” Michelle said.
 
   She tried letting go of my hand, but I wouldn’t let her.
 
   “I’ll come with you.”
 
   She looked ready to say no when Jim walked out the door.  Paul and Henry weren’t more than two steps behind him.  They smiled and said hi to Michelle on their way past.  Michelle hesitated on the porch, watching Paul and Henry closely as they approached her brothers.
 
   Jim was watching her reaction closely, too.  They all were.  The burst of fear in her scent was easy to place.
 
   “Jim, can you send them up in a few minutes to eat?” I asked, loudly enough for the boys to hear.
 
   He waved acknowledgement and started pushing Liam and Aden.  With a gentle tug, I drew Michelle inside.
 
   She remained quiet as we made sandwiches.  When the boys came up to eat, she tried to convince them to stay inside and play games with us.  However, they were quick to dart back downstairs.  Jim followed.  I stayed to help clean up.
 
   “My parents sent Gregory and Mary down,” I said as I wiped off the counter.
 
   She stopped putting things in the refrigerator and turned to look at me.
 
   “They can’t leave the Compound themselves and were curious about the girl who has captured their son’s attention.”
 
   A look of disbelief crossed her face.
 
   “Why couldn’t you tell me that before?”  She crossed her arms.
 
   “I didn’t want you to worry about meeting them.”
 
   “When Nana said people were coming, bringing their sons, I thought it was going to be like Blake’s all over again.”
 
   Her eyes watered, and I wanted to kick myself for not thinking of that angle.
 
   “No,” I said, stalking toward her.  “How many times do I have to tell you?  You are mine.”
 
   When I had her backed against the counter, I leaned in close, scenting her.  I couldn’t help myself from running my lips along her jawline.  She had to know how much I wanted her mouth.  Just one little move.  One turn of her head, any sign to indicate yes, and I’d have what I wanted.
 
   Instead of a yes, she pulled me back by my hair.  The pain wasn’t bad, and I considered ignoring it to keep teasing her skin.
 
   “Emmitt, stop.  I can’t think like this.”
 
   I gave her a few inches of space.  She studied my face.  Given how my vision had changed and the way my teeth ached, I knew I was I holding a partial shift.  It didn’t seem to upset her, though.  Her gaze drifted from my mouth to my chest.  A look of longing in her eyes made me want to beg.
 
   “Do it,” I whispered.  Touch me.  Claim me.  Make me yours.
 
   “What?”  The word was barely a breath and hard to hear over her thundering heart.  She wanted more from me.  I knew she did.  But, she didn’t ask for it.  And without her permission, I couldn’t do a thing.
 
   “Nothing.”  I brushed my fingertips along her collarbone.  “I’m going to check on the boys.”
 
   The boys were fine.  I needed a minute to cool off.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Michelle remained reluctantly tolerant of our company’s presence throughout dinner.  Mary tried getting Michelle to talk about herself, her parents, where she came from, and her favorite music and foods.  Michelle was gifted at answering with non-answers.  Never lies.  Just words strung together in response to the question.
 
   When it became too much and she looked at me for help, I stood and proposed we settle the sleeping arrangements for the night.  Upstairs, I turned on a movie and suggested she sit and try to relax.  While she did that, I went to Winifred’s place for an extra blanket.  Mary caught me on the stairs.
 
   “She seems nice,” she said.
 
   “No, she doesn’t.  She seems frightened and evasive.  And when you tell Mom that, ask her how she was when she ran away from home.”
 
   Mary didn’t say anything as I kept moving past her.
 
   When I had my blanket and pillow from Winifred’s, I told the kids they needed to come inside by eight, then went to watch the rest of the movie with Michelle.  She didn’t seem to notice me until the credits rolled.  And even then, it was only for a moment because the thunder of her brothers’ feet on the steps beckoned.  Once they were inside for the night, she gave them baths then settled them into bed.  Neither commented on my presence when I wished them good night.
 
   I’d hoped Michelle would want to watch another movie or just talk after the kids went to sleep.  Instead, she closed herself in the bathroom and got ready for bed, too.
 
   With a sigh, I went to the couch.  It would be a long night.
 
   After listening to Michelle toss and turn, I wondered if she was thinking the same thing.  Just when I was ready to go in and check on her, everything quieted.
 
   However, it didn’t take long for me to realize she was still restless in her sleep.  Her pulse would jump.  She would kick her covers or make soft, distressed noises.  I hated that we’d done that to her.
 
   Around midnight, she woke with a gasp.  I stayed on the couch, listening.  After a moment I heard her get out of bed.  She closed every window in her room then went to her brothers’ room and did the same.  It wasn’t cool enough outside to warrant closing the windows.  That meant she was afraid.
 
   When she stepped out into the hall, she froze.
 
   “Bad dream,” she said quietly.
 
   I sat up and motioned for her to join me.  She quietly crossed the room and sat beside me, leaning against my side.  I wrapped my arm around her and held her close as she trembled.
 
   “Go to sleep,” I said softly.
 
   She exhaled slowly and laid her head on my shoulder.  It was the best feeling on Earth.  Not just her physical contact, but her trust.  Something had frightened her, but she was willing to sleep if I held her.
 
   The trembling eased, and I kissed the top of her head.  Within minutes, she slept.  I held her for a while before easing us onto the couch.  It wasn’t meant for sleeping, let alone sleeping two.  The narrow cushions meant some creative cuddling.  Not that I minded.  I just hoped Michelle wouldn’t either when she woke.  With Michelle as my blanket, I closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 15
 
   She shifted slightly in her sleep, waking me.  It was well past dawn, and I wanted to stretch and enjoy how great I felt.  It wasn’t the good night’s sleep that had me feeling content and relaxed.  Michelle still lay draped over me.  Her scent wrapped around my senses as tightly as her arm wrapped around my chest.
 
   I could wake up like this every morning.  Just so long as she didn’t wake up before I could hide the evidence of just how much I liked holding her all night.
 
   She chose that moment to lift her head and meet my gaze.  Morning light brightened her blue eyes and added contrast to her increasingly pink cheeks.  Her eyes widened a moment before she scrambled to get off me.
 
   Her knee planted right between my legs.  Again.
 
   I barely noticed her sprint to the bathroom as I lay still and tried to regain my breath.  If Jim had seen that, he would have died laughing.
 
   After a few moments, I rolled off the couch and limped to my apartment.  A cool shower helped a little.  Time helped more.
 
   When I walked into Winifred’s apartment, I barely had a hitch to my step.  Mary and Gregory didn’t seem to notice.  I ignored Winifred’s knowing smirk as I joined them at the table.
 
   “Thank you for allowing us the use of your apartment, Emmitt,” Gregory said.  “I’ll be sure to let your father know the progress you’ve made.”
 
   “Not me.  Jim.  I’ve only been home a few weeks.”
 
   I reached to help myself to the remaining breakfast.
 
   “And finished a whole apartment and repainted the outside of the house and built a play area for the cubs.  It’s a lot of improvement in a few weeks.  We look forward to the changes in the upcoming weeks.”
 
   Already the weight of responsibility troubled me.  How would I ever be a good leader?
 
   “Where are Paul and Henry?” I asked Mary, hoping to change the subject.
 
   “Still sleeping.  They stayed up late with Jim, watching a movie about pie and America, I believe.”
 
   I recalled watching the movie a few years ago and coughed on my eggs.  If Mary ever found out what Jim had let them watch, he’d be the one walking with a limp.
 
   It wasn’t long before the boys came running downstairs.  Paul and Henry didn’t sleep long after that.  The little time they had left before leaving, they spent playing in the yard with Liam and Aden.
 
   Everyone was on the porch when Michelle joined us, freshly showered.  She wouldn’t meet my eyes but did stand beside me.  Hopefully that meant she was embarrassed by my interest rather than angry with it.
 
   After Mary and Gregory left, the boys talked us all into a game of baseball.  They never seemed to tire of the game and basked in Winifred’s praise every time they caught the ball or scored a run.  Jim’s return home gave us a chance to call a break for dinner.  Afterwards, the boys talked Jim into a movie at Nana’s place.
 
   “You two need to get ready for bed first,” Michelle said.  A whole day of outside play had worn them out, and she knew they would fall asleep before the movie ended.
 
   The boys agreed and raced off to pick a movie and do as their sister asked.
 
   “I’ll go help them,” Winifred said, leaving me alone with Michelle.
 
   Although we’d spent the day together, I hadn’t had any time with her.  I wanted to apologize and hopefully ease some of the nervous avoidance I’d noticed throughout the day.  Not physically.  She wasn’t afraid to be near me.  But she wouldn’t meet my gaze yet.
 
   Taking her hand in mine, I led her to the open tailgate of the truck.  She squeaked when I lifted her up and sat her on the gate, but leaned toward me when I joined her.  Enjoying the closeness, I decided to keep my apology to myself for a few more minutes, and watched the sun set with her.
 
   “I’m sorry about last night,” she said as the last of the light faded.
 
   “Why?  It’s the best night sleep I had in a while.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me, making me grin.
 
   “The longer I’m with you,” I said, “the more I want to be near you.  When you first came here, being apart at night didn’t bother me.  You were only two floors away, and I’d started working on the apartment so I knew we would be closer soon.  Then, sleeping in a bed that smelled like you helped, but it’s been getting difficult again.  If you asked, I’d sleep on your couch every night.”
 
   She considered it for a moment before answering.
 
   “I’m not sure how Liam and Aden would take that.  They’d probably worry that we aren’t safe again, no matter what explanation we gave them for your overnight stays.  I don’t want to scare them.”
 
   “We could always share your bed,” I said.
 
   She looked shocked by the idea.
 
   “No hidden agenda.  Just sleeping.”  And I’d keep my word.  Anything to have her wrapped around me like last night.
 
   A small sound distracted me from her response.  A laugh.
 
   “Pussy,” a voice in the darkness said.  “She doesn’t need a boy in her bed.  She needs a man.”
 
   A challenge?  I moved fast, lifting Michelle from the tailgate as I watched the woods.  The mutt still hadn’t shown himself.
 
   “Get onto the porch,” I said, putting myself between her and my challenger.
 
   I was just about to call for Winifred as a witness when two men moved in the trees.  Challenges were one-on-one.  I reached for Michelle and nudged her toward the porch.  She finally started moving.
 
   Winifred, we have two visitors.  One might be here for a challenge.  Neither has stated their intent yet.
 
   I’ll be down in a moment.
 
   The two men stepped into the yard, already partially shifted.  Moonlight broke through the clouds, lighting the area enough that Michelle caught sight of them.  The scent of her fear worried me.
 
   One of them smiled at her, and I growled.
 
   Michelle moved slightly behind me, her heart thrumming fast.
 
   “Where’s Blake?” she asked, her voice carrying.
 
   Both of the werewolves stopped their advance.  They exuded confidence, not confusion.  That could only mean they knew Blake.  They knew Michelle.
 
   “Give him a message for me,” she said.  “He won’t get what he wants.  I’ve seen it.”
 
   Winifred, I need you now, I sent her.
 
   I’m here.
 
   I heard her moving stealthily down the stairs.
 
   “You know nothing, little girl,” one said from the darkness.  “You just played dress up and sat at Blake’s dinners like the puppet you are.  If not for the curse that causes you to be born to humans, we would have wiped out humanity long ago.”  As he spoke, he began to shift further.  “You are nothing more than a tool.”
 
   Winifred stepped out onto the porch.  The men in the dark shadows didn’t react well to her appearance.  The hold they had on their shift slipped, and their muzzles started to form as their hands shrank to paws.
 
   “Leave now,” Winifred said.  It wasn’t an order.  It was an Elder command.
 
   However, neither wolf moved to do as she’d commanded.  Stunned, I watched as they moved forward again.
 
   “Quiet, old woman,” the second werewolf growled.
 
   Michelle cringed, and Winifred snarled as she burst into her fur.  Bits of her clothes flew in all directions.  I didn’t take my eyes from the men as she leaped over our heads and landed several yards in front of the porch.
 
   Guard your Mate and watch for others, Winifred warned as she crouched low and growled at the intruders.
 
   She stared them down, but neither werewolf budged.  Without a doubt she was trying to command them still.  For several minutes, they remained locked in a silent standoff while I scanned the darkness for signs of any more mutts.  Although Winifred continued to growl occasionally, they did nothing.
 
   “What’s going on?” Michelle whispered behind me.
 
   “She’s trying to talk to them through her link.”
 
   One of the wolves barked a laugh, a guttural taunting sound, and Winifred let out another furious snarl.  Her muscles bunched a second before she launched herself at them.  The half-changed werewolves burst into their own fur, meeting her onslaught.
 
   The three collided with an audible thud.  Michelle gripped my shoulder.
 
   “Help her, Emmitt,” she said.
 
   “Michelle, she’s an Elder.  She has more strength than Jim and I do combined, more than enough to take care of those two and several more.  You need me more than she does.”
 
   Thinking the fight might be a distraction, I kept my gaze on the woods.  Nothing moved in the darkness.
 
   Michelle leaned into me, trembling, and I took a moment to assess the fight.  Winifred was easily evading their efforts to turn her for their advantage.  When she caught one by the throat, I went back to watching the trees.
 
   Why would two Forlorn approach a house with an Elder and two adult males?  If Blake wanted Michelle back, surely he would know it would take more than two mutts to get past Winifred.
 
   A high-pitched continuous yelp of pain filled the clearing.  I didn’t look.  The noise of the fight continued for a few moments then quieted.  When I glanced at Winifred, she was crouched, waiting for the two panting fighters to rush her again.  But they didn’t.  They turned and ran.
 
   Winifred took off after them, almost catching them at the edge of the yard.  There she stopped and paced.
 
   This doesn’t make sense, she sent to me.
 
   I agree.  If Blake wanted her back tonight, he would have sent a larger force.
 
   Perhaps these two were a test, and more are waiting.  I think it best we leave now before they can return.
 
   I turned toward Michelle, keeping my expression calm.
 
   “Let’s go inside.  The kids heard some of the noise and are scared.”
 
   And they were.  Jim had brought them down the steps midway through the fight and was with them in Winifred’s place.
 
   Michelle whirled around and ran inside.  As soon as the boys saw her, they jumped off Jim’s lap and ran for Michelle.
 
   “I’m here,” she said, dropping to her knees so she could hug them.
 
   I stayed in the door, watching the three of them.  So much fear again.
 
   Why now? I sent Winifred.  There wasn’t a sign of them for weeks.  Now, just after Mary and Gregory’s visit, they show up?  Do you think they were watching the Compound, waiting to follow them here?
 
   Perhaps.
 
   Jim stood and picked a bit of Winifred’s cardigan out of Michelle’s hair.  She seemed slightly surprised to see it.  He moved away to get Winifred’s robe, and I stood guard over the three still huddled on the floor.
 
   “Are they gone?” Liam asked, his face still buried.
 
   “Yeah, buddy.  Nana chased them away,” Michelle said.
 
   Liam lifted his head to look over her shoulder at me.  I smiled at him and winked.  He didn’t seem convinced, though.  Aden didn’t lift his head until Winifred and Jim walked in.
 
   “Chasing away those dogs gave me an idea,” Winifred said, looking at the boys with a calm smile.  “You haven’t yet met Jim and Emmitt’s parents.  They live with several other families in a house bigger than this one.  Paul and Henry live there, too, as do some much nicer dogs.  So, I think we should take a vacation and visit them.  In fact, we should make it an adventure and go tonight.  Should we let Jim come with us?”
 
   They both nodded.
 
   “Should we have Jim and Emmitt race to see who can pack first?”
 
   This time Aden pulled away a little, slightly interested.
 
   “To make this fair, we’ll have Emmitt pack for your sister and Liam.  Jim, you go pack for Aden and grab all personal effects.”
 
   Aden cheered in approval and began telling Jim where his things were so he could win.
 
   Winifred looked at me.  Pack up everything you can.  We won’t return until we know who Blake is and how many he has with him.
 
   I gave a slight nod and left the room, knowing Winifred would keep them safe.  Jim and I gathered what few personal belongings we all had and loaded them into the car and the back of the truck.  Closing the door on Michelle’s apartment filled me with concern.  She’d been so happy there.  Leaving it unprotected meant it might not be the same happy home we’d find when we came back.
 
   Winifred was dressed and had most of her things packed up in bags when I returned.
 
   “Jim and I will load this.  You go check on the kids.  Michelle hasn’t opened the bathroom door since I suggested they wash up.”
 
   Aden looked up at me expectantly when I peeked inside the washroom.
 
   “It was a tie,” I said.  “Ready to go?”
 
   They all nodded.  The boys seemed better, but Michelle was pale and trembling.  Fear oozed from her.
 
   Jim called out to the boys as he walked into the apartment.  Aden grinned.
 
   “Why don’t you two go check on Jim?” I said.
 
   As soon as they were gone, I held out my hand.  “You’re not alone this time,” I said.
 
   She let out a shaky breath and wrapped her fingers in mine.  With the barest of tugs, I brought her into my arms and hugged her close.  She rested her head on my shoulder briefly then pulled back.  She was right.  We needed to keep moving.
 
   In the living room, Jim already had Aden up in his arms.  I scooped Liam up, flipping him in the air before catching him in my arms again.  Liam gasped and clung to me like a monkey, but I could smell his amusement.
 
   “Since you two don’t have shoes on, Jim and Emmitt can carry you to the car,” Winifred said, reappearing.
 
   We all walked out together.  Michelle stayed close as we buckled her brothers in.  Winifred locked up, not that it would keep a determined werewolf out, before joining us.
 
   “Follow closely with the truck,” she said.
 
   I nodded and led Michelle to the truck as Winifred climbed into the driver’s seat of her car.  In the bed, the moonlight glinted off my bike.  Jim must have put it there.
 
   Michelle stayed quiet as we drove from the house.  With each passing second, the scent of her fear grew stronger.
 
   “You’re killing me,” I said.
 
   “Excuse me?”  She pulled her attention from the window to focus on me.
 
   “Your fear.  I can smell it.  Even when you were facing down David in the parking lot of that diner, it wasn’t this bad.”  I reached over and took her hand.  “It will be okay.  I promise.  There is no need for this fear.”
 
   “No need?”  Her sarcastic disbelief was hard to miss.  “Werewolves are real.  One of them kept me locked away for four years and wants me back.  The infallible laws, which your people can’t ignore, no longer seem to work.  After all, Richard’s murderer hasn’t stepped forward.
 
   “I’m heading to an unknown place filled with an unknown number of werewolves who will think I smell delicious and may or may not treat me like Blake has.  If I don’t want to go, my only other option is to run again, zigzagging scent trails across the North American continent, waiting to be stumbled upon.  How exactly am I supposed to get rid of my fear?”
 
   When she said it like that, I found it hard to find the words to reassure her.  So, I brought her hand to my mouth and tenderly kissed the knuckles.  Her heart skipped a beat, a small acknowledgement that we were still together in this.
 
   She went back to watching out the window.
 
   Winifred, she’s afraid of going to the Compound.
 
   Did she say why?
 
   She knows the unMated males will be attracted to her scent.
 
   We’ll address that first thing in the morning.
 
   I doubted Michelle would like Winifred’s way of addressing her fears.
 
   Michelle broke the silence several minutes later. “If not for the curse that causes you to be born to humans,” she whispered.
 
   She turned her head and looked at me with a fearful expression.
 
   “They knew I would be born?  How had Blake known I’d be born?”
 
   I squeezed her hand reassuringly, as I sent what she said to Winifred.
 
   Winifred, you heard everything the mutts said, right?
 
   Yes.  Why?
 
   Michelle just mentioned something.  One said, “If not for the curse that causes you to be born to humans.”  She thinks his choice of words means they knew she would be born.  I think she’s right.  But, how could they know?
 
   Winifred was quiet a moment, and I began to wonder, if Blake and his mutts knew Michelle was born with premonitions, did they know about Mom?  Maybe going back to the Compound wasn’t a good idea.  Yet, how could I protect Michelle without the strength of my pack?
 
   I don’t know, Emmitt.  Sam and Grey are at the Compound.  We won’t stop looking for the answers.
 
   Some of my concern eased at hearing the Elders were gathering at the Compound.  Grey wouldn’t let anything happen to Mom.
 
   “Nana’s hoping to find answers at the Compound,” I said.  “Another Elder is there waiting for us.”
 
   Michelle nodded and went back to watching the darkness.  Using my thumb, I traced small patterns on the back on her hand.  Slowly, she started to relax, and laid her head back against the seat.
 
   I shrugged out of my jacket and used it to cover her.  It wasn’t for warmth.  I was just hoping it would comfort her.  Not long afterward, she drifted to sleep.
 
   The drive home was long and tense.  I watched the brush and trees along the shoulder, half expecting to see something.  But nothing ever appeared.
 
   Hours later, we pulled into a familiar drive.  When I’d left years ago, I never thought any other place would feel like home.  I glanced at Michelle.  I still loved my family, but home was now the woman beside me.
 
   It’s been quiet here.  Your father started patrols as soon as I contacted him.  Your mom has an apartment ready for you.  They’re waiting.
 
   Gravel loudly crunched under the truck’s tires, but Michelle didn’t stir.  Would she be up for meeting my parents tonight?
 
   The area before the main building was free of cars, no doubt a courtesy for us.  I parked beside Winifred’s car, cut the engine, and opened the door.  Michelle remained breathing steadily beside me.  She obviously needed sleep.  My parents would be disappointed they’d have to wait to meet her, but they would understand.
 
   When I closed the door, Jim was trying to get Aden out of his seat.
 
   “He’s like a noodle,” he said.  “Slippery and hard to hold on to when he’s passed out.  I bet Michelle will be easier to carry.  Want to trade?”
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   “You’re not going to wake her?” Winifred asked softly, lifting Liam in her arms.
 
   “Not intentionally.  If she sleeps though me carrying her inside, it means she needs the rest.”
 
   “Your father called a pack meeting.  The pack needs to understand what’s happening.  We can’t protect Michelle and her brothers without the pack.”
 
   I nodded as I opened the truck door.  Michelle didn’t move, and I was tempted to press a kiss to her temple.  Instead, I removed the jacket covering her so it wouldn’t fall.
 
   Sliding an arm behind her back and another under her legs, I gently lifted her out of the truck.  Her eyes popped open, and her arms flew around my neck.  Lifting her had startled her, but the results were worth it.  She was clinging to me.
 
   I closed the truck door and waited for her to register what was happening.  She looked around, briefly watching Jim and Winifred carry her brothers inside, before studying our surroundings.
 
   “Emmitt, put me down.”
 
   She sounded determined, but not mad.  I set her on her feet.
 
   “I was trying to let you sleep.”
 
   “I know.  Thank you.”  She reached out and held my hand.  “Is this where you grew up?” she asked, looking at the main house.
 
   “Yeah.”  I led her to the porch, wondering what she thought of the place but too afraid to ask.
 
   It wasn’t much to look at.  The long, two-story log cabin, winged by several outbuildings, encompassed the parking area.  Constructed before the 19th century, the buildings had seen better days.  Pieces of chinking were still missing here and there from between the aged, roughhewn logs, even though I could see places where some of the chinking was new.  A few of the old, single-paned windows rattled in the wind.  Mom was constantly pointing out things to fix to any idle, willing wolf.  There was just so much of it to do and too few wolves idle.  Most were out working, trying to bring in the money needed to support the families here.
 
   I opened the new, oversized front door.  Michelle stepped inside and looked around the huge entry.  The rugs filled with shoes and the overflowing coat hooks on the walls might look weird to newcomers, but it meant welcome to any wolf ready to shed his fur.  Here, a man would find clothes to wear to blend in with humans.
 
   She’s awake, I sent Winifred.
 
   Good.  Jim’s coming down to get the bags.  Your parents will wait for you.
 
   Following the scent trail of Liam and Aden, I gently set a hand on Michelle’s lower back and guided her further into the room.  Tonight would have been easier on her if she’d stayed sleeping.
 
   “Nana Wini sent a call out for a pack meeting in a few hours.”
 
   She glanced up at me with worry.
 
   “Pack meeting?  Why?”
 
   “It’s time you are introduced to the pack.  It lets everyone know you are under the protection of the Elders.”
 
   “What about the boys?”
 
   Since she already knew we protected cubs, I figured she was asking if they had to attend the meeting.  We started down the long hallway to the main living area.
 
   “They’ve already been put to bed.”
 
   “I mean their safety.”
 
   She really didn’t understand us.  But, her first impression being what it was, I couldn’t blame her.  I just hoped it would change someday soon.
 
   “It will be discussed in the meeting as well.  We will keep them safe.”  I hesitated a moment, hating that I had more to ask of her.  “I know you’re probably tired, but my parents would like to meet you.  If you’re up for it.”
 
   She paled slightly but nodded.  Nervousness oozed from her, but no fear.  I smiled and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
 
   “They’re waiting for us in the apartment we’ll be using.”
 
   She didn’t say anything more as we walked the long way to the door of the rooms we’d be using.  I gave her a reassuring smile, then opened the door.  Mom had put us in one of the newly remodeled apartments.  It had a sitting area, a coffee bar, two bedrooms, and a bathroom, based on the doors in the hallway.
 
   Mom and Dad, Mary and Gregory, and Jim and Nana turned toward us.
 
   Michelle’s pulse hiked up a notch, and I wanted to wrap my arms around her.
 
   “Mother, Father, this is Michelle.”
 
   Michelle gave them a quiet smile and a nod in greeting.
 
   “Call me Charlene,” Mom said, offering her hand.
 
   Michelle reached for it and as soon as their hands touched, they both froze.  Mom’s heart started racing and Michelle’s gaze grew vacant.  It was a look I’d seen before.
 
   Mom swallowed hard, glanced at me, and tugged her hand from Michelle’s.
 
   Michelle didn’t move at first.  Then, she blinked and looked at Mom, letting her arm fall to her side.
 
   “You okay?” I asked.
 
   Michelle stared at Mom.  Mom was watching her just as closely.  What was going on?
 
   “Sorry, I’m a little tired,” Michelle said.
 
   It was the truth, but I knew it wasn’t the reason behind her behavior.
 
   She gave Mom a weak smile, then glanced at Dad.
 
   “This is Thomas,” Mom said, continuing with the introductions.
 
   Dad nodded in greeting, not saying anything about Michelle’s reaction to Mom.
 
   “And you already met our friends, Mary and Gregory.”
 
   “Hello, again,” Michelle said.
 
   Mary smiled warmly as Mom continued.
 
   “Nana told us some of what you’ve been through.  I wanted to let you know that we will do everything we can to protect you and your brothers so you can feel safe here.  We’ll let you get some sleep and see you at breakfast.”
 
   Then, Mom turned to me and claimed a hug. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered.  I gave her an extra squeeze before letting her go.
 
   “I’ll see you after breakfast,” Winifred said, leaving with the rest.
 
   Jim closed the door behind Winifred. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay on the couch tonight,” he said, giving me a meaningful look.  Was he extra protection or supervision?
 
   “That’s fine,” Michelle said.  “The boys will probably wake you up in about two hours, though.”
 
   “I can handle it.”  He stretched out on the couch and closed his eyes.
 
   Wondering about the sleeping arrangements, I walked with Michelle down the short hallway.  Her brothers were snuggled in a full-size bed in one room.  Michelle stepped in, kissed them both, then closed the curtain that was letting in the dim, pre-dawn light.
 
   I stepped in behind her and touched their heads, making sure they were warm enough with the light blanket.  Summers up here were cooler than in the states.  Seeing that the boys were fine, I led Michelle from the room, leaving the door slightly ajar so Liam and Aden would know they weren’t locked in when they woke in a strange room.
 
   Across the hall was the second bedroom.  Michelle walked in first and stopped at the sight of both our bags waiting on the bed.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Jim said from the living room, his words too quiet for Michelle to hear.
 
   By taking the couch, he’d really only left me with one spot.  But, would Michelle choose to sleep here, or with her brothers like she had when she’d first come to us?
 
   The blush staining her cheeks told me she was thinking about it.
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” she said without turning.
 
   “How about don’t hog the covers or I’ll push your furry butt to the floor?” Jim called from the living room.
 
   I snorted, and she turned to look at me.
 
   “I just want sleep,” I said sincerely, for both Jim’s and her benefits.  “I won’t get it out there with Jim or if I’m further away from you than the next room.”
 
   She considered me for a moment then nodded. “Hog the covers, and I’ll push your furry butt to the floor,” she said lightly.
 
   I grinned, and she shooed me from the room so she could change.
 
   I waited in the hallway until she called me back in.
 
   The lights were off, but I had no problem seeing my bag so I could change into shorts.  She didn’t move as I undressed except to close her eyes.  I grinned in the dark, folded my jeans, then moved around the bed to close the curtains.  She peeked.  I saw it and wanted to laugh at the relief on her face when she noted my loose shorts.
 
   Moving to my side of the bed, I pulled back the covers and slid in.
 
   “I’m sorry about what I said in the truck,” she said softly.  “You’re right.  I don’t need to be afraid right now.  I need to be strong and face whatever happens.  I just don’t want to drag anyone else down into my problems.  I wish there was a way I could face Blake and still keep my brothers safe.”
 
   I rolled on my side to face her.
 
   “We will find a way.”
 
   Giving into the urge, I reached out and touched her, laying my hand on her side.  She didn’t seem to mind.  Her breathing slowed and, eventually, her pulse did the same.
 
   When I knew she slept, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to relax.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 16
 
   Aden’s voice woke me.  Michelle was snuggled close to my side, still sound asleep, as I listened to Aden and Jim quietly converse in the living room.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “This is where I grew up,” Jim said.
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Not these rooms.  This is just one of the apartments here.”
 
   “What’s an apartment?”
 
   “It’s a house within a house, like the place you, Liam, and Michelle have back home with us.”
 
   “Oh.”  There was a slight pause.  “Are we going back there?”
 
   “Yes.  Eventually.  Maybe we can hang out here for a while, though, so you can play with Paul and Henry some more.”
 
   “They live here?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I’m hungry.”
 
   Jim laughed softly.  “Of course you are.”
 
   I heard the rustle of sheets and knew both boys were now awake.
 
   “I’m hungry too,” Liam said softly.
 
   “How about you two wake up your sister?”
 
   Damn.  I glanced at Michelle, then the door.  I couldn’t sneak out with Liam in the hall.  Without any other choice, I hid under the covers.
 
   The bang of the door opening followed by the pattering of feet woke Michelle.  Then, everything went quiet.
 
   Michelle lifted herself up on one elbow, moving the covers enough that I could see her face.  She looked like she was playing it cool, but I could hear her rapid pulse.
 
   “Good morning, you two.  Is Jim awake?  Tell him we’ll be up in just a little bit.”
 
   They didn’t move.
 
   “Who is that?” Liam asked.
 
   She glanced down at me then back at her brothers.
 
   “It’s Emmitt.  Jim had the couch.  You two had the other bed.  So, I let him sleep here after he promised not to steal the covers.”
 
   The boys were quiet for a minute before Liam spoke.
 
   “If you married Emmitt, we could live with Nana and Jim forever.”
 
   Panic washed over Michelle.  I couldn’t tell if it was because her brothers were willing to marry her off for a safe place to stay or because they were suggesting me.
 
   “If you don’t want to marry Emmitt, we would be okay with Jim, too,” Liam said.
 
   I laughed silently, and she nudged me.
 
   “We’ll talk about who I’ll marry some other time, but I’ll keep what you said in mind.  Now, go get dressed and wait with Jim.”
 
   They ran from the room, and Michelle threw back the covers to get out of bed.  She didn’t look amused.  In fact, she looked a little worried.  I tried not to speculate why.  There were plenty of reasons that didn’t have anything to do with marriage or me.
 
   She grabbed clothes and left the room.  A moment later, I heard the bathroom door close.  The boys were already back in the living room, wrestling Jim in an effort to pry him off the couch.  I made the bed then grabbed a fresh set of clothes.  It would have made sense to change in the bedroom and go straight to breakfast.  The kids were hungry and more than ready to go.  But, I wanted to have a reason to wait for Michelle in the hallway.
 
   She didn’t seem surprised to see me leaning against the wall when she opened the door.  Her skin was still damp and smelled like the honey and oatmeal soap Mom kept in all the bathrooms.  It was a good smell.  A wolf smell.
 
   Michelle blushed as I continued to look her over, and her scent sweetened.  Her gaze dipped briefly to my bare chest then back up.  The skip in her pulse was hard to miss, and I winked at her.
 
   “It’s all yours,” she said, indicating the bathroom as she fled.
 
   I grinned and stepped inside.  The shower felt good.  In fact, everything felt good.  Sleeping next to Michelle did that to me.  Made everything seem right.
 
   Showered and changed, I went to join everyone in the living room, catching Aden’s repeated comment about being hungry.  That kid was a wolf at heart.
 
   “I’m starving, too,” I said.  “Let’s go eat.  If I get there first, I’m eating all the food.”
 
   Aden made a dash for the door, and I used an unfair amount of speed to beat him to it.  He giggled as I pretended to get stuck in the door with him.  Once clear, we took off running at his pace.  Liam was only a few steps behind us.
 
   I heard Jim say, “Come on, little sister, or you’ll be left crumbs.”
 
   My family.  I breathed deeply, enjoying the moment.
 
   The smell of bacon led us to the common area and the adjoining kitchen.  Aden, Liam, and I had our plates loaded by the time Jim and Michelle appeared.
 
   “Tell me Mom made biscuits,” Jim said, going to the ovens.  I’d forgotten to check them.  Jim found a pan with a few biscuits left and split one between the boys.
 
   “You’re going to like that,” I said, ruffling Aden’s hair.  “And if you’re smart, you’ll steal Jim’s from his plate before he can steal yours.”
 
   Aden grinned and followed Jim to a table.
 
   Meeting in the commons in ten minutes, Winifred sent.
 
   The feel of her message was different, a pack-wide communication.  I glanced at Michelle as she sat beside me and decided to wait until after we’d eaten.  It didn’t take us long to finish; and, when we did, Paul and Henry came and asked to take Liam and Aden on a tour.  Michelle hesitated, and Jim immediately offered to go, also.
 
   Michelle and I took the plates to the kitchen and set them in the large tub of soapy water.
 
   “Are you ready?” I asked, turning toward her.
 
   She looked at me blankly.
 
   “The pack meeting.”
 
   Behind her people were already filing into the room.  She glanced over her shoulder, tension washing over her features.  But, she didn’t let it rule her.  She wrinkled her nose at me.  I smiled and took her hand.
 
   Her steps were a little slow as we made our way into the crowded room.  People moved to let us through.  They already knew why she was here.  News of humans in the Compound had spread quickly.  Michelle’s hold on my hand tightened just before we got to my parents.  I gave a light squeeze back and turned us to face the crowd.  Michelle’s pulse was racing, and I smoothed my thumb over the skin of her hand in an attempt to calm her.  I would have been willing to hold her closer but didn’t think she’d appreciate the public display of affection.
 
   Dad stepped forward.
 
   “There was a challenge last night, which Elder Winifred declined.  Michelle has acknowledged Emmitt in front of Elder Winifred.”
 
   Public acknowledgement of my suit felt really good.  Next step, Claiming.
 
   Michelle fidgeted next to me, less enthused about the announcement than I was.
 
   “All challenges will end now,” Dad said, implanting the command in the members of our pack.  “Not only is this a command from me—”
 
   “It’s from me as well,” Winifred said from the back of the room.
 
   The compulsion filled me and settled over my mind.  It would have relieved me if I wasn’t aware there were wolves out there who could ignore her commands.  I looked around the room, wondering if there were any present.
 
   “Just as we count Charlene as one of our own, we now count Michelle.”  Dad smiled at Michelle.  “Michelle has brought two cubs with her.  They are under pack protection, but I am looking for a Mated pair to protect them as their own, to put the safety of the cubs above the safety of the pack.”
 
   There was a slight murmur at this.  It wasn’t done often, and I was glad Dad had thought of it.  Asking for another layer of protection for Liam and Aden would be like giving the boys a second set of parents.  People who would die to protect them.
 
   “I’ll keep them as my own,” Mary said from beside us.
 
   “We will,” Gregory agreed.
 
   I should have known it would be Mary and Gregory.  They’d quietly done the same for Jim and me when we were younger.
 
   Thomas nodded to Gregory.  As if it were a sign, people started to leave.  Many of them looked back to study Michelle before they quit the room.  They were probably asking themselves the same thing I had.  How many more gifted women like Michelle, Gabby, and Mom were out there?
 
   After the room emptied, Mom turned to Michelle.
 
   “I’m sorry about that.  We needed to lay down the law right away so you wouldn’t run into any trouble.”
 
   “And my brothers?”
 
   “That’s what Mary and Gregory are for.  While you’re here, they will be an extra layer of protection.  Mary and Gregory will always be close by; if you need to leave your brothers for any reason, they will step in while you are gone, protecting Liam and Aden even more ferociously than you could.  They were guardians for Jim and Emmitt while they were growing up.”
 
   Michelle’s hesitancy to accept their help wasn’t just in her scent but in her expression, too, making it easy for Mom to read.
 
   “Nana Wini also spoke a command to the room.  No one will harm them.”
 
   Michelle gave a slight nod.
 
   “Now that that’s settled, we are hoping you will discuss your past with us.  We want to help you,” Mom said, motioning for Dad to lead the way.
 
   Just what are we going to discuss? I sent to Winifred.
 
   We need to know where Blake is.  His men found her.  There’s no hiding anymore.
 
   Michelle wouldn’t like it.  I smoothed my thumb over the side of her hand as we followed everyone to the conference room.  It was the only place we could talk without fear of being overheard.  Well insulated, even werewolf ears wouldn’t pick up on normal conversation within the room once the door was shut.
 
   Winifred and Sam were already inside waiting for us when Dad opened the door.
 
   Michelle glanced at Sam as we entered.
 
   “Michelle, this is Elder Sam,” I said as I held out a chair for her.
 
   “Hello,” she said quietly, before glancing questioningly at me.
 
   “This room has been soundproofed, so we won’t be overheard.”  I sat beside Michelle and Mom and Dad sat across from us.
 
   “Nana Wini told us the Forlorn ignored her command to leave,” Mom said, cutting right to the point.  “That is cause for concern.  But, I’m more concerned about the things you said on the way here.”
 
   Michelle gave me a sidelong glance.  In turn, I gave Winifred a meaningful look.
 
   “You shouldn’t need to live in fear,” Mom said.  “I’ve seen these people do amazing things.  Let’s face this together.  But in order to do that, we need to know everything you know about those men.  Do you have any idea why they could ignore an Elder?”
 
   “How could I possibly know anything like that?  I’ve known about werewolves less than a month.”
 
   “Emmitt mentioned you thought Blake was one of us.  You were near him for more than four years.  Tell us about him,” Mom said gently.
 
   Michelle looked down at the table.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re looking for,” she said after a minute.  “I thought Blake was just like everyone else.  Human.  But, he was mean.  He’d come over and ask me about my premonitions.  He sometimes asked if I saw anything other than market tips.  I always wished I did see something more.  But it wasn’t until...”
 
   She glanced at me then looked back down at the table.  Her scent changed subtly, and her pulse quickened.  She’d realized something.
 
   When she looked up, her expression was fierce.
 
   “No.  You’re wrong,” she said, looking at Winifred.
 
   “About what, dear?”
 
   “Pack leaders control the pack.  Elders keep the peace between the packs through the pack leaders,” Michelle said slowly.  “Yet, there are some of your kind you have trouble communicating with.  Before the night he shifted, I thought Blake’s control over the men he brought with him was just a businessman’s hold over his lackeys.  But that night, it was more.  I think he’s their leader.  A pack leader.  Those were his men.  I think Blake is different.  You can’t communicate with him, and because of that, you can’t communicate with his men.  They are their own pack.  A large pack.
 
   “Many of his men commented on my smell.  No, not smell.  Scent.  I never understood what they meant.”  She met my gaze.  “I believe Blake brought those men over because he knew my premonitions would change when I met the right werewolf.  They changed after I met you.”
 
   The right wolf.  I almost smiled at what she was admitting.  She must have realized it, too, because she blushed and looked away.
 
   “Now, I’ve seen actual people in my premonitions, not just stock tips.  I think Blake meant to unlock that new piece of my gift.  He knows more than we think, not only about my gift but about why Elders can’t communicate with everyone like they should.”
 
   The room remained quiet.
 
   “I think you’re right,” Dad said finally.  “He does sound like he knows more.”  He looked at Sam and Nana.  “But, is it worth the risk to find out what he knows when we have no way of controlling him?”
 
   Sam and Winifred shared a glance.
 
   “These gifted women are rare,” Sam said.  “And we have yet to determine why these human women are compatible with us.  Are they gifted because they are compatible or are they compatible because they are gifted?  Are there other human women out there who are compatible but not gifted?  There’s so much we don’t know.  Charlene, your gift has never been clear to you; with Gabby less than a month away from leaving for college, I think we need to find out what Blake knows.”
 
   “Gifted?” Michelle said to Mom, then swiveled to look at Sam.  “Who’s Gabby?”
 
   Sam reached into his pocket and removed his wallet as Mom answered Michelle’s first question.
 
   “So far, the humans who are compatible with werewolves are gifted.”  Michelle eyed Mom, obviously wondering what her gift was.
 
   “Yeah, I can manipulate people’s minds, plant thoughts in there, and make them do what I want.  I learned at an early age what I could do wasn’t a good thing and started to fear people would come take me away because of it.  So I ran and ended up here.”
 
   “Did anything happen to your ability when you met Thomas?” Michelle asked, absently accepting the picture Sam had plucked from his wallet.
 
   “No,” Mom said.  “But when I Claimed him, he changed.”  She looked at Dad, and he nodded as if encouraging her to continue.  “A pack leader can only hold together a pack size equal to his mental strength.  His command needs to encompass the entire group.  When it can’t, the members see weakness and leave.  So by nature, the pack size remains equal to the power of the alpha.  Once I Claimed Thomas, his capacity to control more members grew.  Even now, we could welcome more members if they wanted to join us.”
 
   Michelle looked down at the picture in her hand. “This is the girl from my first vision.  She was studying.  College texts, I think.  One of you was lying beside her.  A huge dog with a long, shaggy brown coat.  I saw her petting him.”
 
   Sam was surprised by that bit of news, and Michelle saw it.
 
   “Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “No, no.  It’s just...she tolerates coming here but doesn’t really have a fondness for any of us.”
 
   “I guess we just have to see what comes to pass.  Maybe it was just a picture of a possibility.”  She handed the photo back.
 
   Sam stared down at the picture, a slight smile on his lips.  Gabby had been in his care for the past two years.  They’d grown close, and, based on the conversations I’d overheard between him and Winifred, he thought of her as his own child.  He loved her.  Her decision to leave for school hurt him.
 
   “Do you know of a way to reach Blake?” Dad asked.
 
   Michelle started to shake her head but then paused.  “There’s a lawyer who seems to be in contact with him.”
 
   “A lawyer?” Dad said.
 
   “Before I ran, my stepfather left me an envelope filled with documents and stuff, including a number for a lawyer.  I looked the lawyer up online and sent him an email.  He replied right away, asking for a meeting to read Richard’s will.  But he mentioned Blake, too, so I never responded.”
 
   “Perhaps we could work through the lawyer,” Mom said hopefully.
 
   “If the Elders can’t communicate with Blake, the only chance we have to get the answers we want is face to face,” Dad said.  “Not through a lawyer.”
 
   Sam nodded in agreement but looked troubled.  We’d talked ourselves into a circle.  We needed to find Blake.  The lawyer probably wouldn’t give us his address.  And even if he did, we couldn’t face Blake without knowing what we were up against.  Michelle thought he was a leader of a large pack.  Just how large?  Large enough to become a threat to our pack?  Up until now, he’d carefully hid his existence from us.  If we sent people to try to find out more about him, he’d just as likely evade them.  His men had made it obvious back home that they’d only shown themselves because they were after Michelle.  That meant the only way to lure Blake out so we could learn more about him was through—
 
   “I need to go back,” she said softly, coming to the same conclusion I had.
 
   Mom and Winifred shared a worried look.
 
   “No, honey,” Mom said.  “We’ll think of something else.  Now that you’re here, and Nana put out a call about your protection, there’s a possibility he’ll come to you.”
 
   The surge of Michelle’s fear filled the room.
 
   “No.  I don’t want Blake here.”
 
   “Michelle, it would be better for you to stay,” Mom said.
 
   “For me, but not for Liam and Aden.  They are how he controlled me before.  Emmitt said Elders are stronger, more powerful than any other pack member.  Maybe one could come with me, and one could stay here,” she said hopefully.
 
   I itched to flatly refuse.  But I kept quiet, knowing the Elders wouldn’t endanger a female like this.  Better to let them look like the bad guys.
 
   “Neither you nor your brothers will be put at risk if we lure Blake here,” Dad said.
 
   “I understand that you don’t believe so, but you don’t know Blake.”
 
   Michelle’s panic was coating the air, making all of us uncomfortable.
 
   Sam cleared his throat.  “Let’s think on this for a while.”
 
   “Not too long,” Michelle said.
 
   “We’ll meet again tonight,” Mom said.
 
   Michelle reluctantly nodded, and I reached over to set a comforting hand on her shoulder.  I knew she was worried about her brothers.  But no one would get to them here.  And no one would get to her.  Hopefully she would realize that.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   We spent the day together.  I showed Michelle around the Compound and told her stories from my childhood.  We crossed paths with her brothers, Jim, and Paul and Henry several times throughout the morning.  Her brothers were always quick to excuse themselves so they could keep playing.
 
   Occasionally people would say hello, and I would introduce her.  As the day wore on, Michelle seemed to relax as she continued to meet the people I’d known most my life.  I wasn’t naive enough to think she trusted them.  But, she didn’t outright fear them, and that was good enough for now.
 
   Gregory and Mary found us while we were on our way to dinner with her brothers.  We’d managed to convince the boys to allow us to tag along.  However, Michelle was quick to send the cubs ahead when she realized why Gregory and Mary were there.
 
   We didn’t talk as we headed to the soundproofed room.  I hated that Michelle was so nervous and afraid and hoped that, after the Elders told her we would stay here, she’d calm a bit.  I understood her fears.  I really did.  But she kept forgetting she had us on her side now.  She wasn’t facing Blake on her own.
 
   When we entered, Mom was whispering at Dad, which of course I could hear.
 
   “—have is bad ideas.”
 
   She didn’t say more so I wasn’t sure what she’d meant by that.
 
   Sam and Winifred stood just inside the door with Uncle Grey and Carlos.  Uncle Grey closed the door behind us and grinned at Michelle.  Carlos nodded to me.  It had been years since I’d seen him.  He seemed just as serious now as he had back then.  Jim and I had done our best to pull him into some of our fun.  But he never joined in.  We didn’t hold it against him.  His past was dark and deep and would take a lifetime to overcome.
 
   I led Michelle to the table.  Everyone else took our cue and found their chairs, too.
 
   Both Michelle and I saw the airline tickets on the table at the same time.  She was relieved.  I was livid.  My mom met my gaze, her concern plain.  That’s what she’d meant then about bad ideas.  Dad and the Elders wanted to send Michelle back into the viper’s nest.
 
   “We spoke at length,” Dad said.  “We think an information-gathering trip to your old home, with the protection of an Elder, is a good idea.  Those tickets are only if you agree to our plans.”
 
   “Jim and Nana Wini will stay with the boys at all times, as will Mary and Gregory,” he said.  “Paul and Henry will be with them, as well, but no other werewolves will be permitted near them as a precaution.”
 
   Michelle nodded slightly.  How could she be okay with this?
 
   “While keeping Liam and Aden safe, we will not let them feel isolated.  We’ll keep them busy, just like today.  In the event something does happen, Mary and Gregory will be their first line of defense, followed by Jim and Nana Wini.  At that point, Nana Wini would put a call out.  I promise you, the entire pack will answer.”
 
   A jump in Michelle’s pulse reassured me.  She wasn’t as okay with this as she seemed.  I reached over and took her cold hand in mine.  Then, she nodded again, agreeing to the trip.
 
   “Good,” Dad said.  “Next, let me introduce you to the men who will be protecting you.  This is Carlos and Grey.
 
   “Both Nana Wini and Sam have examined their intentions.  In addition to that, I personally vouch for them.  Grey is my older brother.  He has been with me through many challenges and has never let me down.  Carlos has been with the pack since the day he was born.  Even as a youth, he displayed tremendous courage and loyalty at the risk of personal harm.
 
   “We don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.  Either Grey or Emmitt will be with you at all times, and you will not be going to your old home, yourself.  The closest we agree you should go is to the city.  From there, Carlos will act on your behalf.”
 
   Winifred, this isn’t wise.  Sending three of us with her against an unknown number?  Why is it suddenly okay to risk a female like this?
 
   Emmitt, I don’t like this decision.  Yes, we are risking Michelle.  However, continuing as we are without attempting to gain a better understanding of what we face risks us all.  We did not reach this decision lightly or without great consideration for the consequences.
 
   “Will Sam be coming with us?” Michelle asked.
 
   Sam smiled slightly.  “Grey is an Elder and can communicate with us as needed.”
 
   “Oh.  I thought there were just two Elders,” she said.
 
   Michelle is at least thinking sensibly.  A second Elder should accompany us.  Here, pack numbers will keep everyone safe.  When we leave, we won’t have that.  She won’t have that.
 
   Winifred frowned slightly as she answered Michelle.
 
   “No.  Although, our numbers do concern me.”
 
   Sam heaved a sigh but didn’t speak.
 
   “I think we need to give it consideration,” Winifred said, looking at Sam then Grey.
 
   “Give what consideration?” Michelle asked.
 
   “There is a candidate waiting to become an Elder,” she said with reservation.
 
   “Waiting?” I said, almost laughing.  Waiting seemed the wrong word to describe the hold the Elders had put on initiating Jim and Carlos.
 
   You know both Jim and Carlos would take the oath now, I sent Winifred.  Both are more than ready.
 
   You’re not an Elder to make that decision.  And, they are not the only candidates.
 
   “We can’t communicate with this candidate like we should and hesitate to allow him to take the oath,” Grey said, speaking for the first time.
 
   “He might be the key,” Sam said.  “What Winifred experienced when those two came to challenge has been noticed before.”  He sighed.  “But, never to the degree she experienced.  We don’t give commands very often.  We believe in free will, so we’ve never tested the completeness of our communication with each individual.  We just send out information when it’s needed.”
 
   He looked at Winifred.  “What you discovered is a bigger issue.  We need to think of the possibilities.  The candidate with this communication limitation might be able to communicate with the others like him.”
 
   Who is he talking about?
 
   Winfred gave me an annoyed look before silently answering.
 
   Joshua.
 
   Joshua was relatively new to the pack.  I’d met him.  He was older and quiet.  Seemed nice enough.  But Michelle was more likely to trust someone she knew.
 
   Jim would be a better—
 
   We are not sending a second Elder.  And I will not allow either Jim or Carlos to become an Elder until they’ve aged past the point of looking for a Mate.
 
   Winifred turned to Michelle.
 
   “An Elder has vast power and a huge responsibility to that power,” she said.  “When a candidate approaches us, we inspect their mind thoroughly.  If we allowed a candidate to take the oath without making sure their intentions were honest and true, they could die.  When we take our oath, we are bound to serve the pack’s best interest.  Always.  Our decisions may not be right all of the time, but they must be made with the right intentions.  If we ever did anything knowing it would cause the pack harm, or wasn’t in the pack’s best interest, we would die instantly.  It’s the tie to all of our kind that controls us as much as we control them.”
 
   “So, because you can’t inspect his mind, you don’t know his intentions?”
 
   “He’s been waiting for three years.  He has studied with each of us.  We’ve tested him in many ways, but we haven’t been able to inspect his mind.  We can touch areas of it, just like I was able to with the two who appeared last night, but not all of it.  And, just like the two who appeared, he can choose to ignore a direct command.”
 
   “So, if he’s an Elder, he might be able to control them?” Michelle speculated.
 
   “He might.  Or, he may die taking the oath,” Sam said.
 
   “We can decide this later,” Mom said.  “Right now, we need to finalize the trip.  I still think it’s too dangerous for Michelle, even with an Elder along.  No offense intended, Grey.”
 
   Grey winked at Mom but remained quiet.
 
   “I think it’s worth the risk,” Michelle said quietly.
 
   “All right,” Dad said, standing.  “The flight leaves at ten a.m.  We’ll see you at breakfast.”
 
   Michelle shook as she stood.  Mom saw it and quickly hugged her.
 
   I couldn’t see Michelle’s face, but I saw my mom’s.  Her eyes widened and she paled.  Her breathing grew shallow, and she met my gaze.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   She opened her mouth but only managed a gasp.
 
   “Michelle?” I said, reaching to pull her away from Mom.  Michelle wasn’t holding Mom tightly so it was easy to pry them apart.  But as soon as I did, Mom’s legs gave out.  Dad caught her on her way down.
 
   Michelle came to herself and made a distressed sound when she saw Mom on the floor.  As Michelle moved to kneel down by Mom, I caught her by the arm and tugged her away.
 
   “No,” I said, gently.  Something happened when the two of them touched.  That much was obvious.
 
   Dad tapped Mom’s cheek.  “Charlene,” he said.  “Come on, honey.  Open those pretty eyes.”
 
   “What happened?” Michelle asked, turning back to me.
 
   “One minute she was hugging you, the next she started breathing funny and fainted.  Did you have another vision?”
 
   “Yes.  No.”  She glanced back at Mom.  “It was different.  I think my ability is changing again, but I don’t know how or why.  I think I did that to her.”
 
   She looked so worried and afraid that I didn’t have the heart to agree with her.
 
   Mom made a small sound of denial as she came to.
 
   “No, it’s just part of my gift,” Mom lied while Dad helped her up.  “I’ll tell you about it some other time.  You need to go spend time with your brothers.  I’m fine.”
 
   She didn’t look fine.  She looked pale and shaky as she moved to sit on a chair.
 
   But, it was obvious she didn’t want Michelle to worry.  I gave Michelle’s hand a quiet squeeze of reassurance.
 
   “She’s stronger than she looks,” Dad said to both of us.
 
   “She’s still here and listening,” Mom said with a roll of her eyes.  I winked at her before nudging Michelle toward the door.  Dad would probably want to have a private word with Mom.
 
   “Michelle, could I have a moment with you?  Privately?” Dad asked.
 
   I stopped and looked at Dad.  He was entirely serious.  What did he have to say to her that he couldn’t say in front of me?  What was so important he had to say it now when Mom was still recovering from whatever had happened?
 
   Dad glanced meaningfully at the door.  I scowled and, without much choice, left the room.
 
   I paced in the hallway and wondered what was being said behind the closed door.  If I were lucky, Dad was trying to talk Michelle out of going on this trip.  Somehow, I doubted that.
 
   When the handle moved, I stopped my pacing and faced the door.  Mom and Dad walked out first.  Then I saw Michelle.  Her face was flushed, and embarrassment oozed from her.  What the hell?
 
   She didn’t look at me but gave a small wave to Mom.  Mom gave a small smile in return and walked away, letting Dad support her.
 
   Alone, I took Michelle’s hand in mine and tipped her chin so she would face me.  She gave me a half-smile and nodded toward the end of the hall where my parents had disappeared.
 
   “Let’s go eat.”
 
   Although I knew something important had been discussed, I didn’t ask.  She would tell me when she was ready.
 
   Together, we walked to the commons.  Her brothers were waiting for us.  As we ate, they talked excitedly about everything they’d discovered during their day.  It didn’t take them long to finish their meals.  To their disappointment, Michelle insisted they come back to the apartment with us.  We played a few games of Go Fish before getting ready for bed.
 
   She went to bed with them, snuggling them tightly.  I tried not to let my disappointment show as I went to our room alone.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 17
 
   The next morning, I understood Michelle’s abandonment of me the night before when I heard her anxiously tell Liam and Aden that she would be leaving them with Jim and Winifred for a few days.  I was just making my side of our bed.  Her side was still undisturbed.
 
   The boys cheered and rushed to our room.
 
   “Aren’t you going to miss me even a little?” she asked, getting out of their bed to follow them.  She was adorably sleep-rumpled and slightly put out as she watched her brothers cram her clothes into her bag.
 
   “Mimi, you said four days.  That’s not a long time.  We get to have a sleepover with Paul and Henry.”  Liam didn’t seem the least bit affected by the news.  It gave me hope that all they had suffered would fade from memory.  I briefly thought of Carlos and wished he would have had the same chance to forget.
 
   After Michelle dressed and repacked, we went down to breakfast.  The boys sought out Paul and Henry.  Mary had anticipated Liam and Aden’s arrival because she had two plates waiting for them.  The cubs joined their table and excitedly started talking about all the things they were going to do with Paul and Henry.  Michelle’s scent gave away her concern.  Mary grinned and gave her a quick hug.
 
   “They’ll want to miss you, but we’re going to keep them so busy they’ll forget to.  It will be easier for them that way.”
 
   Michelle nodded and followed me into the kitchen so we could get our own food.
 
   While the boys laughed and talked at their table, our breakfast was quiet, and after we finished, Michelle said a final good-bye to her brothers.  They didn’t comment on her lengthy hug or sad expression.  They were too busy planning their sleepover.
 
   She and I silently walked back to the apartment for our bags.  Once the door was closed behind us, I turned her to face me.  Her grief at leaving the boys was palpable.  Tears welled in her eyes, and I pulled her into my arms, holding her tightly.
 
   “You don’t have to go,” I said, hating her pain, hating the reasons she needed to face what she feared most.
 
   She pulled away to face me. “I do.  I want to be free.  I want to protect the boys.  This is the only way to do it.  Why are you saying this now?”
 
   “I see how hard this is, leaving your brothers.  I can go alone,” I lied.  “There’s no need to come with us.”
 
   “You know better.  I’m the bait.”
 
   I wanted to argue but couldn’t.
 
   “You’ll keep me safe,” she said seriously.  “I don’t doubt that.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Carlos drove us to the airport.  It was a quiet, short ride, during which Michelle managed to text Winifred, worrying about her brothers.  Once we arrived at the airport, we focused on checking in and finding the right gate.  The flight went smoothly with the four of us sitting close.  Michelle remained silent through landing and picking up our bags.  Carlos, Grey, and I scanned the crowd and tested the air.  There was nothing but the usual human scents and pollution.
 
   The cab ride to the hotel was pleasant.  Since there wasn’t much room in the back seat once Carlos sat to the left of Michelle, she was pressed against me the entire way.  Unfortunately, the ride was short.
 
   While Carlos and Grey went inside to check us in, Michelle stayed near me as I grabbed our things from the trunk.  Her fear made me edgy.
 
   We walked inside and the sting of chlorine in the air burned my nose.  It would be hard to smell anything in the main corridors.  But, it meant that Michelle’s scent would be hidden as well.
 
   Carlos and Grey handed over a room key then followed us down the hallway to the left.  They stopped at their room two doors down from ours and dropped off their bags.
 
   I opened our door and scowled at the two queen beds.  That had to have been Mom’s idea.
 
   “If it’s all right with you,” Grey said from behind us, “we’d like to get started right away.”
 
   Stepping further into the room, I set our bags on the beds while Michelle cleared off the hotel coffee table.  We gathered around as Grey spread out a map he’d grabbed from the airport.  Michelle looked it over and pointed to an area.
 
   “I don’t know if David’s still there.  I’m guessing probably not since David was employed by Blake and had no ties to Richard or the house.  But Blake might have someone watching the place.  If it’s possible, could you sneak in and grab a few things?  You’ll need to be careful.  The house has a security system.  I set it off when I left.”
 
   “We’ll try,” Grey said.
 
   “There’s a photo of my mom in my old room.  And there are a few toys hidden in the base of my brothers’ mattresses.”
 
   Grey nodded.
 
   “Setting off the alarm should alert whoever is watching the house.  Then, you could go back tomorrow and see if you stirred up any trouble.  Maybe even follow a scent trail or something.”
 
   Grey smiled widely.
 
   “I like the way you think.  We’ll call when we get there to let you know the state of things.  If anyone’s there, we’ll watch for a while.”
 
   Michelle agreed, and I walked them to the door.  After they left, I turned to study her.  Did she even know she was wringing her hands?
 
   “Let’s go next door and get something to eat,” I said, hoping to distract her.
 
   We left the room and walked to the restaurant next door.  The smell of grilled meat drifted in the air.  My stomach growled and Michelle’s answered.  I grinned.
 
   Inside the restaurant, we ordered burgers to go.  She fidgeted next to me the entire time we waited.
 
   Back at the room, she sat and ate, checking the time every few bites.
 
   She’s worried, I sent Grey.  His mental path was just as familiar as Winifred’s.
 
   My phone rang a few seconds later, and I quickly answered.
 
   “She has nothing to worry about,” Grey said.  “This place probably hasn’t been touched since the day she left it.  The grass is so long it’s seeding.  The paper boy has created a nice pile on the front step, and there’s a note on the door from the homeowners’ association.  We’re going to sit here until it gets dark and then take a closer look inside.  I’ll keep in touch.  And tell her to stop worrying.”
 
   I glanced at Michelle.  She was completely focused on our conversation.
 
   “I agree,” I said.  “I’ll let her know.  Call back if there’s a change in plans.”
 
   After I hung up, I tried smiling reassuringly. “They’re watching the house but say it looks abandoned.  The grass is overgrown, and the papers are piled up.  There’s even a notice on the door.  Grey’s content to sit and watch it for the rest of the day to see if they’re mistaken.  Tonight, they’ll go in for the things you mentioned.  We can send them back to watch tomorrow.”
 
   She exhaled slowly.
 
   “So it looks like, in order to find Blake, I’ll need to call the lawyer.”
 
   “It can’t hurt.”
 
   She called the lawyer, and I listened to both sides of the conversation.
 
   “Ms. Daniels.  Thank you for contacting us.  I’m sincerely sorry for your recent loss.”  He talked a bit about Richard and how he wanted to meet with Michelle to go over the will and discuss the details of Richard’s estate.
 
   Michelle glanced at me as she answered. “How soon can we meet?”
 
   “Mr. Torrin said he would be available whenever you were.  My schedule is open on Thursday.  Is there a time that day that works for you?”
 
   “Let me check.”  She covered the receiver with her hand and nibbled at her bottom lip but didn’t say anything.  A moment later she uncovered the phone.
 
   “How does ten sound?” she asked.
 
   “Perfect.  I’ll see you Thursday at ten.”
 
   That wasn’t the end of the phone calls.  She reached for the phone book and started making calls, learning what she could about wills, probate, and beneficiaries.
 
   Richard had left everything to Michelle, and Blake was trying to be the executor in Michelle’s absence.  What wolf would try to play the human system like that?  Why would he want Michelle’s wealth?  How big of a pack was he trying to support?  The calls just gave me more questions, which I kept to myself when I informed Grey of the plans for Thursday.
 
   “I don’t think we should go,” Michelle said after hanging up the phone.
 
   “If we don’t, Blake will still be out there and this trip will have been for nothing.”  I sat next to her on the bed and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  “The lawyer’s in the phone book.  I checked, so we know he’s real.  Even if he’s being paid off, he’d have to be careful with what he’s involved in.”
 
   “But what if Blake brings people like Frank and that other guy with him?”
 
   “We’ll bring more powerful people.”
 
   She shot me a doubt-filled look.
 
   “Three, no matter how strong or fast they are, against an unknown number, doesn’t seem like a good idea.”
 
   I chuckled.  Grey wouldn’t like hearing that.
 
   “Not just us.  One thing Blake won’t want is humans knowing what’s going on.  I overheard you talking about how much Richard’s properties are worth.  Call the news.  Bring them with you.  Say you want to donate half of your inheritance to a charity.  With a camera on you, Blake can’t touch you.”
 
   It took a while to convince her I was right.  Convincing the news station was much quicker.  It was well after dark when she said goodbye.
 
   “Enough for tonight,” I said, taking the phone and hanging it up.  “Let’s order some room service.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what I was hungrier for, food or Michelle.  While I ordered room service, she went to take a shower.  The thought of her standing naked with running water skimming over her curves decided me.  Michelle won.
 
   When she emerged damp and dressed in her pajamas, I could barely form a coherent thought.  My teeth poked at my bottom lip.
 
   She turned on the television and sat on the end of the bed next to me.  The scent of her damp skin filled my nose and made my mouth water.  The curve of her neck drew my gaze.  Her pulse beat slowly under the skin.  What would she do if I reached over and touched her there?  What would I do?
 
   “What do you want to watch?” she asked without looking at me.
 
   “You...choose.”
 
   I wiped my hands on my jeans and tried to focus on the TV.  The images flashing on the screen didn’t distract me from her scent or the calm way she sat beside me.  Accepting me.  Trusting me.  Need crawled through me, tightening my airways and curling my hands into fists.
 
   In the hallway, someone stopped outside the door and knocked.  A growl rose to my throat, but I quickly swallowed it and stood.  One of the hotel staff waited with the food I’d ordered.  He moved to bring the food in, but I took it from his hands, tipped him, and sent him on his way.  No way was he coming into our room with Michelle smelling like she did.  I inhaled as I shut the door and groaned.
 
   Michelle looked up at me with a small smile of amusement.
 
   “Food’s here,” I said, trying to play it cool.
 
   She came over to the table and playfully reached for the half-pound burger.  How did I know it was playful?  Because her scent was light and filled with humor.  It just made me hungrier for her.  I growled friskily and held out the burger.  I’d love nothing more than sharing my food, putting my mouth where her mouth had been.
 
   She shook her head and took the smaller burger.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to deprive you.”
 
   Disgruntled, I took a large bite of the burger and chewed and watched her move to sit at the end of the bed again.
 
   “I’ll take this bed,” she said.
 
   I froze, stared at her, then eyed the two beds as I chewed thoughtfully.  Did she think, because there were two, we had to use both?  I swallowed, took a quick drink, and calmly met her gaze.
 
   “No.”  Taking another bite, I waited.
 
   “Okay.  I didn’t know you had a preference.”  She moved to the other bed.
 
   I set my burger on my plate.
 
   “I don’t want to sleep apart from you.”
 
   She set her burger aside and walked over to me.  She crowded my space, and my pulse started to race.  Her scent wrapped around me, and her hair fell against me as she leaned in.  I stopped breathing.  Her gaze held mine.  She moved closer, her breath tickling my forehead, then my nose.  I tilted my head up, ready to meet her halfway.  My hands shook as the moment slowed.  At the last second, she pressed her lips to the tip of my nose.
 
   “Too bad,” she whispered, then quickly moved away.  “Eat your burger, Emmitt.”
 
   I couldn’t move.  Tremors raced through me.  It wasn’t the change but my burning need to cross the room and pull her into my arms and finish what she’d never meant to start.  Sheer will kept me in my chair.  Although my appetite for food was gone, I picked up my burger and forced myself to eat.
 
   She took her time nibbling at her meal, driving me insane.  When she finally swallowed the last bite, I stood.
 
   “Are you finished?” I asked.
 
   She nodded and handed me her plate.  I stacked it on the tray then placed everything outside.  When I returned, she watched me warily.  Frustrated and needing to calm down before approaching her, I closed myself in the bathroom.  The cold shower hurt, but it brought back some clarity.  Now wasn’t the time to push this.  We needed to stay focused on Blake.  I needed to eliminate him so Michelle would be free to think of nothing but Claiming me.  I breathed deeply and turned off the water.
 
   Michelle was already asleep in her bed when I stepped out dressed in shorts.
 
   I desperately wanted to crawl into bed with her.  It wasn’t the need I’d felt before I’d taken my cold shower.  This was different.  Sleep wouldn’t come until I had her in my arms.  Yet, she’d been very clear in telling me I wasn’t welcome to share her bed.
 
   Prowling the room, I struggled to come up with a solution.  If I moved her to the floor, I could lay beside her while still obeying her pronouncement.  But she was human and wouldn’t be comfortable on the floor for long.  I wanted her comfortable and relaxed so she’d sleep as long as possible.  She needed the sleep.  We both did.
 
   I wished again we had gotten a room with one big bed.  The thought gave me pause, and I started to grin.  One big bed.  That I could do.
 
   Quietly, I moved the furniture between the beds.  It took some effort to move my bed across the floor to butt it against hers.  The mattresses were on a wooden box that didn’t want to slide.  I had to remove everything from the bed and relocate the box first, then the mattresses.  When I finished, I piled the bedding back on, uncaring if it looked neat, and lay down on top of everything at the edge of my mattress.  She lay close on her mattress, but still too far away.
 
   I gently tugged on her pillow, bringing it closer to me.  She rolled toward me.  Grinning, I kept reeling her in until we lay face to face.
 
   Content, I closed my eyes.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I knew I was dreaming and fought to stay asleep.  Michelle was kissing my collarbone, teasing her way up to my neck.  I wanted to feel her teeth sink into my skin even if it was only in my own mind.  Her tongue swirled over the spot twice.  Then, she whispered the words I’d been dying to here.
 
   “You’re mine.”
 
   “Then make me yours,” I said, holding her to me.
 
   The bed moved, jarring me from my dream.
 
   Damn it.  I kept my eyes closed and listened to Michelle cross the room.  When the bathroom door closed, I groaned and rubbed the spot she’d been kissing in my dream.
 
   The wait was going to kill me.
 
   Hoping to distract myself, I reached out to Grey.
 
   Still alive?
 
   ‘Bout time you got up.  I called your phone last night, but you didn’t answer.
 
   Sorry.
 
   It wasn’t anything important.  I only wanted to reassure Michelle that we’d found the things she’d wanted and hadn’t run into any trouble.  We returned to check on you and grabbed a few hours of sleep.  We’re already back watching the place.
 
   Thank you, Grey.
 
   Anytime, son.
 
   The toilet flushed, and she opened the door.  Using the sink just outside the bathroom, she washed her hands and brushed her teeth.  I stayed in bed, hoping she would return.
 
   She didn’t leave me hoping for long.  She walked back to the bed and carefully crawled back to her spot beside me.  The feeling of her fingers lightly touching my hair gave me the best kind of chills.  Holding still, I kept my eyes closed and waited for what she’d do next.
 
   Her fingers moved from the side of my head to my ear then to my jaw.  Unable to take much more, I opened my eyes.
 
   She was up on one elbow, watching me closely.
 
   “Good morning,” she said softly, removing her hand.
 
   I caught it and brought her palm to my lips.  Her scent changed and arousal cocooned me.  My vision changed slightly in response.  Her gaze dipped to my mouth, and I kissed her palm again.
 
   Her lips parted, silently begging me.  I released her hand and buried my fingers in her hair.  She brought her hand to my chest and started leaning forward.  My need for her consumed me once more.  I existed only for her and this moment.  Nothing else.
 
   When she stopped inches from me, I wanted to howl.  If she’d changed her mind, I doubted I’d be able to let her go.
 
   She exhaled softly and closed the distance between us.  Her lips brushed against mine, a light, exploring taste.  Joy filled me.  She was everything I wanted.  Sweet and savory.  I groaned and she pressed closer.  I angled my head so she could deepen the kiss.
 
   Instead, she pulled back.
 
   “Thank you for trying last night,” she said softly.
 
   I ran my fingers along her cheek then around to the back of her neck so I could ease her forward again.  She didn’t fight me.  Her lips brushed mine again, and she smiled.  My gut clenched at the sight.  Mine.
 
   She nudged my shoulder, pushing me so I lay on my back.  My pulse raced and each breath broke more of my control.  I needed her.  Gripping her arms, I pulled her over me.  She made a small amused sound, until her chest pressed against mine.
 
   Her breath caught.  I couldn’t help but feel satisfied with that reaction.  Her gaze softened, and she leaned forward once more.  I met her halfway.  The press of her soft lips against mine was killing me.
 
   She opened her mouth.  I froze.  Her teeth nipped my bottom lip.  I almost lost it.
 
   She pulled back and looked at me. “Maybe I’d better stop,” she said.
 
   I rolled us so I was on top and caged her in with a hand on each side of her shoulders.
 
   “No.”  It came out more growl than word.  I glanced at my hands and saw fur covering the skin.
 
   Damn it.  I tried clearing my throat and focusing on holding my form.  But it was hard when she was still smelling like breakfast and I was a starved man.
 
   I lowered my head, intent on another taste.
 
   “If you change into your fur, we’re done,” she whispered a moment before she lifted her lips to mine.
 
   I didn’t hesitate this time.  My tongue swept the seam of her lips, demanding entrance.  She opened for me with a small, desperate sound, and I lost myself in her taste.  Her hands drifted to my shoulders, her fingers digging into my skin.  The feel of her body under mine burned into my memory.  The touch of her tongue as she tentatively explored my mouth in return brought me to my mental knees.  She owned me.  I teetered on the edge of reason.  I wanted to lose myself in the moment…in her.
 
   Patience.
 
   That one word had me pulling back.
 
   I gazed down at her beautiful, flushed face and listened to her gasp for air.  A look of wonder filled her expression as she gazed back at me.  I’d done that.
 
   Something in her eyes changed.  They reflected a promise to fulfill my dreams.  My slim grip on self-control weakened, and I leaned in to nuzzle her neck.  She shivered.  Unable to help myself, I tasted her skin.  Her head rolled to the side.
 
   “Emmitt,” she gasped.  She moved restlessly under me, her hands petting my chest.
 
   My teeth extended fully, and I opened my mouth.  Just one nip.  It wouldn’t establish a Claim but it would feel so good.
 
   “We need to stop.”
 
   It took a moment for the words to reach my ears.
 
   “Emmitt, please stop.”
 
   It took a moment more for them to register.  Her hands weren’t petting.  They were pushing.
 
   I rolled away from her and sat on the edge of the bed.  What had I almost done?
 
   My teeth were full wolf.  The ache in my cheek and jaw bones said the rest of my face wasn’t far behind.  My control was non-existent.  Years of military training.  Years of suppressing the change in the face of aggression and annoyance.  All of it meant nothing when it came to the scent of my Mate in need.  I wasn’t a leader.  I was a mess.
 
   Her hand touched my arm.
 
   “Are you mad?”
 
   Mad?  At her?  Never.  She should be livid with me, however.  But she wasn’t.  She was confused, though.
 
   Unable to speak yet, I shook my head.
 
   “This thing between you and me,” she said softly, “it’s definitely right.  I don’t doubt it.  I just don’t want to get so involved that we forget why we’re here.  Once I deal with my past, I can focus on our future.”
 
   Our future.  Words I’d longed to hear.  I turned toward her.
 
   “As long as it takes, I’ll wait.  I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   She smiled and wrapped her arms around my waist, hugging me.  The feel of her comforting me brought back a measure of control.  But, a catch in her breathing had me pulling back slightly to study her face.  She had that vacant look in her eyes again.
 
   “Another vision?” I asked as she blinked and focused on me.
 
   “Yeah.  There’s an angry redhead out there somewhere who I wouldn’t want to run into.  I just wish I knew what I was supposed to do with this information.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.”  My stomach grumbled.
 
   “Go shower,” she said, “and then let’s get something to eat.”
 
   I hesitated, and she grinned at me.  Was it so obvious I didn’t want to leave her?  If she tried putting distance between us after that good morning kiss, it would be a long day.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   After a companionable breakfast where we talked about what we both wanted to do once Blake was no longer an issue, we went back to our room.
 
   Michelle paced around restlessly and stopped by her bag.  She opened it and pulled out her bikini.  I hadn’t really thought about what I’d packed when we’d left the house.  I’d jammed everything I could into her bag.  Now, seeing it, I was so glad I had.
 
   “Did you pack a suit, too?”
 
   “I have something that’ll work.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll change in the bathroom.  Let me know when you’re ready,” she said, closing herself in the room.  I pulled a pair of loose athletic shorts out of my bag and was changed in seconds.
 
   “Ready,” I called.
 
   She laughed and the door remained closed for a few more minutes.  When she opened it, she stood there in almost all her glory.
 
   “I love that suit.”
 
   She grinned and blushed slightly.
 
   “Come on.  Let’s go find the pool.”
 
   I followed my nose.  The burn of chlorine grew stronger as we got closer.  Inside the glass doors, my eyes watered, and I tried breathing through my mouth.  Hanging back while trying to adjust to the smell, I watched Michelle gingerly test the water with her toe.
 
   Didn’t she know?  Slow was never the way to enter the water.
 
   I took two quick steps toward the pool, hooking my arm around her as I jumped over the edge.  She squealed as I twisted midair and pulled her close to me.  Water enveloped us, but I used a strong kick to keep us from going all the way under.
 
   Michelle wrapped her arms around me and laughed.  Under the cool water, we were pressed together, skin to skin.  She read the direction of my thoughts, kissed my cheek, and told me to behave.  Then, she slipped out of my arms and swam away from me.  I dove under the water and came up a few feet in front of her.
 
   “Going somewhere?”
 
   She splashed me in the face and started a small war.
 
   We played in the water and soaked in the hot tub before heading back to the room.  I was starving.  While Michelle showered, I ordered room service again.  Two half-pound burgers and fries.
 
   When she was done in the bathroom, I stepped in for a quick rinse.  The stink of chlorine clung to my skin, messing with my sense of smell.  It was probably why I was more interested in food than Michelle at the moment.  The chlorine completely overpowered her scent.
 
   She was sitting on the bed, flipping through channels, when I left the bathroom.
 
   “What are we watching?”
 
   “This movie looks interesting,” she said, showing me the description.  “But it’s not on for another twenty minutes.”
 
   I sat next to her and almost groaned when she turned on a cooking show.  They were making steaks.  My mouth watered, and my stomach cramped.  Traveling away from home meant human-sized portions.  While in the Army, it hadn’t been too much of a problem.  The mess halls fed me, and I could grab food elsewhere.  As long as my weight stayed within their standards, no one questioned how much or how often I ate as long as it was on my time.
 
   My stomach continued to beg for food for the next twelve minutes.  That was exactly how long it took before I heard someone moving outside our door.  Michelle made an amused noise as I rushed to the door and yanked it open.  I didn’t care.  I wanted food.
 
   I took the covered plates from the guy’s tray, tossed him a tip, and closed the door in his face.
 
   “Remind me not to forget to feed you.  You turn a bit feral.”
 
   I grunted as I took a large bite of burger.  She didn’t comment when I handed the burger with the bite out of it to her and started in on the other one.  The movie came on just as she finished.  I put the dishes in the hall again and joined her on the bed.
 
   We watched two movies in a row.  It was nice.  Michelle stayed snuggled against my side through the first movie, content to lean on my shoulder.  For the second movie, I put an arm around her so she could lay her head on my chest.  I idly played with her hair and rubbed her shoulders.
 
   My nose started coming to by the time the credits rolled.  My stomach growled, and I couldn’t be sure if it was for her or food.  She didn’t give me a chance to decide.
 
   “Why don’t you call in an order at the restaurant next door, then run and get it?  That way we can watch this next movie.  If you’re fast, you won’t miss much,” she said.
 
   I called in the order.
 
   “How long?” she asked when I hung up.
 
   The response flew from my mind when I turned to look at her.  She was at the foot of the bed, lying on her stomach with her feet in the air.  She looked cute and oh-so-tempting.
 
   “Thirty minutes,” I said, recalling what she’d asked.
 
   “Think you’ll make it?”  A sassy smile curved her lips.
 
   “I might not.”
 
   I settled onto the bed beside her and forced myself to focus on the movie.  The random scent of pepperoni drifted into our room.  My stomach made a few sounds of protest.  Breakfast had been a little light, and lunch had barely met hungry human standards.  My stomach was going through food withdrawal.
 
   “You need to think about something else so we can hear the movie,” Michelle said with a laugh.
 
   “I can’t.  I’m hungry, and someone down the hall had pizza delivered.”
 
   She leaned over and nipped my earlobe.  I sighed and turned toward her.
 
   “I thought I wasn’t supposed to think about that, either.”
 
   She grinned then turned back to the movie.  She was a tease, and I liked it.  A little too much.  It was becoming uncomfortable to keep lying on my stomach.  When twenty-five minutes had passed, I rolled off the bed.
 
   Michelle cleared her throat to get my attention then crooked her finger at me.
 
   Her playful smile drew me in.  She met me halfway and sweetly pressed her lips to mine.
 
   “Hurry back or you’ll miss the rest of the movie,” she said, trailing her fingers along my jaw.
 
   “I’d rather stay here and skip the movie and the food.”
 
   “Ha.  You’re only saying that because you’re distracted from how hungry you are.  Go.  I’ll be here when you get back.”
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 18
 
   The food wasn’t ready when I arrived.  Since I was a few minutes early, I didn’t mind.  As soon as I had the food and paid, I left the restaurant and jogged back toward the hotel.
 
   “Emmitt,” Grey called from the shadows across the street.
 
   I slowed and waited for them.  Carlos was stoic as usual, but he was scanning the area around us as they reach my side.
 
   “Just getting back?  I thought you two were using a rental.”  We started toward the lobby doors.
 
   “We were,” Grey said, looking serious.  “Any trouble here?”
 
   “No.  Why?”
 
   “We were halfway here when we discovered we were being followed.  We left the car and took a cab around town to lose him.”
 
   I frowned.  So Blake had been watching the house, then.
 
   The sharp smell of chlorine irritated my nose as soon as I stepped into the lobby.  Yet, underneath, I caught the scent of blood.
 
   “Shit,” I said softly, bursting into a run while my heart tried to hammer its way out of my chest.  Around the corner, I spotted my open door.  Despair gripped me; I knew she wasn’t inside.  When I reached the door, I stopped.  There was blood smeared on the white jam.  Hers.  Still wet.
 
   The plastic bag of food clasped in my hand fell to the floor.  I couldn’t breathe.  I couldn’t think.  All I could do was stare at Michelle’s blood.  I’d told her she would be safe.
 
   Carlos moved past us, grabbed a washcloth from the sink just inside the door, and wiped off the blood.  Grey picked up the food and set it inside.
 
   “Let’s find her, son,” Grey said.  There was worry in his gaze but determination, too.
 
   Blake wouldn’t kill Michelle.  He’d had her for four years.  He wanted her back for her premonitions.  But, I wouldn’t let him have her.
 
   Curling my hands into fists, I inhaled, ignoring the sting of chlorine.  I took off running again, following the scent of Michelle’s blood.  Dark drops dotted the carpet here and there as I ran toward the far exit.  Just outside, the heavy scent of exhaust clouded the air.  Whoever had taken her had used a car.
 
   I inhaled deeply again, searching for Michelle’s trail.  It would have been impossible to follow, but I caught the scent of her blood again, mingling lightly with the exhaust.
 
   Growling, I sprinted down the street, uncaring who might see me.  Only Michelle mattered.
 
   Her scent crossed side streets then turned onto a main thoroughfare.  I slowed, having a harder time following her trail.  Then I lost her scent completely at an intersection with another main road.
 
   “No,” I growled, looking around in panic.
 
   “Easy, Emmitt,” Grey said.  “He came from this way.”  He pointed behind us.  “With three of us, we can split up and try to pick up her scent in each direction.  We’ll find something.”  He clapped a hand on my shoulder.
 
   I nodded and took off toward the left.
 
   Stay in contact, Grey sent me.
 
   Nothing yet, I reported back.
 
   I moved slower, not because I cared if the humans saw me moving fast, but because I didn’t want to miss Michelle’s scent.  Cars zipped by, adding more exhaust to the already contaminated trail.  I was starting to panic when I caught a hint of something.  Stopping, I inhaled.  It was barely there.  Ahead was an intersection with lights.  I crossed the streets, dodging between cars and ignoring honking horns.  On the other side, Michelle’s scent grew stronger.
 
   Got her, I sent Grey, along with the street name.
 
   We’ll be right there.
 
   I took off at a run again.  Pockets of her scent kept me moving.  Worry ate at my confidence.  Her scent trail was breaking apart.  How would I find her if I hit another intersection like the last one?
 
   The sun continued its slow descent, and the buildings around me cast longer shadows with each passing minute.  In a pocket void of Michelle’s scent, I picked up another scent that slowed my steps.  Werewolves.
 
   A man stepped from the shadowed alley between two buildings.  He grinned at me before retreating out of sight.
 
   Grey, I found a wolf.  He’s luring me into an alley.  He brought friends.
 
   So did you.  We’re right behind you.
 
   As I stepped toward the alley opening, I controlled a partial shift.  My teeth and mouth elongated, and my nails hardened and curved into claws.
 
   The narrow alley was filled with trash bins, cardboard, and other debris.  At the end, the space opened up into a small, vacant parking area accessed by a neighboring alley.  Three men stood between me and that alley.  From a fire escape above, a man dropped into the narrow alley I’d just left.  Only a few feet separated us, and I turned to face him.
 
   “You shouldn’t have come,” he said.  “She’s not yours.”
 
   “That’s my line,” I said a second before I threw my first punch.
 
   He moved fast, ducking under the punch.  But, not fast enough to avoid my left swing.  He grunted and faltered a step as my fist met his cheek.  Behind me, the other three moved in.  One caught me in the ribs with a fist, and another wrapped an arm around my neck.  I stepped back into him and used his weight and my momentum to bring him forward, over my shoulder, to crash into one of his friends.  As the two tumbled to the ground, one of the other mutts wrapped his arms around mine, pinning them behind me.  His partner laughed and showed his claws.  I jumped up and kicked out, planting my feet in his chest.  He staggered back, as did the man holding me.  I wrenched an arm free and grabbed a handful of hair of the man still gripping my arm.
 
   Yanking his head down, I brought my knee up to meet it.  His nose crunched and he fell to the ground.
 
   Claws raked my ribs, and I spun with an outward kick that missed my attacker.  The other two were up and circling me as well.  They moved as one, coming at me.  A fist crashed into my jaw as I blocked claws from my gut.
 
   Carlos burst into the fight, blocking a kick one of them had directed between my legs.
 
   The men pulled back.
 
   “Thank you,” I panted.
 
   “Jim mentioned you were having a problem with blocking those,” Grey said with a chuckle as he nudged me back.  “Go.  We’ve got this.”
 
   The man on the ground wasn’t moving.  Two against three were poor odds.  For them.
 
   I turned and ran back down the alley, going in the direction I’d been heading.  Michelle’s scent continued to tease me in spots and disappear in others.  Five blocks further, the scent of her blood grew stronger at an intersection.  Just two buildings to the left of it, I saw a motel and a rusted-out car parked in front of one of the rooms.
 
   Jogging across the road, her scent only became clearer.  Blood smeared the back panel of the car.  Her blood.  I moved toward the motel room door and heard the low murmur of a man’s mocking voice.
 
   Rage filled me.  Thrusting my arm forward, I ripped the strike plate and bolt from the jam and the door flew inward.  A man stood midway between me and Michelle.  Her ankles were zip-tied to the chair and her hands bound in her lap.  A smear of blood across her cheek stood out starkly against her pale face.
 
   I shifted my attention to the man and let my claws come forward.
 
   He loosened his stance to a semi-crouch and rolled his shoulders.  Spotty patches of fur erupted from his skin and the tips of his increasingly pointy ears.  One leg started to transform, the thigh shortening while the foot elongated.
 
   He had no control over his change.
 
   I let my canines emerge and my mouth extend just enough to use them.
 
   “Your mistake was her blood,” I said as I lunged at the man who’d taken my Mate.
 
   I grabbed the mutt by the shoulders and pulled him in for a head-butt.  As he staggered back on his uneven legs, I lashed toward his chest.  He leapt out of the way, but not fast enough.  Red lines marked where I’d raked his skin.
 
   We circled each other.  He eyed my stance and feinted a few times, trying for an opening that didn’t exist.  I saw the moment he realized he wasn’t going to walk away.  He snarled and came straight at me.  Ducking under his swing, I slashed the skin of his exposed sides with my claws.  Four bloody furrows erupted.  The man swore.  His control slipped further, and his feet fully sprouted claws and fur.  Desperation lit his eyes, and he glanced at the door.
 
   “They aren’t coming,” I said, striking again.  Swipe after swipe, my nails sank deep into his skin.  One strike brought me close enough that I could smell Michelle on him.  I lost it and sank my teeth into his shoulder.  He howled in pain.
 
   “People are coming,” Michelle said.
 
   I nodded, blocked the weak swing he made with his left forearm, and drove my fist into his face.  There was a satisfying crack as the man’s head whipped back.
 
   “Tell Blake she’s mine,” I said as his eyes rolled back into his head and he fell.
 
   I turned with a burst of speed and slammed the door shut on the three men who were halfway across the parking lot.  The latch wouldn’t hold, but there was a bolt lock above it that still worked.  I shoved it into place and turned toward Michelle.
 
   Her hands were darker than her arms, the zip tie too tight.  The force of ripping through it with a claw would likely hurt her more.  Outside, someone started pounding on the door.  The distant wails of sirens reached me.  We didn’t have much time.  She was already so hurt, though.  I swore and knelt beside her.  Leaning forward, I gently used my teeth to separate the plastic.
 
   The mutt on the floor behind me groaned.
 
   “Hurry, Emmitt.  I think he’s waking up.”
 
   The pounding on the door stopped, and the sirens grew louder.  The plastic band popped free, and I moved to the ones around her ankles.  Unable to take the same time to remove them gently, I used a claw.  Michelle winced, but said nothing.
 
   I stood and pulled aside the faded, blue curtains covering the back window.  There was nothing but swamp and trees back there.  But for how far?
 
   Michelle stood and moved beside me as I slid open the window.  I popped out the screens just as the sirens died.  Before I could offer her my hand, she turned and shuffled toward Frank.  It was the first look I had of the back of her head.  Dried blood caked her hair.  I pulled back my lips in a silent snarl and looked at the man on the floor.  The urge to kill him rode me hard.  Michelle bent down, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a phone.
 
   The man twitched and I took a step forward until I realized he was shifting back to human, too broken to maintain his fur.  He opened one eye and looked at Michelle.
 
   “Don’t try this again,” she said.  “I choose who I Claim.  Not you.”
 
   She stood, and I moved back to the window.
 
   “You’re not the only one,” the man rasped before closing his eyes again.
 
   We’re outside, Grey sent.  Police are at the door.  I hope you’re not in there.
 
   Leaving out the back window now.
 
   I scooped Michelle up into my arms.  She flinched, and I hated myself for what she would likely have to endure until I found us somewhere safe.
 
   She looped her arms around my neck and buried her face against my chest a moment before I jumped out the window.  I ran fast, blazing a trail through the swamp before the door in the hotel flew open.
 
   Head east, Grey said over our link.  I’ll watch the hotel, and Carlos is circling back to check on the four we left in the alley.  Let me know if you run into any problems.
 
   The little daylight that had remained when I’d stepped into the hotel vanished in the trees.  I didn’t need it to know east, though.  Skirting another area of trees, I slowed my pace and jogged out onto a sidewalk.
 
   Streetlights were intermittent, and I stuck to the shadows to avoid attention.  Michelle didn’t move much in my arms.  Her scent was a mixture of that musty hotel room, her blood, and the fetid smell of the mutt who’d taken her.  Before I could take her somewhere safe, I needed to clean her up.
 
   I slowed when I spotted a trashy looking hotel.  It was small and advertised rooms by the hour.
 
   I’m renting a room with cash and cleaning her up.  After that, we need a place to stay.  She needs rest.
 
   The man you left behind managed to climb out the window before the police caught him.  I tailed him back to our first hotel, but I didn’t follow him inside.  I’m watching him to see where he goes next.  Carlos is with me.  The other four went fur and took to the woods.  I let your father know what’s happening.  Call Winifred’s phone.  They’re waiting.  They can make new room arrangements under someone else’s name.
 
   He thought that the men who’d come after us already knew what names we’d used for the hotel.
 
   All right.  Thank you, Uncle Grey.
 
   Stay safe.
 
   Shifting Michelle’s weight to one arm, I freed the other to open the door.  Inside, the place was just as bad as where she’d been taken.  The original color of the carpet was buried under layers of dirt.
 
   I carried Michelle to the front desk, unwilling to let her down.
 
   The man behind the counter eyed me then Michelle.  It was probably because of the blood on her cheek.
 
   “We need a room for an hour,” I said.  “I need soap and a towel.  A clean one.”  I placed money on the desk, and the man nodded before reaching under the counter and setting out the things I had requested.
 
   Michelle took the towel, soap, and room key.  The man cleared his throat uncomfortably, looking at Michelle.
 
   “You okay, lady?”
 
   She was pale, covered in blood, had a gash on the back of her head and was being carried.  He was an idiot for asking.
 
   “I am now,” she said.  I turned away, furious with myself that she honestly believed that.  She wasn’t okay.  She was hurt...on my watch.
 
   Michelle rested her head on my chest again as I climbed a dimly lit set of stairs to get to the room number on the key.  The place was disgusting.  Human odors clung to every surface.  The air conditioner rattled but didn’t bring any clean air into the dank, musty room.
 
   I carried her straight to the bathroom and used my elbow to turn on the light.  Only one of the three vanity bulbs flickered to life.  Stains decorated the laminate counter around the once-white sink.
 
   First, I’d let her be kidnapped.  Then, I brought her to a hotel that probably required tetanus shots.
 
   Without much choice, I sat her on the counter and turned on the water.  It ran clear so I wet the towel and rubbed the soap against it.  Hopefully it would kill any remaining germs on the towel.  Carefully, I cleaned the blood from her face then moved to clean the gash on the back of her head.  She didn’t move much and kept her hands in her lap as I worked.
 
   Rinsing and re-soaping the cloth often, I gradually worked most of the blood from her hair so I could see what I was dealing with.  The cut was a little more than an inch long.  It was spread wide and could use stitches.  Bringing her to a hospital would be dangerous, though.  That meant letting it heal on its own and leaving a large scar.
 
   My temper flayed me from the inside.  How could I let this happen to Michelle?  She had come to me scared and afraid.  I had vowed to keep her safe.
 
   She surprised me by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine.  I didn’t know how she could still want to kiss me, but I wasn’t foolish enough to deny it.  I lightly touched her face and returned the kiss.  She sighed, melting into it.  Her scent sweetened, and I pulled back to look at her.
 
   Her upturned face was clean and had regained some of her usual color.  Her closed eyes opened slowly, and she smiled.  Her gaze was sweet and full of promise.
 
   “That’s more like it,” she said.  “If you tell me we don’t have to sleep here, we can kiss all night long.”
 
   “How can you even want to look at me?” I said, unable to keep the self-loathing from my tone.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I promised you that you’d be safe.”  I moved away from her to put the towel in the sink, and she grabbed my arm.
 
   “You’re beating yourself up because I was dumb enough to open the door for Frank?”
 
   I faced her, frustrated.  Her intelligence wasn’t in question.  Mine was.  I shouldn’t have left her alone.  She shook her head at me, and her expression softened.
 
   “To me, safe doesn’t mean I’ll never get hurt.  It means you’ll be there to help pick me back up when I do.  Now, do we really have to stay here?”
 
   Her forgiveness humbled me.
 
   “This was just to get you cleaned up.  I couldn’t take you anywhere nicer, looking like you did, without someone calling the police.”
 
   I rinsed out the towel one last time.  She watched me closely.
 
   “Frank got a call while I was with him.  Were you followed?” she asked.
 
   “Not for very long.  I met up with Carlos and Grey on my way back with our food.  As soon as we entered the lobby, I smelled your blood.”  I rang out the towel and folded it neatly beside the sink.  “We tracked you.  A few of Frank’s friends were waiting.  Grey and Carlos stayed back to deal with them.”
 
   “So, now what?  Are they meeting up with us somewhere?  Do you think the guy downstairs is going to call the cops?”
 
   “Now, we go to another hotel.  You’ll be harder to follow by scent without the fresh blood.  When we find a pay phone, I’ll call my father to make new arrangements.  He’ll coordinate with Grey.”
 
   A buzz emitted from her pocket.  I’d forgotten about the phone she’d taken from the man I’d knocked out.
 
   Michelle pulled it out and looked at me as she answered it.
 
   “Michelle,” a man’s voice boomed through the receiver, “good to hear you sounding so well.  I was afraid Frank might have been a bit rough.”  His voice conveyed no concern.
 
   “He was as gentle as a lamb,” Michelle said.  “Why are you calling, Blake?”
 
   “Isn’t this why you took Frank’s phone?  To talk to me?”
 
   “I guess it is.  I have a lot of questions and, according to Frank, you’re the only one who will answer them.  What’s an Urbat?  What decision was I supposed to make, and who are my sisters?”
 
   There was a long pause before he answered.
 
   “Ah.  I see.  I’ll explain everything if you meet with me.”
 
   “I’m already meeting with you.  Tomorrow morning.  Didn’t the lawyer call you?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  A hard edge crept into his voice.  “I was hoping for something a bit more private.”
 
   “I don’t think that’d be in my best interest.  At least, not until I Claim my Mate.”
 
   The words conflicted me.  It was everything I’d hoped for, yet, nothing I deserved.
 
   Blake growled through the phone and Michelle smiled.
 
   “Come on, Blake.  You don’t think I’m going to sit around and wait for you to try this again, do you?”
 
   “Then, we part ways for now.  You’ll hear from me again, though.”
 
   Before he could hang up, she said, “Oh, and I spoke with the court appointed executor.  Looks like you’ll have to spend your own money and leave mine alone.”
 
   He wasn’t quick enough to disconnect the call.  We both heard him swear angrily before the line went dead.
 
   Blake just called Michelle.  He won’t be at the lawyer’s office tomorrow.
 
   I’ll confer with the others, Grey sent back.
 
   Michelle tossed the phone in the garbage and smiled at me.  I shook my head and plucked her from the counter.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 19
 
   Michelle’s scent changed as I carried her from the motel.  Each step I took brought new tension into her muscles and soured what sweetness our kiss had created.  I did my best to hold her gently and not jostle her with my steady stride as I ran.  Nothing helped.
 
   I checked her expression repeatedly, uncertain how I was causing her pain.  She gave very little away.
 
   After I was sure I’d crossed enough populated areas to confuse our scent trail, I started looking for a pay phone.  With cell phones gaining popularity, pay phones were almost nonexistent.  My frustration grew at having to prolong Michelle’s agony.
 
   She reached up and ran her fingers through the hair at the back of my neck.
 
   “I’m okay,” she said.
 
   I kissed the top of her head and kept searching.  A few minutes later, I found a phone.  Michelle lifted the receiver and dialed so I could continue to hold her.  She leaned in closely to listen.
 
   “Grey called,” Dad said.  “He and Carlos dealt with your would-be followers.  Are you two safe?”
 
   “Are my brothers safe?” Michelle asked before I could answer.
 
   “They are.  We had two incidents earlier, but everything is quiet now.  Mary and Gregory are with the boys, and several of our pack are patrolling.”
 
   She exhaled in relief then winced.
 
   “Michelle’s been hurt,” I said.
 
   She opened her mouth to object.  I shook my head at her.
 
   “She needs to rest.”
 
   Dad covered the phone and spoke to Mom for a moment.
 
   “Give your Mom a few minutes to make a reservation for you.”
 
   I listened to Mom in the background, weaving a nice story about her son and new bride whose luggage was lost by the airline and who were mugged on the way to their hotel.  They were without wallet, purse, luggage or even shoes.  She needed to set them up in a room until everything was straightened out in the morning.  She was artful in her lies and far too convincing.  I wasn’t surprised when Dad gave me an address for a different hotel.
 
   “And, Emmitt, be careful.”  His words were laced with fatherly concern, not blame.
 
   “We will,” I said.
 
   I would be much more careful with my Mate.  My heart.
 
   Michelle hung up the phone, and I took the opportunity to steal a kiss, until a passerby shouted encouragement.  Pulling back, I studied Michelle’s dazed, content expression and bent to touch my forehead to hers.
 
   “I won’t be able to let you go for a while.”  Losing her had taken years from my life.
 
   She kissed my cheek.  “I don’t mind.”
 
   Satisfied, I left the booth, started walking toward the address Mom had provided, and reached out to Grey.
 
   I called home.  Mom set us up in a new hotel.  I gave him the new address.
 
   We’ve been running patrols around our hotel and around the hotel where Michelle was taken to confuse any trails you two might have left.  We’re going back to the old hotel to see if anyone interesting shows up tonight.
 
   Be careful, I sent back.
 
   Always, son.
 
   Having a safe endpoint where Michelle could rest drove me onward despite her occasional flinching.  She leaned against me the entire time I ran.  By the time we reached the hotel, the streets were empty except for the occasional car.
 
   The hotel looked expensive.  A smiling attendant greeted us outside and moved to open the door as we approached.  The plush red and gold patterned carpet in the reception area muffled sound, and every piece of highly polished metal gleamed in the lights.  And, there were cameras everywhere.
 
   Michelle would be safe.
 
   The receptionist welcomed us with a smile. “Mr. Cole.  Good to see you.  Your mother’s description was very accurate.”  The man held out a room card, which Michelle took for me.  “Room service will be up with your meal.  Please let me know if you need anything else.  I hope you enjoy your stay.”
 
   Sometimes the things Mom could do amazed me.
 
   “Do you think someone could get me some socks and shoes?  I lost mine,” Michelle said.
 
   The man nodded and made a note about the size she requested. “I’ll have something delivered as soon as possible.”
 
   I turned and made my way to the elevators.  Michelle pressed the “up” button and the doors immediately opened.  As soon as she swiped the card and selected the floor, the doors slid shut.  I was impressed with the security.
 
   “Could you set me down?” Michelle asked softly.  “I don’t want to attract any more attention than we already have.”
 
   Carrying her kept her scent trail minimal.  Even with the heightened security, I was hesitant to take the risk.  But, the look in her eyes suggested she wasn’t requesting to be set down.  Carefully, I eased her to a standing position.  I didn’t miss the way she winced when her feet touched the floor.  I took her hand in mine and started to rub slow circles over the pulse in her wrist.
 
   After the elevator stopped and the doors opened, I inhaled deeply.  The air was clear of any disguising chemicals.  It was also clear of werewolf.  Holding her hand, I led her into the deserted hallway.
 
   “Are we okay here?” she asked.
 
   “Better security,” I said, pointing to a camera mounted just outside the elevator.  I wouldn’t promise we would be okay.  I’d already made that mistake once.
 
   We walked down a long hallway toward our room.  Michelle kept pace with me but had a hitch to her step.  I needed to look her over and assure myself she was all right, but I wondered if she’d let me.
 
   The room card opened the second door on the right side of the hall.  Stepping aside, I let Michelle enter first.  The door closed behind us with a click, and I released Michelle’s hand and kicked off my shoes as I watched her look over the suite of rooms.
 
   Decorated in neutral colors with black accents, everything looked and smelled clean.  The light cream walls of the kitchenette flowed into the main room where electric flames danced in a fireplace.  Michelle stared longest at the leather sofa and oversized chair, then turned toward the bathroom through an open door to the right.  It had a glass corner shower with dual shower heads, a whirlpool tub big enough for two, and a heated towel rack.  If she wasn’t so exhausted and hurt, the tub might have interested me.  Now, I just wanted her to rest.
 
   “I call dibs on the tub,” she whispered, half-reverently.
 
   The look on her face had me chuckling.  Nothing would stop her from taking a bath.  So much for rest first.  While she moved into the bathroom and turned on the water, I went to the couch.
 
   We made it.  Safe and sound.  This place has decent security.  We shouldn’t have any problems.
 
   Good.  Everything’s quiet here.  We are leaving it up to Michelle if she still wants to go to the lawyer’s tomorrow.
 
   I dropped my head into my hands, wondering if that was the best decision.  Michelle wanted to protect her brothers above all else, even above her own safety.  That Blake’s men had taken her from a hotel room showed the lengths they would go to retrieve her.  When I’d first met Michelle, she’d said those hunting her wouldn’t stop; she was right.
 
   How could I keep her safe if she chose to go to the lawyer’s office?  Would the media be enough?  Blake had already broken our laws by killing Richard in public.  What would stop him from doing something tomorrow?
 
   Michelle left the bathroom just then.  I lifted my head and watched her walk through the room, looking around with a slightly troubled expression.
 
   When our gazes met, her expression cleared and she came to sit beside me.  She rested her head on my shoulder and gently touched my arm.
 
   “Don’t dwell on the past.  It doesn’t do any good,” she said.
 
   She read me too easily.
 
   I kissed her forehead. “Go take your bath.”
 
   She gave me a quick hug then stood and wandered toward the bedroom.  The troubled expression was back.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   “Just checking things out.  Something seemed familiar, and I can’t figure out why.”
 
   When she reached the bedroom doorway, she froze.  I went to her and looked over her shoulder at the room.  There was a single, big bed.  Was she really worried about that now?
 
   Her scent alternated between anxious and interested while her pulse beat erratically.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
   She whirled to face me, startled.
 
   “Yep.  Fine.”  Her gaze dipped to my neck, she flushed, then quickly looked up again.  “I’m going to rinse in the shower then take a nice long soak.  Let me know when the food’s here, okay?”
 
   She gave a nervous smile and started to step around me.  I mirrored her move, blocking her escape.  After everything she’d been through, I couldn’t believe it was the bed that was causing her unusual reaction.
 
   “Michelle, tell me.  What is it?  Should we leave?  Find another room?”
 
   She blew out a breath and wrapped her arms around me.  I could feel her arms trembling as she rested her head on my chest.  Confused, I returned her hug.
 
   “No.  The room is fine.  I just connected it with a vision I had.”
 
   I knew it. “What was the vision about?”
 
   She hesitated a moment and ducked her head.
 
   “You and me,” she said finally.  She pulled away, and eyed me nervously.  “I don’t want to bite you.  I don’t care if it looked like you liked it or not.  It’s going to hurt you, and I just don’t think I can do it.  Not yet.”
 
   It took a moment for her words to sink in.  She’d had a premonition about Claiming me.  And it would happen in that room.  I stared at the bed.  Tonight.  My heart raced.  Tonight.
 
   Michelle fled, and I turned to watch her.  She seemed to sense my regard and stopped just outside the bathroom to look back at me.  The blood on her shirt spoke volumes.  She’d just survived a kidnapping.  Claiming should have been the furthest thing from my mind.
 
   She looked away and closed herself in the bathroom.  Well, almost closed herself in.  The slight gap in the door didn’t fool me.  It wasn’t an invitation.  She was still shaken up and probably wanted to hear me as much as I wanted to be able to hear her.  Little movements and sounds let me know she was still all right.
 
   Slowly, I sat back down on the couch.  Claiming, being a leader, making a safe home...somehow it all started to blend together in my mind.
 
   The shower turned on, and I half listened as she undressed.
 
   I’d finished her apartment to entice her to stay.  Now, it seemed she would be.  But was it safe there anymore?  No.  Not the way it was.  Dad was right, we needed families to come live with us.  There was safety in numbers.   However, we weren’t sure how many we were up against.  Dad’s relaxed attitude toward the trouble that had visited the Compound stemmed from the number of people living there.  If some of those families left, would the Compound still be as safe?  Should we separate our numbers when so much was still unknown?  I needed to talk to Dad before I made any decisions about the future.  I wanted Michelle and her brothers safe.  If that meant leaving Montana and living at the Compound, then that was what we would do.
 
   The shower stopped, and I listened to Michelle get into the tub and start the jets.  The faint scent of old blood drifted through the apartment.  Not unexpected given what she had needed to wash away.  However, the scent of worry still drifting in the air did concern me.
 
   I dwelled on what the night might bring until I heard movement in the hallway.  I was already off the couch when I heard the knock.  The jets turned off in the bathroom.  On my way past, I closed the door to give Michelle privacy and a sense of safety.
 
   In the hall, a man waited with a cart full of food.  The scent of grilled meat tickled my nose.
 
   “Come in,” I said, moving aside.
 
   The man pushed the cart into the room and set three covered plates and several other side plates on the counter of the kitchenette.  When he had everything set, he wished me a good evening and walked back out, shutting the door.
 
   In the bathroom, I heard Michelle moving.  Closing the distance, I listened.  She was just on the other side.  I could hear her breathing.
 
   “Food’s here,” I said.
 
   She squeaked in surprise and pulled open the door.  I couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “Not funny,” she said, tightening the robe around her waist.  Her wince stole the humor from the moment.
 
   I eyed her, wondering again if she’d let me look her over.  Given what she’d revealed before her shower, I decided to keep quiet for a little longer.
 
   “It’s not as bad as I thought,” she said, turning her head so I could see the gash.  Was she trying to distract me from what else might be wrong?  It was hard to see, anyway.  Her hair was wet and slicked back from her face.  Water dripped from the ends onto the hotel robe she wore.  I tried not to think about what she did or did not wear under it.
 
   “Everything’s on the counter,” I said, turning away from temptation.
 
   She followed me.  I took the lids off of steaks topped with blue cheese, sides of mushrooms, and baked potatoes with the works.  Three full meals.
 
   As she eased onto one of the stools, I moved a plate before her.  She looked down at it with a grimace.  I thought she might argue, but she only glanced at me before she picked up her fork.  The move shifted her sleeve, exposing the red lines circling her wrists.  The raw color stood out against the white robe.
 
   She picked at her food in silence, barely managing a few bites before I finished my meal and part of the extra one.  When she pushed her plate away, I scraped the leftovers onto one plate and put it into the refrigerator.
 
   With her head propped in her hand, she tiredly watched me.  I didn’t realize just how exhausted she was until she yawned.  I had her up in my arms before it stopped.
 
   “I’m not tired,” she said, ducking her head to avoid my gaze.
 
   She nervously played with the bloody fabric of my shirt.
 
   “Frank didn’t hurt you, did he?” she asked, finally looking up at me.  Concern filled her eyes.
 
   She couldn’t walk without cringing, had a gash on the back of her head, and she was worried because I had a little blood on my shirt?  I groaned and lightly pressed my lips to hers before pulling away.  I didn’t deserve her.
 
   The look she gave me was bittersweet.
 
   “Don’t be sad.”  She slid a hand around the back of my neck and pulled me down for another kiss.
 
   I kissed her gently, and she sighed.  Her hand moved over my chest in an absent way.  Part petting, part exploring.  Even though I knew she had no idea what she was doing to me, I couldn’t stop myself from responding.  I ran my tongue along the seam of her lips, begging for more.  She willingly gave it.  Her taste was heaven, her touch bliss.  Without meaning to, I started walking again.
 
   Her fingers feathered through my hair and held my mouth to hers as I gently set her on the bed.  Carefully, I moved over her, using my arms while keeping my weight off of her.  She took the space between us as an invitation to explore under my shirt.  The feel of her fingers on my skin sent a tingle of pleasure through me.
 
   I smoothed her damp hair back and trailed my fingers down to the Claiming spot on her neck.  She shivered and turned her head to break the kiss.
 
   As she gasped for air, I trailed kisses from her brow down to her throat.  She groaned and arched into my mouth.  I swirled my tongue over her skin then moved to the side of her neck.  She turned and kissed me just below my jaw.
 
   I froze.  Tonight.  Tremors shook me as I struggled for control.  Not tonight.  She needed rest.
 
   She gently ran the tip of her tongue over my skin.  I closed my eyes and struggled to remember why this wasn’t a good idea.  It was the best idea.  I wanted her.  Forever.  She needed to make it happen.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” she whispered, nipping my neck.
 
   I groaned at the feel of her teeth toying with my skin.
 
   “It hurts to wait,” I said honestly.
 
   Yet, she didn’t give me what I wanted.  She continued to kiss and nip me, slowly torturing me.  I shook with need and wouldn’t have been able to move off her if she begged.  I kissed her collarbone and shoulder in return, giving her plenty of room to mark me and make me hers.  Her scent was driving me crazy.
 
   When she bit down firmly enough to break the skin, I nearly came undone.  She placed a tender kiss over the bite and offered me her lips.  I claimed them, devouring her as new emotions swamped me.  Love, sweet and sure.  Passion, shy and perfect.  Michelle was finally in my head, and I was in hers.  I didn’t want to let her go, but caught sight of a little pink on the pillow and forced myself to pull back.
 
   She gazed up at me in awe.  Satisfaction coursed through me.  I would have been content to look at her all night.  But she was tired.  And, she needed rest.
 
   “Go to sleep, now,” I whispered, moving to her side and pulling her close.
 
   I could feel she wanted to argue, but she had no energy left.  Her blinks were slow, and her gaze unfocused.  I smiled and kissed her forehead.
 
   “I love you,” I said.
 
   She was asleep soon afterward.  I waited an hour before moving her under the covers, trying to be as careful as possible.  Tugging the blanket over her, I considered her midsection then studied her sleep-relaxed face.  If I looked, I risked another kneeing or worse.  If I didn’t look and there was something seriously wrong, I’d never forgive myself.
 
   Decided, I went to the bathroom and returned with two clean hand towels.  Praying she’d stay sleeping, I peeled back the comforter.  The first hand towel I placed over the robe on her chest.  The second one went over her hips.  It wasn’t just to preserve her modesty.  It was to avoid temptation.  I desperately wanted to see her and explore every curve and hollow.  But I wanted her awake when I did that, exploring me in return.
 
   Steeling myself, I loosened the belt at her waist and slowly parted the robe.  I worked it open a few inches at a time, stopping to readjust towels as needed so everything stayed covered.  As I worked, I became angry.
 
   A huge bruise covered her stomach.  Two areas were darker, as if she’d been hit twice.  What had he done to her?
 
   I slid into bed and covered her with the quilt.  Ever so gently, I pulled her close and listened to her even breathing.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 20
 
   Thoughts of all the things that could have gone even more wrong kept me awake.  I touched Michelle often as she slept, reassuring myself that she was still with me.  And, I kept reminding myself that the day hadn’t gone as wrong as it could have.
 
   Around dawn, I left the bed.  Restless, I went to the kitchen and ate the leftovers, hoping a full stomach might help me sleep.  It didn’t.  So, I went to the bathroom, thinking a hot bath would do the trick.  However, seeing her clothes hanging over the glass shower door filled me with regret and anger all over again.  Knowing sleep wouldn’t happen, I stripped, put on the suite’s other guest robe, and called down to the desk to arrange for our clothes to be laundered.  After someone came for the dirty clothes, I took a quick shower.  Then, I paced for a bit.  Finally, I sat down beside the phone.
 
   I dialed Jim’s number and waited.  He picked up in the middle of the second ring.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey.  It’s me.”
 
   “You’re alive.”  I could hear the genuine humor and relief in his voice.  “How are things there?”
 
   “Good.  Really good.  She Claimed me.”
 
   “Mom’s going to—”
 
   “I know,” I said with a half-laugh.
 
   “You don’t sound as happy as I would have thought.”
 
   I sighed and leaned back into the cushions.
 
   “I am happy about that.  But, Michelle got hurt.”
 
   “Yeah, Dad told me.  She’ll be okay though, right?”
 
   Frustrated, I hesitated.
 
   “Is she awake?” Jim asked.
 
   “No.  She’s still sleeping.  She’s been out pretty much since we got here.  And, yeah, she’ll be okay.  I’m not sure I will be, though.”  Jim remained quiet, letting me talk.  “I left her alone.  That’s how they got her.  Even after hearing she’d been locked away for four years, even after hearing what they’d done to her brothers, even after Blake sent men to our home to try to take her back, I left her alone.  What kind of dumbass am I?”
 
   “A big one, apparently.  You’re sitting on the phone with your brother instead of snuggling with your Mate.”
 
   I almost laughed before I caught myself. “She was bleeding, Jim.  The mutt who took her hit her head so hard she was bleeding.  And her stomach is one huge bruise.  I think he hit her there, too.  And, do you know what she does when I ask?  She tells me everything is okay and not to worry.  She comforts me.  I don’t want comfort...”
 
   “You want revenge.”
 
   “I do.  I want Blake to bleed.”
 
   “He will.  Give it time.  You should have that patience thing down by now.”
 
   “Yep.  I should.  Did you hear about the meeting with the lawyer?”
 
   “In a few hours, right?”
 
   “Yeah.  What do you think?”
 
   “I think she’ll want to go.  And, I think you won’t be a dumbass again.  Don’t forget Grey and Carlos have your back.  Your front, too, if you need the protection.”
 
   I grinned.
 
   “Thanks, Jim.”
 
   “Anytime.  Now, let me go back to sleep.”
 
   I hung up the phone and went to lay by Michelle again.  Talking to Jim had eased some of the guilt I carried.  It wasn’t gone, just not a priority.  Michelle was.
 
   Relaxed, I dozed until someone knocked on our door.  The woman with our laundry also had a pair of shoes for Michelle, a set of toothbrushes, and a small tube of paste.  I thanked her and closed the door.  I took everything into the bathroom.
 
   After brushing and changing into clean clothes, I went back to Michelle.  She hadn’t moved much in her sleep.  The few times she did, she frowned.  Her stomach was definitely hurting her.  Gently, I trailed my fingers over the bruise.
 
   It took an hour before her breathing changed.  I stopped trailing my fingers along her skin and waited.  Her pulse increased, but she didn’t open her eyes.  Instead, she tried to ease my hand off her stomach but cringed at the effort.
 
   “Might as well open them,” I said softly.
 
   Her eyes popped open, and she turned her head to look at me.  I ran my fingers over her skin again.  Her eyes widened, and a jolt of panic came over our link as she let out a squeak.  She lifted her head to look down at herself, winced, and dropped her head back down to the pillow.
 
   I waited for her reaction to what I’d done.  She didn’t yell.  No anger came over the link.  Love washed over me.  Her love.  Every moment I spent with her humbled me.  I might not deserve her now.  Maybe not ever.  But, I would take every day as another chance to try to be the man worthy of her.
 
   She turned her head and gave me a shy smile, her heart skipping a beat.
 
   “You lied to me,” I said, trailing my fingers over the worst bruise.  “You’re not fine.  How much pain are you in?”
 
   She glanced down at her stomach and slightly shook her head. “Emmitt, I’ll live.  Don’t make a big deal out of this.”
 
   A thread of embarrassment reached me.  I didn’t understand how my concern would embarrass her.  She pulled the robe around her, rolled to her side, and boosted herself up on one arm.  Although I felt the pain through our link, she was careful to keep her expression bland, a clear sign she didn’t want my help.  After a moment, she slid her legs off the bed and eased herself into a full sitting position.
 
   She glanced at the alarm clock beside the bed.
 
   “We need to get to the lawyer’s office.  How long will it take from here?  I don’t even know where we are,” she said.
 
   Jim would love knowing he was right.  Grey, too.
 
    “About thirty minutes,” I said, answering her original question as I got out of bed and moved to help her stand.
 
   “Really, Emmitt, I’m fine,” she said.
 
   Determination hit me, and I knew what she was going to do as soon as she leaned forward.  I quickly offered my hand, unwilling to watch her hurt herself more.  Even with my help, she winced and leaned into me.
 
   As I held her in my arms and waited for the pain to fade, she lightly bit my neck.  The sensation of her teeth on my skin sent a jolt of need through me.  Humor pushed pain aside as she tried to hide her grin.
 
   To say I loved and needed this woman was an understatement.  I existed because of her, for her.  She was, and would remain, everything to me.
 
   I helped her to the bathroom where she quietly retreated for the next five minutes.  When she emerged, her hair was smoothed down, she wore her clean clothes, and she smelled slightly minty.  She looked ready to meet the reporter.
 
   She eyed my clean yet ripped shirt, and I knew I wasn’t.
 
   “We’re going to need to get our things,” I said.
 
   She wrinkled her nose at the idea.
 
   “They dropped these off this morning,” I said, showing her the shoes before bending down to help her step into them.  She lightly rested a hand on my shoulder as she lifted one foot then the next.  It reminded me of the night I’d taken her to dinner, and my fingers itched to caress her calf.
 
   “Ready?” I asked when both flats were on.
 
   “Just a second.”
 
   She walked back into the bedroom and stood there, looking around for a moment.  A sense of awe washed over me, and I knew she was remembering last night.  She was mine.  Finally.
 
   She glanced back at me and reached for my hand.
 
   “I’m ready,” she said.
 
   Love washed over me, and I kissed the back of her hand before we left the suite.  She was silent as she walked beside me.  I studied her, watching for any sign of discomfort.  There was no hitch in her step today and no pain in our link.  I knew better than to think it meant she was fine.
 
   At the front desk, I asked for a cab.  It didn’t take long for one to arrive.  Michelle winced getting into the back seat and leaned her head on my shoulder once I slid in beside her.  I held her hand, trying to comfort her.
 
   When we pulled up before our hotel, I sent a message to Grey.
 
   We’re here.  I don’t want to leave her alone again, and I don’t want to take her inside.
 
   Carlos will be right there.
 
   Michelle nervously eyed the hotel.
 
   “Stay here.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   She nodded, and I closed the door.  Carlos was already in the lobby with a bag.
 
   “Grey’s waiting in your room.  We tried putting it back the way it was.”
 
   I nodded and went to the room.  The beds were separate again, but the bedding on Michelle’s bed was ripped.  So were her clothes.
 
   My bag was on a chair.  I went to it and pulled out a clean shirt.  The mutt had left my things alone.
 
   “Why just her things?” I asked Grey, who was watching me.
 
   “Not sure.  Maybe to send her a message that Blake is angry?”
 
   “I think the bloody head and bruised stomach conveyed that well enough.”  I left the damaged clothes where they were and picked up what still looked okay.  There wasn’t much.  A bit of pink material caught my eye.  I picked up what was left of her bikini.
 
   “I think this is about things,” I said.  “She took away Blake’s things.  Her brothers.  Her money.  He’s trying to take away hers.”  I tossed the material aside.  “Let’s go finish taking away his things.”
 
   After listening to Michelle on the phone two nights ago, I knew Blake was still trying to get at the money Richard had left her.  Since I couldn’t get to Blake yet, I’d settle for making him hurt some other way.
 
   The worry I’d been feeling from Michelle since I’d entered the hotel vanished when I left it.  She didn’t comment as we climbed in.  Carlos was careful not to press against her this time.
 
   I gave the lawyer’s address to the driver and handed Michelle her nearly empty bag.
 
   “There was nothing else worth taking,” I said.
 
   The news crew was waiting outside the lawyer’s office when we pulled up.  Carlos and Grey hung back while I stood near Michelle as she talked to the reporter.  I paid less attention to the questions the woman asked and more attention to our surroundings.  We were in a nicer part of town.  People were walking by on the sidewalks.  I kept scenting the air but didn’t catch anything that hinted Blake or his men were nearby.
 
   When the reporter left, we filed inside the lawyer’s office.  The receptionist sat behind a long, glossy counter and looked up at us with a welcoming expression.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Mr. Nolan,” Michelle said.
 
   “Michelle?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The woman glanced at all of us.  “Please have a seat.”
 
   She picked up the phone and dialed.  As she spoke, Grey winked at her.  The woman paused mid-sentence, obviously having lost her train of thought.  Michelle hid a smile behind her hand as the woman struggled to maintain her end of the conversation.
 
   You’re going to get us kicked out, I sent Grey.
 
   Nah, I’m just making a lasting impression.
 
   A moment later, the woman led Michelle into Mr. Nolan’s office.  I followed while Grey and Carlos stayed behind in the sitting area.
 
   Overall, the lengthy meeting enlightened me on a few topics.  Richard had been fighting Blake’s hold on his family by filtering money into hidden accounts without Blake’s awareness.  If I were to guess, I would say it was even the reason behind Richard’s death.
 
   Instead of naming his sons equal beneficiaries, he clearly stated he wanted them to receive nothing and left everything to Michelle, including guardianship of the boys.  It had been the only protection he could give his children.
 
   And, because Michelle stepped forward to claim Richard’s estate, Blake was completely cut off from any chance of touching the money he’d lost.  It was a stunning amount.
 
   Michelle and the lawyer talked about what to do with the money.  She decided to set up two trusts.  Creating one for her brothers didn’t surprise me.  Creating one for the pack did.  Yet, as I thought about it, I understood what she was doing.  She was giving herself a layer of protection.  Even if Blake was to take her again, he would never be able to reach all of the money.
 
   When they finished, the lawyer stood and walked us to the lobby.
 
   “If you have any questions, big or small, call me.  I’ll be happy to help.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Nolan,” Michelle said.
 
   He nodded and went back to his office as the receptionist called us another cab.
 
   While we waited outside, Michelle’s stomach growled.
 
   “Hungry?” I asked.
 
   “More homesick than hungry.  Can we just go straight to the airport and see if we can get an earlier flight?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   There was no reason for us to linger.  Blake had played his hand.  And, Michelle had played hers.
 
   The cab pulled up, and I opened the door for her.  She took her time sliding in, but her care didn’t help.  I still felt her pain and was glad she was ready to go home.  She’d been through enough.  Since the beginning I’d had the need to keep her safe, but the events of the last twenty-four hours were skyrocketing that need.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked as we drove toward the airport.
 
   Grey turned to look at me, a knowing glint in his eyes.  I glanced at Michelle and shrugged, not wanting to lie to her or make her feel smothered.
 
   She slipped her hand into mine and leaned against me.
 
   “Is this something I have to figure out for myself?  Because, if it is, I have to say it will be awhile.  I’m fried.  I just want to get home and be with you, my brothers, and...well, my family.”
 
   Her family.  Hearing her say it soothed me.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.”  I kissed the top of her head, glad we were feeling the same need for home.
 
   “Are you feeling neglected?  Like it was a bite and run?”
 
   I choked a bit, and Grey howled with laughter in the front seat.
 
   “Turn around, Grey,” Carlos said.  I appreciated his attempt at help but knew Grey wouldn’t listen.  My discomfort was way too amusing for him.
 
   “No,” I said, stroking my thumb over the back of her hand.  “I’m just worried about you.”
 
   “I’m here.  I’m fine.”  Love washed over our link a moment before she reached for me and pulled me down for a long kiss.
 
   When she pulled back, her face was flushed and her scent sweet.
 
   “Enough of that, I think,” she said.
 
   I nodded reluctantly, flicking a glance at the driver and the quietly grinning Grey.  There would be plenty of time later.  We had a lifetime ahead of us.
 
   It didn’t take much longer before the cab pulled up to the airport drop-off.  Everything was relatively quiet as we took our bags and paid the driver.  It took a while to find an earlier flight, but it was worth it when Michelle heard we would be taking off in an hour.
 
   “Let’s find something to eat,” I said when we had our tickets.
 
   It wasn’t hard to find a place to eat.  We followed our noses to a restaurant that was emitting a mouthwatering, smoked meat smell.  Grey was quick to lead us toward a back booth.  He patted the seat next to him and looked at Carlos.
 
   “Come here, honey,” he said with a laugh.
 
   Carlos sighed and sat down.  Grey would never give up on trying to lighten Carlos up.
 
   Michelle slid into the opposite booth and picked up the menu as I sat beside her.  When the server came to take our orders, I let him know our flight time and then asked if he could make me two half-pound burgers on the rare side.  Grey and Carlos asked for the same while Michelle ordered a BLT.  Once the server left, Michelle turned to me.
 
   “So how did you find me?”
 
   “Your blood.”  The memory of seeing it smeared across the door would give me nightmares for the rest of my life.  She squeezed my hand in comfort, and Grey took up the story.
 
   “It was on your room’s door.  We followed the scent trail out the side door.  From there, we picked up the scent of the car.  They had eyes watching the route, and we ran into a bit of trouble that slowed us down.”
 
   “How many?” she asked.
 
   “Enough,” Grey said.  “But, not too much for Carlos here to handle.”  Grey nudged Carlos with a grin.  Carlos didn’t answer.  Instead, he turned to look at the baseball game on the television.
 
   “Thank you,” she said.
 
   The server brought us our bill just in time for us to pay and walk back for boarding.  Tension gripped Michelle.  I understood and held her hand.
 
   Home was calling.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 21
 
   When we pulled up to the main house, Liam and Aden were waiting on the porch for us.  I couldn’t open the door fast enough for Michelle.  She jumped out and ran toward her brothers.  I could feel the sudden burst of worry and fear over our connection and focused on returning as much calming love as I could.
 
   “I missed you so much,” I heard her say as she bent to hug them.
 
   Pain clouded her features as they wrapped their arms around her.  I doubted it was from the boys hugging her.  She’d moved too fast getting out of the car.
 
   Mary, Gregory, Henry, and Paul stood just behind the boys.  I nodded in greeting as I carried our bags to the porch.
 
   “Mimi, it was so fun,” Liam said excitedly.
 
   “We played till dark,” Aden added.
 
   “How about you tell me what you all did when we’re inside,” Michelle said, standing.  They clasped her hands and started talking as they led her through the door.
 
   Mom and Dad were waiting for us.
 
   “Emmitt,” Mom said, ambushing me with a hug.  “I’m so happy for you.”
 
   “I can smell the Claim on you,” Dad said.  “Congratulations.”
 
   Michelle glanced at me as she continued to listen to her brothers.  I wondered if she’d heard Dad.
 
   “Now, we just need to work on Jim,” Mom said under her breath.
 
   Like Winifred, she was holding out hope that Jim would meet his Mate before he reached an age that the Elders would have to say yes to his request.
 
   Mary and Gregory joined our conversation. “We heard you ran into trouble,” Gregory said, looking pointedly at Michelle.
 
   “She can use some rest.”
 
   “The cubs are welcome to sleep at our place if you think she’ll allow it.”
 
   I glanced at Michelle.  She was watching Liam with a smile as he recounted a water balloon fight.  Yet, the smile lacked its normal shine.  Her face was pale, and she leaned a little, favoring her right side.
 
   “She needs to.”
 
   “We’ll ask,” Paul said.  They’d been quietly listening to our conversation and quickly moved to Michelle.
 
   As soon as they asked if the boys could spend the night, I knew Michelle wouldn’t persevere against all the pleading looks.
 
   Once she nodded, the boys raced down the hall, pulling Paul and Henry along.  Michelle turned toward us.
 
   “Welcome to the family,” Mom said, excitement lacing her voice.
 
   “Thank you,” Michelle said.  “Can we talk?”
 
   She wanted to talk now?  Just standing there she was starting to tremble.  When I saw the goosebumps on her arms, I realized it was due to a chill and not necessarily exhaustion.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to rest first?” Mom asked, echoing what I’d just thought.
 
   “No, there’s a lot I need to share, and I don’t know how much time...”  A thread of her worry wrapped around me.
 
   “All right,” Dad said.  “Nana Wini is already waiting.”
 
   “I’m going to put these in our room,” I said, lifting the bags I carried.  “I’ll meet you there.”  She nodded and started walking with my parents.
 
   I ran past them to our room and found Jim dozing on the couch.
 
   “Have fun while I was gone?” I asked, not stopping.  I put our bags on the bed and dug in the dresser for a warmer shirt.  Mom always kept extra clothing handy.  I found one and pulled it out.
 
   “Yep.  I kicked some mutt butt.  Uncle Grey told me you almost got nutted again.”
 
   I shook my head. “You should be less worried about my nuts and start thinking about your own.  Mom’s gunning to find you a Mate now that I’m Claimed.”
 
   Jim groaned as I walked out the door, grinning.
 
   The group had just reached the soundproofed room when I caught up to them.  Mom and Dad went inside as I handed Michelle the sweatshirt.
 
   “Thank you,” she said a second before she started to put it on.
 
   She flinched as she raised her arms over her head.  I quickly helped pull the sweatshirt down but smelled blood when the neckline brushed over her head.  The shirt must have rubbed against her gash.  I quickly pressed my lips to hers then took her hand and led her into the room.  I wanted this meeting done so I could get her into bed.
 
   Mom and Dad were just taking their seats.  Michelle made a face as she sat, which Winifred caught.
 
   “What happened to you?  I can smell blood,” she said, concerned.
 
   “I ran into a door.”
 
   Michelle’s humor needed work.
 
   She cleared her throat and looked at Dad. “Thank you for keeping Liam and Aden safe.  Frank admitted Blake attempted to get them back.”  She glanced at Winifred.  “I’m guessing Frank followed us here and called Blake.  I think Blake was on his way here while we were going to him.  Anyway, when we got to Wisconsin, I had a visit from Frank.  He’s the reason I ran into a door.  He took me to a motel and started saying some weird things, like I was just one piece of a huge puzzle and that they would start with me but get all of my sisters.”
 
   I frowned, wishing she’d told me that when we were still standing over Frank.  I was tired of not having any answers.
 
   “You have sisters?” Winifred asked.
 
   “No, I don’t.  I think he means women like me—us.”  Michelle looked at Mom.  “I’ve been having visions of other women.  So far, there seem to be five of us total.  I’m guessing each of us has a unique ability.  One of the women seemed to have a calming effect on the crowd around her.  The other two were harder to tell.  Does Gabby have any special abilities?”
 
   “She’s told Sam about an unusual pull she has on human men.  According to Sam, they appear to be very attracted to her.  Yet, our men don’t seem any more or less attracted to her because of it,” Mom said.
 
   “Hmm.  My abilities changed when I met Emmitt and again when I met you.  You said yours first changed when you Claimed Thomas.  Maybe hers will manifest when she’s with her Mate?”
 
   “She found her Mate,” Winifred said.  “But, she isn’t acknowledging him.  We’ll have to keep an eye on the situation.”
 
   “What happened when you met me?” Mom asked, circling back to what Michelle had said.
 
   “Well, it wasn’t exactly when we met but when we first touched.  Before meeting any of you, my premonitions were only about the stock markets.  When I met Emmitt, I started to see people.  Women.  But when I first touched you, I was transported to another place.  It was like a white nothing filled with monitors.  Each monitor had an image of one of us, women with power.  Around us, there were always werewolves.  Somehow, we were in the middle of them.  I wasn’t able to study the images before I was pulled out of that place.”
 
   “When I let go,” Mom said, nodding.  “It makes sense.  I seem to enhance Thomas’s ability as pack leader through our mental link.  Perhaps I enhance yours when we touch.”
 
   “Maybe,” Michelle said.  “I did notice something else important, I think.  The images I’ve seen played out when touching Emmitt are the same ones that are in that room.  I’m thinking that’s my source.  And, I’m still not clear why I don’t see a vision every time I’m with Emmitt.
 
   “To be safe, we need to warn Gabby about Blake and his men.  I also think we need to look for the others like us.  I don’t want any of them to have to deal with Frank or Blake on their own.”
 
   Her fear for the other women was plain.  I reached over and held her hand.  A surge of reassurance enfolded me, strangling the guilt that her words had evoked.
 
   “Did Frank say anything more about the puzzle?  What he meant?” Winifred asked.
 
   “No.  Nothing clear, anyway.  He said they were going to stop this cycle so a judgment would be made.  He was talking about Urbat, making it sound like it was another type of werewolf.”
 
   Another type of werewolf?  I glanced at Dad.  He was either deep in thought or talking to one of the Elders.
 
   Finally, Winifred spoke up.  “I’ve let Sam know about the possible danger.  Gabby has made arrangements for college, which will be starting soon.  Sam is working on how to keep her safe.”  She looked toward Dad.  “We’re going to accept Joshua’s request.  We can use his help.”
 
   Jim was going to be pissed.
 
   “Who’s Joshua?” Michelle asked.
 
   “He’s the candidate for becoming an Elder.”
 
   “Isn’t he the one you can’t read clearly?”
 
   Winifred and Sam both nodded.
 
   “It’s time to expand,” Dad said.  “Tomorrow, you and your family can go back home.  We’ll be sending six members with you, including Grey.  With two elders and eight members, you’ll be as safe as you are here.”
 
   Michelle’s worry teased my nose as much as it tugged at my heart.
 
   “How many came when we were gone?” she asked.
 
   “It was always a solitary man,” Dad said.  “He was quick to run when we spotted him.”
 
   Michelle slowly shook her head.  “There are more than that.  In the four years Blake kept me, I sat through dinner once a month with ten of his men.  I don’t remember seeing the same face twice.”
 
   I wasn’t the only one doing the math.  Mom looked shocked.
 
   “I don’t think we should leave,” Michelle said.  “I think this is the safest place, and I think we should get Gabby here, too.”
 
   Winifred was already shaking her head. “Sam’s afraid she’ll run if he presses her.  She’s in denial right now.  We’ll have to trust him and her Mate to keep her safe.  Joshua is willing to move near her, too.”
 
   “If you’re right about us being targets, wouldn’t it be better to split up?  We have some money set aside that we can use to add security to the Montana Compound,” Mom said.
 
   Between her scent, facial expression, and what I felt over our connection, Michelle’s excitement was almost tangible.
 
   “You’re right about the security.”  She stood and grinned at all of us.  “Make plans for us to leave tomorrow.  I have some calls to make.  Emmitt, tell your parents the good news.”
 
   I smiled as she left the room.
 
   “Good news?” Dad asked.
 
   “Good and bad.  Michelle’s stepfather left her everything, including a substantial amount of money that Blake wants very badly.  To keep it out of his hands, she put the majority of it in two trusts.  One for her brothers, and one for us.”
 
   “What do you mean substantial?” Mom asked.
 
   “In the millions, Mom.  More than we would spend in ten generations with our way of life.”
 
   “Will it draw attention to us?” Dad asked.
 
   “No.  She and the lawyer were very careful with how they set everything up.  The bottom line is that she’s out there now making calls to ensure the Montana branch is a safer place.”
 
   “What’s the bad news?” Mom asked.
 
   “I know you want me to start a second pack and take on some of the responsibility you carry.  But, I think splitting the pack will weaken us.  I’m not saying to keep the families away.  I’m just saying, they shouldn’t leave your pack and swear themselves to me.  We need unity.  Especially now.  The number of men under Blake’s influence...”
 
   “Far surpasses our own.”
 
   I nodded.  Dad’s pack was big.  Bigger than any the old timers and Elders could remember.  But if all those men Blake introduced to Michelle were in his pack, Blake’s numbers far surpassed Dad’s.
 
   Mom looked at Dad.  “Is it safe enough?  Should we really consider splitting?”
 
   “Families are crowded and getting restless.  If we don’t open Montana and show we are expanding to accommodate, some will leave and be on their own.”
 
   Mom sighed and nodded.  It was better to be with others and near Elders than on their own.
 
   “Michelle has something in mind.  She wouldn’t be this willing to leave if it would put her brothers in danger.”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to wait and see what she has planned,” Dad said, standing.  “You know where to find us if you need us.”
 
   I left them to find Michelle.  She was pacing in our apartment with her cell phone firmly pressed against her ear.
 
   “She’s been like that since she walked in,” Jim said, sitting on the couch.  I joined him.
 
   “What did I miss?”
 
   “She’s talking to her lawyer about buying stuff,” Jim said with a meaningful glance at me.  “Crazy expensive stuff.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Her stepfather left her a lot of money.  She’s going to use it to make the house safe.”
 
   He nodded slowly.
 
   “That would explain the high voltage fences.”
 
   Michelle’s plans took most of the night.  Jim and I listened to her calls and watched her pace.  By the time she finished, Jim had started snoring.
 
   “Ready?” I asked when she hung up the phone.
 
   “For bed?  Yes.  For Blake?  We’ll see.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   After a week back home, most of the security work was complete.  The constant hum of electricity filled the air and made my hair stand on end when in my fur.  I doubted Michelle knew just how annoyingly effective that alone would be to deter werewolves.
 
   Mary, Gregory, Paul, and Henry had returned with us and taken my old apartment.  Liam and Aden had willingly agreed to let me stay in their apartment.  Michelle had them believing I slept on the couch every night when in reality, I slept in her bed.  Just slept.  Then, she kicked me out of her room every morning near dawn.  The way she kissed me good-bye made moving to the couch worth it, though.
 
   Grey and Carlos were living with Jim.  Carlos wasn’t giving anything away, but I was positive Jim was annoying the hell out of him.  He spent a lot of time with me, working on the other two apartments.
 
   Dad already had two more families earmarked for this location once I had the apartments complete.  Both families had young cubs close to Liam and Aden’s ages.  The responsibility of running the place didn’t intimidate me as it once had.  It was home, and I was surrounded by family.
 
   Saturday morning, Michelle’s alarm went off, and she woke with a stretch and a smile.  I was already awake, waiting for my morning kiss.  As I leaned down, confusion clouded her features and she pulled back.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “I haven’t had a stock market premonition since before the trip.”
 
   That didn’t sound like a bad thing.  She had feared her ability because of the control it gave other people over her.  Yet, she was frowning.
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   She shrugged slightly.  “I’m glad they’re gone, but I can’t help but wonder why.”
 
   “Like you said, when you met me, things changed.  Maybe this is just part of that change.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   I trailed my fingers down her arm as I watched her nibble her lower lip.  She had more on her mind.
 
   “So, I was thinking...”
 
   Leaning over, I gently kissed her neck.  “About something good, I hope.”
 
   “Depends.  I was thinking about all this sneaking we’re doing.  It makes me uncomfortable.  I don’t want the boys to catch us and start asking questions.”
 
   I pulled back to look at her.  She wasn’t suggesting I move into one of the other apartments, was she?
 
   She slid her hands under my shirt and started exploring my stomach, distracting me from my concern.
 
   “I was wondering if we could set a date.”
 
   The way she was touching me and looking at me could only mean one thing...
 
   “Now’s good,” I said, trying to keep the growl from my voice.
 
   She rolled her eyes and grinned.  “Not for that.”
 
   I wanted to groan.  “You have me confused.  Again.”
 
   “That’s because you’re focused on the physical side of our relationship.”
 
   “Is there something else?” I teased.
 
   “How about a wedding?”
 
   She was talking about Mating.  She just didn’t know it.  I wrapped my arms around her and laughed.
 
   “Is that what we’re waiting for?  A human ceremony?  How soon can we get married?”  I kissed her hard to let her know I was ready today.
 
   “You’re still thinking about Mating,” she said when I finally pulled away.
 
   “No.  I’m thinking about forever with you.”
 
   She smiled at me.  “I was thinking later this fall.  I’d like to ask your mom to help.”
 
   “She’d love that.”
 
   I wrapped my fingers around hers and held her close.
 
   “So when are you going to tell my brothers?” she asked.
 
   “Me?”  She nodded.  “I’ll tell them as soon as they wake up if you’re okay with that.”
 
   I could feel her nervousness.
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about.  They already approved me.”
 
   She giggled.  “Only if I wasn’t going to marry Jim.”
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
   “Winifred, this is a waste of time, and you know it,” Jim said, leaning against one of the front porch columns.
 
   The boys were playing on the swing set with Paul, Henry, and Grey.  Michelle and I were on the porch steps.  While she was watching her brothers, I was openly watching Jim try to get out of going home.
 
   “For the benefit of all our kind, you need to attend,” Winifred said calmly.
 
   “Everyone knows Gabby already picked the guy.  I don’t understand why you put a call out.”
 
   Winifred gave a long-suffering sigh. “She did not Claim him within the allotted six months.  To keep the peace, we must Introduce her to other options.”
 
   “If she was one of us—no offense, Michelle—”
 
   “None taken,” she said without turning.
 
   “—the rule would make sense.  She’s not one of us.  Look at the whole Claiming process.  Even that’s different.  These special humans have to bite us instead of us biting them.”
 
   “Thank God,” Michelle murmured.  I gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
 
   “If you’re so sure she’s not going to pick anyone but Clay,” Winifred said, “why are you so opposed to going?”
 
   Jim scowled. “You know why.”
 
   I grinned.  We all knew why.  Mom had used the gathering as an excuse to invite a few families with unMated females to stay at the Compound so she could Introduce them to Jim.  She hadn’t stopped trying to set him up since Michelle and I called to say we were getting married...the human way.
 
   “Just go,” I said to Jim.  “You can take my bike and enjoy a long ride.”
 
   He perked up a little. “Seriously?”
 
   I nodded. “Just...don’t let anything happen to it.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
   Read more about Luke’s Dream, the next Companion book, here.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   From the author…
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Emmitt’s Treasure!  I hope you enjoyed getting inside Emmitt’s head as much as I did.  Writing the Companions Series has broadened the scope of the end game in my head, and I can’t wait for the conclusion to the Judgement Series and the Companion books.
 
    
 
   Want to lend your support so I can keep writing?  By purchasing my books, you’ve already taken the first step.  Now, consider leaving a review or rating.  Even a quick little “liked it” or “it was okay” or “not for me” goes a long way.  Thank you!
 
    
 
   Be sure to sign up for my newsletter at http://melissahaag.com/subscribe!
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