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    Tucker "Rook" Jameson is having an interesting week. First, he finds a body, then he finds his mate... the new Sheriff. Someone has decided to make the pack of Blue Creek pay, but for what is the question.  
 
    Sheriff West Graelin moved to Blue Creek for a change of pace. Instead in his first week, he meets a naked man over a dead body who tempts him beyond his ability to think straight. Now the bodies are piling up and their killer is taunting them. 
 
    It's time to team up in more than one way.  Love, lust, laughter, friendship and murder...It’s just another day in this small town. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    If he didn’t know better he’d swear she was sleeping. She looked peaceful and innocent. Until you took into account her blueish skin. He sniffed the air and frowned, no smell. How did a body not have any smell to it at all? 
 
    “I called the Sheriff’s office. They’re sending someone right out.” 
 
    Rook nodded his head in acknowledgment to the young wolf. “Go tell Barbara what’s happened. She’ll know what to do and take care of spreading the word to those that need to know.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I brought you some clothes as you requested, I’ll leave them here for you.” The young wolf answered before shifting and sprinting off into the woods from where they’d come. 
 
    He knew it wouldn’t take long for the sheriff’s office to show up. Blue Creek was a tight knit community, and something like this was big news. Rook looked the body over one more time, before stepping back carefully. He didn’t want to destroy any evidence that might still be there. 
 
    He’d just finished dressing when he heard the soft footsteps of someone approaching. 
 
    “Hello?” A strong masculine voice called out, “I was told someone was here waiting.” 
 
    “I’m here.” Rook responded as he buttoned his jeans and stepped out of the shadows of the overhanging tree. 
 
    “And you are?” The voice asked with authority ringing in every word. 
 
    Rook smiled softly. “The guy you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Name’s Tucker Jameson, but most everyone calls me Rook. You’re new around here, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m the new Sheriff. Are you the one who found the body?” 
 
    “You smell amazing and yes I did.” 
 
    The sheriff cocked one eyebrow and smirked slightly. “Excuse me? Did you just say I smelled good?” 
 
    “Amazing, but yeah.” 
 
    “I’m standing ten feet away from a dead body and on the opposite side as you. How can you possibly know what I smell like?” 
 
    Rook laughed. “Never been round shifters I take it.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t.” The sheriff shrugged. “What can you tell me?” 
 
    “About the body, not much. I was out for a run and came across her body. Odd thing is there’s no smell at all. I can’t even find a trace of how she got here.” 
 
    The sheriff squinted at Rook as if he was trying to put puzzle pieces together. “Did you mess up my crime scene?” 
 
    “Nope. I walked up to her there.” Rook pointed to the trodden grass beside the body. “You can see my path. I was careful not to touch her or anything. When I moved back I went back exactly as I’d come.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t touch her?” 
 
    “That’s what I just said. Are you sure you’re the Sheriff?” 
 
    The man’s lips twitched as if he was trying not to laugh. “Yeah, got the badge to prove it. So, if you didn’t touch her, how did you verify she was dead?” 
 
    “I’m being punked, aren’t I? The real sheriff’s hiding in the woods laughing at me, isn’t he?” 
 
    “No, just answer the questions. I need to make sure I have all the facts straight for my report,” The sheriff responded with a tinge of anger entering his words. 
 
    “She has no smell, she isn’t breathing and her skin is blue. I’m no doctor, but that’s not normal for humans. Heck, that’s not normal for shifters either.” 
 
    The sheriff chewed his lip and studied Rook before nodding. “I called in a crime scene unit and the coroner’s office. It may take them a few to get here. Until then you mind stepping back with me a few yards so I can take down your statement and ask questions without having to do it over the deceased.” 
 
    Rook shrugged, back tracked into the woods and met up with the sheriff. “There’s no trace of where the killer entered to drop the body.” 
 
    “Yes, you said that before. Care to explain?” 
 
    “We have heightened senses, I could track you in and out of this place even if you’d come days ago. Whoever dropped that body didn’t leave a scent trail at all, and this body wasn’t here two days ago, when I ran through this area.” 
 
    “Do you recognize the victim?” 
 
    “No, don’t recall seeing her before.” 
 
    “Come this way often?” 
 
    “You know,” Rook said with a cocky grin. “That’s a nasty pick up line.” Rook waited but the sheriff didn’t reply. Well it was worth a shot he thought silently, before adding, “I like to run the borders a couple times a week. We’ve been known to have issues with some of the town kids coming out here.” 
 
    “Why is that an issue?” 
 
    “We’re shifters, we run, hunt and do other things in these woods as man and animal. When we shift from human to animal and vice versa, our clothes don’t magically appear and disappear.” 
 
    “Point taken,” the sheriff said with a chuckle. “Did you see anything suspicious today or notice anything the last time you were here?” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “You said your name was Tucker Jameson, right? If I need to ask you more questions, where can I find you?” 
 
    “I’m almost always around. Most nights you can find me at one of the Wolfe Clubs around town.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I’m renting the garage apartment from Old Man Summers.” 
 
    “That’s your address?” 
 
    Rook laughed. “You really haven’t been in town long have you?” 
 
    The sheriff didn’t respond, just waited with a look of exasperation on his handsome face. 
 
    “Everyone around here knows him. The man’s crazy as a loon, but sweet. I’m just off main street. Ask around you’ll find me.” 
 
    “Would it kill you to give me the address? You know I could consider this obstruction of justice and haul you in.” 
 
    “Or you could just take it as flirting and let it go for now,” Rook said with a wink. “By the way your people are approaching and loudly at that.” 
 
    “Fine, go. Just don’t leave town.” 
 
    “Why would I do that? My pack needs me, and suddenly I’ve found even more reason to stick around.” Rook waggled his eyebrows. “I’ll see you around, sheriff. Maybe next time you’ll give me your name.” 
 
    The sheriff frowned but didn’t comment. Rook smiled and stepped away before turning and melting into the woods. It was time for a bit of investigating on his own. Blue Creek had good people, but he wasn’t sure their crime scene people or the sheriff were ready for murder. 
 
    First things first, he needed some answers, the most important being what was his mate’s name? He was gorgeous, smelled like chocolate, pine and everything Rook had ever loved. When he’d first seen the sheriff he’d almost cursed. He was fine as idiot. A couple inches taller than Rook’s own six feet, the man was lean with muscle definition and hair as dark as a raven’s feathers. Rook stopped in shock, what was wrong with him. Sure, he’d found his mate, one look in those pale green eyes and he’d been a goner, but never had he waxed poetic over a guy before. Then again, he’d never met his mate before either. 
 
    Now, he needed to know more about the new sheriff, then he’d find out who the woman was and why she’d been discarded like yesterday’s trash on pack land. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    “Sheriff Graelin?” A soft lilting voice called breaking him out of his stupor. He glanced over to the crime scene tech and nodded. 
 
    “Photograph everything, keep an eye out for anything the killer might have dropped. Make sure you’re thorough before you let the coroner have the body. With this area being exposed to the elements, we’ve only got one chance to gather anything we can. Get me the fingerprints as quickly as you can and check to see if she had any ID on her.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” The tech replied before turning to issue orders to the others standing around. 
 
    “There’s a deputy on his way. He’ll stay out here with you until you’re done.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    West stepped back and watched as they did their thing, carefully examining and cataloging every inch of the body. 
 
    “Sir, no wallet or ID anywhere on the body.” The tech called out after a few minutes. 
 
    He nodded and once he was satisfied with what he saw, he turned and left. There wasn’t anything more he could do here or for the victim until he had more information.   
 
    West had just entered the clearing where he’d left his car when a deputy called out to him. “Sheriff, we’re cordoning off the area, but unless we have someone out here once we leave it won’t do much good.” 
 
    “I know, we’ll have to get everything we can tonight before we leave and hope for the best.” West glanced around the packed area filled with cop cars. No way was this place not going to be filled with nosy people before long. “Hey Dex, you know a Tucker Jameson?” 
 
    The deputy smiled. “Sure, everyone knows him.” 
 
    “What’s your take on him?” 
 
    “He’s a good guy, quiet and reserved. He’ll go out of his way to help anyone that needs it, but doesn’t like recognition for any of it. He’s extremely loyal and dependable.” 
 
    “Are we talking about the same guy? Around six feet, dark hair, pale brown eyes, olive skin with a dimple on the right side and bit of scruff on his face.” 
 
    Dex smirked. “Can’t say I’ve ever noticed the dimple, but yeah that sounds like him.” 
 
    West nodded absently ignoring the officer’s gentle teasing, as he thought back on his conversation. “He a drinker?” 
 
    Dex grunted a small laugh. “Rook, heck no. I’ve seen him have a beer, but never more than one a night. Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “He mentioned he could be found in the Wolfe club’s most nights.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. He’s one of the pack enforcers and their pack places. He likes to keep an eye on things and rotates around them most nights.” 
 
    “I’m heading back to the station, let me know if anything turns up.” 
 
    “Chief,” Dex called out stopping West from climbing back in his truck. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What’d he say about the body? Did he give any idea what happened or a place to look for the trail the killer took in by any chance? It’d narrow our search, you know.” 
 
    “You’d believe him?” 
 
    Dex looked taken back by that question. “Yes, sir. I’ve never met a more honest man in my life. He’s as straight forward as they come.” 
 
    “He said the body had no smell at all, and that he couldn’t find any trail leading to the body either.” 
 
    “Incredible.” Dex nodded and moved off with the crime scene tape. 
 
    West watched him go for a second puzzled at the odd reaction before shrugging it off and climbing behind the wheel of his truck. The bumpy dirt road didn’t leave him time to think much as he had to concentrate on the road and avoiding the potholes. That at least gave him an idea about the killer. A regular car would have been hard pressed to travel this way. The woman hadn’t been tiny, so he wouldn’t have been able to carry her that far either… Unless he was a shifter, he silently added. It just might be possible for them to carry the victim that far without leaving a trail or struggling. 
 
    When he walked back into the station a few minutes later still lost in thought, he almost collided with the officer on duty at the front desk. 
 
    “Sorry, Sheila. I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    “Quite all right, Sheriff. I have a message for you from the medical examiner's office. He’s tied up at a traffic accident. He sent some of his assistants out to pick up the body once crime scene has cleared it.” 
 
    West nodded his appreciation and started to move around her, but her next words stopped him cold. 
 
    “Also, sir. Dex called. He said you weren’t picking up your phone, and he didn’t want to announce this on the radio, but the victim was tentatively identified by one of the techs. He says she used to work at the Naked Wolfe, but he hadn’t seen her there in some time. She went by the name of,” Sheila rolled her eyes and grunted, “I can’t believe I’m saying this but her name was Titty Bell.” 
 
    He tried not to smile, but between the ridiculous name and the disgruntled expression on Sheila’s face it was priceless. “Thanks, I’ll check it out.” He said as he quickly sidestepped her and raced for his office, while biting his lips to keep from laughing the whole way. 
 
    He had no problem with women stripping for money, but did they have to use such corny names? Did guys really go for that? 
 
    West turned on his computer and sat down behind his desk with a groan. This was not how he’d expected this day to go. He’d only been in town a couple of weeks and already he had his hands full with a murder and nothing much to go on. 
 
    The club was a place to start though, maybe with luck he’d get an idea of who she was and what her real name was. In the meantime, he needed more information on the club, it’s owner and Tucker Jameson. 
 
    “Sheriff,” Dex called with a soft knock on the door. 
 
    “Hey, come in, I could use the break.” West groaned and stretched his stiff muscles. A quick glance at the clock told him he’d been sitting for a couple hours straight. 
 
    “Just wanted to give you an update. Rook was right, we found no evidence anywhere at the crime scene. We have guys still out there searching, but we’re not hopeful. The body’s been sent to the medical examiner, who promised to get us information as quick as they can.  We took fingerprints, but she's not in the system.” 
 
    “Do we have a picture of her face I can use? I’m going to run by the club when it opens later and see what I can find out from there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dex said with a smile as he passed the photo over. “I was actually bringing that to you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m going to grab something to eat. Call me if anything turns up while I’m out.” 
 
    “Will do,” Dex replied with a salute. 
 
    West stepped outside to the sun setting and sighed, moments like this were the reasons he’d taken the job in Blue Creek. People strolled the sidewalks smiling and nodding to each other, the car’s driving by waved to the friends as they passed and the sunset glowed in the background turning the world into beautiful shades as the light disappeared. You didn’t see this kind of thing in the big cities. 
 
    “Evening, Sheriff.” people greeted as he strolled down the street to the diner. He smiled and nodded, as he assumed was what was expected of him. In truth, everything was so different here and most days it confused the heck out of him. A few well-meaning mothers had already tried to offer their daughter’s up for dates. Heck, one even went so far as to offer her nephew up if that was his preference. 
 
    Shocked the heck out of him on that one. He’d politely declined each invitation, with sincere gratitude and then quickly escaped. Call him crazy, but he liked to find his own partners and didn’t really like the idea of the town’s mama’s fixing him up with anyone. 
 
    Unless maybe it was Tucker Jameson, if, of course, he wasn’t the killer, that was. West had never spent much time thinking about his sexual orientation, it was never anything that mattered to him or his family. As long as who you loved treated you right and with respect that was all they’d ever cared about. He’d never brought anyone home though. His family called him picky, but it was more that he’d never found anyone that interested him. 
 
    And speaking of the devil, West thought as he pulled open the diner door and stepped inside. 
 
    “Evening, Sheriff.” Burke the owner and cook acknowledged from his leaned position in the kitchen doorway surveying the diners. 
 
    “Burke, how’s thing’s tonight?” 
 
    “Can’t complain,” the burly cook said with a nod as he turned and headed back to his stove. 
 
    “I’ll be right with you, just have a seat anywhere you like.” A waitress called as she hustled by carrying a tray of drinks. 
 
    West took in the room and the few open seats and debated for half a second before he saw Tucker glance at him with a small smirk. That did it for him. West beelined for the stool next to Rook and sat down with a grunt of greeting. 
 
    “Sheriff.” Rook acknowledged. “Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    “Funny, I’ve not seen you around town, and yet now twice in one day.” 
 
    “Interesting isn’t it.” Rook laughed. 
 
    “Sorry bout that, Sheriff. What can I get you tonight?” The waitress from earlier asked as she set a glass of water down in front of him. 
 
    “What’s the special tonight?” 
 
    “Pot Roast and mashed taters.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect. I’ll have that.” 
 
    “Rook, you want another coffee?” The waitress asked as she jotted down West’s order. 
 
    “No, thanks, Lou. I’m good.” 
 
    She eyed him with speculation and then frowned. “You holding out for that pie? I told you last night you weren’t getting a piece tonight. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.” 
 
    Rook laughed. “No ma’am.” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” Lou said with a wink, before turning her attention back to West. “And, Sheriff, your food will be right up.” 
 
    He nodded his thanks and turned back to Rook. “Come here often?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Rook tried not to laugh he really did, but with lines like that he really had no control. “Sheriff, we really need to work on those pickup lines of yours.” 
 
    The sheriff rolled his eyes. “Let’s try this again. Like I said a moment ago, I haven’t seen you in the couple weeks I’ve been in town and then today twice. Seems like a bit of a coincidence to me is all I was saying.” 
 
    “I eat here a couple times a week. As you can tell by Lou’s comments I was even here last night.” 
 
    “True. Just seems odd. You aren’t following me, are you?” 
 
    Rook raised his eyebrow. “Seriously? I was here first. Besides you’re the one who keeps using cheesy pickup lines. I mean what if I sat down beside you and said is that a gun or are you just happy to see me?” 
 
    “I am wearing a gun. That’s my job.” 
 
    “I…. uh…. ok….” Rook stuttered unsure of how to respond to the sheriff’s words. “Yeah that’s kinda the point.” 
 
    “So, it’s just a random chance that I met you here tonight?” 
 
    “Fate, maybe?” 
 
    “Just like you finding that woman this morning?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, but quickly closed it as Lou came back with the sheriff’s dinner. 
 
    “Here you go, Sheriff Graelin. Can I get you anything else?” 
 
    “No, thank you. It smells wonderful.” 
 
    Lou smiled. “Rook, can I get you anything?” 
 
    “No, just the check please.” 
 
    “Sure thing, hun.” Rook watched her leave thoughtfully before he turned and faced the sheriff again. 
 
    “Are you accusing me of something?” 
 
    “Let me ask you a question, you said there wasn’t any trail you could find and no smells anywhere indicating that the killer used that path, is that correct? My deputies informed me there was nothing they found either. No footprints and no tracks of any off-road vehicles. So how did the body get dumped there? It’s quite a distance from the parking lot to where she was found.” 
 
    Rook nodded and waited. He knew the man had a point, but for the life of him he couldn’t figure it out. “And your question is?” 
 
    “Maybe it was more of an observation, but it occurred to me that a shifter with their extra strength capabilities could have easily carried and placed her without much difficulty.” 
 
    Rook gazed at him thoughtfully. “Is this your way of telling me I need to get a lawyer? Don’t seem real smart of me to call the body in and wait there for you if it was me, but then again not all criminals are smart.” He pulled out his wallet and placed some bills on top of his check Lou had dropped off while he’d been discussing things with the sheriff. “If you’ll excuse me now, I’m pretty sure I have some place else to be.” 
 
    “Tucker, wait,” The sheriff called as Rook headed out of the diner with determined steps ignoring everyone as they called out to him. 
 
    He was so stupid, why had he thought just because the sheriff was his mate, that he’d trust him. So, what if the idiot didn’t know about their connection, didn’t mean the man was an idiot. 
 
    “Tucker.” The sheriff called as he stepped outside the diner slightly out of breath from hurrying after him. “Just wait please. Let me explain.” 
 
    Rook spun on his heels to face the man and scowled. “I think you’ve said enough today, don’t you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. That all came out wrong, I wasn’t accusing you. For some reason, I know you didn’t have anything to do with it. Call it gut instinct, but I know you’re innocent.” 
 
    He relaxed slightly and nodded. “Fine.” 
 
    “Can we start over, please?” The sheriff sighed and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m the new Sheriff. Name’s West Graelin.” 
 
    Rook chewed his lip for a second debating before taking the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Tucker Jameson, but most everyone around here call me Rook.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Now if you’ll excuse me I have to go back inside and finish my dinner and apologize to Lou for running out on her.” West paused, shrugged and said, “I’ve got real questions for you, think you can come by the station some time?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that. Tomorrow bout one, okay with you?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect. And again, I’m sorry for earlier.” 
 
    “No sweat, Sheriff. It’s done and over with.” 
 
    “Call me West, please. Sheriff seems too informal, and it bugs me coming from you.” 
 
    Rook laughed, but happily agreed. They said goodbye and he watched as West turned and headed back inside shaking his head like he was confused. That made two of them. Rook had never been so turned on in his life just from shaking a man’s hand before. 
 
    The dinging of his phone alerted him to a new text message, he pulled the phone out and scowled at the message from Shaari, one of the other pack enforcers. 
 
    Heard the news. Everything okay? Anything new I need to pass on?  ~ Shaari 
 
    Sheriff questioning shifter involvement. Going to see him tomorrow to answer questions. Also in odd news, he’s my mate.  ~ Rook 
 
    You’re joking, right? About the shifter part, congrats on the mate thing… Though, that’s one screwed up way to meet, but glad you found each other.  ~ Shaari 
 
    Not sure yet. I’m going to see what I can find out first. ….. If it was pack… that changes things.  Heading to do rounds at the clubs. Check in later.  ~ Rook 
 
    As soon as he entered the Horny Wolfe he was bombarded with questions about the body. Nosy people wanting information he didn’t have and even if he had, it wasn’t their concern. It wasn’t like they were in the public eye on this one like the pack was. 
 
    “Rook, I’ve gotta talk to you.” Brogan breathed into Rook’s ear, causing shivers to run down his spine. Curse the man, he played dirty with that trash. 
 
    “I’m not playing that game with you,” Rook replied with a roll of his eyes. “I found my mate, go find someone else to drive insane with your flirting.” 
 
    Brogan laughed. “That’s not what this is about, and I swear that was unintentional. I merely wanted to get your attention and when I leaned forward to say something I got jostled from behind and ended up closer than I had meant too.” 
 
    Rook nodded but wasn’t sure he believed the playboy. “What was it you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    “Can we talk someplace semi private at least. So, I don’t have to talk loud. This isn’t for everyone’s ears.” 
 
    “All right, come on,” Rook said as he led the way back out the bar and around the corner to the alley that ran beside the club. “What’s this about then?” 
 
    “That body.” 
 
    Rook groaned. “What about it?” 
 
    “She worked for the pack. I was on shift at the station today, and overheard that she worked for us. That’s two ties to the pack now.” 
 
    “I didn’t recognize her, but I don’t know everyone that works in some way for us anyway. Can you get me a picture of her?” 
 
    Brogan winked. “Already done,” he said as he pulled a 5x7 photo out of his jacket pocket. “Figured you’d need it. I’m not on this case, but I’ll keep my ears open and let you know anything else I find.” 
 
    “Appreciate that.” Rook glanced at the picture before stuffing it into his own pocket. 
 
    “By the way. Did you say you found your mate?” 
 
    Rook tried not to blush, but knew it was a forgone conclusion as he felt the heat in his cheeks. “Yeah, just need to find out a few things. Like if he’s gay and if he knows about mates.” 
 
    “Human?” 
 
    “Sheriff,” Rook replied with a shrug. 
 
    Brogan burst into laughter. “This is epic. I’ll see what I can find out for you, maybe put in a good word or two for you if I get the chance.” 
 
    “This isn’t middle school. I’ll handle it on my own,” Rook snapped in embarrassment. 
 
    “Does that mean I can’t pass love notes to him from you?” 
 
    Before Rook could respond a deep growly voice called out from the other end of the alleyway. 
 
    “There you are, you coward.” 
 
    “I think he’s talking to you, dude,” Brogan whispered with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re the playboy, sure he ain’t some spurned lover or boyfriend of a lover?” 
 
    “You think this is funny?” The angry man called as he stalked a few steps closer. 
 
    Rook narrowed his eyes as he saw two men standing behind their taunting friend, each with what looked like a baseball bat or something in their hands. 
 
    “See that?” Rook asked quietly so that only Brogan would hear him. 
 
    “Yup, you ready for this?” 
 
    “Always, don’t kill them. We need answers.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    West hadn’t been able to get Rook out of his mind since he’d run the man off a few minutes earlier. Sure, he’d chased him down and apologized, but it wasn’t like him to be confrontational without reason. The man hadn’t done anything to make him suspicious, it was just something about him that set him on edge. 
 
    “Sheriff?” Lou asked quietly as she sat beside him at the counter. “Hope you don’t mind if I sit for a moment.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “I couldn't help but notice you and Rook seemed to hit it off. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him act like he did with you.” 
 
    West bit the inside of his lip and tried to come up with a response, but for the life of him he wasn’t sure where she was going with this. 
 
    “He’s always polite and respectful with everyone, but with you I saw something else. He was smiling and then he got pissed and stormed out of here. That’s more emotion than I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    He frowned and glanced around the diner and finally noticed half the occupants watching him. “Is that why I’m suddenly the center of attention?” 
 
    Lou laughed. “Partly, yeah. Rook is well known and loved, he’s just never been much of a talker. But tonight, with you, that wasn’t normal.” 
 
    “Quiet? Really?” West asked in bafflement. “The man is anything but quiet.” 
 
    “That’s the point I’m making here,” Lou said with a soft smile. She climbed to her feet and stopped with a small frown.  “Sheriff, you’re new to town. Rook’s a staple and we all love and adore him.” 
 
    “And your point is?” 
 
    “You know how some towns can be close minded and bigoted, and that goes for the people in power even more so? Well, here in Blue Creek things are different. We believe in equality, love and respect for all citizens. We take pride in our diversity.” 
 
    It took West a minute, but he thought he finally understood where she was going with all this talk. He reached out and squeezed her hand. “One of the reasons I took this job here in Blue Creek was because I didn’t have to hide who I was. I don’t believe in closets or hiding who we were born.” 
 
    Lou smiled. “In that case welcome to Blue Creek and I hope you know we,” Lou gestured around the diner, “are pretty sure that you and Rook are perfect for one another.” 
 
    West crooked one eyebrow and smirked slightly. “Off one chance encounter you’ve decided this?” 
 
    “Chemistry, of course. You two have it in spades.” 
 
    He laughed and pulled out his wallet to pay his bill. “Lou, where’s my check?” 
 
    “Even pissed he made sure I knew he’d left enough to cover your dinner as well as his.” Lou did a little happy dance as she said in a sing song tone, “Told you, perfect for each other.” 
 
    West groaned good naturedly and left the diner. It was time to check out the Naked Wolfe. He couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped as he realized how that sounded. But if he were honest with himself, he wouldn’t have minded seeing Rook naked this morning. If he’d only been a few minutes earlier he just might have. Then again, sporting an erection over a dead body might not have been the best idea. Him being dressed was for the best after all, West decided. 
 
    A quick stop to grab his truck and West was on his way to the Strip Club where the deceased had worked at, hoping for a possible identification other than Titty Bell. With any luck her fingerprints or DNA would be in the system, but until then he needed a dignified name to call the victim. 
 
    He was taking his time driving down random streets getting a better grasp of the town, when he saw a body come flying out of an alleyway. “Incredible!” He exclaimed in surprise as he quickly looked around the area for anymore possible missiles coming his way. He pulled to the side of the road and frowned at the noise from the bar on the other side of the street. 
 
    West wasn’t surprised to see the Superman wannabe was a man or that he was unconscious. Stupidity and alcohol, or a fight he grunted, as he climbed out of the car and surveyed the area. The sounds of grunts and flesh hitting flesh filled his ears as he moved closer to the alley cautiously. 
 
    “Where do they keep coming from?” A familiar voice called out startling West into a quicker pace. 
 
    “Idiot if I know,” another man grunted out. 
 
    West pulled his phone, called for backup, then moved to the mouth of the alley with his gun in hand. He turned the corner and froze at the scene in front of him. 
 
    Fifteen bodies littered the ground in heaps, most of them bloody and moaning. A couple were, he hoped, unconscious and not dead, at least not dead for Rook’s sake. If West didn’t kill him first that was. 
 
    “What is going on here?” 
 
    West watched in horror as Rook and the other man jumped apart and spun to face him with matching guilty expressions. 
 
    “Officer Taggert!” West ground out between clenched teeth, “What is going on here?” 
 
    “Hey, West, fancy meeting you again so soon,” Rook called out in fake good cheer as he elbowed Brogan to get him to stop laughing. 
 
    “Sheriff.” Brogan Taggert managed in between breaths as he tried to calm down. “It’s not what... it looks like ...I swear.” 
 
    “Looks like public indecency and fighting to me.” West growled. 
 
    “Fighting yes, but self-defense,” Rook quickly interjected. “Public indecency…. No.” He elbowed Brogan once again and muttered something that made the man start laughing again. 
 
    “Really, because it looked like you two were getting ready to screw against the wall when I came around the corner.” 
 
    It was Rooks turn to growl. “It was. I got him, and stumbled. Brogan caught me and was holding me up until I got my feet back under me. That’s what you saw, nothing more.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me an explanation for that, it’s none of my business,” West said in a weary tone. “Better have a good story for the fight though. My officers will be here any second.” 
 
    West turned on his heel and stomped off, his shoulders stiff with tension and anger. He knew he was being ridiculous, Rook didn’t belong to him. Heck, he’d just met the guy, after all. It was Lou’s fault, that's all there was to it. She had him convinced that he and Rook had something. 
 
    He was pulled out of his thoughts as the first patrol car pulled up, quickly followed by a couple of ambulances. What a night this was turning out to be. 
 
    An hour later he stopped beside the bay doors of one of the remaining ambulances and watched as the paramedic argued with Rook. 
 
    “Yes, I know you have a hard head. That’s pretty obvious to me, but you still have to be watched for a concussion. Either we call someone or you take a trip to the hospital and they can deal with your stubborn hide.” 
 
    West tried not to laugh at the exasperated guy, but he couldn’t help it. “What’s the problem, here?” 
 
    “He won’t take no for an answer. I’m fine, no blood, dizziness or lost time.” Rook glared at the small paramedic standing in front of him with the same glare on his face. 
 
    “And this… gentleman… won’t cooperate, he’s got a rather large lump on his head and when we first arrived he was unsteady on his feet.” 
 
    “Can you give me a minute with him?” West asked politely as he moved to sit beside Rook. They watched the paramedic walk away in a huff but neither spoke. 
 
    “So…” Rook finally said after the silence became awkward. 
 
    “Eighteen of them against the two of you.” West stated, “And all you got was a bump on the head, and my officer a bloody nose. Impressive.” 
 
    “They were human.” 
 
    “With bats, but, yes, human.” 
 
    “If it helps they didn’t come at us all at once, it was like reinforcements kept showing up.” 
 
    “So, you both said. I read the reports, and there's a camera across the street that backs up your stories.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem? Can we go?” 
 
    “What I really want to know is why they attacked you guys? That’s the only part I can’t figure out yet. Also, why you’re being so stubborn about calling someone?” 
 
    “I don’t know, with their taunts I figured it had to do with Brogan and his womanizing ways.” Rook gave a half smile. “He’s not my type, by the way.” 
 
    West cocked one eyebrow, but ignored that for the moment. “You can’t be alone tonight.” 
 
    Rooks eyes twinkled in merriment. “I just met you today and here you are asking me to come home with you. Sheriff, I’m surprised, and flattered.” 
 
    “Not what I said.” 
 
    Rook sighed. “I’m fine just let me go. I’ll find someone in the pack who can watch over me, there’s always someone around. If it comes down to it I can go to Barbara, she mothers the heck out of us, but she’ll take care of me.” 
 
    “Who’s Barbara?” 
 
    “Barbara Wolfe, she’s pack. Other than that, she is an experience you’d just have to trust me on that.” 
 
    “Let me take you to her for the night.” 
 
    “Heck, no,” Rook exclaimed in an almost hysterical terror. “You can’t take me there, no way, no how.” 
 
    West opened his mouth to respond and then closed it in confusion. Why would that offer cause such a violent reaction? 
 
    “Sheriff, if it’s okay with you, can I leave? I’ll come in first thing tomorrow to answer any more questions,” Brogan asked as he stopped beside the gaping man. 
 
    “Sure, just one question for you first.” 
 
    “What’s up, sir?” 
 
    “You’re pack, so you know who Barbara is I assume?” 
 
    Brogan gave a sharp laugh and nodded his agreement. “Everyone knows her pack or not. Her exploits are legendary. She’s Alpha Mama, we all know we can go to her with anything and everything. Some of her techniques are a bit out there, but she’ll do anything for her pack and family.” 
 
    West nodded and watched Rook as he asked Brogan his next question. “So, tell me then why, when I offered to take Rook to her, since he can’t be alone with his head injury, he freaked out and looked as if he’d seen a ghost?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    This was Rook’s worst nightmare come to life. There was no way he could let West anywhere near Barbara. She’d sniff out they were mates, and then it would be over. 
 
    “Ah…” Brogan stammered wide eyed. “Why can’t you?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m asking you,” West said slowly. 
 
    Rook glanced around for some divine intervention but none was to be had. If he didn’t think quick they were both in for a world of trouble. West wouldn’t know what hit him once Barbara got a hold of him. 
 
    “She’s out of town. She went to Vegas, didn’t she?” Brogan spit out rapidly with a nod in satisfaction. “Yeah, she left yesterday morning.” 
 
    Rook sighed in relief. “That’s right I totally forgot about that.”  Thankfully West wasn’t a shifter, so he couldn’t smell their lies. 
 
    “Really?” West replied as he glanced between the two men. “Something tells me you’re lying, but I’ll let it go for now. But, that brings us back to the issue of your concussion.” 
 
    “Brogan can I crash on your couch for the night, please?” Rook begged in frustration. “You know I’m fine, but they won’t let me go unless I’m under someone’s care for the night.” 
 
    West frowned at the suggestion and glared at Rook. “Only if he agrees to wake you up every hour.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Brogan asked in exasperation. “You get we’re shifters, right? We heal quickly. He’s probably already fine.” 
 
    Rook groaned and tried to stare Brogan down, the idiot just needed to think. They could go along with West, and then ditch this stupid idea as soon as he’d left. No need for him to actually stay at Brogan’s place, besides the man hardly ever spent a night alone. 
 
    Brogan huffed in annoyance before growling an agreement. “For the record this is asinine, but fine he can crash at my place.” 
 
    West stood, cocked his head and studied Brogan for a second before nodding and walking off. Rook sighed. “Well that was fun.” 
 
    “Dude he’s my boss, you better not let him find out you’re not going to be with me. I swear I’ll kick your hairy rear, and then shave you bald.” 
 
    Rook laughed. “Didn’t you try that once already? If I recall it didn’t go so well for you.” 
 
    “Not on you, but I got my cousin. Worst rear whooping I ever got I can tell you that. I couldn’t sit for a week, but it was so worth it.” 
 
    “You’re such a jerk. Go get your car, I got nothing to do tonight.” 
 
    Brogan saluted and walked off laughing. Rook rolled his eyes and stood from his perch on the ambulance and stretched. What a night, nothing like a fight to get his blood pumping. 
 
    “You know that sounded almost pornographic.” 
 
    Rook spun around and gaped at West who was propped against the side of the ambulance with a sexy smirk. 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “Those little moans and gasps you did as you stretched, don’t think I’ve ever heard anything like that outside a porn movie.” 
 
    “Watch a lot of them do you?” 
 
    West shrugged. “Teenage boy, what can I say.” 
 
    Rook smiled. “So, I’m free to go, right?” 
 
    “For now, don’t forget I want to see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “A date so soon. It must be true love.” 
 
    “Just stay out of trouble, if that’s possible.” 
 
    Rook winked, turned and climbed into Brogan’s idling car a few feet away. Trouble...that was funny. Up until that morning he couldn't’ recall the last time his days hadn’t been normal and uneventful. The sheriff, his mate, shows up and things go haywire. At least he’d never be bored with that man around, Rook thought to himself as they left him behind. 
 
    “Just drop me at the Naked Wolfe, I’ll catch a ride from there.” 
 
    Brogan nodded. “I’ll run by the Horny Wolfe and see if anyone recognizes the girl. I made a copy of the picture for myself as well, between the two of us we can cover more ground.” 
 
    An hour later Rook was seated at the bar talking to the bartender, waiting for the waitress, Cassie, when he felt West’s presence in the club. Incredible, this wasn’t going to end well for him. 
 
    “This doesn't look like a couch and should you be drinking with a concussion?” West growled as he snatched the beer bottle from Rook’s hand. 
 
    “Shifter, remember. I’m fine.” Rook sighed and glanced at West from the side of his eye only to find the man staring back at him. “What?” 
 
    “I can’t figure you out is all.” 
 
    “I’m not that complicated, West. You already know me, inside you do. You just don’t know if you should trust your instincts on this one. It’s good, I get it.” 
 
    “You lied to me.” West growled as he leaned closer to Rook so he could look him in the eye. 
 
    Before Rook could reply, Cassie walked up and cocked an eyebrow. “What do you want Rook? I’m busy, I ain’t got much time.” 
 
    “What the…” West exclaimed softly in surprise. 
 
    “Cass, catch me on your next break. I need to speak to the sheriff here real quick.” Rook grabbed West’s arm and pulled him to the back of the club and through a door marked private. 
 
    “What’s going on? Who was that? Where are you taking me?” West demanded angrily. 
 
    Rook took a deep breath and turned to face West. “I’ll explain, just come with me to the office so we can have privacy, please.” 
 
    West nodded after a moment and gestured for Rook to lead the way. He mumbled under his breath the whole way, which luckily with Rook’s shifter hearing he could make out every single word. 
 
    “You trust me for a reason. No, I didn’t lie. And no, dang, I’ve never heard those cuss words put together like that. Kind of ingenious.” 
 
    “Shifter hearing,” West hissed between clenched teeth. 
 
    Rook laughed as he opened the door and ushered West inside. “Have a seat. I’ll explain, I promise. If you’re not satisfied you can arrest me.” 
 
    “I’m going to hold you to that.” 
 
    “Babe, I promise I’ll satisfy you in every way possible, given half a chance,” Rook said quietly as he moved to sit down. 
 
    “Start talking,” West demanded. 
 
    “The waitress is Cassie Kennedy, she came to work for us about six months ago. She’s been searching for her sister who was last seen in this town. There’s been no trace of her for about eight months, so Cass stayed on hoping the trail would pick up again one day.” 
 
    “Who’s her sister?” 
 
    “Name’s Celia. I don’t recall ever seeing her, but that was before I started patrolling the pack clubs. I probably wouldn’t have had contact with her.” 
 
    West nodded. “Now, care to explain to me the uncanny resemblance Cassie has to the victim and why you said you didn’t know her?” 
 
    “Technically I didn’t lie, I’ve never met the victim. She does look a bit like Cass, but when you see her in better lighting you’ll see there’s a big difference between the two of them.” 
 
    “Still doesn't explain why you kept who she was from me.” 
 
    “I still don’t know it is her, it’s just a hunch. One I came tonight to verify. I’d have told you tomorrow when I saw you.” 
 
    A soft knock on the door ended the stalemate as both men turned angry glares toward the sound. “Is this a bad time?” Cass asked hesitantly as she peeked around the door frame. “It’s slow, so they told me to come talk to you now.” 
 
    Rook nodded. “Yeah, come in. Sorry bout that.” 
 
    “Nah, nothing to worry about. I brought you guys a refill,” she said as she held up two capped bottles of beer. 
 
    West knocked Rook’s hand away and scowled at him. “No, concussion remember.” 
 
    Cass bit her lip and pulled her hand back with the bottles as she fought not to laugh at the two growling men. 
 
    “Cass, this pain in my rear is Sheriff Graelin.” 
 
    “I just bet he is,” she said with a wink that made both men blush and stammer like school boys. “It’s nice to meet you, Sheriff. Though I doubt many people are getting special introductions, so why don’t you cut to the chase and tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “We were hoping you’d tell us about your sister.” Rook gestured for her to sit down. 
 
    “Did you find her?” Cass asked softly, fear and resignation warring in her pale green eyes. 
 
    “Ma’am, please, just tell us everything you can. I’ll explain, I promise,” West replied with a gentle nod of encouragement. 
 
    “Celia was always the wild one. She’d disappear for days at a time when we were teenagers. Once we graduated I thought maybe she’d settle down, but it only got worse. I remember her telling me she was a gypsy soul and couldn’t stay tied to one place for long. Every few months I’d get a postcard or phone call from some town she was in. At some point drugs and alcohol became her staples of life, and I lost track of her for about two years then.” 
 
    Cass trailed off lost in thought for a minute. “About a year and a half ago she called me out the blue. She was here in Blue Creek. Things were different now she said. No more drugs and only occasional drinking. She had friends, a great job here and things were turning around for her. She said the people here were friendly and encouraged her to better her life.  We talked at least once a week for the next eight or nine months. She invited me to come visit her, she was going to get the time off from work and we’d hang out and catch up. Celia promised to call me the next day with when she’d be off so I could make plans.” 
 
    “What happened?” Rook prodded gently. 
 
    Cass looked up with tears shining in her eyes. “I never heard from her again. That was almost eight months ago now.” 
 
    “When did you come here looking for her? What did you find out?” West asked matter of factly. 
 
    “About a month after that, I came here hoping to get answers. Jake said she left a note on his desk that she was moving on and thanked him for everything. Her apartment was rented furnished. After she’d failed to pay rent, the landlord had thrown anything out that was still there of hers. She just disappeared that day. No one remembers anything suspicious, no clues, or trail. Just gone in a blink.” 
 
    Rook glanced to West to see what he thought but couldn’t read the man’s expression. One thing Rook knew for sure, something was wrong with this picture. If the body they’d found was Celia, then how long had she been kept alive? Was she held captive? But if she had how come there hadn’t been any obvious signs of it. 
 
    West took a deep breath. “Cassie, do you have a picture of your sister we could see?” 
 
    “Sure. I always have one on me. I like to show it around and see if anything jogs someone’s memory.” She pulled the picture out of her check folder and handed it to West. “That’s the most recent picture I have of her. It’s about four or five years old though.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    He’d known as soon as he’d seen Cassie, his heart wished it wasn’t true, but it his mind he knew the truth. Celia was their body. Now he had to tell this sweet woman that her hope was in vain. This was one of the things he hated most about the job. 
 
    “You’ve found her, haven’t you?” Cass whispered brokenly. “That body was her, wasn’t it?” She asked with more conviction. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure yet,” West began but was quickly cut off. 
 
    “Let me see her. I’ll identify the body and can’t you do some DNA comparison and see we’re related? They do that on TV at least.” 
 
    West smiled sadly. “Let’s start off slow. Are you sure you want to identify the body?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m the only family she has…” Cass sighed. “Had left. I think I already knew it, you know? I mean something told me she was gone, I just didn’t want to believe it. If she had been able to she would have contacted me. No way would she go this long.” 
 
    This sucked, West thought as he searched around for something to give to the silently crying woman in front of him. Rook was faster and already across the room grabbing napkins from the small bar on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Thanks, Rook,” she said shakily. 
 
    “If you want we can make arrangements tomorrow and I’d like to ask you some more questions, as well.” 
 
    Cass nodded and stood. “Is it okay if I go? Are we done?” 
 
    “Yes, go ahead and I’m sorry for doing this tonight here and now. It hadn’t been my intention.” 
 
    “It was probably for the best, to be honest. This is my family, here I have the support I need.” She gave a watery smile and turned to head back to the main area, wiping the tears that continued to pour down her cheeks. 
 
    “Rook, I swear, this was not the proper way to do this.” West growled in frustration and anger. “We don’t normally inform family in the middle of a strip club that that their deceased sister was found.” 
 
    Rook grunted in reply and stood to follow Cass. “All I did was come for a beer and to ask some questions. Never intended to tell her about that body or anything.” 
 
    “Where you going now?” West frowned and stepped closer. “Why are you constantly running away from me?” 
 
    Rook let out a weary chuckle that made West’s pants tighten a little uncomfortably. “I don’t think you’re ready for that answer yet.” 
 
    West watched the sexy swagger of Rook’s rear he walked back down the hallway to the main bar area. Never had he seen a man that both excited and annoyed him as quickly as Rook did. Why did the mongrel have to be so vague and frustrating, he thought, as he stormed after him to demand a response that actually made some sense. 
 
    He stopped short as he came through the door and saw Rook with his arms wrapped around the shoulders of a slim blond haired Adonis. West growled and took a step closer before he realized what he was doing. He glared at the two men as he made his way back to the bar and flopped down on a vacant seat off to the side. He was a glutton, he admitted, as he turned his head just enough to see Rook out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “What can I get you?” A soft voice asked, startling West out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Beer, would be great, please.” 
 
    “Coming up” she said as she followed his eyes to Rook’s place. 
 
    Rook and the Adonis weren’t doing much talking, they weren’t kissing, but they were holding onto each other as if they never wanted to let go. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” the same soft voice said as she placed a bottle in front of him. 
 
    West turned and cocked one eyebrow in confusion. “Pardon me?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded towards the spot he’d been staring intently. “That’s nothing is all I meant. Rooks a giver and caretaker of sorts. Everyone knows if you need a hug or someone to listen, he’s the best. Don’t get me wrong he’s an enforcer for the pack, because he’ll kick your rear too. He’s what I’d call in tune with himself.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this? I just met Rook today and I have no idea who the boy is.” 
 
    “Okay, I gotcha. Well, just in case you’re curious. That boy as you called him is nineteen and just had his heart ripped out. His girlfriend dumped him to go to school a few states away.” 
 
    West frowned. “So, he came to Rook?” 
 
    “Yeah, he may not talk much, but what he does say is usually just what you need to hear.” 
 
    “You know people keep telling me he doesn’t talk much, but I haven’t seen that at all. He’s a bit of a flirt I’ll admit, but not quiet.” 
 
    The bartender gaped at West. “Flirt?” 
 
    “Yes, why is that so astounding?” 
 
    “Because I’ve known that man all my life and he’s barely spoken to me and I’ve never seen him flirt with anyone ever. Don’t get me wrong, he’s been there for me more times than I can count, but you’re talking about things that are completely foreign to the man I know.” 
 
    “Hey, Jess, beer?” Rook asked as he walked up into the silence that had fallen after her last words. 
 
    “Sure. He okay?” 
 
    “Will be,” Rook replied as he sat down and glanced to West with a frown. 
 
    “Why are you frowning at me now?” West grunted out as he grabbed his bottle to take a swig. “And why are you ordering a beer?” 
 
    “I’m thirsty and I can’t figure you out.” 
 
    “No beer, concussion remember.” 
 
    Rook rolled his eyes. “Shifter remember. I’m fine, already healed and feeling fine.” He sighed and stood back up. “Jess, never mind.” He waved her off as he headed out of the bar. 
 
    West frowned, dropped a few bills and raced out after him. He caught the infuriating man a few steps outside, grabbed him by the arm and spun him so they were face to face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” West demanded. 
 
    “You really want to do this now?” Rook asked with a cocky grin as he indicated the area around the two men. 
 
    West started to shrug and say yes, when he glanced around and caught his breath in surprise. Jess and a few patrons were in the doorway of the club, two bouncers and the boy were standing just outside openly staring and three--no four people--were a few feet away standing by the cars, all watching intently, not even trying to hide their curiosity and fascination with the show they were being treated to. “What the heck,” he whispered. 
 
    “Shifters, West. They can hear us so no need to be quiet. Not to mention they know squat even you don’t. They can smell emotions.” 
 
    West glanced to Rook and froze in embarrassment. “Um….” 
 
    “Yes, anger, frustration, lust...all of it.” Rook grinned and winked to West. “It’s all good though.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” West asked in confusion. 
 
    “Nothing for now. Just trust me on this one. I’ve gotta go. I’ll be by the station at two tomorrow like you asked to answer your questions for the case.” 
 
    West glared as Rook started to walk off. “The paramedics let you go because you weren’t going to be alone. You have a concussion and have to be woken up every hour.” 
 
    “No concussion, but feel free to call me then, but if you do, you better make it worth my while,” Rook called over his shoulder as he kept walking. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about,” Jess catcalled from her spot in the doorway. 
 
    West turned to see her smiling at him as she nodded to the group of bouncers. 
 
    “I’d never have believed it,” one of the men said in awe and the others quickly agreed. 
 
    “What?” West demanded in frustration. 
 
    “Never seen him talk so much, or react to anyone the way he does you. Rumor has it you’re his mate and now I agree too.” 
 
    West grunted, waved goodbye and headed to his car. He knew a little bit about shifters, but he’d never heard the term mate before today. Now every time he turned around someone else was using it in context to him and Rook. It was time to do what he did best and get answers. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Curse the man was stubborn. It was a cold day in hell when Rook would end up hurt because of a bunch of lunatic humans, baseball bats or not. They’d hardly touched him or Brogan that whole fight. Even outnumbered, shifters were faster and stronger. Yes, the one bat-wielding lunatic had gotten a good hit, but with his fast healing he’d been fine within a matter of minutes. 
 
    He pulled out his phone to call Brogan to ask him some questions about the men when the phone rang in his hand. He smiled as he saw the caller ID and answered with a quick, “Hello.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re going for a night run. Something’s in the air and it’s got everyone on edge. You in?” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely. I could use it too. I have a bit of frustration to wear off. I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Brogan laughed. “Dude, rumors are flying I already know. Meet at the Wolfe’s place and we’ll head out from there. Everyone should be here in about twenty. What’s your ETA?” 
 
    “Bout same. I’ll see you in a few.” 
 
    Rook hung up and smiled, the call couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. His run that morning had been interrupted and after being in his mate’s company all day he was wound up tight and hurting. His wolf wanted its mate and so did he. It was taking all he had to keep his other side under control and not pushing for more than the sheriff was ready for. 
 
    He really needed to stop thinking of the man, it was useless to go for a run to burn off energy if he couldn’t get the man out of his head for two minutes. With concentrated effort Rook turned his mind to the body and the odd things he’d noticed, mainly the lack of smell and trail the person who placed the body left behind. 
 
    The body had a blueish tint that reminded him of what you might see if a body had been frozen, like when someone dies on Everest or in a frozen pond or something. The lack of smell was the oddest thing to him, he’d never heard of something having none. How was that even possible? 
 
    For the rest of the ride to meet up with his friends he ran through every possible scenario he could think of, but none fit the scene he’d come across. There just wasn’t an explanation in his experience that explained things. 
 
    A knock on his window jolted Rook out of his thoughts as he realized he’d come to a stop in front of the Wolfe house and he had no knowledge of the trip. He opened his door quickly and greeted his old friend. 
 
    “Bro, you getting out?” Brogan asked in confusion. “You’ve been sitting here for five minutes staring into space.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. A lot on my mind I guess.” 
 
    Brogan nodded slowly. “All right then. You still up for a run?” 
 
    “Do bears trash in the woods?” 
 
    “You know one of these days you’re gonna meet a bear shifter and he’s gonna kick your rear for that.” 
 
    Rook laughed. “When I meet one I promise I’ll never say it again, unless they do trash in the woods, of course.” 
 
    “Just make sure I’m there when you ask if they do. I want to see how fast you have to run to get away from that beast.” 
 
    Rook winked and climbed out of his car. “Let me change and I’m ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good, everyone else is already shifted. I was waiting for you. Can I store my clothes in your car? I don’t want one of these douche canoes to touch them this time.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem. Did you ever figure out who was doing it?” 
 
    Brogan growled. “No, but I swear I will. And if you don’t stop laughing I will hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but your face was classic.” 
 
    “Really? How would you like it if they’d taken your favorite t-shirt and jeans and used them as chew toys? They’d been so ripped up and gnawed on that I couldn’t even use them as rags!” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You can use my trunk as storage anytime.” Rook soothed as he tried to get his laughs under control at his friend’s irate tantrum. 
 
    Brogan scowled as he moved to the trunk Rook popped open and began stripping his clothes off with jerky angry movements. “I swear I’m going to rip their teeth out,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “Isn’t that harsh?” 
 
    “Harsh? They did it three different times!” Brogan bit out angrily. “Three. Once I can laugh about, but three is just being mean and vindictive.” 
 
    Rook couldn’t say anything to that. It was true, and if he was honest he’d be ripping some teeth out too. Shifters had a tendency to go through clothes rather quickly anyway due to their occasional need to shift quickly. So, when someone purposefully destroyed their clothes, it was insulting and cruel. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was that many. No one told me. I wouldn’t have laughed.” Rook dropped the last of his clothes in the trunk and closed it with a solid thunk. 
 
    “Me too. I’m a bit on edge if you can’t tell. Finding that body on our land kinda spooked a few of the pack and I can’t say I don’t agree. It’s weird, you know?” 
 
    Rook nodded. “Oh, yeah. I can’t imagine anyone would willingly dump a body on our land if they knew it was pack. They can’t think we’d turn a blind eye to that, do they?” 
 
    Before Brogan could reply he let out a yelp as he spun around and glared at a tawny colored wolf who sat behind him with a grin. 
 
    “Mongrel, we’re coming.” Brogan mumbled as he scowled at the wolf and started his own shifting process. “No need to bite my rear.” 
 
    Rook burst into laughter at his friend as he smiled at the black wolf. “Guess he’s not too happy with your slow ways, in more than one way.” He winked before he too shifted. He stretched and shook out his coat and gave a soft chuff of happiness. It was good to be a wolf, he thought, as Brogan let out a woof and they all took off to run. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    West was exhausted, it had been one heck of a day. After he’d left Rook he’d gone back to the office to check in and write up a summary of what happened with Cassie. He’d quickly written up his report and checked up on the night shifter staff, read some reports they’d filed, and come home. Now it was just after midnight and he was wide awake as he sat on his back porch and gazed distractedly into the night sky. The crescent moon cast a soft glow of his back yard. He popped the cap on his beer and settled back into his chair with his feet up and smiled. He could hear howls and barks of the wolves in the distance and couldn't help but wonder if it was the pack out on a run. West closed his eyes and absorbed the night breeze and the quiet chirps of the crickets and other creatures. Time passed slowly as he dozed, sipped from his bottle, and relaxed. 
 
    The thump of his bottle hitting the deck startled West awake as he sat up and frowned at the quiet. The night was still, no breeze, no crickets, something was wrong. He could feel it in his gut. 
 
    “It’s me,” Rook called from the darkened woods a few dozen feet away. 
 
    “Rook?” West asked in confusion as he climbed to his feet. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You need to come with me. We found another…. body.” 
 
    “You found another body? When? Where?” West said as he rushed down the few steps and headed toward Rook’s voice. 
 
    “I’ll explain when we get there. Just grab your stuff and let’s go,” Rook said in a rush. 
 
    “All right, come in and I’ll get my gear. Did you call this in?” 
 
    “No, I don’t have a phone. None of us do. We were out for a run and found… the body.” 
 
    West nodded as he headed back up the stairs and then stopped when he realized Rook wasn’t following. “Aren’t you coming?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    Rook groaned. “I’m naked. I was running, no clothes you know. I can lead you to the body if you want to follow in your car.” 
 
    West bit his lip, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Rook was naked, only a few feet away. Did the gods hate him? 
 
    “Ride in the car with me. Human or wolf. I’m assuming you can figure out how to direct me somehow.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you the basic directions before I shift back and then when we get there and need to go by foot you can follow behind me.” 
 
    Before West could respond he heard the soft click of nails on the wooden steps behind him. He turned and glanced down at the beautiful wolf standing there. 
 
    “Wow, you are gorgeous. Can I touch you?” West asked hesitantly as he stretched out his hand and waited. 
 
    He laughed in delight when Rook moved forward and leaned up so West’s hand brushed down his head and neck. “This is so incredible,” he whispered in awe. “Your fur is soft and thick,” he said absently as he combed his fingers through Rook’s black and white fur. “Dang, and I thought you were beautiful as a man, but your wolf is just as stunning.” 
 
    The wolf chuffed in laughter. 
 
    West dipped his head in embarrassment. “Didn’t mean to say that out loud.” He straightened back up and shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry, this is a bit new to me. Come on while I get my stuff and we can head out and see what you found.” 
 
    This is so weird, he thought, as he pulled the door open and let Rook inside. He glanced around the spartan space and realized for the first time how little he’d brought with him to decorate his house. 
 
    “Let me get my gun and wallet. They’re in my room,” West said as he moved down the hallway and into his room. He quickly grabbed his things and turned to leave when he saw Rook sprawled on his bed with what he would swear was a grin, one paw over West’s bottle of lube. 
 
    “Well, I can say I never thought I’d see you in my bed, especially not as a wolf. But if you’d please move your paw so I can remove that bottle, I’d really appreciate it. Save myself what small semblance of pride I have left.” 
 
    He’d swear Rook was laughing at him as the big wolf let out a throaty sound that he couldn’t quite figure out, but West could tell Rook was enjoying catching that bottle out. The wolf grabbed it in his jaws and shook his head. 
 
    “Give me the bottle, Scooby, and no one gets hurt, especially what little dignity I no longer possess.” 
 
    West froze as Rook growled and bared his teeth at him. Interesting, the fur ball didn’t like the nickname Scooby. “Well, what can I say, Scooby, would eat almost anything, and there you are sitting with a bottle of lube in your mouth on my bed. Kinky mongrel, aren’t you?” 
 
    The wolf growled again before he dropped the bottle and stalked closer to West. 
 
    “Not sure that’s gonna help. I can’t get the image out of my head now. The big sexy wolf holding a bottle of lube in between his big teeth.” 
 
    West laughed as Rook hopped off the bed and moved out of the bedroom. He couldn’t talk, but he sure got his point across well enough, West thought as he followed the wolf. “Ready to go, Scoobs?” If looks could kill, he’d be gutted and stabbed, resuscitated and killed again. 
 
    They quickly climbed in the car and West scratched his chin in puzzlement. “Ah, Scoobs, you forgot to give me directions before you shifted. I don’t know where to go now.” He’d barely finished saying the words when the sound of pops, cracks and grunts filled the car. West’s jaw popped open as he stared at the very naked and tempting Rook sitting beside him. 
 
    “Problem solved,” Rook said with a smirk. “Body was found a few miles north of where we found Celia this morning. Head that way and I’ll direct as we go.” 
 
    West stared flabbergasted as the man sat calmly beside him in all his naked glory. In clothes the man had been perfection, now he was a god. All sculpted muscles, tan skin and just enough hair on his chest to make West whimper in delight. He didn’t dare let his eyes drop any lower, he was already struggling to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Would it help if I told you I’m just as attracted to you? The area you are trying so hard to not look at is standing at attention for you already.” 
 
    West groaned and closed his eyes as his hand tightened to white knuckled grips on the steering wheel. “Don’t say trash like that. Dead body, we have to go see a dead body.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’ve wanted you from the moment I saw you. But you’re right, now is not the time. By the way I think you’re sexy as idiot too. Remind me later to tell you the fantasies I was having earlier, about you in your uniform.” 
 
    “Shift back now.” West growled in frustrated need. “You say trash like that and expect me to drive. Heck, I bet your pack is going to take one look at me and know how hard I am for you, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Babe, they’ve known. They could smell the lust, desire and need that radiated off us every time we got within two feet of each other.” 
 
    “Seriously? Fine, whatever. That doesn’t mean I have to walk in front of them with a staff in my pants.” 
 
    “Fine, but we will be revisiting that lube and your comments earlier,” Rook said right before he shifted back to the wolf. 
 
    “Can this day get any weirder?” West grumbled as he started the car and began the drive. Within a few minutes, Rook had laid down on the seat and put his head in West’s lap. “This is kind of awkward. Can I… pet you… I mean … uh.”  West let out a small laugh. “If you don’t like it just move your head or something and I’ll stop.” 
 
    With a tentative swipe, he ran his hand down Rook’s head and along his neck to his back. Rook didn’t move, so West repeated the motion. He couldn’t get over how soft the fur was and thick. He used his fingers to scour the skin below and was rewarded with a sigh that he took for a good sign. 
 
    The rest of the drive passed in a blur as West focused most of his attention on the wolf in his lap. Never in a million years had he expected to have this happen. A sexy man in his lap, hell yeah, he’d dreamed of that, but a sexy wolf, not so much. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Scooby! He wasn’t sure if he should be insulted or amused at his mate. If he’d been in his shoes and someone had found the lube like that, he wasn’t sure how he’d have reacted. West was special that was for sure, his reaction to seeing Rook’s wolf was proof enough. He’d accepted him like it was a normal everyday occurrence for him to be around a wolf. Rook had known he shouldn’t have followed West into his bedroom, but the temptation had been too much. He needed to put his scent where his mate slept. So, without second thought, he’d jumped up on the bed and rolled around until he noticed the bottle. Then he couldn’t resist teasing his man, a little. But Scooby, really? 
 
    “Scoobs, we’re near where we found Celia’s body. Where to now?” 
 
    Rook grumbled and climbed back up to see out the window. First thing he was going to do was shoot West for that name when he shifted back to human. He glanced out the window and saw West was right. Not too much farther now. It was time to lead the way. He pawed at the door and glanced to West waiting for him to catch on. 
 
    “Does Scooby need to go out?” West sing songed in a cheery voice as he leaned over and opened the passenger side door. 
 
    Rook growled and jumped out. He is so going to pay him back for this. He quickly moved to the front of the car and sniffed the air for anything new. When he was satisfied all was well he started running down the road, confident West would follow without being too close that it was dangerous. At least he hoped his mate wasn’t that stupid. Rook didn’t want to be remembered as the shifter whose mate had run him over. 
 
    A few miles later Rook began to slow down and move to the side of the road, he could hear the car doing the same behind him. A few more steps and the car came to a stop and Rook sat and waited for West to join him. 
 
    “What is it, Lassie? Timmy fell in the well?” 
 
    Rook growled and turned his back on West. Mongrel was going to pay for this so hard, he promised, as he heard West laugh and head back to his car. The pack knew the score, but he could bet West’s cops didn’t. Laugh now big guy, Rook thought as a devious plan began to take shape in his head. 
 
    “All right. Let’s go,” West said as he stopped beside Rook and gave him a pat on the head. “Lead the way, my faithful companion.” 
 
    The temptation to turn and bite was so strong he had to force himself to take a couple steps away. Dang man was enjoying this way too much. Rook took off at a slow jog towards where they’d found the body. He made sure to pay attention for any smells that were out of place, but so far nothing. 
 
    “Sure, hope you’re taking me in on a different path then the killer took to dump the body, don’t want to take a chance on losing any evidence if possible.” 
 
    Rook just rolled his eyes and kept plodding forward. He wasn’t an idiot, he knew to be careful. The soft crunch of leaves under foot let him know West was right behind him as he slowed down and picked his way carefully over a fallen branch half hidden under the forest debris. 
 
    “Is this a path or you just taking me through the middle of the woods on purpose?” 
 
    Rook stopped, sat down and stared at West. Did the big-time sheriff think he was being cute with these questions and comments? It wasn’t like he couldn’t shift and respond, but he wanted to wait until just the right time to make the most impact. 
 
    “Why did we stop?” West asked as he glanced around them for some sign. 
 
    Rook let out a soft howl and waited as his running mates appeared from their places around the area. 
 
    “Incredible,” West cried “Where did they come from?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    One minute he was trying to follow Rook without tripping and making a fool of himself and the next there were wolves all around. “I’m going to assume the body is close by here, then?” He took a few more cautious steps, watching the ground for any signs of disturbance and the body. “You know this was a lot easier when you were in human form. I feel like an idiot talking to myself like this.” West continued as the group of wolves stared at him blankly. 
 
    West jumped when one of the wolves appeared beside him and gently nudged him to the left. “This is getting insane, shift one of you and talk to me.” 
 
    “They won’t shift,” Rook said from behind him, causing him to jump. 
 
    “What the heck.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Why won’t they and where’s the body?” 
 
    “Because our senses are even better as wolves then as humans. There’s an odd smell here, that as humans we didn’t notice. We’ve been tracking it, trying to see if we can find where it’s coming from.” 
 
    “What type of smell?” 
 
    Rook shrugged. “Don’t know. Nothing I’ve ever smelt before. If pressed I’d say it’s a wrong smell though.” 
 
    West stared at him in confusion. What did that mean? What was a wrong smell? And where was the body? 
 
    “Keep an ear out, and let me know as soon as you find anything,” Rook called to the wolves as they disappeared as quietly as they’d come. 
 
    “That’s freaky.” 
 
    “The body’s over here,” Rook said with a smirk. “No smell again, but like I said the area around it is different. Everything is dead. Like the life was sucked out of the area.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” West said as he followed the sexy rear. He tried not to ogle, but with a jerk that prime it was a lost cause. 
 
    “Sheriff,” Rook said in warning. “I’m shifting back, I can’t stand here like this without compromising the scene.” 
 
    West started to respond but then he saw what was left of the body and his words died away. This wasn’t a body like Celia’s, he was hard pressed to say it was a human at this point. 
 
    “Holy hell. That’s… I don’t know what to call that,” West said as he glanced at the wolf. “I’m calling in my deputies and the whole nine yards.” 
 
    Rook cocked his head and West chuckled. “Sorry I’m used to having someone here to talk the scene through. So, bear with me you’re filling in.” 
 
    West circled the body in mute horror, there was nothing but bone. Almost as if the skeleton was boiled clean, but it didn’t make sense. Bones in the open shouldn’t be so pristine white and definitely not still connected as if the tendons and ligaments were all still there. The clothes though looked like they were just put on this morning. The corpse’s hair was white as the new snow and stringy. West couldn't tell by the body, but the long hair, earrings and bracelets led him to assume it was a female. 
 
    “I think this is going to need a special touch. I’ve got an old friend who owes me a favor or two. I’m going to call him in. He’s a forensic anthropologist, and something tells me he’s going to be intrigued by this one.” 
 
    West pulled out his phone and dialed the familiar number while he continued to study the body. The phone had barely begun to ring, when his old friend answered. 
 
    “Speak of the devil.” 
 
    “What?” West asked in confusion. 
 
    “I was just talking to one of your officers, trying to get directions to your place.” 
 
    “To my place?” West repeated slowly. 
 
    “Yeah, surprise. I’m in town.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” 
 
    “I was finishing up a case a few towns away. I figured since I had nothing pressing at the moment I’d come see how the move was going. So, where are you?” 
 
    “Deader, do you believe in fate? Cause I gotta tell you, this is one heck of a coincidence.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I was just calling you to consult on a case, why don’t you hitch a ride with one of my men and get out here. You’re gonna wanna see this one for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    West hung up and laughed. What was the chances that his old friend would be here when he needed him the most? 
 
    Twenty-five minutes later, West heard the soft footfalls of men coming. He turned and saw one of the wolves from earlier leading the way and smiled. 
 
    “Deader is that you?” West called out in greeting. “It’s been forever, it’s great to see you man.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me. Can’t find a body in some place easy to get to, can you? Always got to make things difficult.” 
 
    West laughed and pulled the taller man into a fierce hug as they laughed, until the soft growls caught their attention. 
 
    “Rook knock that off, you fleabag,” West growled back.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Rook was gonna kill the man. West’s frown wasn’t helping either. What did he want from him? This stranger appears out of nowhere and manhandles his mate. Of course, his wolf wasn’t going to be happy. 
 
    “Nelson ‘Deader’ Montreal, never did I expect to find you here in Blue Creek.” West continued ignoring Rook’s attempts to get in between the two men and put space there. 
 
    “West, who’s your friend?” 
 
    “This is Rook. He’s one of the local pack enforcers and right now a pain in my rear,” West grumbled. 
 
    Rook froze and glanced up to the newcomer, a feline shifter. Well the pussy better not think of trying to make a move on his territory. He’d have one heck of a fight on his hands. 
 
    “Give me a minute to get these guys organized. The body’s just over there. Rook can show you,” West said with a glare to the wolf sitting in front of him. 
 
    Ha, he thought. I’ll show him the quickest way out of town though. He wasn’t a fool, Nelson “Deader” Montreal and his mate had a thing at some point in their pasts. 
 
    “Wolf.” Nelson squatted so they were face to face. “He’s your mate, I get it. Don’t worry I won’t interfere. We’re just friends, nothing more and nothing less. You and your wolf can relax.” 
 
    Rook huffed, stood up and led the short distance to the body. For now, he’d trust the tiger. Logically he knew there was no threat to his relationship with West. They were mates and that was that, but humans could be so weird about things and it scared him a bit. 
 
    “You the one who found her?” Nelson asked conversationally as he surveyed the bones. 
 
    “I was out for a run with some of my pack mates.” 
 
    “Dang, you shift fast,” Nelson said as he extended his hand. “I’m Nelson Montreal, but my friends call me Deader.” 
 
    Rook raised one eye in skeptical disbelief. “I thought I heard him call you that, but I was sure I was wrong. I’m Tucker Jameson, but everyone calls me Rook.” 
 
    “What can I say, we deal in death and our sense of humor is a bit out there. They call me Deader because I study bones, as in my corpse is deader than yours.” 
 
    “What is going on here?” West barked as he approached the two men. “Rook, you’re naked, in a crime scene.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll shift back, but just remember everything that's going to happen next is your own fault.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen and how is it my fault?” 
 
    Rook smiled, stepped back and began his shift back to wolf. Let the fun begin, he thought, as he watched West move off to instruct some of the cops on perimeter control. He was tempted to follow West around and act like a love-sick puppy, but the saner part prevailed. This was a crime scene after all. 
 
    Instead he settled to the side out of the way, watched and waited. Anytime someone came too close to West, Rook stood up and growled low in his throat. A couple of the more persistent or clueless officers didn’t take heed. Rook enjoyed that the most. He raced up and placed himself between West and whoever was approaching. 
 
    “Rook, I’m going to sedate you in wolf form, shave the lower half of your body and post pictures all around town.” West threatened in a soft voice. “Go sit down and knock it off.” 
 
    “Gotta hand it to you,” Deader commented as Rook shuffled back to his spot a few feet away. “I’ve never seen anyone get under his skin the way you do.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage him. You’re supposed to be on my side.” West argued, “Crime scene techs are done taking photos. We can remove the body if you’re done.” 
 
    Rook was tempted to push his way in one last time, but figured West was stressed out enough now. He had other things he could be doing right now. With that he stood and raced out of the packed area and headed for his pack mates. It was time to find some answers, and with luck they’d have tracked the odd smell. 
 
    A soft howl alerted him to their presence as he came to a stop and looked around the small clearing. Six wolves approached and began their shift to human form, Rook followed suit. 
 
    Brogan stretched, smiled and turned to face Rook. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Nothing new at the scene. How bout you guys, find anything worth mentioning?” 
 
    All six men shook their head in the negative. Their frustration was palpable in the air. Rook knew it well, he felt it too. Whoever the killer was, they were playing with fire. Two bodies on pack land was no coincidence. 
 
    “The smell just disappears, heck within a few feet of the body it’s gone completely. We searched every inch and can’t find anything. No trail, or scents. It’s like they appear right there and disappear after dumping the body.” Brogan seethed as he ran his hands through his short hair in aggravation. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Shaari and the other enforcers, we need to keep an eye out for anything suspicious. We have to catch him or at least find a lead. The people of Blue Creek are in danger and somehow he’s dragging us in.” Rook sighed. “I gotta get back. Brogan, you can take care of everyone giving a statement, right?” 
 
    Rook waited for Brogan to agree, before shifting and heading back to his mate, Deader and the skeleton with no answers. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Can I hitch a ride back to town with you?” 
 
    West chuckled. “I figured you were without asking. By the way where are you staying while in town, Deader?” 
 
    “Haven’t gotten that far. I figure you must have a hotel or something in town, right?” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot. I’ve got a spare room, it’s yours if you want it,” West said as he yawned. 
 
    “Not sure Rook will like that idea.” 
 
    West grunted. “My house, and he doesn’t have a say in it.” 
 
    Deader’s laughter caught West by surprise and he turned to see what had caused it and yelped as he found Rook in wolf form standing a foot behind him with bared teeth. 
 
    “Something tells me he’s not too keen on the idea,” Deader said between snickers. “Your mate’s a bit territorial it would seem.” 
 
    “What does that mean anyway?” West demanded as he put his hands on his hips. “Everyone keeps using that word, mate. And how do you know it?” 
 
    Deader’s laughter stopped abruptly. “Are you serious?” 
 
    West watched as his friend moved to stand beside Rook and they shared a look that left West confused. It was almost as if they were communicating with each other. 
 
    “West, how long have we been friends? Fifteen, sixteen years now, right?” 
 
    He thought about it for a second and agreed, “Yeah, something like that. Why?” 
 
    “We never talked about it, but it’s not like it was a secret or anything. I assumed you knew.” Deader trailed off and glanced to Rook again before trying again. “I’m a shifter. Tiger to be exact.” 
 
    “You’re what?” West exclaimed in disbelief and shock. “All these years, how...why...I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I just figured you knew and didn’t care. Every time I show up the rumors start flying, how have you not heard them?” 
 
    “I thought they were whispering about you being gay. I had no idea. I feel like such an idiot.” 
 
    Now it was Deaders turn to look shocked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Well yeah. It never mattered to me one way or the other. You were a nice guy, and treated me with respect. That’s all that mattered to me, still is for that fact.” 
 
    “I guess this is a night for surprises, then isn’t it.” Deader shook his head and gave a soft chuckle. “Anyway, back to the point. Rook what I said earlier still stands.” 
 
    “What did you say?” West asked in confusion, “And what does that have to do with you staying at my house?” 
 
    “Rook?” Deader asked. 
 
    West was so confused why did it seem like these two had their own conversation going on. What was he waiting for Rook to do, bark, run in a circle, shift?  “No shifting,” West barked out without conscious thought. 
 
    “We’re shifters. Nudity is nothing to us, West,” Deader started to explain but quickly trailed off. 
 
    “Rook we’re leaving. You can catch a ride back to town if you want with us, but you are to stay in wolf form dang it. Otherwise I’ll see you tomorrow at two for our meeting at the station.” 
 
    He felt like an idiot telling the shifter not to shift. He was a cop for heaven’s sake, he couldn’t ride around with a naked man. How would it look if he was caught like that? After all there was something called indecent exposure. Not that anyone that looked like Rook did in the nude could ever be considered indecent. Heck, he’d beg for more views. 
 
    “Shifter remember?” Deader suddenly blurted into the quiet as they trudged back to their car in the dark. 
 
    West didn’t dare turn around, he could feel the blush that heated his cheeks as he realized where his thoughts had taken him once again. Dang shifters and their sense of smell. Used to be a man could have lustful thoughts without worry. “Mongrel.” West muttered, “I feel exposed and vulnerable now.” 
 
    “Would it help if I held you? Rook left, so I think it would be safe,” Deader replied with droll sarcasm. 
 
    “Will you shift for me?” 
 
    “Uh, sure. When?” 
 
    “When we get back to my place. That will give me time to drug your rear so I can shave you too.” 
 
    “Ouch, that’s harsh. Here I am trying to be understanding and a good friend, but that’s just cruel.” 
 
    “Shut it, just tell me what your initial impressions were of the scene.” West said as he climbed back into his truck with a weary sigh.  This had been one exhausting and long rear day. 
 
    Deader grunted as he sank into the passenger seat, “Where do I begin. That is one screwed up body. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ll know more when I get back and can really examine it. Right now, my professional opinion is much the same as my personal. This is one messed up case. What did you drag me into, anyway?” 
 
    West didn’t reply for a minute as he thought over the chances of two dead bodies showing up on the same day in this fairly quiet town and why on pack land. He just couldn’t get past that fact. Everyone he talked to, knew the boundaries of the area, so it made no sense unless it was on purpose. 
 
    “Let me ask you a question as a shifter. This is the second body discovered on pack land within the last twenty-four hours. They look nothing alike, except they are both female. Assuming the body matched the clothes on this latest victim. The ME hasn’t given me a cause of death yet on the first body, and It’s a pretty safe guess this will be hard to tell as well, right?” 
 
    “Unless it was blunt force trauma or something that would affect the skeletal frame, then yes. We can do some basic guesswork on what she looked like based on her skull and bones, but to be honest it’s going to be difficult in general. We may be able to pull DNA, but if she isn’t in the system…” Deader trailed off without finishing. They both knew the chances were slim. 
 
    The rest of the drive back to West’s place flew by in silence as the two men thought over all they’d seen at the crime scene. The lack of evidence was troubling, how could someone be that careful and exact? Things were not making any sense. 
 
    “Did you notice a smell back there? Rook mentioned that in shifter form they noticed one that was wrong. It didn’t belong and it wasn’t noticeable to our human noses.” 
 
    Deader stared at West in puzzlement for a second before slowly shaking his head, “No, nothing. But then I wasn’t looking for any, and he’s right our noses are better in our animal form.” 
 
    “Anyway, here’s my place. I’ve only been here a short time, so it’s pretty barren. Feel free to treat it as yours as long as you’re here.” 
 
    “This kind of hospitality I may never want to leave.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The next day Rook woke early to thoughts of seeing West again and with luck getting some much-needed answers. He grabbed his phone and sent a group text to the pack members in town asking everyone to ask around for anyone who’d gone missing in the last few months and as much details about them. With luck, they’d be able to put together a list and figure out just who their skeleton belonged too. 
 
    With a muttered curse he rolled out of bed and stretched. It’d taken him hours to fall asleep when he finally fell into bed in the middle of the night. The only good reason to get up with a smile he figured was West and his upcoming meeting. With luck, he could sneak in a quick lunch with his man too. With that thought he thumbed through his contacts until he found Constance Archer also known as the sheriff’s secretary. 
 
    “Rook, what do you want?” Constance barked into the phone in annoyance. “It’s never anything good when my phone rings and it’s you on the other end.” 
 
    “Ouch, that hurts. What if I was calling to ask how my favorite administrative professional was doing on this fine morning.” 
 
    “I’d ask if you were drunk,” Constance said as she let out a bray of laughter at her own words. “Now stop wasting my time, boy, what do you want now?” 
 
    “Has the sheriff had lunch or does he have plans for lunch?” 
 
    “What do you think I am? His personal chef? I’ve got better things to do then worry about that man’s stomach.” 
 
    Rook chuckled softly at her ornery words. She knew everything about everyone in that station and mothered them all to death. Constance just liked everyone to think she was a grump. “You know I’m supposed to come for a meeting in a few hours, right?” 
 
    Constance sighed with irritation. “Of course, I do.” 
 
    “Can you keep him in the office without food for a bit? I’m going to bring him lunch around one. If he’s free, that is?” 
 
    “Hhhhmmmm let me see,” Constance said with a soft giggle. “So, the rumors are true then? He’s your mate?” 
 
    “Yes, he is. But don’t say anything to him please,” Rook begged. “I don’t want him freaking out over this. I need time to explain things to him.” 
 
    “Fine.” Constance grunted. “I’ll make sure he’s free and hungry.” 
 
    “You’re the best.” 
 
    Rook hung up quickly before Constance could change her mind. Now he needed to shower and get cleaned up from his run through the forest, get lunch from the cafe and be at West’s office to spend some much-needed time with his mate. With luck, he’d have some answers as to what was going on by then too. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Hey, Lou,” Rook greeted her as he took a seat at the counter with a smile. 
 
    “You’re sick, aren’t you? Maybe delusional?” She bantered back in confusion. 
 
    “No, I feel fantastic. Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You’re talking, smiling and well talking.” 
 
    “I talk all the time.” 
 
    “Sure, short answers. But nothing like what you’ve been doing today. Everyone is gossiping about it. Popular rumor is you’re dying of some weird disease.” 
 
    Rook snorted in amusement. “So, being friendly and outgoing means I’m dying. Good to know. What would they do if I started singing?” 
 
    “Probably call for a young priest and an old priest and do an exorcism.” 
 
    “Cute,” Rook said as he tried to hide his smile. “Can I get an order to go please?” 
 
    “To go? You never get it to go. Now I definitely know something is up.” Lou looked Rook up and down and hollered out to the cook, “Frankie, come here a minute. You’ve got to see this.” 
 
    Rook groaned. “Really? Come on, you’re killing me here.” 
 
    The big burly cook came through the kitchen doors wiping his hands on a stained white terry cloth towel. “What’s the big fuss about?” He grumbled with a scowl. 
 
    “Rook here want’s an order to go and he’s talking…a lot.” 
 
    “You act like me talking is a miracle. I talk to you all the time, Lou,” Rook exclaimed flabbergasted. 
 
    “Incredible,” Frankie cried as he clutched his chest in mock surprise. “He can talk.” 
 
    Rook rolled his eyes. “You two done yet?” 
 
    Lou laughed. “Fine. What do you want… to go?” 
 
    “What?” Frankie barked as he gasped in shock. “To go? You’re taking my food to go? You’ve never ever done that.” 
 
    “I need two meals to go, please,” Rook ground out between clenched teeth. “You two are being idiots and I have someplace to be.” 
 
    “In that case,” Frankie said with a wink. “Two of my specials coming right up for you and your special someone.” 
 
    Lou laughed as Rook ran his hands through his hair in agitation. “Don’t worry, hun. The words already out, but no one’s giving him a hard time. That’s all reserved for you.” 
 
    “Guess I should be grateful for that at least.” He replied as he pulled his beeping phone out of his pocket. Three missed calls and five text messages. He opened his voice to text app and checked for messages.   
 
    Rook, I’ve got a lead on a missing woman. She went missing about six months ago. Just up and disappeared without a trace. Name is Abigail Fuentes, she’d moved here around two years ago. Recently broke up with her boyfriend and had talked about moving back home. When she disappeared, her friends assumed that’s where she’d gone. Until two months ago when her family came looking for her. She’s thirty-two years old, black curly hair. Last seen wearing a pair of jeans, a blue and white shirt with three quarter sleeves. She was never seen without her necklace, a locket featuring her dog on one side and her grandmother on the other. Also, was wearing diamond studs. Hope this helps. 
 
    Rogue. 
 
    Rook wanted to scream in happiness, never had he expected such quick results. The description of the clothes and jewelry were spot on. With luck, they’d be able to solve this case with ease. One down one to go, he thought as he grabbed the bags Lou held out to him. 
 
    “Tell him hi for me,” Lou whispered as she took the money Rook had laid down. 
 
    He grunted but didn’t reply. He knew by the time he got to the station a block away, the news would be all over town. He should have known better, but truth was he kinda liked knowing that the town knew the sheriff was off the market. 
 
    “Rook, how goes it?” Brogan called as Rook climbed the short stack of stairs to the police station. 
 
    “Pretty dang spectacular actually,” Rook replied happily. “You see the message I sent out to the pack this morning? Well, Rogue just got back to me, he’s got a lead on the possible identity. It sounds like a good match from his description too.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic. We could use a break. I’m sure the sheriff will fill you in on everything and if not just catch me later,” Brogan said as he opened the door for Rook to enter the building. 
 
    “Well if it ain’t Casanova himself.” 
 
    “Hey Constance. Missed me, didn’t you? It’s okay you can admit it,” Rook teased. “I brought you something too, I wouldn’t forget you.” He pulled out a chocolate bar and handed it to her. “Your favorite, right? I remember you got all excited that they were being made here in America now.” 
 
    “You are the devil,” She said as her eyes twinkled in delight. “This day has just gotten so much better. Go on back, he’s got the next few hours open.” 
 
    Rook thanked her and headed through the door she buzzed open for him. Just as he was about to turn the corner, Constance called his name. 
 
    “I took the time to close the blinds, you’ll can have a bit of privacy. I’ll keep everyone away for as long as I can.” 
 
    He sputtered and tried to reply, but words failed as he felt his face flame at her insinuation. He quickly gave up and sprinted down the hallway to West’s office. Constance’s laughter chasing him the whole way. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    West flopped back in his chair and closed his eyes in frustration. The ME had pushed Celia’s body to the front of the list due to her unusual circumstances, but the report told him almost nothing. The cause of death was inconclusive, the time frame of death was impossible to determine as well. Celia’s body was nothing they’d ever seen before. 
 
    “Bad time?” 
 
    “You’re early, but no it’s not bad at all. Come in,” West greeted with a soft smile. “I could use the break.” 
 
    Rook smiled. “Good, because I come bearing gifts.” He held up the bags of food. “A little birdie told me you hadn’t eaten, so I took the liberty.” 
 
    “It’s smells wonderful.” West stood and moved to take the bag from Rook. “Have a seat, let me run and grab a couple cans of soda to wash this down with.” 
 
    West couldn’t stop grinning as he raced out of his office, down the hall and into the small kitchenette. 
 
    “Soda’s on the bottom shelf. I just restocked, so they might be a tad warm. Better grab some ice too,” Constance informed him as she walked by. 
 
    “Thanks, you deserve a raise.” He hollered back as he loaded his arms with drinks and cups of ice. 
 
    He slowed down to a normal walking pace as he drew near his office and had to laugh silently at himself. He was acting like a lovesick fool, but one glance at Rook and he didn’t care. West smiled as he placed the cups and drinks down and turned to close the door. “Hope you don’t mind. I’d like to eat in peace, and if the door is open they’ll be in here every two minutes for something or other. Usually trash things too.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I have to admit I don’t know what’s in the bags. Frankie, the chef down at the diner, put it together for me. I’ve never had anything of his I didn’t like though, that’s something at least,” Rook babbled nervously. 
 
    “I’m not picky. I’m just excited to have something hot to eat and good company to eat with.” 
 
    West tried to think of something witty and amusing to say into the awkward silence as Rook pulled out the containers, but his mind was coming up blank. He was too nervous and excited. 
 
    “Where were you before you moved to Blue Creek?” 
 
    Finally, thank you Rook, West thought, as he grabbed one of the containers and moved to sit beside him. “I was an Army brat, so I’m from all over honestly. I was up in Michigan most recently. Grew tired of the big city and freezing temperatures. How about you, have you always lived here?” 
 
    “Yup, love it here. Can’t really imagine going anywhere else.” Rook hesitated, bit his lip and glanced at West. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    He was a goner for sure. He’d only met the man just over twenty-four hours ago, and all he could think about was how adorable Rook was when he was nervous. 
 
    “That’s okay, sorry,” Rook said sheepishly. 
 
    “No, I got sidetracked. Ask me anything. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Were you seeing anyone back in Michigan?” 
 
    West opened his mouth to reply, but quickly shut it in surprise. That was not anywhere close to what he’d been expecting. Finally, he regained his senses and tried again. “No, I wasn’t dating anyone. Haven’t for a while if I’m honest.” West paused to gather his courage. “How about you, got anyone special in your life?” 
 
    Rook gave a half smile half smirk. “You could say that, but he doesn’t quite know it yet.” 
 
    West glanced away and rubbed that back of his neck as he tried not to act as awkward as he felt at that comment. How was he supposed to respond? Nothing he could think of seemed to fit and the longer he floundered the more he felt embarrassed. Rook finally took pity and offered a bone. 
 
    “I got some news today, about our skeleton corpse.” He went on to relay the information Rogue provided. 
 
    “Who’s Rogue again?” 
 
    “Pack. That’s his nickname, he likes to be alone and he’s quiet. Good guy though, solid and dependable.” 
 
    “Speaking of nicknames. I think I know how you got Rook.” 
 
    “You do? I’d love to hear your theory then,” Rook replied as he placed his empty container on the desk and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “You’re the newest enforcer, so they called you Rookie. Eventually that got shortened to Rook and stuck.” 
 
    “No, but good guess. Better luck next time.” 
 
    West smiled. “Anything else you want to tell me? For instance, why both bodies were found by you and on pack land.” 
 
    Rook shrugged, “Bad luck, maybe. Honestly, I have no idea. It was a fluke that I went running last night, and that we found the body. We were chasing a deer, having fun and it went through that area. That’s how we spotted her, it was pure chance. Celia, is different I’ll admit that. She was left on the path we take regularly. We were meant to find her this morning.” 
 
    West mulled that over for a minute. “You think you weren’t supposed to find the other one that quick?” 
 
    “It’s possible, yeah. Think about it. Both women disappeared eight and six months ago, respectively. What are the chances they’d both turn up within hours of each other? This is a set up, I just don’t know why or for who yet.” 
 
    “I was reading the ME’s report when you got here. Basically, it’s useless. The clothes were freshly laundered and held nothing to go on. The body the same, she was washed clean. The bluish tint is remarkable, but of unknown origin or reasoning. The cause of death is still anyone’s guess as well.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Rook demanded in frustration. 
 
    “Deader is with last night’s victim, but I’m not holding out any hope. You saw it, the clothes were pristine. No way had she been outside for long. The bones themselves were white as could be. No dirt or debri on anything. Add in all the dead grass around her and things get really weird.” 
 
    “I know. I just assumed the two bodies were connected, but is there any proof of that?” 
 
    “No, there isn’t. Right now, they are classified as separate cases, but I have no doubt it’s the same killer. Too coincidental not to be.” 
 
    “I’ve got the pack talking to people, making a list of those who’ve gone missing or just up and disappeared. I figure you can check on missing person’s reports and we can compare.” 
 
    “You trying to do my job? You’re always one step ahead of me. Why is that?” 
 
    Rook shrugged sheepishly. “Some of the people wouldn’t have been reported, I figured we could use our connections with the town to gather more information for you, that’s all.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. Why are you helping me and why do these two bodies mean so much to you?” 
 
    “You’re not thinking I’m involved, are you? I thought we were past that point.” 
 
    “Unofficially, yeah, you’re in the clear. Officially, not yet. I can’t put that I have a gut instinct you didn’t do it after all. We’re not looking at you of course, but as the person who found both bodies...” West trailed off with an apologetic shrug. 
 
    “So, tell me something, Sheriff.” 
 
    “What?” West asked cautiously as he noticed the twinkle in Rook’s eyes. 
 
    “Do you take those handcuffs home?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Rook wanted to destroy West’s dang cell phone. Just as West had opened his mouth to respond it had rung and he’d grabbed it like a lifeline from hell. Rook couldn’t help his smirk as West answered the phone in a slightly breathless tone. Who knew he could fluster the man so easily, he thought with delight. 
 
    “Excuse me,” West whispered as he left the office to finish the call in privacy. 
 
    He’d barely settled back in his chair when West returned and let out a deep breath. “Sorry that was Deader. He’s frustrated and needed to vent.” 
 
    “Do you need to go?” 
 
    “No. It’s fine. I’d like to talk to you some more. I’ll even throw in some questions about the case so it seems official and that I’m not in here wasting time.” 
 
    They spent the next hour talking, laughing and getting to know one another. They discussed the case, but not for long as they were both frustrated with the lack of clues. They discovered the things they had in common, their likes and dislikes, their shared passion for old black and white movies, books and afternoon naps in the sun. 
 
    “I don’t mean to disturb you two, but you’ve been in here forever and some of us have work to do,” Constance said in a dry tone as she opened the door with her eyes closed. “You best be decent in here, cause I’m opening my eyes and I don’t want to be scarred for life.” 
 
    “Please we have more decency than that. We’d have at least locked the door.” 
 
    “Rook, don’t encourage her,” West admonished with a frown before turning back to his warden and secretary. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “Officer Dex has been calling, says he needs to speak to you. When I told him you were busy he insisted that I get you on the phone. He also said that it was good Rook was here, it involved him too.” 
 
    Both men shared frowns at the confusing words, “Is he still on the phone for me?” 
 
    “The call kept dropping. Said he’d call back from a better spot in a minute. I’ll put him through as soon as he does,” Constance replied as she turned and shut the door. 
 
    “Guess it’s back to business,” Rook said dejectedly. “I had a great lunch, I hate for it to end.” 
 
    “Me too. Maybe we can do it again tonight for dinner, if we’re not tied up I mean.” 
 
    Rook tried not to laugh, but he couldn’t help his dirty mind went right to the gutter. “Being tied up seems pretty good, dinner can wait.” 
 
    “Sorry, big guy, I don’t put out on the first date.” 
 
    “Second date?” Rook asked hopefully. “Because in my mind this was our first. But I could make a case that it’s actually our sixth. The woods, the diner, the alley, the bar, your house and now here with lunch.” 
 
    West gave a slight chuckle. “Now I get why you’re single.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” He asked in confusion and bewilderment. 
 
    “If your first dates are over a dead body in the woods, then it makes a lot of sense now. That’s all I meant.” 
 
    “Rear,” Rook said with feigned resignation. “This is our fifth date. Is that better?” 
 
    “You do realize by your estimation that’s five dates in just over a twenty-four period. I’m not sure if I’m flattered or scared.” 
 
    “Probably a safe bet to say a bit of both,” Rook replied in amusement. “Saved by the phone again.” 
 
    West grinned wickedly and picked up the phone. “Sheriff Graelin.” 
 
    Rook strained to hear the other person on the line, but the static made it almost impossible. He gave up, leaned back in his chair and listened to the one-sided conversation. 
 
    “Same place, you say?”  and “Uh huh, will be right there. Has Brogan been notified?” and finally. “Fine, see you shortly.” 
 
    West hung up and looked into Rook’s eyes. “What the heck is going on?” 
 
    “What? I couldn’t hear. What’s happened?” 
 
    “Come on, we need to go back to where we found the body last night. We’ve got forensics out there looking for any evidence that was missed in the dark last night.” 
 
    “They found something?” Rook exclaimed excitedly as he jumped to his feet to follow the sheriff out of the office. 
 
    “Not exactly. The story is a bit confusing, but apparently, a note was just discovered.” West glanced at Rook. “It’s addressed to you and Brogan.” 
 
    Rook froze and stared in disbelief. Why would the killer leave them a note? Sure, he’d found both bodies and Brogan was there for the second one, but why fixate on the two of them. 
 
    “The thing is, it just appeared in the middle of the area they’ve been searching all day. No one saw anyone or anything. They’re kind of freaking out a bit, they said it was just there all of a sudden in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “What? Like an invisible person dropped it off for the police to find?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The forensic team already bagged it and photographed the area. Whatever the note says, is personal to you two. Brogan’s on his way there as well.” 
 
    Rook exhaled in frustration. “What does that mean?” 
 
    West shrugged. “The killer has focused on you two for some reason. Now we need to find out why and if anything in that note, gives you a clue as to the who, what and where part.” 
 
    They’d just exited the building when a sugary sweet voice called out a friendly greeting. Rook groaned, plastered a fake smile on his face and turned to face Tallulah Mae Grant. 
 
    “Tucker, dear I hope to see you tonight at the first annual benefit dinner.” She said with a giant smile as she placed her hand on his arm and gave a slight squeeze. “It’s going to be one stunning event if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Rook began before he was interrupted by Tallulah’s gasp of surprise as she noticed West coming to stand beside him. 
 
    “You must be the new sheriff I’ve been hearing so much about. Rook, be a dear and introduce me please.” 
 
    “Sheriff Graelin meet Tallulah Mae Grant. She runs all the local charity events and fundraisers. Tallulah this is Sheriff Graelin.” 
 
    He watched as the two made polite conversation for a minute and mentally cheered as Tallulah’s focus was on West for once. She was a sweet southern lady, who lived to be of use to the people of Blue Creek. She was always at the forefront of any bake sale, fundraiser or charity event. Her sickly-sweet charm drove Rook crazy though, add in her refusal to use his nickname and he was done. She was also very touchy feely with him and that bothered him for some reason he couldn’t quite explain. 
 
    “Tucker Jameson I am speaking to you,” Tallulah scolded gently. “Where is your head today, hun?” 
 
    “Sorry. What were you saying,” Rook asked as politely as he could as she patted his hand, stepped closer and pretended to talk quietly. 
 
    “I was saying we really should get together one day soon. I’m dying to make you some of my famous home cooking. It’s won awards, you know?” 
 
    Rook took a small step backwards, but she followed and continued pushing for his agreement. He looked over her shoulder to see West’s silently laughing at his discomfort. 
 
    “Tallulah, as much as I’d love to talk, I have to run. Something’s come up and the Sheriff and I were just heading out.” 
 
    “Oh!” She exclaimed in surprise. “Well, don’t let little old me keep you then. We’ll talk later and I hope to see you both tonight. And, Tucker, darling, you look very handsome in that shirt.” 
 
    Rook knew he had to be blushing, if West’s quiet laughter was any indication at least. He thanked her for the compliment and walked as quickly away as he could without running. West’s asinine laughter following his every step. 
 
    “You could have helped.” Rook growled with frustration. 
 
    “And miss that.” West teased. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a grown man pale and run as quick as you just did.” 
 
    “She’s persistent. I think she hints for me to have dinner or whatever with her at least once a week. No matter how many times I say no, she just keeps asking.” 
 
    “So, she has no gaydar is basically what you’re telling me. Not that I can blame her, I’d be all over you too.” 
 
    Rook grinned wickedly. “You can be all over me any time. Actually, the sooner the better.” 
 
    “Sooner or later I’ll remember to watch what I say around you, you pervert.” West grinned. “I’m a gentleman after all, and gentleman don’t tell their secrets on the streets.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “What took you so long?” Brogan hollered out drawing attention to Rook and West as they made their way down the path to the group. 
 
    “Ask Rook,” West said with an oomph as Rook elbowed him for his comment. West laughed and moved a couple steps ahead before trying again. “We got waylaid by Rook’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Brogan burst into laughter as West danced out of Rook’s reaching arms. “He’s in denial,” West replied before moving to stand next to Brogan. 
 
    “Gentleman? Isn’t that what you said?” Rook barked back as he stalked up to them. “Gentleman wouldn’t make fun of a man for being leery of a woman who doesn’t take no for an answer. She’d probably have me tied up and led to the altar at gunpoint.” 
 
    “Sheriff.” 
 
    West’s smile faded as he saw the crime scene tech waving him over with an evidence bag in hand. “Be right back,” He mumbled as he picked his way over to the man. 
 
    “Here you go,” He said as he handed West the letter in a clear evidence bag. “I was the one who found it. Craziest thing, sir. It just appeared. I was below the tree bagging evidence of the dead grass and flowers. When I stood up there it was at eye level stuck to the tree.” 
 
    “And no one saw anything?” 
 
    “No, sir. There’s been about twelve of us out here all day. Some of your officers have been patrolling the area too. No one saw anything and we can’t even find evidence of anyone coming here now or last night other than us of course.” 
 
    “Has one of the officers taken your report?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve got to give a complete statement later, but they have it verbally already.” 
 
    West nodded, turned and headed back to Brogan and Rook. As he read over the short-clipped words, his blood ran cold. This was only the beginning; the death toll was going to rise. 
 
    “What’s wrong, babe? You’ve gone pale.” 
 
    He heard Rook, he just wasn’t sure how to respond. Instead he held out the evidence bag and watched as the two men read the words. 
 
      
 
    Rook/Brogan. 
 
    Thank you for finding my gifts so quickly. I must admit that was a surprise. I’ll leave you with this… you took them in, made them a part of your family. Now look at what they’ve become. They weren’t good enough for the pack, and you let them stay close. You did this to them, all of you did this to them. Their deaths are on your hands. Inferior specimens of humanity with nothing to offer, yet they got what I covet and deserve. They lived useless lives and they ended up where they deserved. Abandoned and alone in the middle of nowhere. Weak women who would have destroyed all that the pack stands for, yet they were embraced. Your cast offs are my stepping stones, you rejected me, but I have found a way without you. Just remember in the end this is your fault, you could have prevented it. Celia, Abigail and… well, yeah, you get my meaning. Their blood is on your hands. Now I’ll sit back and watch as you suffer with that knowledge. Sweet dreams, until we meet again, my wolf pack. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is addressed to us simply because we found the bodies? Or does the killer mean that we took them in and this is our fault?” Brogan questioned. “I wanna say she means the pack took them in, but I just don’t know.” 
 
    “This is one screwed up individual,” Rook said before looking to West. 
 
    West didn’t know how to respond to either man’s comments. Personally the ‘Celia, Abigail and…” part left him nauseous and pissed. 
 
    “Can either of you figure out what the perpetrator means when he says about being rejected and finding another way?” 
 
    “Not a clue. That makes no sense to me at all. I don’t know how the pack could reject someone honestly,” Brogan replied with confusion wrinkling his brow. 
 
    West grunted in frustration, ran his hands through his hair and glanced around the milling bodies. “All right. I’m gonna head back to town and see if I can get anything from Deader and put a rush on the analysis of this note. Brogan can you start pulling the list of all missing persons for the last six to eight months. Maybe that will give us something to go on.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Brogan replied before turning on his heels and heading off. 
 
    “Do me a favor,” Rook asked as he gestured for West to follow him a few paces away. “Take my clothes, I’ll get them from you later. I want to check the area out and see if I find anything.” 
 
    “Didn’t we discuss the indecent exposure laws already?” 
 
    “Fine, go back over there. I’ll remove my clothes behind the tree out of sight and you can retrieve my clothes in a few minutes. See if I offer you a strip tease ever again.” 
 
    “If I go behind that tree with you and you’re naked, I can’t promise I’ll behave. Then we’ll both get busted at a crime scene. Something tells me the city council may not renew my appointment for sheriff next term.” 
 
    Rook licked his lips and West groaned with need. “That’s fine. I’ve got to get my clothes later… and I’ll be naked then.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be the death of me, aren’t you?” What a way to go, he thought to himself before continuing. “See you at my house about six? That’ll give you roughly two hours to scout here and for me to do what I need to do.” 
 
    “It’s a date. Number seven by the way,” Rook said with a wink as he moved behind the tree and out of sight. 
 
    West walked away chuckling until he caught a few of the techs and officers giving him knowing looks. He did his best to steel his features, but the knowledge of Rook naked a few feet away was playing havoc with his concentration. 
 
    A cold nose pressed against his hand startling him. He smiled when he saw Rook’s wolf form standing there. “All set then. I’ll grab your clothes, scamp. Don’t get in any trouble, and I’ll see you in a couple hours.” 
 
    Rook nodded, turned and ran nimbly through the trees and foliage. West sighed, retrieved his clothes and headed back to this car. Life in Blue Creek was definitely not going to be boring if this week was any indication. 
 
    It didn’t take long for his thoughts to circle back to the cryptic letter and what it could mean. How many bodies were going to turn up? What did the perp mean by it was the pack’s fault? How had the pack rejected the perp? And what other means was the perp talking about? Too many questions, so few answers, he thought. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Rook didn’t like feeling useless, but right now that’s what he was. With West and Brogan doing their thing, it was time for him to do his. He’d heard rumors of things that go bump in the night, vampires and ghosts existed, why couldn’t other things? It would explain how the note had appeared out of thin air. But what creature could and would do those things to the bodies and for what benefit. He couldn’t see most of them taunting the police or the pack with their deeds. That wasn’t in their genetic make up. He knew that much. 
 
    Rook stopped, lifted his head and sniffed the air again. For just a second he’d caught a whiff of that smell from the night before. It was fleeting but it’d been there. A quick survey of the area left him clueless as he ran in small but ever widening circles looking for any trace of that elusive smell, but it was gone. 
 
    There was something vaguely familiar about it, but for the life of him he couldn't’ figure out what it was. The one thing he did know, that smell was wrong. It reeked of death, hatred and despair. It also made him want to get as far away from it as he could, it was almost an instinctual reaction. 
 
    With nothing left to do there, Rook headed home for supplies and some clothes. He had an old friend to meet up and with luck one who just might have some answers to these odd happenings. But first he needed a few supplies. He’d learned long ago to never go to the Priestess without bringing offerings. 
 
    Being a wolf had advantages, within minutes he was at his house, and gathering supplies and clothes into a backpack. He made a couple of phone calls and arranged a delivery of food to be sent out with Rogue and now he was set. He quickly shifted back to wolf, grabbed the bag between his teeth and headed out to see Cadence De La Croix. High Priestess and local recluse. 
 
    “Welcome, Rook, it’s been awhile,” Cadence greeted a few minutes later as Rook dressed behind a tree. 
 
    “Hello, Mother Priestess. I hope this isn’t a bad time,” Rook replied as he approached the small lady sitting on the porch of the run-down shack she called home. “Rogue should be along shortly with food to last you for a few weeks.” 
 
    Cadence bowed her head in thanks. “You’re a good boy, Rook. Now come sit, we have much to discuss.” 
 
    “Have we now?” 
 
    “Think you I don’t know? Boy, I may not leave this place physically, but my spirit likes to travel and I see much.” 
 
    “Then it seems I’ve come to the right place. I need answers.” 
 
    The old woman cackled in amusement at his words. “Understatement of the year. Your mate is a good man, smart, brave, handsome and sarcastic as you are. Good fit, indeed.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you but he’s not why I’ve come. Things with West are remarkably easy, I guess that’s the way it should be with your mate. Considering we’re made for each other.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but a little bit of turmoil is good for the soul. Keeps things interesting. But you’ve had that too haven’t you. You’ve already been at odds, stay on your toes that way. Battle is coming, you’ll need each other to get through it. Not physically, but in your head, it will be rough… for both of you.” 
 
    Rook sat back and stared at the old Priestess in confusion and a bit of worry. He’d never known her to be wrong and that scared him. What type of battle would be waged in their heads? 
 
    “Thing’s you’ll learn, thing’s you’ll see will play havoc. Test your mettle and make you doubt. Be strong you will come out the other side, sane and whole. I promise you that.” 
 
    “Do you know who is killing these women?” 
 
    “No, that is hidden from me.” 
 
    “Twice now I’ve noticed a smell. It’s somehow wrong and unnatural.” He trailed off as Cadence nodded her head in agreement. “You know it?” He asked hopefully. 
 
    “I’ve smelled it and before this too. It’s not of our world. Their kind is never a good omen. Evil is prevalent, with little to no moral compass.” 
 
    “What is their kind?” 
 
    “Things summoned. I know not what was, but that's the smell. When they use the power of the dark it leaves a foul residue.” 
 
    “How do we stop it?” 
 
    “Find who summoned it, they will have the means to put an end to it.” 
 
    Rook wanted to scream in frustration, he wasn’t any closer to answers then he was an hour ago when he’d arrived. Sure, he knew the source of the smell, but not how to locate it, kill it or figure out who was summoning the things in the first place. 
 
    “If it helps I can cast a few spells and see if I find answers. It’s not likely but I can try.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. Don’t waste your ingredients on something that isn't going to help.” With that Rook grabbed the bag he’d placed beside him when he sat and handed it to Cadence. “This is the things you asked for last time. Do you have a list of anything you need? I’ll make sure I bring it by within the next few days.” 
 
    The Priestess’ eyes lit up as she opened and inspected the contents of the bag. “This is a perfect day. I do have a list, and a potion for you as well.” 
 
    Rook watched as she climbed to her feet and hurried into the house, smiling at her bag of goodies. Some people were afraid of Cadence, but he’d learned she was a sweet lady who’d learned long ago to hide for her own safety. People didn’t trust what they didn’t understand, even in Blue Creek with their large shifter population. 
 
    “Here. Some of these maybe harder to get, but I’m not in a huge hurry for them,” Cadence said with a smile as Rook took the list from her. “Also, this is a potion, when the time is right you’ll know. Use it and it will help you.” 
 
    “What is it? What does it do?” 
 
    She smiled. “Let me just say it’s a grounding potion. It will hold you to this side of the veil for as long as the user wills it.” 
 
    “Thank you. I think,” Rook said skeptically, hoping that they wouldn’t need it. Death wasn’t coming for them if he could help it. 
 
    “Go now. It’s getting close to time to meet your mate. Leave clothes here. Next time you come as wolf, you’ll be set and not have to carry the extra weight.” 
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate that. I’ll see you soon and thank you for the gift. If you think of anything else you need, just send word with Rogue.” 
 
    “I will, don’t worry about me. I’ll see you soon and maybe one day you’ll bring West to meet me. I promise not to scare him too badly.” 
 
    Rook laughed, leaned over and placed a soft kiss on her cheek. “You are something else.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Every five minutes West found himself glancing at the clock, counting down the minutes till he could meet Rook at his place. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but people were starting to notice and make comments, much to his embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s okay to be excited,” Deader said after West checked his watch for the fifth time in the short time they’d been talking. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” West tried to bluff his way out, but he already knew by the smirk on his friend’s face it was a lost cause. 
 
    “You’re meeting Rook soon. It’s okay to be in a hurry to see him. That’s one of the reasons humans know they’ve found the one, right?” 
 
    West froze and stared at Deader in stupefaction. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Deader rolled his eyes. “You know when humans fall in love.” 
 
    “Is it different for shifters?” West asked hoping to take the focus off his current clock watching habit. 
 
    “Yeah. We can date and screw around, but when we find our mate that’s it for us. No one else will ever do, our animal side pushes us to be around our mate as much as possible. Our human side cautions us to take it slow and not scare our mate off when they’re human.” 
 
    “Wait,” West exclaimed in confusion. “Back up a second. First off, there’s that word mate. You’re telling me that Rook is my mate? That I’m his forever person?” 
 
    “Basically, yeah. He’s not saying anything to you, so you don’t freak. But look at how he reacts when people get close to you. Especially when in wolf form. His animal hasn’t claimed you yet, so therefore everyone is a possible threat.” 
 
    “Claimed me? Is that legal?” 
 
    Deader burst into laughter at that. West wasn’t very amused. It took all he had to not kick his friend’s rear for being so helpful and laughing at him in his time of need. 
 
    “Think of it as a marriage ceremony of sorts.” 
 
    “Go back a second. How do you know you’ve met your mate? I mean how do shifters know?” 
 
    Deader blushed bashfully. “Scent.” 
 
    “As in smell?” West emphasized as he tried not to laugh. “You’re telling me you smell them and that’s how you know you’ve met your mate.” 
 
    “Yeah. They smell like your favorite of everything you could ever imagine. You’re drawn to them and our animal perks up and pushes us to claim them right away. It’s biological really. The fates assigned us our mates and if we’re lucky enough to find them, then we don’t ever let go. We were created to be together, two halves of a whole.” 
 
    “Okay so let me get this straight. You’re telling me that Rook scented me and knew right away I was his mate. That would explain the comments people around town have been making. Plus, I guess it explains some of my behavior. I’m human, but I’m drawn to him like I’ve never felt before. At times, it’s all I can do to not jump him where we are, private or public.” 
 
    “I haven’t met my mate yet, so I can’t say for sure, but that sounds about right. You know deep down on some level you two belong together. Your body and heart are ready, it’s your mind telling you to hold up. That it can’t be true, it’s too soon. Trust me on this one.” 
 
    “I gotta go. I’ll catch you later. If anything comes up give me a call,” West said as he walked away lost in thought. He’d just stepped outside when he was called back to the desk by Constance. 
 
    “Sheriff, a moment please,” She called sweetly. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to leave without letting you know. I’ve learned my lesson,” West interjected quickly. 
 
    Constance grunted, but let it go. “Actually, Sheriff I wanted to introduce you to an old friend and Wolfe Pack Alpha Barbara Wolfe” 
 
    West froze as he spied the woman sitting in a chair a few feet away. The way Brogan and Rook had reacted he’d expected a scary old lady. 
 
    “Mrs. Wolfe, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I was told you were out of town.” 
 
    Barbara smiled devilishly and walked closer. “Oh, I have no doubt you were. I’ll be speaking to those two, you can count on that. But forgive my manners. It’s wonderful to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you and I couldn’t wait another minute to see if the rumors were true.” 
 
    West bit his lip and glanced to Constance hoping for some divine intervention. “Rumors?” 
 
    “Sure. They got part of it right at least. You are one gorgeous man. Now come along, West, we have things to do,” Barbara said as she led the way out of the station and down to the sidewalk. 
 
    “Better follow her. Trust me it’s safer that way. She’s a wild one and you just never know what she’ll do next,” Constance explained with a wink. 
 
    West sputtered but gave in and followed. He couldn’t match her outer appearance with the whirlwind, slightly scary woman a few paces in front of him. She looked to be in maybe her fifties. She was a looker even now with her fair skin, blue eyes and short blond hair. 
 
    “Ma’am I’m supposed to meet Rook in a few minutes,” West tried to explain but Barbara just nodded and kept walking. 
 
    “It’s taken care of, hun. Don’t you worry a bit,” She tossed over her shoulder as she entered the local drug store without a backward glance to make sure he was following. Not that he’d dare not. “You’re Rook’s mate. I’m glad he’s found you. He deserves somebody who will treat him with respect, love and loyalty. I already know that you will. You don’t have to tell me.” 
 
    West continued to follow her up and down the different aisles helpless to stop the tidal wave that was Barbara Wolfe. 
 
    “I heard that he freaked out when you tried to bring him to my house last night. Do you know why that was?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. They gave me an excuse but I knew it was a lie. To be honest with you I’ve never seen two men so scared in my life.” 
 
    Barbara laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks. After a minute, she calmed down and smiled. “I might have a bit of reputation, you see. I tend to meddle in my kid’s affairs. Now that they are all settled, I might have put my talents to my pack.” 
 
    West knew all the color had just drained from his face as he saw where Barbara was stopped. “Ma’am, no offense but what are you doing?” 
 
    “Just looking. You’re stocked up on supplies, right?” Barbara asked as she picked up an extra-large bottle of lubricant and started reading the label. “Not that you need condoms, shifters don’t get diseases. Plus, it’s Rook.” Barbara leaned in close to whisper, “He’s practically a virgin, the boy can be so shy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” West said in confusion as he glanced around the store. “Am I being videotaped for one of the Joke tv shows or something?” 
 
    “No, sweet boy, not at all.” She tossed the lube into her small shopping cart and moved down the aisle. “Come on, we don’t have all day now.” 
 
    “Barbara, wait,” West exclaimed as he chased her down another aisle. “What did you mean by that?” 
 
    “Rook’s very shy, he doesn’t tend to talk to people that much. It made dating difficult for him, you understand?” 
 
    West’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Why does everybody keep saying that?” 
 
    Barbara stopped and faced West. “Say what?” 
 
    “That he’s shy and quiet. There is nothing shy or quiet about that man. Does he have a twin or something?” 
 
    “Ah. I get it now. He’s different with you. You’re his mate.” 
 
    West huffed in annoyance and trailed after Barbara in resignation. He was afraid to see what she was putting in her little basket, and even more afraid to go to the register with her. There was no way this wasn’t going to be the talk of the town within twenty minutes of their departure. 
 
    “How kinky are you?” Barbara asked as she studied West thoughtfully. “Never mind, it’s better to be prepared just in case.” She grabbed a package of clothespins and put them in her basket. 
 
    West opened his mouth to reply, but no words would come out. He was in shock that had to be it, he thought as he absently pulled his ringing phone from his pocket. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Please tell me you’re okay,” Rook said as soon as West hit the accept button. 
 
    “I don’t know, honestly,” West replied weakly as he watched Barbara examine items and either put them away or into her basket. “I think I’m in a parallel universe or something.” 
 
    “Is that Rook?” Barbara stepped beside West. “Rook, you shouldn’t have tried to hide this from me.” 
 
    West stared at the sweet lady and shook his head in disbelief. “What is going on?” He whispered into the phone absently. 
 
    “Babe, listen to me. I need you to tell me where you are. I’ll come rescue you, as soon as Shaari let’s me out of this car.” 
 
    “The drug store. You’re not gonna believe the things she’s putting in her basket. What is she thinking?” West frowned as he saw what was in Barbara’s hand. “Oh, what are we supposed to do with that one?” He cried in disbelief and alarm. 
 
    “What is it. What’s going on?” Rook called from the other end of the forgotten phone. 
 
    “Here, hun. Give me the phone,” Barbara said with a patient smile. 
 
    “See you later, Rook,” Barbara sing songed into the phone before hanging it up and putting it back in West’s pocket. “There, let’s finish shopping now. Then we can go have a cup of tea and wait for your man to arrive.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” West cried helplessly as he followed her to the register to pay for the items. Some he had no idea what they were used for and he sure wasn’t sure he wanted to ask either. He watched in mortification as Barbara unloaded her basket. A Pillow wedge, reddi wip, clothespins, lubricant, ace bandages, chocolate syrup, sleeping mask, electric toothbrush, candle, plastic table cloth, hair brush and pop rocks. 
 
    He pulled out his wallet to pay, but Barbara pushed his hands away. “This is my treat for my boys.” 
 
    “Some of this is for you, right?” He asked hope flaring in his voice. 
 
    Barbara laughed. “Nope, this is all for you guys. I wanted you to have fun and have everything you could possibly need.” 
 
    West gaped at the pile, before turning back to Barbara. “Lube, is about the extent of what we need. I don’t know what you would even use an electric toothbrush for other than to brush your teeth.” 
 
    “You’re so cute. Snap off the head and you have a cheap vibrator,” she said with a smile as she turned back to the cashier and made small talk. 
 
    “Sure, why didn’t I think of that?” He mumbled to himself as he took the bags Barbara passed to him. 
 
    “Tea time. Rook should be along shortly.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Rook couldn’t recall ever being so terrified of what one woman could do as he was now sitting in Shaari’s car heading to meet Barbara and West. He’d rushed to make sure he wasn’t late, only to pull up short at seeing Shaari standing there with a trash eating grin on her face. 
 
    “Why? Tell me again why you helped her?” Rook begged as Shaari just laughed and continued driving. 
 
    “You should have known better. You know how she likes to meddle. As soon as word got out you refused to let West come by her house, it was game on.” 
 
    “I was going to introduce him, I just met him yesterday. I wanted him to get used to me.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re so screwed.” 
 
    “Do you know what she planned at least? West sounded beyond freaked and said they were at the drugstore.” 
 
    “No, but I can only imagine. I’m to drop you off to meet them at the diner. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Rook lapsed into silence as he willed the car to go faster. The miles dragged by as Shaari laughed in delight at his discomfort. Finally, they pulled to a stop and Rook jumped from the car and raced into the small bakery. 
 
    “Rook. It’s so nice of you to join us,” Barbara called from her seat in the back of the room. 
 
    The evil woman was laughing at him as he raced back and dropped into the chair next to West and tried to catch his attention. “What’s wrong with him?” Rook asked quietly so he didn’t spook his mate any more than he already was. 
 
    “Do you know what she bought?” West answered before Barbara could say anything. “Things that make me shudder at the thought of using. Stuff I’ve never dreamed could be used for anything other than their obvious uses!” West swallowed. “She told the cashier it was for you and me.” 
 
    Rook turned and glared at Barbara. “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You’ll thank me later.  Besides I wanted to see what your mate was made of. He’s a good one, I like him. Now tell me boys, when are you going to claim each other? Can I plan a big party to celebrate?” 
 
    “No!” West cried in alarm. “Please, you’ve been so wonderful, but you’ve gone above and beyond already. I wouldn’t hear of putting you out any more.” 
 
    “A welcome to the area, or a pack party, sure. But that’s it. He’s not used to you and your teasing. You practically gave him a heart attack. Thank the heavens you didn’t take him to the sex shop.” 
 
    “Seriously?” West asked wide-eyed. 
 
    “Oh yes, she’s done that. Filled a whole cart full of sex toys for her son and his then fiancé.” 
 
    “Are you boys planning on attending the benefit tonight?” Barbara asked with feigned innocence. 
 
    Rook narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Why? What do you have planned?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. It was just a question. You don’t have to be so suspicious of everything I do.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to pass. By now word has spread and I need a stiff drink to fortify myself before facing the whole town.” 
 
    “I bet you need a stiff… drink,” Barbara said with a wink that left West blushing. 
 
    “We’re leaving now. I hope you had fun, you evil creature. And don’t think I’m not calling Elle and telling her what you did to our new Sheriff.” 
 
    “That doesn’t scare me, Rook. You should know better.” 
 
    “No, but what will Tristan think? You know Elle will tell her father.” 
 
    Barbara scowled. “Touché, but I still think it was worth it. As matter of fact, maybe I’ll run back to the drug store and show my mate just how amazing those items can really be.” 
 
    Rook groaned, grabbed West by the arm and pulled him out of the bakery as fast he could. He did not need those images in his head. 
 
    “Dude, is she okay?” West whispered once they were outside and walking away. “She looks so sweet and innocent and then she…” West held the bag up to show Rook. “Some of this is ingenious, others scare the trash out of me.” 
 
    “I’m kind of afraid to even look. That is a huge bag and knowing her, yeah, no thanks. I don’t need those images in my head.” 
 
    “Just to be sure, we’re not going to the benefit right. I hate to disappoint your girlfriend, but the thought of what Barbara might have planned…” 
 
    Rook groaned. “She’s not my anything. And, no, I told you earlier I had plans for you tonight and they don’t involve other people.” 
 
    “Did you show up naked?” 
 
    “Sure, as trash did. Not that it’s anything Shaari hasn’t seen before as pack, but it was a bit disappointing to see her on the porch waiting for me instead of you.” 
 
    “I’ve got to get my truck. It’s over by the station. You want a ride or…” West trailed off waiting for Rook to fill in the blank. 
 
    “If you don’t mind I’ll meet you there. I have to run by the house real quick since I’m in town. I should be there within half an hour.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll pick up some takeout in case we get hungry later.” 
 
    Rook smiled and stepped closer. “I plan on working up an appetite with you. I’ve been starving for you since the minute I laid eyes on you. Tonight, I plan on feasting.” 
 
    West swallowed audibly, nodded and turned with shaking legs to head to his car. Rook grinned, satisfied he’d caused that reaction. He really didn’t need anything from home, but he really wanted to surprise West on his back porch again. This time with a much happier ending in store. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    West glanced at his watch again, it’d been an hour since he’d parted ways with Rook and still the man hadn’t show up. He tried calling his phone, but he didn’t answer. “You, jerk, where are you?” West grumbled as he popped a top on his beer and settled back on the deck. The normal night sounds soon lulled him into a relaxed stated and he felt himself dozing as the light breeze cooled his skin and the lack of sleep from the previous night took its toll. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what had woken him as he slowly sat up and glanced around the moonlit back yard. “Rook, is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry I’m late,” he called from somewhere in the darkened woods. “I didn’t want to scare you, so I was trying to make a bit of noise.” 
 
    West smiled as he saw him come fully into the pale moonlight. He caught his breath at the beauty of the man. All tanned skin, rippling muscles and… 
 
    “Are you objectifying me?” Rook asked with a laugh. “I can smell your lust from here.” 
 
    “How come you didn’t tell me we were mates?” West blurted out trying to cover his embarrassment at being caught staring. 
 
    “Didn’t want to freak you out. Most humans don’t take kindly to being told they belonged to another. It’s true though. You’re mine and I’m yours. Nothing can change that.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad. I want to be yours, I want to taste you and make you mine. I want the world to know that you, Tucker Jameson, belong to me and only me.” 
 
    West watched as Rook climbed the steps and stopped beside him. He was gorgeous, and the lust burning in his eyes made West want to toss him to the ground right now. 
 
    “Our first time going to be on this porch? Or are we moving it into the bedroom? Your choice but make it quick. I can’t wait much longer to touch you.” 
 
    He didn’t think he’d ever jumped to his feet so fast in his life as he grabbed Rook’s hand and pulled him into the house and down the hallway to his bedroom. “I’m overdressed it would seem. Let me fix that,” West said as he pulled his t-shirt over his head and tossed it aside. 
 
    Before he could pull his jeans down, Rook was on him. West groaned at the feel of Rook’s lips on his. He tasted as amazing as he thought he would. Their tongues battled for control as their hands roamed, learning each other’s bodies. 
 
    West pulled back and gasped for air. “Let me… get my… pants off,” he said as he stepped back and quickly tugged them off and away. 
 
    “I need to taste you,” Rook growled. 
 
    West grunted as he was pushed backwards, landing on the bed. Before he could utter a single word, Rook was there running his tongue along West’s length. He gasped as the sensation of wet heat engulfed his entire cock making him squirm in sensation overload. 
 
    Never in his life had he experienced such sensations as he did now. Knowing it was his mate giving him this pleasure made it so much more. “Rook.” West pulled at his hair. “Stop. Too close.” 
 
    Rook chuckled and climbed up West’s body. “I wasn’t done yet.” 
 
    “Don’t care. I want you too much, and dang, babe, you’re talented. I’ve never had anyone take me all at once like that. It was insane.” 
 
    “Will you idiot me?” Rook asked suddenly out of the blue. “Then I want to forget you and claim you. Is that okay? Can I claim you?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I’ve dreamed of your rear, I can’t lie.” West could feel himself blush as Rook laughed at his words. “Claim me, I’m yours, babe.” 
 
    Without another thought, Rook switched places and was smiling up at West from under him. “I need you,” he whispered with need making each word ring in his ears. 
 
    West didn’t wait for another second. He grabbed the bottle of lube from the desk drawer and climbed up beside Rook. “Next time we take this slow and let me pleasure you. Right now, my need is too strong. I need to be inside you and I need you in me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rook growled in a low throaty voice. 
 
    He popped the cap of the lube and applied a liberal amount to his fingers and Rook. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” He asked as he inserted one finger to the first knuckle to gauge Rook’s reaction. If what Barbara said was true, he wanted to make sure this was the best he could make it for his mate. 
 
    “Goodness, yes. I’m sure,” Rook ground out between clenched teeth. 
 
    West wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not, but before he could ask, he was given the answer. His finger was engulfed in the tight, throbbing heat. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    It was all he could do not to come at just the feel of the muscles clamping down on his fingers, he couldn’t imagine what it would be like when he finally entered him fully. West bit his lip and inserted his second finger. 
 
    “Goodness, yes, that’s it.” 
 
    A third finger quickly followed and West scissored them open, stretching and preparing Rook as much as he could. 
 
    “Stop playing and idiot me,” Rook begged between pants. 
 
    “If you’re sure you’re ready.” West coated his throbbing cock with lube and lined it up with Rook’s entrance. “Here goes.” 
 
    He pushed in and felt his head pop in and froze at the sensation. “Incredible,” he gasped as he felt Rook milking his cock. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” he pleaded. 
 
    West pushed in until he was balls deep. He stiffened and panted. “Please stop. I’ll come, if you don’t.” 
 
    Rook laughed. “You’ll make it up to me. It feels too good to have you inside me. We’re one and my wolf and I love that feeling. Now move.” 
 
    West didn’t need to be told twice. He pulled out until only the head was still inside and rammed back home. The guttural cry only spurned him on and he repeated the movement until he could feel Rook shaking under him. 
 
    “Goodness, you feel so good. I could live inside you,” West growled as he thrust again and again. 
 
    “Yes,” Rook cried out. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Never.” He grabbed Rook’s stiff cock and stroked it in time with his thrusts. “You gonna come? I want us to go over the edge together this first time. I want to be there with you.” 
 
    “So, close,” Rook mumbled as he bit his lip and cried out. “There, right there. Don’t stop,” he begged. 
 
    “Never, baby.” West pushed harder into the spot that was making Rook shake and tremble and cry out. 
 
    “I’m coming.” 
 
    West could feel the hot streams of cum that splashed against their stomachs as Rook fell apart and it pushed West over the edge. He slammed home one last time, and cried Rook’s name as he too came apart. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    He could watch West sleep forever. His mate was perfection. Rook climbed out of bed and went in search of a towel to clean them up with. He’d just returned and started wiping West down when his mate opened his eyes and smiled. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” Rook whispered as he leaned forward and placed a soft kiss against West’s lips. “You blacked out on me. You okay?” 
 
    “That was the most intense feeling I’ve ever felt,” West replied. 
 
    Rook smiled, laid back down and wrapped himself around his mate. “You make me happy.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I? I tried but I know Barbara said you… that--” 
 
    “It’s fine. You didn’t. I’m great, it was indeed fantastic. I love you.” Rook froze in fear as he realized what he’d just said. He knew they’d discussed being mates, but was the actual words too soon for West? 
 
    “I love you too. I think I have from the moment I saw you.” West gave him a gentle squeeze. “Fate sure knew what they were doing, matching us together. You’re my perfect half.” 
 
    Rook chuckled. “You get that from a greeting card? But seriously, I agree. Now let's get some sleep and in a couple of hours we can go for round two and I’ll claim you as mine for all the world.” 
 
    West smiled softly. “I’m ready. Your wolf okay with that?” 
 
    “Heck, no. But he’s content to have you this close so he’ll behave for a bit.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Babe, wake up,” Rook grumbled sleepily as he elbowed the warm body wrapped around his. “West, your phone.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” he grumbled as he rolled over and grabbed the obnoxious thing. “It’s two o’clock in the morning. This better be good.” He hit the accept button and barked a greeting into the phone. 
 
    Rook sat up and listened as the officer on the other end of the phone explained about the new body that had just been discovered by a group of kids. 
 
    “Incredible. I’m on my way. Text me the directions.” West hung up with a sigh. “Three bodies in what thirty-six hours. This is insane.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you. This jerk is taunting us, maybe with this one being so recent I can find something in my wolf form.” 
 
    West frowned, but agreed. “Fine, but just stay close and let me know before you take off like you did at last night's scene.” 
 
    “By the way, should we wake Deader up and take him with us?” 
 
    West cursed. “I totally forgot he was staying here. How do you know he’s home anyway?” 
 
    “I can smell him. Get dressed and grab your things. I’ll go rouse him and we can head out.” 
 
    “Naked?” West grumbled with a frown. 
 
    “It’s not like I came in clothes, remember. Plus, we’re shifters. Nudity isn’t the same for us as it is for humans.” 
 
    West grunted, climbed to his feet and stalked to his dresser. “Humor me and put these on first.” He tossed a pair of boxers to Rook. 
 
    He didn’t say anything just put them on and headed out of the room. His mate needed to get over the nudity thing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Deader said as he opened the door to the guest bedroom with a yawn. 
 
    “Another body. You coming?” 
 
    “Let me get dressed. I’ll be right out.” 
 
    “Guys, hurry up I’ll be in the truck,” West called from down the hall. 
 
    “How did he get dressed so fast?” Rook asked Deader. 
 
    “Habit I guess. I’d…” Deader began before he was cut off by West’s call. 
 
    “Rook, you better come here and quickly please.” 
 
    He couldn’t quite tell what that tone was, but it didn’t sound friendly. Rook turned and raced to the front of the house with Deader close on his heels. He pulled up short when he saw Cadence standing at the front door with a tall man standing behind her. 
 
    West cocked one eyebrow and frowned at him. “She’s here to see you. Says it’s a matter of urgency.” 
 
    Rook nodded and stepped closer to greet her. “Mother Priestess, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Things have changed. Time is almost out. My words earlier have changed, no longer true. Take me to the body before it’s too late.” 
 
    West started to protest, but Rook cut him off. “Who’s with you?” 
 
    “Jericho. He’s here to help.” Cadence replied with a shrug. “We don't’ have time. Must hurry.” 
 
    “Rook, what is going on? Who are they? I can’t take civilians to a crime scene,” West whispered with a quick look to Cadence and Jericho. 
 
    “I promise I’ll explain, but trust me. If she says we need to hurry, then it’s already bad.” Rook ran his hands through his hair as he debated the wisdom of his next words. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Of course, without hesitation.” 
 
    “Then believe me when I tell you. She’s on our side. I’d trust her with my life and with yours. Please just do this for me,” Rook pleaded. 
 
    West swore softly and nodded. “Fine. But we won’t all fit in my truck.” 
 
    “You take clothes for Deader. The two of us will meet you there,” Rook replied as he leaned up and gave West a soft kiss. “I love you.” 
 
    “You aggravate the heck out of me, but I love you too.” West turned to his friend. “This okay with you?” 
 
    Rook laughed as he took note of West’s look of shock as he took in Deader’s animal for the first time. He had to admit the tiger was gorgeous. 
 
    “I think he’s fine with it.” 
 
    West nodded his head slowly and squatted down in front of his friend. “Can I touch him?” He asked Rook. 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll mind as long as you behave,” he replied with a wink. 
 
    The tiger let out a couple of chuffs, that made West scoot back in surprise. Rook laughed again. “I think that was his way of laughing. I’ll be right back I’m gonna grab him so clothes, while you meet your friend’s animal.” 
 
    By the time Rook came back to the living room a few minutes later Jericho was gone and Cadence was sitting on the passenger seat of the truck waiting patiently. 
 
    “You okay?” He asked West as he stopped beside him and handed him the small bundle of clothes. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just kinda surreal, you know? First, I had a wolf in my house, now a tiger. I’m afraid to ask what tomorrow will bring.” 
 
    “Don’t forget a High Priestess.” Rook nudged West gently. “By the way, where did Jericho go?” 
 
    “Said he’d meet us there and next thing I know he’s gone,” West said in confusion. “Almost like he disappeared into thin air.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    “Pardon me for asking, but what do I call you?” West asked as he started the truck with a nervous glance to Cadence. 
 
    “Most people round these parts call me crazy. Rook calls me Mother Priestess, but you can call me Cadence. I’ve asked your mate to do that, but he’s stubborn as a mule.” 
 
    West agreed wholeheartedly with that statement. “Have you known him long?” 
 
    “All his life. He used to come visit with his uncle until he died. Now Rook watches out for me and has some of the pack bring me the things I need. He’s been a lifesaver these last few years.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he let the silence fill the small space. He’d never been around a Priestess and he found himself slightly intimidated by her. 
 
    “I gave him that nickname you know,” Cadence said out of the blue making West jump in surprise at the sudden intrusion of sound. 
 
    “Rook? You gave him that name. Can I ask why?” 
 
    The Priestess smiled fondly. “He was a precocious little boy. So, full of life and spirit. I had this old chess set. It was handmade and quite unique. You see each of the different pieces represented a type of paranormal creature. Our boy was fascinated by it and spent hours playing with it.  At the end of each visit I’d put my hand out and say ‘rook’. He’d try to pretend he had no idea what I was talking about, but he’d quickly give in and pull the piece out of his pocket.” Cadence trailed off lost in memories for a minute before she continued. “I think it was an omen, really. Do you play Chess, West?” 
 
    “Not really. I’ve never had the chance to learn to play.” 
 
    “Pity,” she said with a sigh. “The rook can move horizontally or vertically on the board until it hits another piece and then it can take its place.” 
 
    West wasn’t sure how that was an omen to Rook, but he kept quiet and waited for her to finish. 
 
    “You see our Rook is a lot like that piece. He’ll keep going in one direction until he can’t go any farther or he has to remove what’s stopping him. Take this case for instance, by all right’s he shouldn’t even be involved other than a suspect since he found two of the bodies.” 
 
    He frowned at how familiar she was with the case. “That’s true.” 
 
    “Most of your leads have come from him though, haven’t they? He won’t rest until he gets an answer. He’ll plow through any obstacle in his way to find the truth. Especially when it impacts those he loves.” 
 
    “I get it now,” West said. “You said had. You don’t have the set anymore?” 
 
    “We’re here,” Cadence said instead of replying to his question. West glanced up and frowned as he saw she was right. How had he missed the cars in front of him, he wondered. 
 
    Before he could say a word, she was out of the car and standing a few feet away waiting for him to join her. West glanced at the police officers standing guard and watched in amusement as two of them made the sign of the cross. The third bowed his head in greeting. Just what was she to deserve such reactions, he wondered as he climbed out and joined her. 
 
    “The boys are in the trees just over there.” Cadence pointed to a spot to their left. “Can you please bring your friend his clothes.” 
 
    Without a second thought he turned, grabbed the clothes out of the truck and headed to the spot she indicated. “Rook? Deader? You guys over here?” He called softly as he stepped into the woods feeling like an idiot. 
 
    “Over here,” Deader replied. 
 
    “Hurry up. The cops are getting antsy out there.” West looked around in puzzlement. “Where’s Rook?” 
 
    “Checking the area. He’ll meet us by the body when he’s done.” 
 
    “Any sign of the of her companion?” 
 
    “Nope. I assume he’ll turn up if he’s here to help like Cadence claims.” 
 
    West nodded absently and headed back to the road to find Cadence waiting for them. 
 
    “Lead the way, Sheriff,” she said with an I’ll follow you gesture. 
 
    “Where’s the body?” He called to the loitering patrolmen as he glanced around for the indicated path. “How are the crime scene tech’s going to find it, if there isn’t a path set up to let everyone know where it’s safe to walk?” He barked in anger. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. We’re on that now,” the younger patrolman stammered out as he quickly grabbed the tape and lead the way. 
 
    The air grew colder the further they walked down the path. The smells of the forest quickly faded to the acrid smell of death, the closer they came to the body. 
 
    “That’s new.” He mumbled under his breath as he finally entered the scene of the crime. “The last two didn't smell at all.” 
 
    “She doesn’t either,” Deader replied with a frown. “That’s not human decay. It’s something different.” 
 
    “The demon,” Cadence whispered quietly. “That’s the smell.” 
 
    “It’s here?” Deader asked cautiously as he glanced around the wooded area. 
 
    “It’s gone,” Jericho replied in his deep southern drawl. “But yes, recently. We were close.” 
 
    “For idiot’s sake, where did you come from?” West demanded. 
 
    “Sheriff, over here,” one of the officers called catching his attention. 
 
    West beelined for the young detective and stopped short as he saw the body for the first time. Deader was right, this body didn’t smell of death. If he didn’t know better he’d say it looked like jerky of some sort. Like someone had smoked the body until it was a shriveled leathery sack of skin and bones. 
 
    “Brogan is pretty confident he knows who this is, sir.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The detective squatted down and pointed to a tattoo on the body’s leg. “This is the same tattoo his ex has. It’s a one of a kind, so that’s why he’s positive. The thing is, sir, he saw her just last week in town. She was fine, healthy and happy.” 
 
    “What’s her name? Do we have anyone confirming her identity?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Officers are already on it. Her name is Sabrina Praxley. For the way, he tells it they were friends with benefits up until about a month ago. She broke it off, she’d found someone she thought she could have a future with. They remained on good terms, and had lunch last week. He said she was gushing over the new guy and how fantastic he was to her.” 
 
    “Any idea who he is?” 
 
    “No. She only called him Sam. No last name. Officers are checking with her friends and co-workers already. Brogan sent them off as soon as he realized who it was. He’s pretty upset, sir.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “He shifted and took off, but he did say he’d be back when you got here. He needed a minute.” 
 
    As if on cue a lonely howl echoed into the night. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chills went down Rook’s spine as he heard the forlorn cry of sadness that filled the air. That couldn’t be a good sign, he thought as he raced towards the last echoes of the sound. Brogan sat on a small rise, howling his pain into the night. Rook moved to sit beside him and offer what comfort he could. 
 
    A few minutes later, Brogan stood and moved back down the path. Rook followed silently. Both wolves stopped and stared into the woods a few feet to their left. Something was there watching them and it wasn’t human. The smell was back and stronger than ever. Without thought Rook took off after the creature, confident in the knowledge his pack member had his back. 
 
    The creature laughed and sprinted just out of their reach. Every time he thought they were closing in or ready to spring a trap the demon disappeared to reappear behind them. 
 
    “Wolves, stop,” Jericho called in their minds, causing both to stop in alarm and surprise. “Come here. We need to talk.” 
 
    Rook traded glances with Brogan, before they both headed back to the gathering of people. Never in their lives had a non-pack member been able to speak to their minds while in wolf form. 
 
    “Your clothes are behind the split tree. Hurry.” Jericho said again in their minds as they drew near. 
 
    Rook growled as he found the clothes, shifted and pulled on the sweats and tank he’d added to Deader’s clothes earlier. “What the heck?” 
 
    “Got me. Never had that happen before.” Brogan shrugged and replied, “Was nice of him to retrieve my clothes though.” 
 
    The two men quickly made their way to the waiting crowd full of matching scowls. “What did we miss?” Brogan asked in confusion. “We were chasing that thing out there, until you called us off.” 
 
    “Calm down, son,” Cadence said in a gentle motherly tone. “It was for your protection.” 
 
    “And who are you and how did you talk to us like that?” Brogan demanded as he stared angrily at Jericho. 
 
    “What’s important right now is I can track it. He’s gotten too cocky and left a trail I can follow. The leash is loosening, if we don’t act fast these three deaths will be a drop in the bucket of what it’s capable of doing.” 
 
    “It’s a demon doing this, just to be clear?” West asked in frustration. “How do I explain this to the city council?” 
 
    “Babe, can we catch this thing before we worry about explanations? Besides in this town, it won’t be as hard as you think.” 
 
    “If you two are done,” Jericho interjected in a bored tone, “there is much to be done. The demon won’t be easy to stop. The longer they are on this side, the stronger they become. The more humans they consume, the stronger they become.” 
 
    “About that,” Rook interrupted. “How are you able to track it? Once the demon disappears so does any smell.” 
 
    “It made a mistake. I’m here, and it didn’t count on that. As soon as it manifested, I felt him. He can’t get away now.” 
 
    Brogan scowled. “What did you say you were again?” 
 
    “Demon hunter,” West supplied since Jericho didn’t seem inclined to answer. 
 
    “Well, yes, now, to track a demon, you have to be one first,” Jericho said with a smirk. 
 
    West, Rook, Brogan and Deader all took a step back at his words. 
 
    “Boys, stop. He’s not a threat. He’s never hurt a human willingly,” Cadence snapped in irritation. “Would I have let him help if he was a threat to any of you? Yes, he’s a demon, half to be exact, but as soon as he was free he became a hunter. He’s here to send it back to perdition where it belongs.” 
 
    “I trust you, Mother Priestess. I’m reserving judgment on him for now,” Rook replied. 
 
    Brogan wasn’t so eloquent. “There’s something about you that I can’t quite place. Until I do I’ll be up your rear, watching every move you make.” 
 
    West coughed trying to hide his laugh at Brogan’s words. Rook glanced to him, and then realized what Brogan had said. He turned his head to hide his smile, but it was too late. The rest had caught on too. 
 
    “What are you all in middle school?” Brogan demanded in anger. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    Jericho licked his lips and gave Brogan’s body a once over. “I for one, like the way you said that. I’m open to trying new things with a sexy wolf like you anytime.” 
 
    Rook felt bad for his friend as he saw the blush that flamed up his entire neck and face. It was just a nice change to see the flirt finally get a little of what he was always dishing out to others. Especially from a man. That had to be a first for him. 
 
    “Okay enough banter. Tell us what to do?” Cadence said into the awkward silence. 
 
    Jericho rolled his eyes. “Fine, but you know it’s not often I get to spend much time up here. I was only having a bit of fun. I need supplies, mind if I raid your stash of ingredients, Cadence?” 
 
    “It’s yours, take what you need.” 
 
    “What do we do while you’re gone getting that?” West questioned. 
 
    “Just wait here. Instruct your men, do whatever you would normally do. So, you know I need all five of you to pull this off, so don’t go far.” 
 
    Rook opened his mouth to respond but before he could the demon hunter disappeared. 
 
    A chorus of exclamations filled the air in surprise as they stared at the empty space. That explains a few things, Rook thought. 
 
    “Sheriff,” a crime scene tech called from his place by the body. “If you’re done. We’re going to remove the body.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Make sure you photograph everything including the ground under her. Tell the detective to keep a couple guards on the area overnight. I want you guys back out here first thing in the morning. Take advantage of the daylight for anything overlooked.” 
 
    “Are we all set?” Jericho asked causing them all to jump in shock. 
 
    Brogan stared at the man in confusion. “You just left. How did you get back so quickly?” 
 
    “I might be able to manipulate time in small increments, but that’s not here or there,” he said with a cheeky smile. “Are we all ready to go on a field trip?” 
 
    “You’re demented, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rook silently agreed with West. Jericho threw his head back and laughed till tears ran down his cheeks. No one said a word, they were slightly afraid of the big man in that moment. 
 
    Jericho finally calmed down. “You have to be to survive as long as I have with those creatures. Don’t worry though, I promise to keep my inner demons under control.” He let out a short bark of laughter. “Did you get that. A demon with inner demons.” 
 
    They were so screwed, Rook thought. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    “How do we all get there, you’re the only one who can track it?” West wondered absently. 
 
    Jericho smiled. “Simple I’ll take us there. Do you all trust me?” 
 
    A chorus of ‘nos’ and one ‘yes’ filled the air. West almost felt bad, as Jericho’s smile slowly faded as he surveyed the distrustful faces around him. 
 
    “Boys, be nice,” Cadence admonished. “You trust me, and I trust him. That should be enough.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady,” Jericho said with a bow. “Now, if y’all will clasp hands, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    West grasped Rook’s left hand and gave a slight squeeze. He watched as one by one the group clasped hands until Jericho was left standing there arm extended waiting for Brogan to take it. Finally, the wolf, took a deep breath and they locked fingers together. 
 
    “Okay, boys and girls, this may get a little rocky. I’m not used to transporting so many people at once.” 
 
    “What? Now you tell us that?” Deader cried in terror. 
 
    A scream lodged in West’s throat as suddenly everything went dark, but before he could let it out, the transport was over. He felt solid ground underneath his feet and he fought the urge not to fall to his knees and kiss the grass and soil. 
 
    “Where are we? I’ve lived here my whole life, but I can’t quite place this area.” 
 
    Brogan nodded. “Yeah me either, Rook.” 
 
    Jericho shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care really. The important thing is the demon is in there.” 
 
    They all turned to face the large house that stood a couple hundred feet away from them. It was beautiful, with a well-manicured lawn and garden gnomes placed sporadically about the yard. 
 
    “Okay, kids. Let’s discuss the plan. I’ve got the hard part of actually luring the demon into our trap. Your mission, and sorry you don’t get to choose to accept it, this one is being forced on you is to protect Cadence while she draws the pentagram. Once it’s done, I need each of you to step on a point one by one.” Jericho squatted down, grabbed a stick and drew the image on the ground for all to see. “The bottom left point is the first to be filled. West, you take that one please. Next is the top, that one is your’s Cadence. Third is the bottom right. Rook if you’ll do the honors there. Fourth to be filled is the point to the left and Deader I’d like you to take that one. The last is the right point and Brogan I need you to listen carefully. Don’t, I repeat do not, step in place until after I’ve got the demon in the middle. As soon as we are there, get on that spot. All of you must clasp hands as your partners take their places. Cadence, you and Rook have your hands up and ready to grab Brogan’s as soon as he’s in place.” 
 
    “This is going to trap him in there?” Brogan clarified. 
 
    “Yes. Once you’ve clasped hands and completed the encircled pentagram it’s done. Nothing can escape. I’ll say the spell and dump the mixture I created and it’s over.” 
 
    Deader scowled and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but you said nothing can escape.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Then what happens to you?” He finished. 
 
    Jericho shrugged. “It’s of no importance. What matters is the demon won’t be here to terrorize anyone else. Your town will be free.” 
 
    “I wish…” Cadence began, but Jericho cut her off. 
 
    “It has to be this way, and you know it.” 
 
    Cadence shook her head as tears fell freely. “You didn’t tell me. You kept it a secret.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have agreed to help.” 
 
    “Dang right. They’ll…” 
 
    Jericho shushed her with a meaningful look to West and the others listening in confusion to their half conversation. 
 
    West had enough, they weren’t telling them everything and that made him nervous. If they were going in there and risking their lives, they deserved the truth. 
 
    “No, Sheriff,” Jericho said sadly. “This doesn’t affect you. Nothing changes. This is the best way to trap it, with the least amount of danger for you all.” 
 
    “It’s time,” Cadence whispered. 
 
    “Okay, gang. Let’s do this. Sheriff, if you’re armed I’d suggest having your gun ready. It won’t kill the demon, but it might buy you a few seconds if you need it. Wolves, tiger, your choice, but if you want to go in as your animal and then shift when it’s time to take your place, you can. Same applies, it won’t kill it, but you may buy enough time for me to get there.” 
 
    “Rook, I love you. In case something goes wrong in there I just want you to know that I’m proud to be your mate.” 
 
    Rook smiled. “I know. I love you too.” 
 
    “Can I have a kiss for good luck too?” Jericho said with a wink to Brogan. “What do you say, big guy?” 
 
    “That we’re all gonna come out of this just fine and to stop that fatalistic trash,” he snapped back at the irritating demon hunter. 
 
    West pulled back with a short laugh. “Go strip and be quick about it. And just so you know I don’t think I’ll ever get used to you doing that in front of other guys.” 
 
    The waiting was the worst part, West thought as he watched his mate and friends head behind a nearby copse of trees. Who knew what was inside, ready to kill, maim and destroy them. But that’s why he went into law enforcement after all. To help the innocents, he just didn’t think at the time he’d be doing that against demons. 
 
    Cadence tapped him on the shoulder. “Sheriff.” 
 
    “Yes, Cadence?” 
 
    “Do you find it odd that a demon would be holed up in such a nice house. What do you think happened to the people who lived here?” 
 
    West cursed as he realized she had a valid point, one he hadn’t even considered. “I don’t know, but I can’t imagine it was good.” 
 
    “I’m going in first. Let’s keep Cadence in the middle so she is protected. Without that circle we’re done before we start. Wolves, tiger, be ready for anything. Pay attention to your noses, you’ll smell it before you see it.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Rook had never been so terrified in his life, not for himself but for his mate. A human against paranormals didn’t qualify as an equal match. Heck, for that matter, shifters against demons didn’t make much more sense. 
 
    He followed behind Jericho and sniffed the air but found nothing out of the ordinary yet. That was a good sign, he thought. No dead bodies, but then he realized that none of the bodies had any smell either. 
 
    “Come to play?” A deep gravelly demonic voice echoed through the small hallway they had just entered. “I knew once I felt you that you’d be here before long. Too late, I’m free. Nothing is holding me. The puny sacrifices were only a taste of what’s to come.” 
 
    Rook spun around as the voice changed directions and came from behind them this time. How was it doing that? 
 
    “It’s a mind game. Ignore it. He’s not close by. Trust your noses, they can’t hide the smell ever.” Jericho reinforced before turning to and observing the room to his right. “Cadence, is this okay?” 
 
    “Yes, be careful,” she said as she moved into the room and began pushing furniture out of the way. 
 
    Rook, Brogan and Deader spread out around her facing different directions. Nothing was getting by them. 
 
    “Sheriff, help me move this couch back please.” 
 
    Rook glanced over his shoulder to see West holster his gun and move the couch quickly before moving to take position guarding her again. 
 
    “He’s close. I can feel him,” Jericho called in their shifter minds. 
 
    A loud crash made them all jump as they heard Jericho yelp from upstairs. Rook felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end as once again the smell filled the air around them. 
 
    “He’s loose. Heading your way,” Jericho screamed down the stairs. 
 
    A flash caught Rook’s attention and he turned in time to see the large monstrosity heading toward them at speeds that were hard to follow. He leaped at the approaching figure, teeth bared only to be swatted away like a pesky fly. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t, you jerk,” West cried as he emptied his gun into the shadowy figure. “It turned to mist. I can’t shoot it.” 
 
    Rook slowly climbed to his feet with a soft whimper of pain. He was lucky the couch had taken the brunt of his fall. 
 
    “Rook, get up,” Cadence called. “It’s your turn. Hurry.” 
 
    He limped as quickly as he could over to the waiting group and shifted with an audible groan and pop. 
 
    “Hurry up, guys,” Jericho screamed as he went flying across the room into the concrete fireplace. 
 
    “Deader, now,” Cadence screamed to be heard over the snarling as Brogan made a pass at the demon, only to be knocked backwards. 
 
    “I’ve got him,” Jericho hollered. “Shift, wolf do it now. I can’t hold him for long.” 
 
    Just as they entered the circle Brogan stepped on his point and they clasped hands. The pentagram lit up quickly followed by the circle. 
 
    “No!” The demon roared. “I’ll make you pay for eternity, Jericho. You’ll suffer for this.” 
 
    The demon hunter met the eyes of the five people and nodded. “I know, but they’ll be safe.” He pulled a small bag out of his pocket and dumped it out as he chanted. “Evocatio me revocas, redire unde venisti. Semper tibi tuisque portas claudunt.” 
 
    A loud boom filled the room and threw everyone off their feet. Rook groaned in pain and pulled himself to his feet. “West? You okay? 
 
    “I’m here. Just a bit banged up.” 
 
    “Cadence, Brogan, Deader? Talk to me guys?” Rook begged as he surveyed the destroyed room for any signs of his friends. 
 
    One by one they replied and he felt himself calm down a bit. “What about you, Jericho?” 
 
    Cadence slowly shook her head as she faced the group of men. “He knew coming in he was going to be sent down with the demon. He had no choice.” 
 
    Brogan cursed softly. “So, what that demon said was true? He’ll be made to suffer for eternity for helping us?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, unless he finds a way to escape again. It took him three hundred years last time though.” 
 
    “There has to be something we can do, right?” Deader asked horrified at her words. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just don’t know.” 
 
    A soft moan caught Rook’s attention and he spun on his heels to face the direction he’d thought the noise had come from. “Anyone hear that?” 
 
    Both shifters moved to stand beside him with nods. “What did you hear?” West asked as he cocked his head to listen closer. 
 
    Rook gestured for everyone to be quiet and took a step closer to a door in the hallway. He pointed and all three men nodded understanding. He counted to three and pulled the door open. 
 
    Tallulah Mae stood there glaring at them as she stormed out of the closet. “You despicable, worthless, mangy animals. Look what you’ve done. All my hard work down the drain. After all I’ve sacrificed and done, you banished him.” 
 
    Rook gaped at the disheveled woman in dismay. Was he really hearing her right? “You summoned that demon? But why?” 
 
    “You shifters think you’re so much better than the rest of us. You use these women, pull them close and give them everything. They don’t deserve to be part of the pack. They are garbage, disgusting pieces of trash that litter our world with their polluted bodies. Why wasn’t I good enough? I’m five times the woman they were. I had so much to offer, but not one of you would accept me.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works?” Rook tried to explain, but his words fell on deaf ears. “I watched year after year as the pack took their mates and created lives. Women I’d grown up with, got to settle down and raise families. Became pack and eventually wolves themselves. If I couldn’t get it with any of you then I was going to save these women from my fate. I watched as they were thrown aside, discarded used and left abandoned. They weren’t anything in life, but in death they had a noble cause. Their blood was the fuel that brought my summoning to fruition.” 
 
    “But why a demon?” West questioned. “What did you expect it to do?” 
 
    Tallulah laughed maniacally. “Why give me back my youth. I know how slow you shifters age. How could I not want that for myself? If I couldn’t mate with one of you flea ridden dogs, then at least I could gain immortality through the demon. All it took was a bit of finagling and some bodies, this time tomorrow I’d have my youth forever.” 
 
    West shook his head sadly. “You’d be dead. That demon was never going to grant you that. But now you can spend the rest of what little beauty you have left behind bars.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Three weeks had passed since they’d banished the demon and Jericho back to perdition. The town slowly got back to normal as they adjusted to the idea of Tallulah being a murderer. Brogan spent a lot of time with Cadence trying to figure out a way to bring Jericho back, but so far, they hadn’t found anything. 
 
    “Babe?” 
 
    West smiled and squatted down to face his mate. “Hey, love. Sorry did I wake you?” 
 
    “It’s fine. What time is it?” 
 
    “A little after midnight. Why are you here on the couch and not in bed?” 
 
    Rook smiled. “I was waiting for you. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, things should calm down soon. The DA’s office is talking insanity, and I’m starting to agree with them.” 
 
    “Enough about her,” Rook said with a yawn as he stretched. “I have a much more important matter to discuss.” 
 
    West cocked one eyebrow at his sexy mate. “And that is?” 
 
    “When do I get to mark you? My wolf and I are going a bit insane to claim you.” Rook stood and towered over West as he slowly pulled his jeans off. “I’m thinking now is the perfect time.” 
 
    He didn’t have to be told twice. West jumped to his feet and yanked his clothes off in record time. Just as he started to stand up straight, he was pushed backwards until he was sprawled on the couch. 
 
    “I’m hungry, why don’t you just sit there and let me have my dinner first,” Rook said as he dropped to his knees and pulled West’s knees open wider. 
 
    West whimpered in need as his pre-cum leaked down his aching cock. He closed his eyes in pleasure as Rook sucked the head into his mouth and licked at the slit. 
 
    “I can’t get enough of your taste,” Rook said right before he took West all the way into his mouth and began to slowly bob his head up and down. With each upward motion, he hollowed his cheeks, driving West closer to the edge. Just when he thought he couldn’t take anymore he felt Rook’s hand grasp his balls and give them a slight tug, just as his other hand tapped at his entrance. The combined efforts short circuited his brain and he came with a scream of pleasure. 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” Rook said with a smirk. “Roll over, put your knees on the ground and keep them spread.” 
 
    West didn’t hesitate, as exhausted as he was, he knew the pleasure to come was going to be even better. To be finally one with his mate. A pop of the cap alerted him just before the cold liquid dripped down making him squirm. 
 
    “Sorry, I should have warmed it up first.” 
 
    “Rear,” West grumbled good naturedly 
 
    He gave a sharp intake of breath as his cheek was smacked with a resounding smack. “Don’t get cheeky with me.” 
 
    “Cute. Hurry up. I need you,” West growled. 
 
    “Is there something you needed to tell me?” Rook said as he spread West’s cheeks and ran his mess up and down the parted flesh. 
 
    “Stop playing.” 
 
    “I can’t really finish this until I remove the butt plug. Did you have plans tonight?” Rook asked with a laugh. 
 
    “You know dang well what I wanted. Now stop playing and idiot me. I’m ready dang it. I need you, so bad.” 
 
    Rook groaned and pulled the toy out. West sighed, he’d worn that thing for hours, so he’d be loose and ready. Nothing was going to stop their claiming tonight. He needed the world to know they were together. 
 
    “I love you,” Rook said as he pushed in. 
 
    “I love… you too,” West replied between gasps. “Don’t be gentle I want to feel it. Make me hurt, pay me back for last week.” 
 
    He’d barely finished his words before Rook was pounding into him with long thick thrusts. Each push rocked him into the couch, providing his quickly reviving cock with much needed friction. 
 
    West could feel Rook’s shaking arms wrap around him and pull him closer. “You’re my everything., he whispered into West’s ear before moving his head to West’s shoulder and biting down. 
 
    The sensation was like nothing he’d ever felt before. Something popped and it was as if he could not only feel his own pleasure but his mate’s too. Their minds, bodies and souls collided and fused a bond. 
 
    With a primal scream of pleasure both men came at the same time. Their heavy breathing was the only sound as they came down from their high. 
 
    “I can hear your thoughts,” West said in his mind to Rook. 
 
    “Yup. Perk of being mates and claimed,” Rook replied back in kind. 
 
    “I don’t think I can make it to the bedroom. My bones have liquefied.” 
 
    Rook laughed. “We’ll support each other. We’re too old to sleep on the couch for long.” 
 
    They climbed to their feet slowly and walked down the hall arm in arm, before falling into bed exhausted and sated. 
 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “Hey, Rook. Did I tell you I had a visitor yesterday at the station?” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Cadence, dropped something off for you. Said it was about time you got it.” 
 
    Rook frowned and stared at West. 
 
    “Got your attention now, didn’t I?” He said as he pulled her old chess set out and placed it on the table. 
 
    “She’s giving it to me?” 
 
    “Yeah, she also pointed out something to me.” West picked up the King piece and held it up for Rook to see. “You know the king and Rook have a special connection on the board right.” 
 
    “A special move, yeah. What about it?” 
 
    “Look at this.” West tossed the king piece to Rook. 
 
    “Incredible. Is that a star?” 
 
    “Kind of freaky huh. She said it represents me. That it was preordained long ago that we’d be together.” 
 
    Rook stalked closer with a devilish smile on his gorgeous face. “You know what this means my king?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “This Rook is calling checkmate, on his king.” 
 
    “Ah but you can’t threaten to capture me, when you already own me, heart and soul.” 
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