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Dire Moon
 
Her aura has never reacted to any man this way. 
After the female dire wolf under her protection goes missing, Laurel Finnegan’s new assignment, vetting the brother, proves even more challenging. He’s everything Laurel isn’t. And everything she wants. Before the full moon rises, she’ll have to test their mutual attraction, find his sister, and keep him away from the other females who will stop at nothing to be the dire wolf’s mate.
 
He refuses to accept the significance of their mingled auras.
Lucas MacDugal’s family is the last of the purebred dire wolves, and times have changed. So when his sister fought tradition and fled Scotland for Sarasota, he agreed. Now, he has to deal with her female security guard. Laurel has extraordinary elemental assets and is instrumental in deciphering evidence, but she’s also the first female to destroy his self-control. He has until the full moon rises to figure out why. After that, his unusual attraction to Laurel may prove deadly for her.
All the evidence indicates Grace set herself up.
Laurel’s worst fears prove true. Rogues from the south have infiltrated the outlying pack land. When she discovers Grace’s location and telecommunications fail, she decides to rely on the elemental connection she formed with Lucas.
He’s in denial…
But there’s no denying how much she hungers for him, and his lust rises with the waning moon. The innocent female haunts his thoughts night and day. He has to respond. Too many lives are at stake for him to ignore the appeal he can’t resist.
The full moon calls his wolf to action.
Lucas will give up everything to claim Laurel as his, but he won’t risk her life. The fear of losing her drives him to discover the mystery surrounding their irresistible connection.
 



Dear Reader,
 
Dear Reader,
This was great fun to write. Who can deny the appeal of a Highland shifter with a love of family and sense of honor? He may have started off a bit stuffy, but Laurel pops right through Lucas’s defenses with her innocent ways and her freckled nose. Who knew the big bad dire wolf would have a soft spot for naïve females who know how to handle a variety of weapons and begs for kissing lessons. 
Practically situated in my back yard, the setting was perfect. (When I first moved to Florida my backyard bordered an orange grove.) The male antagonist is beautifully evil and the female antagonist is that girl who flirted with every guy you were ever interested in. Enjoy reading about them and remember karma always wins.
Enjoy this story? Please leave me a review. And I love getting email at:
elizamarch@gmail.com
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Moonlight Wolf Pack
 
Charlie Aquino (human) – Detective for the sheriff’s gang task force for Palmetto County Sheriff’s Department. His partner is Jesse Farrell.
- Mate: Liana Cosa
Liana Cosa Aquino – Refugee from a different pack. She works part-time as a waitress at Moonlight Diner.
- Mate: Charlie Aquino
Alexa Martin Farrell – Left her pack over a disagreement with her alpha. She moved to Florida and helped the pack find a small community of cottages in Moonlight, Florida. She works as an Internet researcher and gets jobs through her online website. She also does research for The Defenders.
- Mate: Jesse Farrell
Jesse Farrell (human) – Detective for the sheriff’s gang task force for Palmetto County Sheriff’s Department. His partner is Charlie Aquino.
- Mate: Alexa Martin (who saved him when on assignment he was attacked by a gang)
Riesa Marlowe (human) – A psychic who helped locate Hannah Raines.
- Mate: Derek Sawyer
Hannah Raines Molina – She was kidnapped and saved by Jesse and Charlie with the help of Riesa Marlowe, a psychic. Works as Alexa Martin’s research assistant.
- Mate: Rand Molina
Rand Molina - Derek’s second-in-command in the Moonlight pack. Partners with Derek Sawyer at The Defenders, a private security agency.
- Mate: Hannah Raines
Derek Sawyer – Alpha of a small pack. Most of their original clan was destroyed when developers took the land they were living on and many of their pack were killed by hunters. They hid in an abandoned orange grove until Alexa offered them the bungalows in exchange for their help. He and the others have embraced Jesse and Alexa and Charlie and Liana and given the female shifters a new sense of belonging.
- Partners with Rand Molina at The Defenders Agency, a private security and bodyguard agency.
- Mate: Riesa Marlowe
 
The Defenders Agency - A private security and bodyguard agency formed by Rand and Derek once they were established in the little enclave of cottages. It provides good income for the pack. A majority of the pack is involved in the cases they take.
Jesse and Charlie are their contacts with the sheriff’s department and also refer many cases to them.
 



Chapter One
Grace
 
Moonlight, Florida, Friday 8:00 p.m.
 
The darkening skies were even murkier beyond the lights from town and the highway. The eastern section of the abandoned grove provided a perfect location for the pack’s evening run. Several scouts had gone ahead to check the area for humans as the sun set. The wolves would be able to see in the dark when humans couldn’t, but there were always hunters with mag lights and guns, scopes and night-vision glasses these days. Wild boar hunting was popular with man and beast.
As Moonlight’s invited guest, Grace looked forward to visiting the pack, especially since her handsome security guard set her insides aching and heat burning in her soul.
Ty accompanied the scouts who would signal when the area had been sanctioned for the run. They’d been gone almost an hour. 
A dry breeze blew through the October air. The distinct scent of citrus still hung as if it were embedded in the soil and remaining bare limbs of the orange trees. It was almost time to work her way to a more private section before shifting.
Yet, when the howls rose to announce the all clear, Grace’s mind fought back as every fiber of her being reacted to Ty’s distinct guttural howl calling to her in the distance. Tonight, there was no mistaking the big wolf’s needs or his intentions as his powerful voice rose above the others. Torn between her inner wolf’s desire and her personal goals, Grace resisted her wolf’s urges and the shiver of arousal running down her spine. Heat pooled in her inner core, but she shook it off, hoping Laurel hadn’t noticed.
The minute she risked a glance at her female security guard, Laurel’s pixie eyes widened and the corners of her lips turned up slightly.
“Wasn’t that Ty?” she asked, as if she didn’t recognize her partner’s howl. She and Ty had worked together over a year with the agency.
Another impatient howl reverberated through the trees, and Grace held her ground while her guard stood by waiting. She glanced aside not wanting Laurel to see the effect Ty had on her. But Laurel was not only a rare beauty; the female guard was too sharp at her job to miss the attraction growing between Grace and Ty. 
Thinking to change the unspoken subject, Grace inspected her and asked, “Why do you work for The Defenders Agency when international designers would pay a king’s ransom for you to model?”
“I’m too short for runway modeling. I tried back in Atlanta before my family sent me out to Colorado. But when things went bad and the pack was attacked, I returned.”
She stopped talking. No one in Moonlight liked talking about the decimation of their old pack in Atlanta. Grace had heard some of the details. Laurel had lost her whole immediate family. If Grace had been in Laurel’s place, what would she have done? The same thing. She understood the mentality of taking control of your life. Laurel was doing just that.
“Not too short for your present job?” Grace teased.
“I compensate.” She frowned and exposed her additional weapons. “The males hassle me about overcompensating. But in case I can’t shift, I’m prepared with backup.”
“You’re a wolf. You’ll heal and then survive. When would you feel the need?”
“I can’t shift around humans. As a wolf, there aren’t any human men I can’t overpower, but although I’m stronger than human women, I still need to handle myself in tough situations. There are fewer questions if I resort to conventional means.”
“Good for you. You’re double trouble, and, to look at you, no one would ever expect it.”
“I like action…and more challenge in life than changing outfits in thirty seconds.” Laurel’s training and fitness program kept her in shape to perform her job as a security guard and agent with the Defenders.
“Your coloring is so unusual.” Grace’s artificial highlights were nothing compared to the multiple shades of red in Laurel’s hair, from the lightest copper to the deepest auburn, the natural balayage effect framed the shifter’s faintly freckled face.
Ty’s howls grew louder and more demanding.
“Are you stalling?” Laurel asked.
“Maybe. Okay, a little.”
“He’s very hot. A little too grumpy for me but….” Laurel put her hand on her cocked hip and sighed.
“Grumpy? You’ve not met my brothers. Scotland breeds grumpy. Must be the weather.” Grace stood straight, emphasizing her classic Amazonian size. “I’m a perfect match for him in many ways.” Since she’d met him, his ginormous size made her feel petite and feminine.
Several wolves howled, complementing the night sounds, but all she heard was Ty’s call.
“It’s only a moonlight run. Right?” Laurel asked. “Not even a date….”
“Aye, ’tis only a run.” She attempted casual disinterest because she wasn’t ready to accept the truth yet, let alone divulge it.
“I’m curious. Are you ever going to shift and meet him?”
“I-I can’t here,” Grace whispered. Except for her security guards, no one had seen her shifted form. Dire wolves weren’t like other shifters, and she dare not divulge her secret to just anyone. She lowered her voice and whispered, “I should not shift with all these strangers in the area.”
“True, this isn’t the best spot. Anyone could come up on us,” Laurel agreed. “The fewer who know, the safer your secret will be. We’ll find a private spot.”
Besides caution, independence fought with instinct as Grace held back. She desired Ty with all that was in her, but she had opposed the female wolf’s traditional role her whole life. That was one of the reasons she and Laurel got on so well. The woman was an excellent role model for future female agents. The world was changing, and the role of the females in the pack should change, too.
Ty howled again, Grace moaned, and Laurel grinned.
“Bloody heck. Won’t he please stop?”
“He’s not making it easy on you.”
Why this one male made her want to run him down and rub herself all over him, marking him with her scent, and more, baffled her. What next? Should she give up every modern thought and goal? Roll on her back and expose her throat in submission? Never! She’d already defied her family in Scotland. Still, they expected her to eventually choose a male with at least some dire wolf blood and mate; then pick up breeding where her mother left off. But she had no intention to fulfill old expectations.
Someone should tell my inner wolf!
Until now, she’d never met a male who affected her the way Ty did.
Suddenly, Laurel whipped Grace to the side and positioned herself protectively between her and the sound of approaching footsteps. The newest guest runner, Slater Hall, a male from farther south, emerged from the woods with a few members of his visiting pack. Grace had run into him at the New College President’s Luncheon in Sarasota last week, after applying for an internship with his company, Slater Hall Bio-Tech. He’d been infatuated with her ever since. He interested her on a whole different level. She wanted the internship. The company research might be helpful to the wolf population. Or it might be a threat to the existing packs. She planned to investigate the process. 
Meeting out here made her uncomfortable. He and his group hadn’t been out running, yet, so they hadn’t shifted. Had the group been following them all along? How much of the conversation had they heard?
Last week, Laurel confided how the whole idea of males requesting a run with the Moonlight pack to improve relations in the area made her uncomfortable. Grace agreed. But Slater’s pack was small with few females, and several Moonlight females expressed interest in some new blood. It had been Julie, another adopted member of the pack, who invited them tonight. Well, good for her. To each her own.
Julie’s aggression had been a sore spot with the females ever since she arrived, and lately she stuck to Slater like a bee on honey.
The other members of the Fort Myers pack made Grace’s skin crawl, and Slater himself, though a good-looking man, unnerved her. He made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end from the instant she’d first shaken his hand. Except for Slater, the rest of the men were undersized, and once they shifted, their wolf forms were malformed and grotesque—part human, part wolf—incomplete transformations. She would have been more compassionate, but they reeked of evil intensions. From the look of these guys, she didn’t think they’d be getting the Moonlight females interested in a full-moon run anytime soon. Slater escaped the others’ bad luck with genes, but although he might be considered average size here, he’d be considered a runt back in Scotland. Grace had to admit, in any circle, his looks as a man were movie star material. Slater turned Grace off on an elemental level. Good looks wouldn’t affect her feelings.
Slater entered Grace’s personal space, coming too close, and nudged her. She stepped away putting space between them.
Laurel interceded. “Please,” she said, and stepped between them, bristling with all her superior security agent authority. “Grace is Derek’s special guest,” she gruffly reminded him.
Julie stalked up to Laurel and got right in her face. “I can’t believe you’re being so rude.”
“I’m just doing my job.”
Slater looked amused. “Sorry. Perhaps I was out of line. I only intended to show a little interest.” Slater shrugged when Laurel didn’t budge, and he finally stepped back. “I didn’t mean to offend.”
Laurel held her ground. Grace sniffed the air and picked up something in his scent. Lying. He wasn’t the type to care who he offended, and, from the pheromones she caught rising off him, his primary interest was sex. Laurel read auras, and the stern expression on her face said not only did his scent say one thing, but his aura told her something else.
Time to make nice. “No offense taken.” Grace made an effort to lighten the situation. Besides, she wanted that internship with his company. Her advanced degree studies depended on it. The genetic research strides Slater Hall Bio-Tech made in recent years was impressive. Grace didn’t believe the results were all based on scrupulous research, and the further she looked into the company, the more certain she was the CEO, Slater Hall, was up to his eyeballs in criminal activity.
No sense in stirring the pot too soon.
“Sorry about all of this, Mr. Hall. My parents are a bit overprotective. They believe Florida is still filled with savages.” Her brothers in Scotland would hate this guy. She was a female in her prime, and her family still expected the perfunctory weekly call home.
“Pfft,” Julie said, holding on to Slater’s arm, making it clear she had intentions. 
“No need for formality. Call me Slater.” He regained his usual amiable composure, while Julie pouted.
The man had a great smile and oozed charm, but Grace was certain he wasn’t all that genuine. And he confirmed her misgivings when he glanced at Laurel with dark, narrowed eyes.
“Are you two ready to shift and run with the pack?” he asked.
The CEO of the large research company continued to put Grace off. He’d been self-serving at their first meeting and too forward, yet, compared to his earlier behavior, this seemed like little more than a harmless flirtation. Her responsive scent to Ty’s call must have triggered his male interest. She shivered at the thought.
“Sorry, I run alone.” Grace shook her head and, as politely as possible, excused herself from the group Slater Hall brought with him. She needed to end this.
Would he take no for an answer? Hall seemed like the sort to take what he wanted. As much as she wanted the internship to gather information about his company, she was having none of him. Besides, there were only a few members who knew what she was, and they had agreed to keep her secret. Except for the security team members, Grace never ran with other pack members or, as in this case, visiting wolves.
She left Slater and the pack behind, escaping into the woods with Laurel before she shifted unseen. Concealed by the thick underbrush, she flipped around on all fours and snarled a warning to Laurel for her to watch her back then she turned and bolted into the night, sniffing the evening air for Ty’s scent. If she was going to indulge in a little moonlight, it would be with a man who sparked every cell in her body to life, a man who focused on pleasing her, not a man like Slater who was only interested in what she was worth and how she would please him.
 



Chapter Two
Just tonight
 
Moonlight, Florida, Friday 8:20 p.m.
 
Ty’s haunting howl filled the quiet night, and the others picked up the cry. His spicy scent on the dirt path up ahead would be easy to follow. The former Army Ranger usually ran alone, unless he was guarding her. Tonight, he wasn’t on duty, but Grace couldn’t resist responding to the pain in his poignant howl. She’d slip away from Slater and the others. They’d never catch up to her; Laurel would see to that.
The pungent wolf scent on the path disappeared, and Grace paused. For a moment, she thought she lost Ty’s trail. Then, deep in the grove, under draping Spanish moss, she saw the man standing naked by a small fresh-water stream. As a wolf, his size reminded her of her brothers. As a man, Ty was equally impressive. Broad shouldered, muscular, and ruggedly handsome, he waded into the water, cupped his hand, and drank.
As he turned toward Grace, a lump formed in her throat. He was fully aroused. The wolf in her wanted him to take her and claim her under the moonlight, but her rational side was afraid of the consequences. She wasn’t ready to give up her independence—but she sensed Slater Hall had devious plans for the local wolf pack, and she was on his radar. If anyone could stop him, she could, but she’d need Ty’s protection.
There was one way to insure it.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come.” His deep voice, raspy with desire, made her heart beat erratically.
Not certain what she should do, Grace hesitated before shifting. Once she gave up her advantage, she needed to be sure of what she wanted—and that this was right for them both. If this was going to be a lifetime commitment, she had to be sure he wanted it, too. Was she ready for additional ties? And how would Ty handle it? He was still in therapy after multiple stints in Afghanistan. She didn’t want to jeopardize his progress. But perhaps this was what they both needed.
“Just tonight, Grace.” He held out his hand, palm up. “If we want more, we can worry about what that means, later.”
How did the man know what she was thinking? It had to be their connection, but it still rattled her. He had no self-esteem issues. She trusted him to recognize her as an equal. Did she or didn’t she want this?
She shook and carefully stepped toward the stream. Imaging what Slater had in mind for her, she decided time could run out, and Ty was everything she wanted. She hoped the former Ranger was okay with tonight going beyond a one-night stand.
 
 
The female wolf appeared like a ghost in moonlight among the stand of trees beside the fresh-water creek. The approaching full moon gave off plenty of light to enhance his sharp wolf sight, and as long as Laurel guarded the trail, he and Grace would be safe from prying eyes.
Ty waited. But he held his breath while Grace fought with the decision to shift and surrender to the inexplicable attraction she’d been denying since they met. 
At first, he’d been stunned to discover a shifter in his science lab at New College, and then, after he realized which student it was, he was staggered by Grace’s beauty…and the instant reaction his body had to her. Later that night, he arrived back in Moonlight, but before he had the chance to tell Derek, the pack alpha, about her, Ty discovered he’d been assigned to guard her. Surprised, and even more pleased, he took the job seriously.
One revelation after another made him rethink everything he’d ever believed in. She was a dire wolf—descended from the ancient prehistoric wolves rumored to be as extinct as the saber-toothed tiger. Before she arrived in Sarasota, her parents hired The Defenders, Derek Sawyer’s security agency, to look after her. Moonlight’s alpha put Ty in charge of protecting her. Derek claimed there were still other dire wolves—Grace’s pack in Scotland and another—but the packs were dwindling. Her family and the others had to keep their existence a secret for their own protection.
He wanted a permanent relationship with Grace, but he could be patient—give her the space she needed and time to see they were right for each other. He kept his hand outstretched. “I can shift back.” Was he what she wanted? The female wolf smelled aroused, but would the woman want him, too? Either way was okay by him. “And we can run if you’re not interested—”
She knocked him over and pounced on him, straddling him playfully and growling in an unthreatening way. He chuckled while she made up her mind. For this, he could be patient. For Grace, he could wait. She would be worth it…she would be worth anything.
The female wolf shifted seamlessly, and Grace, the voluptuous, naked woman, with hair the color of wavy moonlight, dropped provocatively into Ty’s arms. As the woman and the wolf, to him, she was beautiful beyond belief. Her perfect pink-tipped breasts rose and fell rapidly…. Was it with desire for him? Or did she still battle her feelings and her attraction to him? A furrow between her brows formed when she stared into his eyes.
He ran a hand back and forth over the short stubble on his head, uncomfortable with her questioning look. “Grace, if you want, consider it only for tonight. Nothing permanent. Okay?”
Perspiration broke out on her upper lip. She wiped it away but not her concern. Her azure-blue eyes remained strikingly brilliant even after her shift, a trait common among dires.
“Y-you won’t try to claim me or mark me—”
“Or anything,” he assured her. “Not until you’re ready, and if that day doesn’t come…I’ll be disappointed, but I promise it’s your call. Just great sex.” He wiggled his eyebrows playfully at her, hoping to put her at ease. And it wasn’t easy. She was skittish.
Dang, he was hard and needy with the head of his toe tucked between her creamy-white thighs. Every time he took a breath, the sensitive tip nuzzled her hot, wet entrance. He should move before he lost control and didn’t keep his “great sex” promise.
Then to his surprise, Grace rose above him and took control before he repositioned himself.
He grasped her thin, athletic upper arms to steady her but focused on the soft angles of her face as she slowly impaled herself on his rock-hard shaft. Her tight grip strangled his self-control, and then she stopped. He stared at the place where their bodies joined, where her pale curls finally met his dark ones.
He squeezed his eyes shut, held his breath, and didn’t dare move.
“Ty, are you okay?”
“Okay? I’m great. Don’t move. I need to get myself together.”
He ground his teeth and took a few deep breaths while his toe begged to thrust. He stared at her lips, imagining them sucking him. Do not imagine that.
“Give me a second.” He was going to kiss her full rosebud mouth and do so much more…once he could safely move.
Later, he would imagine all the things they’d get around to doing. For now, the wildness called. He withdrew from her hot, wet channel, flipped her over to her knees in the soft grass, and slowly, agonizing with each passing moment, he entered her from behind. Pushing aside her long blonde hair so it draped over one shoulder, he exposed her slender neck and fought back the wolf within him. Her heart raced like a trapped bird’s, beating within the palm of his hand holding her full breast.
“I promise, Grace. No mark.” The wolf struggled to be freed.
But she relaxed beneath his hold and moved her sweet round rear against him as he thrust, and made the battle for control worth it. Dang, she felt good in his arms, in fact perfect, and, for the first time since Afghanistan, he experienced a sense of harmony buried inside her…deep, deeper, pumping harder and faster. Her heavy breast filled his one hand, and she gasped when he lightly squeezed her pointed nipple.
Good. She liked it a little rough. Her eager acceptance electrified him. The lovely wolf instincts inside her had finally surfaced. He could accommodate those needs.
He clutched her hip with his other hand so he could keep her steady and off the ground as he assumed control. But then she slipped one of her hands between her legs and stroked his balls, and lightning need ripped through him. Harass…this deal was all but over. He’d make it up to her later.
“Sorry, sweetheart. I can’t hold back.” Ty dragged his hand from her breast to her clit and increased the pressure until she screamed. Hot liquid drenched his hand and his toe then spasms signaling her release began, and he joined her, rolling her to the side and collapsing beside her.
“I promise I’ll do better next time,” he gasped in her ear, and sucked at her earlobe to keep away from the tempting spot at the juncture of her neck and shoulder. The pressure he’d been holding back for months finally became a satisfied fullness in his heart. The attachment between them grew deeper, and he hoped they’d come to terms with her refusal to commit. Until now, he hadn’t been certain his bloodline contained enough dire wolf blood to sustain a true mating.
He scooped her up and carried her to the stream.
 
 
Being in his arms like this, with her head against his darkly, furred chest, listening to his thundering heart, went beyond intimate. Everything changed as soon as he’d flipped her over and thrust inside her. As he carefully lowered her into the water and washed her off, she realized the intimacy grew with each of the man’s thoughtful caresses.
“It’s okay, Ty. I can clean up.”
“I know.” He almost smiled as his eyes surveyed her body. “But I want to do it. To touch you.”
He leaned in and, for the first time, kissed her gently. She melted into the soulful kiss, returning his sweet passion, and then things changed. He practically devoured her. Their tongues dueled and danced. His hands explored, touching every opening, tweaking her nipples, and stimulating every sensitive spot on her body.
“Again,” she whispered, “take me again, please. Now.”
He growled deep and low in her ear. “Not so fast this time, babe. We’re going to do this my way, and you’re going to love every minute of it.”
Why did his threat feel so right? She’d always resented men who tried to take control. What was it about Ty and his promise that had her squealing inside like a little girl unwrapping gifts at yuletide, and yet worried still that she wouldn’t be prepared for it.
“I’ve not much experience—”
“I’ve had plenty,” he responded, and went about proving it—touch after mind-blowing touch.
She imagined this wounded hero with other women, and her blood boiled, but before she could react, his mouth latched onto her breast, and his fingers tangled in her nether curls. As his woodsy scent washed over her, all she could manage was to tighten her grip on his massive shoulders and hold on. Breathing, letting go of her fear, Grace allowed herself to drown in the sensations of pleasure, while he suckled and played her clit like a fiddle. The promise of an orgasm approached, and she lost all sense of composure.
Grace began begging, “Now, Ty, now. Take me now.”
He ignored her plea and carried her to the blanket he must have brought by earlier. Once he’d positioned her to his satisfaction, her legs were too weak to move. His heavy-lidded eyes narrowed, and perspiration rolled in rivulets down his chest.
Grace studied the way his thick chest pumped violently with each breath he took as he stared at her intimate parts spread open to his view. Instead of being self-conscious, she heated with desire. His erection grew, but he didn’t penetrate her. He spread her legs still wider apart. Lifting her knees, he nuzzled her mound, and, as if memorizing every nook and cranny, he slowly kissed his way to her nub before he explored inside her folds and thoroughly tongue harassed her. 
By the time he lifted his head, she was soaking wet, thrashing about, and more than ready for him. He stared, appearing stunned. “Delicious. You’re more than I ever imagined.”
She squirmed beneath him and nipped him, silently demanding more.
He gripped her wrists in one hand and raised them above her head then grinned mercilessly at her. With his thumb pressing on the one place sure to set her on fire, he kissed his way to her entrance. She arched as he nibbled the swollen nub into his mouth again and sucked until she gasped, begging for more.
He stopped right before she came.
“Finish me.” Grace’s thunderous growl exploded, directed at him. Would her wolf attack him if he didn’t fill her…?
Before she objected again, he placed a finger at her rear entrance and touched the tight bud. She stilled, stopped breathing, didn’t say a word, and waited.
His voice, raspy and low, whispered, “When you’re mine—completely, truly mine—I’m going to pleasure every single inch of you. Here…I’m going to forget you here”—he smiled—“and something tells me you’re going to love it.”
Oh, she wanted to try everything he suggested, but was she willing to give up so much of herself to belong to anyone? There was the Moonlight pack to think of and the future of the dire wolves.
At the moment, none of that mattered. Her wolf controlled her senses, and Grace wanted this.
“Aye, ye could be right about my wicked inclinations.” What she needed was Ty’s thick toe filling her and more of the pleasure he’d promised. “Fer now, do you think ye could take that club between yer legs and pleasure me?”
He threw his head back and released a deep guttural laugh as he climbed up her body. “That, I can, sweet lassie-wolf. That, I can,” he said, doing a poor imitation of her Scottish brogue.
She gave into the moment…and planned to take everything he offered. Yes, she even ached for his bite. She craved this man as none before. And as he filled her, driving like a force of nature, her instincts took over and the earth shifted beneath them.
She struggled to restrain her desire, but this wolf belonged to her…and she belonged to him.
She hoped what she was about to do wasn’t a mistake.
The minute she sank her teeth into his neck, everything settled into place. He paused for a second before looking at her for consent to complete the ritual. His lids lowered erotically before his pale hazel eyes turned silver. He was so breathtakingly perfect in all his rugged beauty. Just the right amount of dark, masculine, body hair to interest her, and a broad, square jaw that screamed stubborn. His canines extended behind his wolf grin right as he ordered her with one word to shift.
He clamped down on her breast, and she gasped. To her immense surprise, pleasure filled every cell in her body when he marked her, and then they both began their shift.
After mating in both forms, they would be bound for life—as wolf and human. His life hinged on her instincts being correct about his dire blood, or their joining could be his death warrant. What had she done?
 



Chapter Three
Lucas
 
Ayre, Scotland, Monday 8:00 a.m.
 
Lucas braked in the driveway, kicked down the stand, and turned off the T12 Massimo. His family’s estate, in the Isle of Ayre, boasted ten-foot double doors of ancient, blackened hardwood, carved with familiar Celtic signs. Unconvinced this was the family emergency he’d been led to believe, he still grabbed his bag and rushed up the front steps. The door knocker, the MacDugal family crest, a snarling head of an alpha dire wolf, glared as he put out a hand. But before he touched the forged-steel handles, the doors burst open and his father, William MacDugal, wrapped his arm around his shoulder and drew him inside.
The burly Scot patriarch, the pack alpha, paused, gripped Lucas by the shoulders, and, raising his chin, met his son’s eyes. “I’m relieved you’ve arrived so quickly, lad. Yer mother’s beside herself with worry.”
Lucas hadn’t been gone long when his father called him to return. He’d panicked. The brief explanation jolted him into action. Ever the dutiful daughter, his sister never called for their mother’s birthday. Miles from home in Florida, tracking her down before harm came to her would be a challenge.
“The plane is fueled and the flight plan is approved to go. The helicopter is waiting for you.” William didn’t glance back as he led Lucas to the helo-pad where his mother and his brothers waited.
“I’ve made all the arrangements,” his father assured him as they walked. “When your sister didn’t check in, I called the local pack leader, Derek Sawyer. He said she’d made a few friends and had been out with the Moonlight pack running on Friday night. The last person to see her was one of her security guards, a wolf named Ty Daniels.” William drew up his shoulders. “I don’t know what to think. He’s reported to be the upstanding type…a former US Army Ranger in Afghanistan.”
“Grace wouldn’t miss calling Mum on her birthday unless something was amiss. We’re fortunate Derek and his second-in-command run a detective agency.” Lucas ran his fingers through his hair.
“This Daniels fellow also works there. The alpha vouches for him.” Lucas’s mother hugged him. “While you’re on your way, Derek’s group is going to begin researching Grace’s disappearance.”
“He’ll at least start organizing the investigation for you,” said Jared, the oldest littermate and the one who would follow in their father’s footsteps.
Thank the stars. Lucas had no interest in running the pack.
“No worries here. I’ll handle your duties while you’re away,” Lucas’s younger brother James added, and handed him a sheet of paper with a name and phone number. He continued spewing information and shrugged self-consciously, a bit like his father. “I took it upon myself to call Grace’s suitemate. Stephanie knew nothing of her whereabouts. But, she said she’d ask around.”
Lucas put the paper in his pocket and noted how red his mother’s eyes were from crying, and her brow seemed more deeply furrowed with worry than usual. He pressed his lips to her forehead, trying to erase the lines. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”
Jared stood beside his father, both men grim with concern. All he could manage was a nod in their direction as they stepped away from the pad. Time was of the essence. As the pack enforcer, it was Lucas’s responsibility to care for the few of them who remained. James would manage for a while, but it was the second son’s ultimate responsibility.
The dire wolves were a dwindling breed. He and his brothers were from his mother’s first litter, and, years later, his mother bred again. His sister was the only survivor from the second litter, the last his mother would ever have. They were the only remaining pure-bred dire wolves. Because the births had been dangerous, almost deadly, his father refused to risk his mate again. The three brothers, their only sister, and a few cousins were all that remained of the ancient breed, and, as a result, they were a close family unit within the small mixed werewolf pack on Ayre.
“I’ll find her and bring her home safely,” Lucas said, barely containing his apprehension. He patted his mother’s hand and James’s shoulder before he turned his back on them and ran low beneath the twirling blades then climbed into the two-seat helicopter. A private jet and a tense night awaited him.
 



Chapter Four
The Plan
 
The Defenders Agency, Moonlight, Florida, Monday 8:00 a.m.
 
“Derek, you want a refill on that cup?”
He grunted and Laurel assumed he meant yes. She picked up his cup on the way to the coffee machine, made two cups of coffee from the Keurig, and returned to her desk, dropping off his fresh-brewed refill on the way. 
“Mind if I ask why you sent Rand after Ty?” She didn’t want to be disrespectful to the alpha, but sending the pack enforcer after Ty didn’t bode well for her partner.
The pack alpha stared her down as if he could read her mind and see her misgivings.
She’d been the one assigned to guard Grace on Friday, the night she allegedly disappeared, but Ty had been with the missing woman later that night. Laurel’s new job with the agency and her life in Moonlight were working out for her. She didn’t want to screw up. If she’d misread her partner’s intensions, Derek would never trust her again. Then what would she do with her life?
“After the MacDugal called to check on his daughter, I had Ty come over. He admitted he was the last one with Grace Friday night. We called her from here and confirmed she was gone, but then he went wild and took off. He’s holding something back. Something he isn’t sharing.”
“Like what? They were totally into each other, and he’s pretty macho, the heroic type.” Laurel figured everyone knew it, so she wasn’t giving away any secrets.
“When I say he lost it, I mean he lost it big time. He shifted before we finished talking, went totally out of control. I thought if you got a chance to question him, you could tell me.”
“The boyfriend’s always the prime suspect….”
“But?” Derek frowned as soon as she paused. “You think they had a fight?”
“No, not a fight,” Laurel said. “Besides, if she shifted, she could take care of herself with any of the locals.”
If Derek knew, what was his real motive for sending his enforcer after her partner? “You think Ty should know Grace’s big bad wolf brother is on his way, don’t you?”
“That’s not the only reason I sent Rand after him. Ty’s not a flight risk, but his reaction…? I don’t want anything to happen to him. If we work together, we stand a better chance of finding Grace before something goes wrong.”
“What are you worried about?”
“If someone discovers what she is…well, with the way the genetic lines in the packs are weakening, I can think of plenty of ways a female of her line would be useful.”
Forced blooding—the act of biting—and cold genetic labs, even vivisection images popped into Laurel’s mind. The distasteful visions unnerved Laurel, sending an icy shiver up her spine. She crossed her arms and ran her hands over them to ward off the chill. Now she was frightened for Grace. Because no way was Ty involved in the woman’s disappearance, and if he even imagined what Derek suspected, god help the wolves who had taken her. It was no wonder he’d flipped out. Laurel knew how it felt to lose the people who mattered most.
After the Homeland pack in Georgia had been destroyed, she took a while searching for her old pack members. Fortunately, her parents had sent her to stay with an aunt before the tragedy. Later, she found nothing as she searched for survivors. It took months to locate Alexis online. The remaining pack members needed Laurel and her intuitive gifts. So she found her way to Moonlight, and Derek hired her for the security position with The Defenders Agency. The new pack accepted her as if she’d never been away, and The Defenders treated her with respect as a valued member of their team.
Ty had suffered a fate similar to Laurel’s. The former Ranger’s pack near Jacksonville was decimated while he’d been in Afghanistan, and after he returned, he searched for packs with other orphaned wolf shifters like him. Later, like Laurel, he became one of the agency’s trusted security guards and investigators. Derek convinced him to take advantage of his GI Bill benefits and finish his masters. That was where he met Grace…at New College in Sarasota.
“What can you tell me about Friday night?” Derek’s impatience grew as he waited for Ty to report to the office. “After the call from Grace’s father, I was doubly concerned about the young woman.”
“The two of them, Ty and Grace, go out running together whenever they get a chance. Friday, I was her guard on duty, but they planned to meet, later. Grace and I encountered the Fort Myers group you invited to the pack meeting. She’d investigated an internship with Slater Hall’s company. I got the feeling he expected her to earn it. If you get what I mean. She blew him off, and I stepped in to back up her decision if I had to.”
“What’s up with Grace and Daniels?” Derek asked.
“They’ve been running out in the acreage beyond the lake to avoid detection. I didn’t leave the area until she shifted and ran off to join him. In her wolf form, she claimed it would take something other than Slater Hall and his band of misfits to take her down. I know she met with Ty because his howling stopped. But Hall’s group made me uncomfortable so I stayed and scouted the area where Ty and Grace have been running.”
“Should I be concerned about what Ty could do?”
“No. Ty cares for her. A lot.” She wiggled her eyebrows to make her point. “Besides, he’s one of the good guys. Like I said, real hero material. His aura is troubled, but it’s free of evil.”
Derek usually trusted her opinions. Laurel hoped this was one of those times. She had inherited her grandmother’s talent for reading people. Some claimed she was part witch, but Alexis and Derek understood Laurel and her mother were sensitives, a rare breed of shifters in touch with the earth and all things organic. If something was elemental, Laurel could read it. 
“Some of the Fort Myers pack members’ auras are questionable.” When she’d touched Slater in order to keep him away from Grace, she’d felt…dirty.
“Really? Others besides that jerk, Hall? Give me a list.” Derek tapped a pen on his desk. He ran a hand down his face and rubbed his thumb across his chin.
“Mostly Hall. He was the only one I touched, and believe me, that was enough.” Laurel shuddered in disgust then went back to her list while Derek leaned back in his chair and focused on the ceiling. He did that a lot when he was frustrated.
“You don’t think Daniels’s tour of duty in Afghanistan had anything to do with him…being a little off?” His question surprised her.
She paused mid-thought and stopped studying the maps on her computer screen. “Off? If you’re worried about anyone being a little off, you’d have to reevaluate everybody in the pack. We’re all damaged to some extent.”
“Point taken.” Derek almost chuckled and cracked a little smile.
The door slammed open, and Rand Molina, co-owner and partner in The Defenders Agency, entered in front of Ty. Rand took a seat at his desk, and Ty pulled up a chair next to Derek.
Derek jumped right to the point. “Listen up, Daniels, Grace’s brother is on his way.” He checked the time on the wall clock and added, “I promised her father we’ll help with the investigation.”
“No problem.” He sat straighter. “I won’t be left out. I’m going to be involved one way or another.”
Rand raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat. “No one talks to the alpha that way.”
But Derek let it go. Ty was visibly upset, and Laurel understood why. Heck, she was furious it happened on her watch, but he had to feel even worse. He’d been with her and let her go. As an Army Ranger, he would take Grace’s disappearance personally, no matter what, but since he’d been the last one to see Grace…. Well, even he knew the implications of that.
“Talk to us,” Laurel pleaded.
“I drove her back to Sarasota and offered to walk her to her apartment. She refused. I haven’t seen or heard from her since I dropped her off. When she didn’t respond to my calls yesterday, I thought she was just mad…. Today I called her phone at 0700 hours, but again it went to voice mail. I contacted her roommate and asked her to check on her. She’s missing.”
Laurel didn’t buy his story. “What really happened?”
“Nothing.” He squirmed under her scrutiny. “Everything. You know.”
“Actually, we don’t know.” Rand interrupted Laurel’s interrogation. “Humor us.”
“After, after we had a”—he glanced around then looked uncomfortable saying anything further—“great evening, we argued on the way back to her apartment.” He dropped his head in his hands and slumped, looking like a broken man.
“About?” Rand asked.
“D’ya know why she’s here? She’s independent. Won’t conform to the old ways. And because of her family heritage, which she declared off-limits for discussion, she refuses to consider marriage.”
“There’s something else you’re not telling us,” Laurel said.
“Yeah, that dude from down in South Florida, the CEO of that company. She told me what happened earlier. He’s always all over her, but even after we…she insisted she was going to take the research internship if she got it—”
“So you were jealous?” Derek asked.
“No. Heck, yeah, okay. And worried. I have the right to be—” He snapped his mouth shut and raked his fingers through the stubble on his head. “I was jealous. But actually, I was more worried about her. I warned her last week that Hall was a sleaze.” He pointed at Laurel then Derek. “Laurel, tell him. The guy is up to something.”
“I agree, he’s some kind of conman.” Laurel watched Ty’s aura as his emotions fluctuated. “But what happened between you and Grace?”
“We…. Things got out of hand before I took her home. Then, afterward, she told me to back off…. Like I could.” He muttered the last words under his breath. “We argued. She said she had three brothers, she didn’t need another one. I was pissed. Told her no way was I thinking of being her brother—”
“So you backed off, right?” Laurel asked, brotherly argument aside. Grace and Ty were life mates whether they accepted it or not. She had seen the way their auras reached for one another’s.
“Yeah, because I know how she needs to feel in control of her life. But I shouldn’t have. Not this time. I should’ve followed up, made sure she was okay.” His aura gave off signs of fear. Laurel’s gift identified his sincerity, and his anxiety centered on Grace’s well-being.
He was innocent of any wrongdoing. She gave Derek a long hard stare and nodded slightly. Satisfied Ty had nothing to do with Grace’s abduction, Laurel sensed he still held back an important point.
“Okay, we’re good for now.” Derek’s words calmed the mood. “I want a plan to present to her brother. What do we know about dire wolves?”
Laurel spoke up. “There are rumors that plenty of families have dire wolf blood mixed in with their own wolf heritage.”
“Kinda like having royal blood?” Rand speculated.
Ty stood and paced. “Since I met Grace, I’ve been researching the MacDugal clan. It appears the island packs are the last of the pure bred dires.”
“Grace told me she was the only female born in her litter,” Laurel added. “Apparently, it’s difficult for female dire wolves to give birth. The pups are unusually large, and the females have to give birth to them in wolf form. Grace’s mother never had another litter after that because her husband refused to risk her life. As soon as those pack members are gone, there’ll be no more purebred dire wolves. And the reason Grace left was because she had no intention of being part of a matched marriage with the remaining ones on the island.”
“Stubborn, that one.” Ty almost smiled.
Rand scratched his head. “What I don’t know is, other than their size, what’s the difference?”
Laurel keyed the question into the computer but came up with no facts, merely myths. “Says here, there’s not much known about them, other than they’re highly susceptible to the full moon and exceedingly sexual….”She didn’t want to go there.
Derek glanced around the room and settled his gaze on Laurel. “Because of that, I really don’t want you or the other females around her brother when he gets here.”
“It’s pure speculation,” Laurel protested, but Derek held up his hand.
“If I didn’t need your ability to read his aura, I wouldn’t send you at all, but I need you to vet the brother, and you need to be careful.”
“Lucas is also their pack enforcer, so you will need protection,” Rand spoke up then turned to Derek. “What do you think?”
“According to everything I’ve got on him, he’s a lone wolf, aggressive, the second son, yet with alpha tendencies. Above all, he’s honorable. He’s no pup. So I’m not concerned about him getting out of control.”
Derek still appeared uncomfortable then looked at Laurel and shook his head. “If he’s as powerful and large as I’ve heard, we need to warn off our females. They should stay away from him at the time of the next full moon.”
“But a few of the females are already looking outside the pack for new blood,” Laurel said.
“If he sets his sights on one he likes, she probably wouldn’t survive a mating. His mother was purebred and barely lived through the births.” Rand kept his attention on Ty while he grew increasingly restless.
“Well, it’s not always about breeding.” Laurel gave a nervous chuckle. “If you want to take his temperature, for some reason I’m still your best chance to vet him. So far, none of you boys have tickled my fancy. And precisely, as a reminder, like Grace, I ‘don’t need no stinkin’ brothers’ to protect me either.”
The three men didn’t exactly growl, but Laurel was certain she heard the low rumbles begin.
Ty shook his head then pointed a finger at her. “Everybody thinks they’re immune, that they’re in control, until it hits them. Then, suddenly, you’re walking around with stars in your eyes and can’t put two coherent sentences together, let alone fight the urges within you.”
“Listen to Mr. Romance!” Laurel giggled.
“Don’t laugh, missy.” Derek gestured to Ty. “Look at him. Neither of them, Grace or Ty, wanted to be involved, and he couldn’t stay away from her, even knowing what she is. Her disappearance has made him as crazy as if they’d been—”
The room went dead quiet, the word mated hanging in the air. Derek turned in his chair, and his eyes flashed a warning.
Laurel’s gaze swung to Ty. “You didn’t…did you?”
Unfortunately, the expression on his face answered for him.
“Oh idiot no,” Derek and Rand shouted in unison.
“Her brother’s gonna kill you,” Laurel sang under her breath.
Ty groaned. “If anything happens to her, you won’t have to worry about that. I can’t survive without her now anyway.”
“Oh my goodness! Did you…?” Stunned, Laurel stood and took a step in his direction, her heart full of empathy for the former Ranger as his aura faded and turned muddy brown.
He shrugged and hung his head. “Yes. We’re mated. And we should have been happy about it.”
Rand growled.
Ty spoke up in his defense. “Oh, and for the record, everyone, she started it.”
“What is this, kindergarten?” Derek shouted and slammed his hand on the desk. “Dang it, she’s under my protection…and you’re her bodyguard.”
“Well, last night I was her date.” Ty tugged at his short hair.
Their alpha gave Ty the talk-to-me-like-that-again-and-I’m-gonna-kill-you look.
“Heck, Derek, you know what it’s like when you feel the calling.”
Laurel hadn’t experienced it, but she’d heard enough to know resistance never worked. Grace had insisted she’d never belong to anyone. That had to be hard on Ty. Look where it had gotten both of them.
“As much as I wanted her, I didn’t want her to resent me. I tried to fight it. I swear. I was exhausted from resisting. Not to mention I was doing a blasted fine job of keeping my feelings under control. But heck, I couldn’t prevent my wolf’s natural instincts from kickin’ in when she bit me.”
Derek’s eyes widened. “She…bit…you?”
Ty nodded, and Rand gasped. Laurel sucked in a breath, and slapped a hand to her mouth.
Her partner, looking devastated, continued to pace. “She must have lost control. I never expected that.” He lifted his face and stared at the ceiling. “I swore I wouldn’t, but then she….”
“She bit you,” Laurel repeated incredulously. “She took control?” Female wolves didn’t do that.
Ty snapped his attention to the people in the room and scowled at her. “I know. Believe me, I was surprised, too. Later, once she realized what she’d done, she must have hated the idea of being bound…to me. But what were we supposed to do? There is no going back. So when she said she wanted her space, I gave it to her.”
Ty slammed his hand through the wall, and though Laurel jumped, Derek merely narrowed his eyes, and Rand barely raised an eyebrow. She guessed they were cutting the jilted groom some slack.
She ran her fingers through her ponytail, a habit that helped her think. She wasn’t clear why Grace would change her mind about staying free and then begin the mating ritual since she clearly never wanted to be claimed. “I don’t understand.”
“I thought…giving her space was the least I could do in exchange for her giving up everything.”
“She wasn’t giving up anything, Ty,” Laurel argued. “Grace wanted you. Even you had to know that. But she’d fought the pack rituals for years. Why give in last night?”
“Why doesn’t matter.” Rand cleared his throat. “Where she would go does.”
“We need to make certain she’s safe.” Derek tapped a pencil on the desk. “I think our plan should include going into town and meeting with the sheriff. We need to let the humans know we’ll have another wolf in the area, and that Grace is missing.” Derek gestured toward Ty. “You ride with Laurel in the truck and stick with her.”
Rand slapped Derek on the shoulder. “So how would you like to ride shotgun with me in my new Hummer?”
Derek grinned at his friend. “If you let me drive back.”
Rand stretched and cracked his neck. He wasn’t going to refuse the alpha.
“Works for me,” Laurel said, preoccupied and still confused about Grace’s motivation. She was a few years older, but what Laurel knew about dire wolves could fit in a thimble. The Highland female had many of the same elemental qualities Laurel often sensed in her grandmother. Were dire wolves related to the western packs?
“Laurel?” Ty’s voice drew her focus. “Somethin’ botherin’ you?”
“Nothin’. Just remember, everyone, I need to meet with the brother alone. I don’t want any macho aggression interfering with what I read in his aura because y’all are around. I’ll go inside first to meet him.” She held up her hand when Rand began to object. “I’m sure I’ll be safe in an airport full of humans and security guards. Then you get your turn in the parking garage afterward.”
“Bossy little thing, isn’t she?” Derek stood, his snide grin broadening. He popped Ty lightly on the shoulder. “Congratulations by the way, and good luck.” Then he checked his watch and gave the order, “Time to get going.”
He motioned everyone to the door as Rand picked up the phone. With his hand over the speaker, he told Derek, “I’ll call Alexa so she knows what’s going on. Why don’t you let Jesse and Charlie know we’re stopping by their office?”
The Palmetto County Sheriff’s wife, also the member who originally set up Moonlight, was a member of the Moonlight pack. Jesse Farrell and Charlie Aquino, both human detectives, had fallen in love and married members of the pack. Laurel thought their stories were romantic. Although the pack kept a low profile around humans, Ty, aka Mr. Romance, had it right. If love ignited the relationship, nothing stood in the way of their inner wolves.
Once again, Laurel wondered what was wrong with her and why she’d never experienced the mating pull at the time of the full moon the way others did. The run, the hunt, the scent of the woods and the streams, those things and the earth itself called to her, but so far, never a man. Her grandmother once had told her she would always long for the elements, but, eventually, she’d find a mate, a wolf who would recognize the elements in her, too.
At one time, Laurel sensed an elemental side to Ty, but they’d never experienced any sexual link. She’d also felt strangely in tune with Grace, but the dire wolf never acknowledged an elemental connection.
Without guidance from her relatives, and there was no hope for that since they’d all been killed, Laurel would always be looking for answers alone. She would stick with her independent life and wait. There must be other elemental wolves out there somewhere.
 



Chapter Five
Lucas Lands
 
Sarasota, Florida, 9:00 a.m.
 
As soon as the private jet had been approved for landing, the pilot announced the gate. Waiting, as the plane touched down and taxied to the terminal, had been torture for Lucas. Concern and lists of things he needed to do whirled in his thoughts. Someone from the Moonlight pack was supposed to pick him up after he cleared customs, and he wanted to rent a vehicle then find a place to stay.
After the eight-hour flight, Lucas still hadn’t garnered much from his research and preparation, nor did he know much more than he had before the plane took off from Glasgow. He’d made notes and impatiently prepared to question everyone Grace had been involved with.
Following the people in the private terminal, he saw the International Baggage Claim sign and mingled in the small crowd waiting for luggage. He glanced around, looking for signs to Customs and spotted one above the only door. Okay, he knew where to go, for now.
Signs. Follow the signs.
Dang he hated not being familiar with an area. Even after the hours of research he did in flight, there still was so much he needed to become acquainted with, including local rules and pack customs. His sister was attending New College. He didn’t know about Grace’s friends—other than the name of her suite mate, Stephanie—because his independent sister never wanted to follow the rules, and his parents indulged her. With three brothers, she’d learned how to stand her ground, so he wasn’t worried that she couldn’t fight her way out of a situation, but these were strained times with the packs here in Florida and a few of the southern states. Thankfully, he had a contact with her life here in the US in the local pack—Alexa Martin.
As soon as Grace announced she was moving to this area to attend graduate school, his father’s friend, Alexa put him in touch with the local alpha, Derek Sawyer. He and his partner, Rand Molina, owned The Defenders. A security agency was exactly the sort of help Lucas was going to need in a foreign location. But he didn’t want the local pack to handcuff his investigation.
Lucas’s jaw tightened whenever he considered how he would be forced to hold back while Grace could be in danger. Tentative permission to work the case under supervision from the local pack’s alpha didn’t sit well with him. Patience, nothing he’d ever been fond of, was a short commodity in his arsenal of gifts.
While he waited in line at customs, he mentally reviewed some of the information he’d acquired onboard the plane. The map research helped him become moderately oriented with the region. Moonlight, a former abandoned orange grove, was located in a very rural area just southeast of Sarasota, an ideal location for a pack of wolves to hunt and run.
The customs agent asked for his passport and cleared him. “Place your baggage on that carousel.” He pointed to a moving conveyer belt. “Then follow the signs to baggage claim in the main terminal. They will be waiting for you there.”
The process had been fairly painless so far. Hopefully, his encounter with Derek would go as smoothly.
Even though there were a few packs in the area, according to Lucas’s father, Derek’s seemed the friendliest and the most competent to help. If a local was responsible for his sister’s abduction, Lucas was going to need an alpha’s help. There were other small packs throughout this region of Florida, but most were widely separated to give each pack space to roam. Lucas could handle the search for Grace alone, but his presence would have been immediately noticed by any other wolf within a two-mile radius. No sense begging trouble.
Lucas also discovered the Moonlight pack had dealt with their own problems in the past, and now Starwood, a large national pack, had been reportedly annexing smaller, weaker packs or orphaned wolves in the area. According to what he’d read, the annexation wasn’t always voluntary.
Sweat broke out on Lucas’s upper lip. Maybe they’d discovered Grace was pure dire wolf. The images turned his stomach. Good thing he hadn’t eaten. The consequences for touching his sister would be ruthless.
His phone rang with a local number that identified the caller. The Defenders Agency. His backup had arrived.
 
***
 
Feeling like an idiot, Laurel stood in baggage claim at Sarasota International Airport, humiliated, holding the dreaded sign. She’d seen enough people standing exactly like this, uncomfortably waiting to pick up travelers. She never imagined it would be her geeking it out with a sign and an empty stare. Why hadn’t she asked for a description of the man or at least asked about what he’d be wearing?
A kilt came to mind, and she grinned then discarded the notion.
The rest of the Moonlight group waited in the parking lot. They agreed it was safe enough for her to be in public with the dire wolf from Scotland. What was the matter with Derek? Did he think she was suddenly going to go all jerk-in-heat with a total stranger?
She scanned the crowd, sensing nothing beyond normal human emotions. The down escalator emptied; then without warning, thundering concern entered her mind. A red cloud of anger in the distance walked within a sea of people’s auras—distress, happiness, and excitement. Vibes from the multitude of auras almost overwhelmed her.
Her senses were open, not all the way, but, at this level, she dared not touch anyone or anything. Her ability to tap into the elements was highly acute when she was stressed, and this was one of those times.
The sense of anxious concern was the singular emotion pulling at her, drawing her in the direction of the crowd milling around carousel three at the other end of the room. She didn’t want to leave her position near the exit. But what if he needed help with his luggage? She glanced at the luggage carts. Did he travel much? Had he exchanged his money? She should have asked Rand or Derek.
As the crowds dispersed, everyone headed in different directions, and one man—one great, huge, jaw-dropping man—turned and glared at her sign. He slowly shifted his attention from the cardboard sign to her face, freezing her in place as heat climbed her cheeks and lit up her body.
Rattled by the invasion, Laurel disconnected and buffered her senses.
Once she’d spotted him, she called herself an idiot. Description never would have sufficed. A sign shouldn’t have been necessary, especially with her gift for reading auras. She dropped the sign to her side and fought the urge to roll her eyes at her foolishness. There would be no mistaking this man among men.
To the general public, recognizing the difference between a pack member and anyone else was impossible. To her, especially with her abilities, identifying the shifter standing in front of her never would be a problem. If his piercing pale eyes didn’t betray him, the strange aura only she could see surrounding him was a dead giveaway. It was as powerful as he was. It was earthy. Elemental. She recognized his presence in every cell in her body. A connection. But there was something else, too. She reacted differently to him than she had to any other pack member she’d encountered, and her strange reaction made her additionally wary.
She couldn’t tear her gaze from his and sensed him attempting to penetrate the blocks she’d erected the moment they’d made visual contact. She shored up her protective wards to keep him out of her mind in case he had other abilities. No one had ever rattled her elemental power until now.
Lucas MacDugal had been through customs by the time he took the tram to the terminal. So at least she’d been spared the aggravation of waiting, and so had he. His frown claimed he didn’t have much patience left.
He stood at least a head or more above everyone else. A well-worn coffee-colored leather jacket covered his broad shoulders. What had the man been thinking when he donned the jacket? Fifty-degree temperatures? He wouldn’t find any of that here. At least not till January.
She couldn’t help noticing the color complemented his rich tawny-colored hair. The appearance, integrated with various shades of flaxen strands, indicated he’d been in the sun too often already, and, obviously, he’d been dressed for cooler weather. Or motorcycle riding.
Suddenly, Laurel lost all train of thought as the image of the big man straddling a hog sent electric shocks to her lady parts. The jacket and the hair explained a lot. Not a helmet kind of guy, either. She got it. But not her reaction. She longed to climb on the Harley behind him and hold on for all she was worth, while they tested the limits of the engine’s power.
She blinked the images from her mind and brought herself back to the present.
“Lucas MacDugal?” she asked in order to be certain, half hoping he denied it and half dreading what would become of her if she never saw this man again. She held her breath, and as he nodded, she experienced an instant of relief, despite the questioning frown on his face.
“I’m Laurel Finnegan with the Defenders Agency.”
The furrow on his brow smoothed as soon as she identified herself and held out her hand. At first touch, she swallowed a gasp. He shook it, and their auras literally mingled and danced.
Uh-oh. He had to have seen it, too.
She lifted her gaze to meet his and, caught off guard, swore surprise radiated yellow in his aura.
“Can I take one of those bags for you?” Focused on finding a safer subject, she searched for the nearest baggage cart, but when he didn’t respond, she faced him. He had a leather backpack over his shoulder.
Finally, with a self-conscious twitch, he released her hand.
Lucas gaped at the two bags by his sides. He lifted them easily, still apparently stunned by her touch, and stared at her as if she had three heads. He followed her gaze to the cart rack then shook his head.
Either he wanted to carry his own bags or…he experienced the strange connection. He’d been affected, too. He had noticed their auras dancing.
Laurel, spellbound by the way his sandy-colored hair flopped over his forehead, suppressed a gasp. Her stomach plummeted and spots danced in her vision. If only they were alone, somewhere private, somewhere she could explore this unusual feeling.
She should remember to breathe.
While Laurel practiced controlled breathing and cleared her vision, he said nothing. Finally, he seemed to pull himself together.
“I’m sorry. Jet lag. I’m being incredibly rude. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I was expecting—”
“Derek?” She tried to help.
“Aye, or one of his associates.”
She got that a lot, and it usually pissed her off. Laurel grinned to make him feel comfortable. Though why she should care, she didn’t know.
“I am one of his associates. The rest are in the parking garage, waiting for us.”
“I apologize, Ms. Finnegan. You’re not—” He stopped and narrowed his eyes on her. “So, you are with the agency. Exactly what is your capacity with the”—he looked around cautiously and lowered his voice before finishing—“pack?”
“Not here,” she snapped. “Follow me.”
The pack sent Laurel to feel this man out, and though he seemed okay and contained on the surface, he was extremely powerful. She’d never met anyone with so much raw elemental power, but she wasn’t getting any negative vibes from him other than frustration, anger, and concern.
She assumed that was about his sister.
Once out of earshot of anyone, Laurel tried to answer his question. “As you must already know, I’m not like the others. My mother was a western wolf. My father was originally from the Georgia pack. I developed into what they refer to as a sensitive. My ability comes in handy from time to time. Are you familiar with my sort of talents?”
“Psychic?”
“No. Elemental. Derek’s wife is human and psychic, and so are a few others. In some ways, I sense things…thoughts, but my ability is beyond an emotional sensation. It’s an elemental ability to molecularly merge with certain things…. Well, organics. I’m better with biologics. I have what is almost a cognitive existentialism with the elements.”
She should shut up. Her nerves made her ramble. She was making a fool of herself, and no one ever found this stuff interesting—
“Aye, I’ve heard of those with various abilities, but none such as yours. It’s curious. I’ve never met anyone with your abilities except…. Never mind. You’re quite unique, Ms. Finnegan.”
Do not be impressed. Do not be flattered. Stop grinning.
He was just being polite, she was certain. She should try to return the favor.
“Laurel is fine.” She tugged the smaller of the two bags from his left hand, taking him by surprise, and said, “Follow me. The truck is right over there.” She pointed toward the exit. “And you might want to shed the jacket. October is one of Florida’s nicest months. The temperature is in the low seventies and may reach eighty.”
“Seventies, you say?”
“Yes.”
“What time is it here, anyway? I’ve lost count.” He lifted his wrist—a smartwatch…go figure.“ Ach, nine forty-five. I thought it was later.”
With one arm free, he shed his jacket. Watching him didn’t help her cool down, especially when she saw the expensive, tight muscle shirt clinging to him like a second skin. All those planes and valleys defined a man who had zero body fat on those rippling muscles. Her fingers tingled with the urge to trace them. She licked her lips. She didn’t think shedding the jacket, alone, would solve his problem with the heat—not with the biker boots and jeans.
“We should get you out of those clothes,” she said, and stopped with a gasp as she realized her blunder.
Clearly seductive, the amused look he gave her showed interest and sent her body temperature soaring. 
“And into sandals, shorts, sunglasses, into air conditioning,” she added, blabbering to make her point clear.
“I have sunglasses.” He whipped out a designer pair as they crossed to the parking lot and slid them on his face. “You do have AC in the truck, no?”
“Yes, but you won’t always be inside or in a truck.”
“I appreciate your concern.”
The automatic doors opened, hitting them with a blast of hot, humid air, and Lucas gasped. “Holy saints and sinners. ’Tis perdition I’ve entered.”
She chuckled. “You’ll adjust. Everything in Florida is air-conditioned except the outdoors.”
“I hope the nights are cooler for the run.”
“You’re in luck. There’s a cool front moving in.” The latter part of October was one of the best months in Florida. “Think of it like a hot summer in Scotland.”
The perspiration already trailed a fine line down the side of his face. Wolves could withstand higher temperatures than humans, but there were limits. He had just recently left Scotland.
“You’re hot….” Dang! Not again.
Again, there was that slow, condescending turn of his head. Then his eyebrows rose above the rims of his glasses. Even though she couldn’t see his eyes, she felt the seductive burn arrow straight to her core.
“Why thank you, Laurel,” he crooned with that Highland accent and a voice like smooth, rare aged whiskey. “I find you extremely attractive as well.”
Her knees threatened to go weak. Dang it. She needed to get a grip.
“Very funny.” Hopefully, the glare she returned made it clear she didn’t appreciate him playing with her. Huh! As if the likes of him would find someone like her attractive. She was fully aware of her assets and her deficits.
“You,” she emphasized, “know what I mean. I’m an empath of sorts. I can’t help picking up on extreme discomfort.” She snapped back her response, ignoring his insinuation.
“Wait.” He stopped, forcing her to turn and take a few steps in his direction. He lifted the lenses so she could see the sincerity in his eyes.
Smart man.
“Before we meet the others, will you tell me one thing?” he began then paused.
“Sure.” She held her breath, waiting for the question.
“You’re their…what? Lie detector? Are you here to help me or test me?”
“I’m here for both.”
He dropped the glasses into place.
“Would you expect anything less?”
“Of course not.”
Again, his brows popped up above the rims of the sunglasses, and he almost smiled. At least the crease between his eyes flattened out, even if it was only a temporary improvement.
“I’ll be meeting with Derek and Rand?”
“And Ty….”
“Ty?” Lucas paused for a beat. His jaw tightened, and the low rumble in his chest turned into a warning growl, a definite threat. “The bloke who was guarding Grace?”
Laurel ignored his hesitation. “Technically, I was guarding Grace when she disappeared.”
“She was with someone though—”
“Ty. Yes. He’s one of us. A former Army Ranger. My partner. Great instincts. He’ll be helpful.”
She refused to discuss any more. She didn’t want to be the one to open the “mating” can of worms. That information was way above her pay grade.
“And after I meet with your alpha? What next?” Lucas dropped the Ty subject. He must have realized she wouldn’t say more.
“I’ve been instructed to follow your lead. Is there anything you want to do first?” As if she had to ask. She knew immediately where he wanted to go.
“I don’t want to be any trouble. I could lease a car if taking me to my sister’s apartment is out of your way.”
“Of course not.” She softened her answer with a smile, glanced quickly at him, and nodded. “I—We want to find Grace, too. She is my friend. We’re here to help.”
“Thank you.” His response sounded sincere.
“We need to gain access to the apartment as quickly as possible.” She clicked off her ideas on her fingers. “Especially me. The sooner the better, before important evidence is compromised. Back at the Palmetto office, we have a group going over the details and gathering information about her recent whereabouts. Hopefully, with whatever we pick up, and what they’re looking into, we’ll be able to piece together some answers later today.”
“Aye. But you’re here to evaluate me? Understandably.” He shook his head and pushed away a long loose strand of hair.
Her fingers tingled with the need to touch him. She longed to pull him into a close embrace and imagined the potential of his lips and….What is the matter with me?
Those lips made her think of…nothing she ever thought about before. The darker scruff on his face told her he’d shaved, but it had been a while. What would it feel like to have him nuzzle her neck? Her breasts? Just one smoldering kiss….
“The pack won’t allow me near the camp, or the pack females and pups until you clear me.”
His words brought her back from her fantasy. Oh goodness, she had to stop thinking like this.
“True.” Laurel cleared her throat and stared him straight in his icy-blue eyes. “And with good reason.”
Although she hadn’t picked up the least little bit of aggression in this man, his size alone was intimidating. The females would be dropping at his feet. In wolf form, he’d be irresistible and unstoppable in a fight.
“Our pack has endured too much loss over the years.” She hoped her weak attempt would be explanation enough.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” He sounded sincere, and she believed his smile was genuine. Her heart skipped a beat or two whenever he narrowed his focus and charm on her. “How am I doing?”
“What do you mean?” she snapped and frowned.
“Have I earned your approval?”
“Oh.” Turning aside to prevent Lucas from reading her animal attraction for him, she bobbed her head and choked on her words. “So far so good.”
She wanted to beat down the wolf inside her who kept urging her to stop fighting the attraction. Her ability to read auras made her an asset to the pack, but she wondered if her unusual response to this man tainted her impressions or improved them. Already, they had experienced a strange connection, and, for some reason, Laurel suspected it wasn’t all sexual.
“Come. The others are waiting in Rand’s new Hummer over there. He’s our enforcer. Ty will be riding to the apartment with us in the truck.” She pointed to the large Ford pickup with their logo. “There it is, up ahead.”
“Aye, and this Ranger, Ty, is connected how—?”
“I told you. He works with us,” Laurel interrupted before he could be more specific. “Grace was asserting her independence. She wouldn’t let him see her home. It’s a long story.”
She was certain being trapped inside any vehicle with Lucas wouldn’t make this attraction thing any easier, but at least she had Ty to distract him.
The way the dire wolf affected her and the sensual impact on her exceeded her expectations. The inner turmoil played havoc with her good sense. With each word that came out of her mouth, she was making a jerk out of herself. She needed to shut up or Ty would notice. And then she’d never hear the end of it.
“Let me turn on the engine and cool down the truck.” She opened the windows an inch, letting the AC run while they loaded his bags in the back then directed him to the passenger side. The other three joined them from the Hummer.
Lucas stuck out his hand first to Derek. Everyone recognized the alpha. Then the big guy schmoozed Rand with a nod at the Hummer. “Impressive ride.”
While all the introductions were being made and the handshaking took place, she stepped aside, observing auras and interactions. Derek gave her his questioning expression, waiting for her to signal her approval.
Showtime.
Hopefully, her elemental brain was talking and not the female wolf. Derek silently asked, Is he okay?
She glanced at Lucas, watched his multicolored aura, and smiled. She gave her approval with an imperceptible nod that the dire wolf wouldn’t notice, even though he knew what she was doing.
Laurel opened the conversation with their upcoming plan. “Lucas wants to investigate Grace’s apartment.”
“I’d like to see if there’s anything I can determine from the surroundings,” he said.
“Lucas.” Derek nodded his agreement, interacting with the dire wolf as if he were another alpha, not some enforcer from another pack. “Rand and I are going to see some friends we know with the local authorities while the three of you”—he indicated Laurel and Ty—“investigate your sister’s apartment. Later, I’d like to meet in Moonlight to share information. Oh, and Alexa made arrangements for you to stay at our new B&B, if it’s okay with you.”
Laurel didn’t miss Lucas’s glance in her direction. Before he answered, he turned to study Ty’s reaction to his response, and she wondered what it meant.
“Aye. It is a sound plan, and Alexa has been a godsend to our family during all this.”
“Laurel, there’s plenty of room for you,” Ty said, after taking one look at the backseat. He had avoided Lucas and the conversation, but he held out his hand to Laurel for the keys. She gave him a dirty look but didn’t argue. It made more sense. Both men were ridiculously oversized, and she fit easily.
“Fine.” Besides, once they were all seat belted inside, she could study Lucas from behind without being caught. “Neither of you could squeeze in here anyway.”
“Sorry. I left my car on campus when Rand picked me up earlier. After we check out the apartment, would you mind dropping me off on campus to pick up my ride? I can drive Lucas back to Moonlight…or you can.”
“We should’ve snagged the Hummer from Rand.”
Ty gave her that “are you crazy” look, shook his head, and put the truck in reverse.
“Right.” Laurel didn’t even bother to roll her eyes. “Men and their cars.” Rand never would’ve let anyone drive his new Hummer.
“Do you two work together often?” Lucas asked, as if he was looking for additional details on their personal relationship.
“Mmm. All the time. Partners.” Well, he wasn’t getting any.
For now, he could think she was with Ty and keep her distance until he found out otherwise. Once they filled him in on the information they’d gathered so far, he’d probably kick Ty’s rear good. Getting used to his aura and his scent in public would give her time to adjust before they were thrust together, alone in the truck on the farm roads for an hour or so.
Laurel hadn’t ever been attracted to any of the wolves she’d met so far. Why did it have to be this one? She could actually see herself jumping Lucas. No holding back. But that wasn’t happening.
She wouldn’t be appropriate breeding material for his family, and since there were no other known wolves with her western Rocky Mountains mix, she’d resigned herself to be alone. It was said her grandmother’s family developed their abilities because they were mixed with Native American shamans…magic and all that stuff. Forget the guy. Lucas’s background meant he needed a purebred dire mate…not a mutt like her with questionable heritage.
“Is there something more you’re not telling me?” Lucas first glanced at Laurel and then stared at Ty.
Lucas began a threatening growl, not merely a grumble between males, but a full-blown enraged growl. The truck filled with the powerful aggressive voice of a dire wolf, and once it had been heard, there was no doubt the Moonlight shifters and dires were species apart. The authority the dire demanded with the vibration from that low-pitched sound confirmed the difference.
Neither she nor Ty answered.
“Then explain what happened after you discovered Grace had gone missing,” Lucas demanded of Ty.
 



Chapter Six
Grace’s Apartment
 
Sarasota, Florida, 11:00 a.m.
 
Ty stumbled over the first few words of his explanation. “I drove her back to her place from Moonlight…after her run. Instead of allowing me to escort her inside, she insisted I drop her off at the gate. I called her later to check, but the phone went to voicemail.”
The relationship between this guy and Grace confused Lucas. At first, he thought Ty and Laurel were a thing. Now he wondered. Merely partners or more? Grace’s mating scent was all over him. So she’d been with him and consented. Did Laurel know?
Under most circumstances, his sister could take care of herself physically with the average shifter. This guy was larger than most, and if it turned out he was some kind of player, he’d live to regret the day he messed with Laurel and his sister.
The more he thought about it, the more he believed Laurel knew what was going on and wasn’t talking. She didn’t seem disturbed that her partner had been with Grace. Maybe the Ranger and the female security agent were actually nothing more than working partners after all. Heck, they bickered like an old married couple…or brother and sister.
“Laurel?” He turned to meet her eye to eye. She fidgeted. An obvious tell. He was right. She knew. Why did that make him feel good?
“They had a disagreement, or he never would have left her before escorting her inside,” Laurel added.
He turned to Ty again. “You and Grace had a fight?”
“Not a fight. She was upset…not with me. Simply confused. Didn’t want me hovering. I tried to explain I was only doing my job. That seemed to make her angrier.”
Laurel gasped. Both he and Ty stared.
“You told her you were only doing your job, Ty? After you—? Are you an idiot? That’s exactly what every girl wants to hear after…a moonlight run.”
Lucas noticed she’d stopped herself midsentence twice and switched gears. Was she concerned about revealing something else? 
“You know I can smell my sister’s scent on you, Ty?”
Ty nodded and his knuckles went whiter as he gripped the steering wheel tighter.
The first question should be had Ty forced himself on her? Not likely. If Grace was mad…. Lucas reflected for a moment and almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity. No. She was mad at herself. His independent sister had met her mate and claimed him. Hopefully, she would be found soon and all would be well…if the guy survived until then.
“That’s her apartment complex on the right,” Ty said. “What’s the plan, Laurel?”
“We find her suitemate. If she’s not around—”
“We break in.” Lucas was out of patience. It must be the heat or humidity. Maybe all the flat land. Or the sunshine. Cursed green everything. Palm trees. Grass. Bushes with flowers. Trees with flowers. Heck, flower with flowers. Everything was just too cheerful for his jetlag, concern, and frustration.
 
***
 
At the apartment, it didn’t take Lucas long after he introduced himself to Grace’s suitemate and explained the situation for the chick to break down into tears with worry. He did his best to charm the young woman senseless, first to stop the crying and second to get whatever useful information out of her that they could.
Stephanie spilled her guts about some dude Grace hooked up with at a party last week, while she glanced apologetically at Ty.
“Him?” Laurel asked Stephanie. “Ty?”
“No.” She shook her head.
“Hooked up?” Ty asked between clenched teeth. “Exactly what do you mean?”
“Sorry,” Stephanie answered. “Not that sort of hookup.”
“Ty, chill,” Laurel said. “Why don’t you begin taking pictures out near the entryway?”
Lucas could feel Ty’s anger point boiling right below the surface, and if what he suspected was, in fact, the case between his sister and the shifter—Ty was going to be his new brother-in-law as soon as they found Grace. Under the circumstances, Lucas found the former Ranger’s control admirable. Ty moved off to attend to Laurel’s suggestion just in time, distracting him from the rest of Stephanie’s explanation.
“Grace made a date with the guy for lunch the next day.”
“She didn’t say anything to me about meeting anyone,” Ty said, then busied himself with the investigation—checking the kitchenette and trash, going through Grace’s desk, personal papers, and computer.
Stephanie chimed in, “The guy is a CEO for a medical company in Fort Myers.”
Laurel’s eyes popped wide open. She groaned with a low curse, pulled out her phone, and focused, obviously looking for something.
Lucas asked the roommate, “Do you know who he is?”
“I forget his name. He came to the annual New College President’s Luncheon. That’s where Grace met him. She had been researching his company for an internship, so we researched him online, and he checked out.” Stephanie shrugged. “So….”
Laurel held up a finger. “Wait. Look at this.” She showed Stephanie a picture on her phone. “Is this the man?”
“Yes! That’s him.”
Laurel glanced at Lucas and frowned when Stephanie kept talking. 
“I remember his name, now. Slater Hall. Real smooth talker—not that Grace was interested, you know…that way.” She lowered her voice and jerked her head in Ty’s direction. “He was all she ever talked about.”
Laurel nodded and winked at Stephanie then glanced up at Lucas. He didn’t need to see the look of fear on Laurel’s face to know his aura probably had darkened. Thinking about how that Hall mongrel was possibly messing with his sister, Lucas’s anger grew.
In a useless attempt to distract his wrath, Laurel asked Stephanie one aimless question after another.
“Will we need to break into her room, or do you have a key?”
“Oh, I have a key. We exchanged keys early on.” Stephanie removed it from her ring and handed it to Laurel, but Lucas snatched it away.
“Ty. Let’s go.” He marched off as Ty rejoined them.
The rooms were on the ground floor—off the pool deck near the hot tub, but still some distance away from the bar. Lucas couldn’t wait to talk to Laurel alone.
“We may have to call Derek to make arrangements with the police later,” Laurel said. “Stephanie, do you mind if we go in alone now? I don’t want anything disturbed.”
“No, no problem,” Stephanie said.
“Me first.” Laurel stared down Lucas at the front door. Ty stepped away after he opened the door for her. “When I tell you to enter, come in, but don’t touch anything until I say it’s okay.” She entered the apartment and left them standing outside.
Lucas would give her a minute or two to do her thing, but he had his own agenda. Until then, there was no reason he couldn’t observe Laurel at work. He liked looking at her trim athletic figure, and that cute ponytail made her look ten years younger. Florida had a few advantages. Less clothes on the women. Shorts, T-shirts, those rubber flat shoes that looped between their toes. Pretty polished toenails…all year round. Laurel was competent.
On one hand, the little thing fascinated him, and, on the other, she brought out protective instincts he’d never felt before, except with his family. It was his sexual response to the woman that confused him. He’d always been able to tap down his desire once he set his mind to it. With her, he was afraid none of his control would help in the presence of a full moon.
 



Chapter Seven
Evidence
 
Grace’s apartment
 
Laurel entered the room and picked up plenty of links from the scent in the air, and she hadn’t even touched any of the items, yet. One scent was familiar and obvious, a female shifter, her essence near a wine glass. Julie. The buxom, dark-haired woman had aspirations of becoming an alpha’s mate. Anywhere there was an alpha with a pack, Julie made herself available to a potential mate who could fulfill her goal. Laurel would recognize her elemental signature anywhere.
And then, of course, Grace’s scent was everywhere in the room, too.
A remainder of the essence of a shifter on the counter, one on the couch, and another by the sliding glass doors. They’d been waiting for her. Finally, the scent of a healthy wolf shifter, ready to mate, reeked near the spot where Grace had been last. Slater Hall.
Had they successfully abducted her, or had she escaped and gone into hiding? There was no way of knowing.
Grace’s computer was intact. It was open to information about the medical company in Fort Myers. What had Grace been looking for?
And now, what did Slater Hall want from her?
After Laurel touched every object in the apartment, she went to the door and stepped outside. Both men waited expectantly.
“Did you find anything?” Stephanie asked.
Laurel shook her head. “Would you excuse us for a few seconds, Stephanie? I’ll bring the key back to you as soon as we’re finished here.”
“Sure.” Tears filled the young woman’s eyes after she turned to Ty and then to Lucas. “I hope you find her soon.”
After the suitemate returned to her own room, Laurel urged the men inside. She had a feeling Lucas would be capable of uncovering even more than she had.
“Someone is looking for trouble if they think to breed with Grace.” Lucas stared directly at Ty. “The DNA in our family can be deadly as well.”
Ty spun around. “I hadn’t read about that, and Grace didn’t say anything.”
“She didn’t?” Lucas asked softly. “Why would she?”
Laurel caught her breath. Lucas knew. He’d figured things out.
Ty hesitated for a brief moment then straightened up, ready to face the consequences.
“She didn’t want any claiming, no bonding, no….” His words drifted off in hopeless surrender to the inevitable.
“Yes, I know. It’s why she left home,” Lucas said.
“I didn’t initiate—”
“I know. In order for you to claim her, a dire female, she would have to agree. She claimed you. Turned the tables and gave herself to you. Right? I can smell it on you. But why you?” Lucas didn’t pursue the line of questioning.
“I’ve been asking myself the same question, and now you tell me being together is a death sentence.” Ty sank into the desk chair and slumped.
He didn’t appear to care one way or the other. He was a broken man unless they found Grace alive.
Laurel’s stomach dropped as Lucas touched some of the same surfaces she had, slowly glancing up at her, frowning, confusion in his aura, then he turned to Ty.
“I said our family DNA could be deadly. I doubt Grace would have done anything to put you at risk. So we’ll have to see why she believed you’d be compatible.”
Hope filled Laurel’s heart. If Ty and Grace could be together, all Laurel’s expectation of finally finding a kindred soul in Lucas wouldn’t be a pipe dream. Her concern for Ty’s future almost disappeared. Her attraction to the dire wolf was stronger than it should be. But according to the legends, it was the nature of the species. If there was no place for her in Lucas’s plans or his future, she needed to put aside her feelings. Once they brought Grace back, she would question her friend about the dires.
Laurel sniffed the room and recognized a certain musky odor. “From the scent in here, I think Slater was looking for a mate,” she said with some relief. “Based on my impressions, Grace is the female he had his mind set on. Sorry, Ty.”
Her partner appeared visibly upset, stalking around the room, and then suddenly his eyes flashed possessively. He sniffed the air.
“I’ll kill the mongrel if he’s done anything to her—”
“At least he’ll keep Grace alive.”
“Unless he discovered she was already mated,” Lucas said.
She was certain Grace was just a challenge. How mad would Slater become if he discovered Ty marked her and she’d already been claimed? What would he do with her then? What else could he want from her?
Laurel moved to stand by the desk. She touched the wood and, immediately, an image of Julie appeared. Then elements of Slater converged on Grace, and her mind went blank.
Lucas kicked aside a piece of plastic on the floor, and she picked it up and sniffed.
“They drugged her before she had time to react,” she whispered. “That’s why I can’t see through her eyes and why she blanked out so quickly.”
“He doesn’t know about you yet, Ty.” She stepped forward and closer to Lucas to distract him from the concern she watched swirling in his aura. “Why do they want Grace so badly?”
“We’re not like other wolf shifters.”
“Apparently. We’ve established your immense superiority. What else?” She wasn’t going to let him off so easily.
“Most shifters are too fragile to breed with dire wolves.” Ty’s interruption emphasized and reminded Laurel of the danger becoming involved with Lucas could mean. Then he glanced out of the sliding glass doors, instantly distracted. “Their DNA could enhance the shifters—maybe correct their mutation problems. Maybe the lab is researching dire DNA.”
Lucas reached for a brochure about Slater’s company lying on the table but pulled back and looked to Laurel. “Is it okay to touch?”
Laurel swept her hand out, opening the room up for investigation. “Help yourselves. I’ve seen all I can see. Go through the computer, Ty. See if you can find anything. Emails. Searches. And check her history. Tell me about the dire wolves, Lucas.”
“Grace said a female birth is rare and breeding is difficult,” Ty added.
“True. We’re the largest wolves on the planet, and we’ve existed since prehistoric times. Our pack members are the last of the species, but we live longer than typical shifters. When we shift, most of us are three times the size of the largest known wolves, and a hundred times as vicious.”
“It’s no wonder Derek has been nervous about you arriving.”
“In the past, we had advantages such as size, strength, and longevity, but lacked control. Dire shifters were born to be killing machines. It’s why we still stay away from populated areas today. We live on a remote island off the coast of Scotland, and, until recently, we have remained isolated from society.”
“And now? Now you’re okay mingling with your dinner?” Laurel asked.
“We stopped eating humans a thousand years ago.” He gave her a wolfy grin. “But humans can’t know about us. We’ve developed control unmatched by other shifters in order to keep ourselves and others safe. But it’s not fail safe. If a shifter goes rogue, it’s not easy to cover up.”
“We have the same issues.” She turned her attention to Ty. “Anything from the computer?”
Ty scribbled rapidly on his trusty notepad. “Yes,” he replied with his eyes ablaze. “The Fort Myers pack is, in fact, all a part of Hall’s research company, and get this, they’re also managed by the Starwood pack.”
“What’s this all about?” Lucas picked up a few pillows then dropped them back on the couch and moved toward Ty.
Laurel joined him and stared over Ty’s shoulder.
“Grace found evidence Starwood is trying to take over as many packs as possible. Some of this evidence shows the attacks on the smaller packs stem from orders originating from Starwood. Any packs without alphas or with aging alphas are being targeted.”
“I know nothing about these pack wars, but Derek will know what to do.” Lucas studied the room, touching everything he could. “Why was she researching this?”
“One of our females went missing last month,” Ty explained. “Grace was furious no one could come up with an explanation.”
“Recently, while we were out running,” Laurel said, “she swore she caught CiCi’s scent on one of the guys who came with Slater. But I didn’t, and then, when our psychic questioned him, she found nothing.”
“Slater claimed the guy disappeared.” Ty punched a few more keys and kept scrolling through Grace’s files.
“I didn’t get to question Slater.” Laurel tapped locations into her phone checking the dates she’d been with Grace. “Why?”
“I think you were with Grace at the Bio Corp conference in Tampa.” Ty stared at the screen and slammed his hand on the desk. “Grace discovered where they’re holding the girl. They took her to a remote lab outside Fort Myers, but it doesn’t say where.”
“Something is amiss,” Lucas growled. “I’ll finish with Laurel and then we will return to Moonlight.”
“Wait. Ty, you take Grace’s computer to Derek while Lucas and I search the back grove. Dires have an elevated sense of smell, right?”
Lucas nodded.
“Okay. You’ll get your chance to prove it.”
Ty rose and began shutting the system down and packing it up. “Good. We’ll need the authorities to get a warrant if we plan to go in after them.”
“You should call Derek and tell him you’re on your way,” Laurel added. “I’d like to do some sniffing around on the outskirts of town and see if there are any familiar trace scents I can match with these before we meet up later.”
“Laurel and I are too new to the area to know who all the players in the surrounding areas are,” Ty explained.
“That’s true, but I don’t think whoever took Grace would risk taking her directly to where they live…or work. If it’s Slater, he won’t take her to his offices,” Laurel said. “It would be too obvious. Anyone would check there first.”
“With Ty’s scent on Grace, it would be even more distinct.” Lucas pointed at Laurel. “We shouldn’t have any trouble tracking her if you can show me some of the back roads or trails in the interior.”
“Of course. I still don’t understand why they would risk taking Grace with the agency guarding her.”
“The local wolves are weak, desperate,” Ty said. “Slater could be looking to create a super breed with Starwood supporting his research.”
“Did you see the scientific data?”
“Grace has all kinds of files, photos, and research. I’m working on my masters in forensics, but she’s working on advanced biological studies. From what I could make of it, Slater is attempting to use mitochondrial DNA to enhance his wolves.”
“English, Ty,” Laurel said.
“The DNA chain from the female.” Lucas shrugged. “The family interest insists we all study our ancestral lines biologically.”
Ty finished, “It’s easier to trace back because the males in the family would also have it. Brothers and sisters share the mitochondrial DNA from their mother.”
“Hall is looking for strong DNA to bolster the local gene pool?” Laurel shuddered at what she imagined would become of Moonlight once Slater achieved his goals. Another attempt at genocide on the other packs.
“Not just that,” Ty said. “According to Grace’s files, he is looking specifically for dire wolf DNA.”
“Little did he know he hit the mother lode when he captured Grace.” Sarcasm rolled off Laurel’s tongue.
“He’ll figure it out soon enough, and then I’m afraid of what he’ll do.” Ty stumbled over his words.
“Surely, he won’t harm someone so valuable to his cause.” Laurel turned to Lucas for confirmation, but he didn’t know him the way she did. Slater struck her as being diabolical enough to do anything to achieve his ends. She recalled his sneer and the fiendish laugh. Her heartbeat kicked into race mode. And there was one other thing. “His aura was practically black. We need to get going.”
“Laurel, Grace can take care of herself.” Lucas touched her shoulder enough to make her pause and think. Not enough for their auras to intermingle again. “Let’s not rush into this without planning or considering everything all the way through.”
 
***
 
Impatient with the traffic and the dropped calls between her and Derek, Laurel rode in the backseat of the truck, cursing under her breath until they dropped off Ty in the school parking lot. She hopped behind the steering wheel and considered where to take Lucas.
Ty pulled out in front of her, heading south to find Derek. Laurel adjusted the mirror and the AC before she checked to the left and pulled into the flow of traffic behind him. A block later, she made a U-turn to return to Moonlight.
Lucas had shed his jacket earlier, before they left the airport, but he rummaged around in his pockets then pulled out his phone and his sunglasses. He placed his designer shades over his eyes and reset his phone. “You mentioned an idea of where we should start looking?”
“Yes, I think we should head inland to investigate the farm roads south of Moonlight behind the old grove.” Her stomach growled.
“You didn’t eat yet, did you?”
“No.” She hadn’t had breakfast. Then his stomach growled, and she smiled. “You, either?”
“I wasn’t much in the mood.” Lucas adjusted his seat and got comfortable. “I could eat now, though.
“We should get something before we shift and go out investigating in the abandoned orange grove. I’ll need extra energy to shift during the day. The backcountry has rabbits and birds, but this time of day we’re only likely to find snakes.”
“Not a big fan of snakes myself.”
“You want takeout? We can eat on our way to Moonlight.” Here she was, trapped in the small space, hungry, and sitting beside the most tempting man she’d ever seen. Food would take her mind off licking every surface of his body.
“Aye. One of those big Scottish hamburgers and a cold one would be nice.”
“Scottish? McDonald’s?” She giggled. “You may have to wait for a cold one, but I’ll stop for a hamburger and coke.”
They pulled into the first Mickey D’s on the right, and she placed an order large enough for the both of them. While she waited for the food, she tried to make small talk and, once again, failed dismally.
“I noticed your boots. You ride?” The slow head turn and silence made her rethink her question. The sexual innuendo made her want to bite off her tongue. “M-motorcycles?”
“Aye. Among other things…horses, etcetera.”
Etcetera? She was sooo not going there!
His accent and the deep, raspy timbre of his voice were thick with desire. The air in the vehicle grew heavy with his pheromones, and, as hard as she tried, she couldn’t ignore them. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one feeling their attraction.
“The pack owns a few horses and some motorcycles. I’m sure Derek can find something to suit you.”
Never even looking in her direction, Lucas cleared his throat and said, “I’m sure.”
The double entendre wasn’t lost on her, since the sexual vibes pouring off the male just didn’t quit. Between the Florida heat and the man sitting beside her, the drive from the beach apartment would be excruciating. Work seemed like a safe subject.
She shoved the hamburger in her mouth to keep it shut, while he praised the Scottish fast food.
Laurel didn’t have the heart to argue with him. Besides, the French fries were her favorite.
 



Chapter Eight
Tracking Grace
 
Moonlight, Florida, 1:00 p.m.
 
“Where are we going to look for Grace?” Lucas asked.
“We should start at the spot Slater and his group came upon us where we planned to run the night before Grace disappeared. Grace preferred to run far enough away from the rest of our pack so her dire characteristics wouldn’t be discovered. When Slater and his wolves ran into us, we were both surprised. Thinking back, they were probably following us all along. Neither of us had shifted yet, so we were at a disadvantage because, except Slater, most of them had shifted. Besides, Grace had her mind on other things.”
“She should have known better.”
“We should have known better. And going out running in broad daylight today probably isn’t safe, either. But at least there’s less chance of humans being out this far.” Laurel checked her bag. “You aren’t used to our natural wildlife. Keep an eye out for those snakes I mentioned and gators. It’s been dry. Some of them are out looking for new waterways. The wild pigs can put up a fight, and we do have coyotes, panthers, and bears.”
“Impressive. Consider me warned. I’ll be careful.” Lucas walked to the other side of the truck, stripped, and shifted.
Then, she was the one impressed. She reconsidered everything she’d been thinking since she met him. For some reason, she supposed he’d be about Grace’s size, maybe a little larger since he was a male. His sheer size was something she was completely unprepared for, in spite of his claims. Suddenly, all the stories, all the warnings, and rumors of the danger of a dire wolf made sense.
She put his clothes in her bag and then took hers off, while he sniffed around in the brush. She added her things to his and slung the strap over her head so the bag hung around her neck then shifted. She would follow behind Lucas, let him take the lead, and she’d try to keep up.
Concern for Grace ruled her emotions, and probably Lucas’s, too. The sooner they found her—Laurel suddenly didn’t believe Grace needed rescuing—but finding her would free Laurel from dealing with Lucas and this relentless, pesky craving his presence triggered in her.
The need she had been fighting all day grew more distinct once she completed shifting and sniffed the air to memorize his scent. The male’s pheromones filled the air with an irresistible scent—not quite leather but definitely woodsy, something like citrus and spice, and pure unadulterated sex. She never imagined what an overpowering effect the right male pheromones could have. How was she going to prevent rolling to her back and offering herself in total submission?
The idea of possible rejection shocked her into a reality check more than the fear of dealing with a male his size or the possibility of death. What did that say for her pitiful self-esteem?
Although she was used to running on the rustic terrain of the overgrown paths choked with scrub palmettos and dead citrus, it wasn’t the same case for Lucas, yet he adjusted quickly. Once they’d shifted, both of them were able to pick up the subtle scents they couldn’t detect in their human forms.
He searched, looking for any sign of Grace, while Laurel carried their clothes and her weapons. They fit perfectly in the small knapsack she kept with her. The last thing they needed was to be caught out here as wolves. The second worse thing was shifting and getting caught naked and defenseless. Although, after trying to keep up with the dire wolf, she doubted Lucas was ever defenseless.
She continued to lag behind while he took the lead, tracking her previous run. The scents he followed smelled familiar to her. Finally, she caught up with him as he found a particularly interesting spot and stopped to investigate.
Along the dirt path, there was a narrower path worn down between the underbrush. Lucas veered off the trail close to where the pack members from Fort Myers intercepted her and Grace.
Lucas suddenly turned off the trail.
He picked upon a secondary trail and veered right before she even caught any other scent but his. The big wolf was well ahead of her and seemed to know where he was going. She didn’t have a clue who he was tracking. For now, she followed his scent and his scent only. It masked everything around her.
Lucas paused for a minute, waiting for her to catch up.
When she trotted up to him, the difference in their size was evident. He towered over her. Lucas bent down and gently nuzzled the bag she’d carried with their belongings and removed them. Not all their clothing was in there. Actually, there were simply the essentials.
He turned away and shifted then she followed suit. The next thing she knew, as she reached for her dress, she caught an eyeful of the most perfect rear she’d ever seen before he covered it.
She would not groan. She would not groan.
She bit her tongue and did not breathe. She stared, bewitched, observing him step into a pair of jeans. Commando.
While she stood transfixed, he turned.
For a moment, she was horrified at being caught gawking, especially by one who was so overwhelmingly perfect in every sort of way. But it was then she realized the tables had turned. Lucas stood frozen in place, his eyes drifting hungrily over every inch of her as if he wanted to devour her. Then he smiled, not the teasing leer she expected, but an appreciative grin.
 
 
Lucas caught her looking, trapped by her own curiosity. She stood under the Florida sun, naked and flawlessly formed after she’d shifted. It was his turn to stare, powerless to move, captivated by her beauty.
How long did he stare? Not long enough to his satisfaction.
She had turned away from him too quickly for his liking, but in the process of trying to cover her front, she left all that stunning suntanned skin exposed. Along with her athletic legs and her tight, plump rear, she stretched, revealing the lovely full length of her body, beyond a mere tempting peek for him to admire, before the dress dropped down and sinfully covered her angular shoulders, slender back, and rounded hips.
“Sorry about that,” she apologized. “I’m still not used to shifting in front of strangers.”
He understood. It wasn’t the being naked part as much as it was the frailty. Shifting took a lot of energy for some breeds. That meant they’d be temporarily vulnerable after the shift. It was about trust. It was one thing being with your pack. It was another thing being with a pack member you didn’t know or trust.
“You weren’t raised with this pack?”
“Yes and no. At the first sign of trouble in the pack, my mother sent me away to live with my aunt and grandmother. I was eleven at the time. The last few years out West in the Rockies, I spent investigating where the remaining members of the Georgia pack went after the attacks.”
“Your mother’s family was originally from the Rockies?”
“Yes. My mother’s family are elemental wolves, the ones who can see auras. You dires have similar abilities, don’t you? You didn’t need me to find this spot.”
“Aye, we do. Though nothing like yours. But you’re right…I could have done this myself.” He pointed to the ground on the other side of the path. “Can you tell me what you think of these tracks?”
“Looks like tire tracks…trucks. More than one set…two…maybe three.”
Laurel pulled her phone from her bag and began walking around the area carefully to avoid disrupting the evidence, checking her screen, and occasionally snapping pictures. She occasionally lifted her phone and checked the screen.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m checking for cell coverage and coordinates for our location. Derek had a tower installed out here so we’d have internet and cell coverage, but some areas are still weak. There. I sent him the pictures.”
“What will he do? Can you identify the trucks from tire marks?”
“If we come across the vehicles with those tires, we’ll have something to go on. Proof they were here. And if we have to, we can check every car in the parking lot when we get to Slater Hall’s place.”
Lucas admired the way Laurel worked. She efficiently and professionally examined the surrounding area and clicked off photos with her camera phone. As he watched, she keyed in messages and then sent them to Derek.
“We should return to Moonlight. I sent Derek our coordinates. He said he’d have somebody pick us up. He doesn’t want to risk us shifting again in daylight. Humans occasionally wander out here to hunt the wild pigs, among other things. We can’t chance being seen. There are coyotes…but a wolf spotting going viral would mean chaos.”
“Wise. It wouldn’t do for one of us to get shot by some crazed human.”
“Lucas? You didn’t answer me. Why did you want me to bring you here today? Was it because of the scent of the wolves from Slater’s pack? Or something else?”
“First, I don’t know my way.”
Lucas liked the way her nose crinkled when she questioned him, and the way the patch of freckles, in the shape of a constellation, sprinkled the top of her nose. She captivated him. He wasn’t sure which constellation, but he would recognize it as soon as he searched the evening sky tonight.
“You could have done all this from following their scent.”
“How would I get back?”
“Bread crumbs.” Her eyes rolled up with exasperation. When she put a hand on her shapely hip, he was tempted to move closer. He wanted his hands on her hips. He wanted her hips pressed against his.
Her nostrils flared as if she’d read his mind, and he remembered his aura was probably producing all types of hues suggesting sexual overtones.
Her blush confirmed his suspicion and her inexperience.
They shouldn’t have left her alone with me.
The males in the agency seemed overly protective of this one. Ty probably wouldn’t have left them alone together if his concerns for Grace hadn’t been so muddled with fear.
Lucas was further convinced than he’d been before that she’d never been with another wolf sexually before. Her physical reaction to him made her extremely susceptible. More than most females. This one was an innocent.
He could have done this without her. She was right. Why had he included her? He inhaled her scent and edged closer. He couldn’t resist just one taste of her lips.
But as he narrowed the distance between them, her body shuddered at his nearness, and he realized she struggled to maintain control. Between his pheromones and his aura, he’d made his interest in her mercilessly clear.
He couldn’t do this. It was wrong. He backed up.
“You were right. I could easily have followed Grace’s scent, and the others. But I don’t know who any of them are or where to find them. You might. In the event we run into one of them, you’ll be able to identify them, right?”
“Sure. I can tell you that none of these scents belong to Slater Hall or anyone from our pack, but they could be rogues or wolves from Slater Hall’s pack. We haven’t met all of them.”
“You’ll be cautious?” Lucas stared deep into her eyes to make his point.
“Positively,” she said with a nod.
“But…I recognized a female’s scent at Grace’s apartment. She was one of our pack members.”
“You’re certain?” He paused, checking the road in both directions, and contemplated how much danger Laurel could be in if anyone realized how much she could detect. “I believe I also picked up a female’s scent.” Laurel’s perception and ability to judge auras was uncanny, and her sense of smell was almost as acute as his own. Maybe there was more to this little wolf. Derek respected her enough to trust his pack to her instincts.
Laurel nodded and kept walking down the dusty path. “I don’t know whether she was part of Slater’s plan to abduct Grace or if she’d been there at Grace’s invitation. I’m not even sure how long it had been since they were there or if it was that night. I just got an image of her being by the bar at the same time my image of Grace blacked out.”
“What did you pick up from Hall when you met up with him that last night?”
“He had an ulterior motive. It’s not just because Slater’s scent is unique. The problem I have with his aura is the darkness, and he leaves behind more than an elemental scent. It’s almost like the scent of scorched earth follows in his wake. For such a good-looking man, something about him repulses me. My skin crawls in his presence.”
“I picked up on the sulfur and brimstone back at the apartment,” he said. “I don’t see auras, but I usually can tell evil intensions when the sulfur scent hits me.”
“Who wouldn’t?” She giggled.
As they casually walked along the dirt road, Lucas caught Laurel relaxing her guard.
“At least now I’ll know who I’m looking at when I meet Slater,” Lucas teased.
She giggled again. The sound almost undid him. She was so competent and professional, yet so young. If not in years, at least in experience. The giggle confirmed it. Somehow, her smile and contrasting sarcasm were things he’d missed in other women. Being a purebred dire had been a disadvantage to him. Most females in the breed wanted him for what he could offer—the prestige of being his mate, the position, and his ability to sire desirable pups.
This woman only wanted him for himself, and she didn’t think he had any real interest in her. She believed he was playing her. He noted her apprehension around him and a modicum of fear. With good reason. They had to come up with a plan because, soon, the moon would wax, and neither one of them would be able to resist their inner wolves’ attraction when the full moon called.
Lucas’s super-acute hearing alerted him to the approaching vehicle long before it came into view.
“Shh.” He moved her into the brush and hid behind a scrub palm. The thing poked him in the thigh. Hopefully he’d taken the brunt of the sharp, pointed leaves and it hadn’t hurt Laurel. When she hadn’t resisted, he gathered the vehicle wasn’t one of theirs.
“Getting pretty busy out here.” She snorted sarcastically and reached through the plant to take a picture of the license plate. “Derek isn’t going to be happy about this.”
“At least, they weren’t humans.”
“Ha. True.”
She began to step out from behind the brush, and he said, “Wait, I hear another vehicle coming.”
“Let’s hope this one is for us.”
“Aye. I cannot take another bayonet poke to my rear.”
“Aww. I should have warned you about the plants as well as the animals.” When she laughed, her eyes sparkled.
It was strange being so in tune with a woman he liked, and one he finally wanted to spend time getting to know on several levels. The passion deep inside him burned out of control. Laurel tempted his very soul. But he’d resist. Indulging the desire and making her his would probably kill her, and he’d lose her anyway, along with her freckles and giggles and snark.
He moved slightly away from her. Distance was the only thing that would keep her safe.
“It’s Ty. Oh thank goodness he didn’t bring my truck. He picked up the van.”
Ty pulled to a stop, rolled down the passenger window, and unlocked the doors. “What did you find out here?” He’d grown frazzled and more desperate than he’d been earlier.
“We tracked the old scents then I didn’t recognize the new wolf scents. We found tire tracks near our border, and a truck just went down Briar Creek Path,” Laurel said. “I’ll call Derek and tell him what we discovered and see what he thinks.”
While they turned around, Laurel contacted the alpha and briefed him. She sent the image of the license plate to his phone.
After she hung up, she explained what Derek planned. “He told me they were taking the evidence and the computer to Alexa who can examine it. Did you find anything, Ty?”
He shook his head. His cold countenance matched his eyes. Lucas recognized the air of a soldier set for battle, ready to face death and cause it. Ty clenched his jaw and forced out his response. “Nothing of consequence.”
“Derek said he’ll meet us at the agency. He wants me to get Lucas settled in before we meet with the council later.”
Ty grunted and aggressively flipped through his notes then jammed the notebook in his pocket. He had to be in agony, worrying about Grace—any male whose mate was in danger would. His actions could become more erratic, even careless in spite of his extensive training. 
Maybe Lucas could ease some of the former Ranger’s concern.
“I hope you both know Grace can take care of herself. Although I am not completely unconcerned, I suspect she set herself up to be abducted.”
“Good to know.” Laurel released a sigh of relief.
Ty grunted skeptically, but Lucas explained his reasoning. “For one thing, she’s familiar with Laurel’s ability. For another, before this happened, she bound herself to you, Ty. That means no other wolf can touch her.”
Ty allowed his shoulders to relax, turned his face to Lucas’s, and said, “But they can do other things….”
Lucas ignored the way his gut tightened. “She knows you can find her. But what I really think is she may be depending on us to help her expose this guy Hall and his pack, and she trusts us to follow through. She’s perfectly capable of tearing apart four healthy wolves if she has to. So, aye, I do want to know what is going on. Mainly because she wanted to know. But I am no longer worried about her. She has a plan, and, somehow, we fit into it. I truly wish she’d told someone.”
“Four male wolves?” Ty sounded a little more convinced and a lot less stressed.
Lucas slapped him on the back. “I’m confident we’ll find her. And as soon as we do, we should shake some sense into her.”
“I’m not even going to comment,” Ty murmured.
The Ranger had a brain. Impressive. Lucas approved of the way he respected Grace.
Lucas saw the first sign of civilization when a couple of buildings came into view up ahead. It would hardly qualify as a town, even in rural Scotland. “Is this the town?”
“No, this is the bed-and-breakfast Derek told you about.” Ty pointed to the east. “Moonlight is about a mile farther up the road. It isn’t very big, though.”
They pulled into the long driveway to a three story, white clapboard house. Like Ty said, there were no stores or businesses around so he hoped they stocked basic staples in the main house or the out building. 
Moonlight Run Bed &Breakfast. The sign looked freshly painted. In fact, so did the main building, an old family home with gables and porches added on. It stood beside a small lake, surrounded by citrus trees. The whole setup appeared peaceful and cozy.
“Karl and Jolene Parker lost their families back in Georgia,” Ty explained. “They’ve been working on repairing and restoring this place since the pack got here. They serve good southern cooking all day and breakfast from six a.m. to eleven a.m.”
“Very nice. Thank you. But shouldn’t we go to the agency and start putting our facts together?”
“We’ll drop off your things here.” Laurel shuffled around in the back. “Ty has them in the cargo hold.”
Lucas’s skin prickled. He’d had forgotten all about his bags. He wasn’t sure exactly what the time difference was, but it was six or seven hours he was certain. In spite of the long hours, his wolf was just waking.
“Thank you. I’ll only need a minute.” He took the key from Ty and carried the bags inside. On the way out, he closed the door behind him without even looking the room over.
As he approached the van, he considered ways of getting Laurel alone so they could talk about this connection they’d formed. She sat in the backseat again, and he resumed his place up front next to Ty.
“Will you show me around your town before the meeting with the sheriff and the council later? I would like to familiarize myself with the area so I have some frame of reference as everyone is speaking.”
“Sure. Ty can take us on the short tour.”
After they pointed out a few landmarks, Laurel suggested Ty drop them at her place and go by the agency and check messages. “We’ll meet you there, in say, an hour?”
Ty hesitated.
“I should go with Ty.” They don’t trust me alone with Laurel. Not that I blame them. Ach, I don’t trust myself either. He was beginning to think they might be right. All his years of practiced control meant nothing in her presence.
 



Chapter Nine
Connection
 
Laurel’s cottage, 3:00 p.m.
 
“Yes, go ahead, Lucas. It’ll give you a chance to have a good look at the agency.” Laurel choked out the words, trying to sound nonchalant when every syllable that sent him away sliced her tongue like glass.
The gray essence swirling around both Ty and Lucas gave her a concrete idea their emotions spelled concern. Ty experienced so many mixed emotions it was impossible to separate one from another. Lucas’s were somewhat more distinct—he didn’t want to be separated from her, either.
A warm flush settled over her. Torn between wanting to spend time with Lucas—though a part of her was afraid to be alone with him—and the idea of being separated from him was as painful as imagining her arms being ripped from her body.
What was wrong with her? Maybe it was the moon, though she’d never reacted to it before. It would be waxing full within a day or two. At least she finally knew she was normal.
Yet if she had it this bad for Lucas now, how bad would it be by then?
As soon as they pulled up to her house, she climbed out of the van, still feeling doubtful. She had already closed the van door behind her and was halfway up her sidewalk when an image of Julie popped into her head.
Laurel stopped.
Ty and Lucas might bump into the jerk before Laurel returned. Images of the social climber wrapping herself around Lucas like a pole dancer blocked any rational thoughts.
Laurel turned on a dime and rushed to the van, beat on the window, and shouted, “Wait.”
Ty rolled down the window. “What? Did you forget something?”
“Yeah. I remembered a few things I should go over with Lucas.”
Now she felt silly. How was she going to explain her behavior? “Uh, I’ll bring him with me later. Call me if there are any important messages at the agency. Lucas and I should review the evidence I discovered at the apartment before we meet with Derek.”
No one in their right mind would believe her. This ploy was ridiculous. But every time she thought about Julie, Laurel’s heart clenched, and the wolf within her bristled.
Ty shook his head while Lucas, one corner of his lip quirked in a half grin, patiently gazed at her through his designer glasses.
“I’ll get him a drink and something to eat before we come down to meet the council.” Thinking about food might distract Ty. “Want me to bring you a sandwich?” Laurel’s explanation to Ty sounded lame, even to her; however, she opened the van door to let Lucas out before Ty had time to mull over her weird behavior.
“Nah.” Ty glanced nervously back and forth between them, not quite getting it. “I’ll call you if there’s anything.”
Laurel may not be fooling anyone, but she also wasn’t allowing Julie anywhere near Lucas without her there to protect him. Laurel wasn’t sure what these feelings she had for him meant, but she’d seen the woman in action.
“See you in an hour, Ty,” she hollered over her shoulder. She’d need a head start if she wanted to gain Lucas’s interest before Julie got a chance to sink her teeth into him. Who was she kidding? She’d need more than that.
Lucas stepped beside her on the sidewalk in front of her house, prepared to follow her.
“Come on in.” She dismissed her strange behavior by casually inviting Lucas inside with a wave of her hand. “The air is on inside. I can reheat a frozen pizza or throw a steak in the broiler if you like. These meetings can get real lengthy. You want a beer?”
He didn’t look distracted by her ditsy chatter. Amused might be a better description.
“A beer sounds great. What I’d really like is a whiskey, neat. But I imagine I'm going to need all of my wits about me in order to deal with some of the pack members.”
“Yes. All your wits.” Julie would find a way to get to him. “I’ll get the beer but let me know if you change your mind about the whiskey. I have a bottle of scotch somewhere around here.”
At least she wouldn’t have to be concerned about the rest of the group of desperate unclaimed females. Derek knew better than to allow females around Lucas with a full moon approaching. One way or another, Laurel was certain Julie would find a way to wheedle herself around the available wolf.
“Why would they leave you alone with me?” His husky voice resonated as he lowered his gaze to her, and his lips parted. “Why are you an exception to pack protocol?”
Again, their speculations followed the same path. At first, surprised by his frank question, Laurel bit her lip, considering how to answer. Lucas was a few years older and a hundred times more experienced than she was. She didn’t want him to know she’d never been affected by the moon. She also didn’t expect him to be so blunt. Perhaps blunt would be the right response.
“I do the vetting for the pack. I told Derek you’d be nothing to worry about.”
He put her bag on the floor and practically stalked her as he approached.
She held her breath but didn’t back up. “You aren’t, are you…something they should worry about?”
“Depends on what the danger is. I could be.” He moved into her personal space, intimidating her with his sheer size and presence, but the threat was far from menacing.
It excited her. It thrilled her. It sent a desperate longing into the depths of her soul as if searching for something she’d been missing. Something she couldn’t quite identify. Something she was unfamiliar with.
“You should be more careful.” His low threat rattled her, but she held her ground.
“I am. I’ve been careful my whole life,” she snapped, holding her arms outstretched to the empty room, “and look where it’s gotten me.”
“You lived when others died. You survived to grow stronger. You help others. Don’t dismiss your strength.”
“You’re right. At least I have this mismatched pack, yet…I’m still alone. I have no connection to any of them because I’m different. You know it. You felt the electric shock when we touched in the airport. Elemental wolves are loners. For some reason, my body recognized your essence. Why?”
“That is something we may have to explore.” His voice dropped another octave as he moved even closer if it was possible, yet he still didn’t touch her.
She studied him. What about him made her feel so needy? Parts of his aura practically pursued hers. The warm tones spiked her temperature. The cool tones calmed her. It was reassuring in a way. She trusted him.
“You could no more harm me than you could your sister. And I know how much you care for Grace.”
“Aye, but I could harm you. My feelings for you certainly aren’t sisterly. You understand what I’m saying, right?”
Her breath caught in her throat, and her knees threatened to buckle. No one had ever wanted her like this.
“Lass, you should know how much my body aches for yours. How hard it is to control these urges in my wolf.”
“Then you should know…I want….” How could she explain feelings she didn’t understand? Needs for something she couldn’t know about? Or the possessive reaction she had toward him? Why did her inner wolf demand attention from the big male after she’d been quiet within Laurel her entire life? Why now? Why him?
Her physical control had disappeared the moment she laid eyes on Lucas.
“What?” The timbre of his voice conferred the same need she suffered. “What do you want?” He confronted her with the question again, and the hunger radiating from him unnerved her.
“You? I don’t know. Could this sensation mean”—she dropped her hands to her abdomen—“I actually want something from you?”
Lucas tossed back his head and laughed, releasing some of the tension zipping between them. “That’s hardly flattering. Is being attracted to me so objectionable?”
“Well…not objectionable. Implausible…maybe. I didn’t mean to insult you. But I’ve never had these feelings before. I never believed I could….” Laurel moved away and began to pace, wringing her hands. “Derrick warned me. Ty and Rand told me not to be so flippant. Now I understand. I have no say over…how I react to you. My wolf controls my body and my body controls my emotions.”
He followed her, waiting for her to vent then he tugged her toward him into an embrace. It felt so right.
Too right. “Stop. I need to think.”
“Do you really want me to stop?” His hand slid down her neck, sending fireworks through her body. “Or do you want the feelings to stop?”
As soon as he pressed his hard erection against her belly, the answer to his question was clear.
“No. I never imagined anything could feel like this.” She vibrated with need, fisting her hands against his chest.
He exhaled slowly, and his breath fanned over her cheeks, down her jaw, to that junction where her neck met her shoulders. His lips brushed over her collarbone. Lifting his head and placing his lips close to her ear, he murmured, “You may not believe me, but with my vast experience, neither did I.”
Laurel pushed back, gazing up so she met him eye to eye. “You? Never? Before?”
“Aye, never. I’ve experienced desire and passion.” His regard caressed every inch of her face and heated her to the core as his pale-silver eyes returned to focus on hers. “But no, I’ve never experienced the likes of this…this uncontrollable craving or the deep connection I feel with you. And no, it’s true, not with any other before you.”
She couldn’t help staring into his eyes and believing he meant everything he said. Despite her trust in his words, she asked, “Why me?”
“You tell me, lass. It’s you who see auras. What does mine tell you?” He shrugged his muscular shoulders and bent to kiss her lightly on the tip of her nose and grinned. “It could be these freckles.”
“I hate them.”
“They’re perfect. You’re perfect.” He twirled her playfully in his arms.
His admission sent another thrill of expectation through her, along with a mélange of emotions she couldn’t identify.
“Hardly.” She sniggered. “Ask any of the guys at the agency. I’m a pain in their rears most of the time, even if I’m not trying to be.”
“You do it on purpose? Of course you do. I’m certain of it.”
When she nodded and chuckled, he did something she believed was a very rare occurrence for him—he grinned.
“You can never tell them.” She frowned at him, trying to appear stern, but he nipped at her lip and distracted her.
He touched her lips again, this time parting them with a finger. Laurel inhaled, lowered her lashes, lifted her chin expectantly, and shyly waited for whatever came next.
Lucas leaned down and, with a quiet curse, pulled her into a tight embrace. “I’ll be darned for this. I am sure of it. But god help me, I can’t resist anything about you.”
Anxiety and optimism mingled. Laurel was convinced their connection was the one her grandmother had promised. Could fate put him in her path and forbid her from claiming the dire wolf?
Finally, in the embrace of the other half of her soul, would giving into their desire be the death of her?
As his lips touched hers, her heart blossomed like a flower in the rain soon after the sun broke through the clouds. In the back of her mind, she seriously considered if the risk would be worth it—Lucas would be worth anything.
The kiss was far gentler than what she’d expected. His full lips felt so right she immediately wanted to kiss him again, and then instinct took control. Laurel didn’t know the first thing about kissing…or sex…not on a personal basis. Curious, she’d read romance novels and seen enough movies to recognize the preliminaries. But once he touched her, she finally understood what all the hoopla was about.
Breathing heavily, she cupped Lucas’s face in her hands and pulled away. “Wow! Why do people work or eat or do anything else if there’s this?”
“Oh, lassie, a woman who is this enthusiastic about kissing is a gift beyond measure. How has no one found out your secret before?”
Laurel studied his face, as if searching for a clue. “My secret?”
“Mmm. Your secret is your sensuality. Has no one tried to touch you? No one introduced you to a kiss?”
“Before you, my wolf drove them all away.”
“Lucky me.” Lucas chuckled and bent to seal the deal with another kiss.
Soon, Laurel found herself moaning and exploring the inside of his mouth, tangling her tongue with his and wanting more. One of his hands cupped her rear beneath her dress, and the other circled around and held her breast. His thumb teasing the tip, sent sparks of energy throughout her body.
 



Chapter Ten
Discovery
 
Laurel’s kitchen
 
Lucas ran the knuckles of his hand gently across the plains of Laurel’s cheek then opened his hand, forking his fingers into her hair, and when he gripped her head firmly, looking squarely into her eyes, she waited, not knowing what to expect next
“Every minute that passes makes controlling myself in your presence impossible. My need for you becomes intolerable. Until we know what this is between us, you aren’t safe, especially with me.”
She looked down, took his hand, and stroked his pulse point. “My grandmother said I would find you one day. I just never expected it to feel like this. I never expected the one my wolf imprinted on to be a forbidden temptation.”
“Not simply forbidden. A deadly temptation,” he reminded her.
Before the fear and disappointment settled in, his touch filled her with a smoldering heat, a desire so desperate it reached her very core, eradicating any uncertainty about being with Lucas.
“I don’t believe it. Fate wouldn’t do that.” She aligned her shoulders and straightened her spine. “We are much the same, you and I. The elements are within Grace, and I suspected Ty had an elemental side. She had to have known. But you…the elements respond to you as they do to me. My force recognizes yours.”
“Perhaps you’re right. I hope you are. But until we know for certain, I won’t risk your life on a premise. We need a plan to keep you safe from me during the waxing and waning of the moon. Once I find Grace, we can explore your theory.”
Laurel bit her lower lip, trying to find the right words to explain Julie.
“Then I should warn you. I don’t share. And I don’t play well with others. Tonight at the meeting, at least one of the females will find a way to meet you. Julie is looking to move up the social ladder, and you are the perfect venue. Her scent was in Grace’s apartment.”
“Then I will recognize it. Perhaps I should pay attention to this Julie and ascertain her motives.”
“As long as her motives are all you ascertain.”
Lucas laughed and playfully pulled Laurel back into his arms then kissed her again.
“Wow!” Laurel exhaled and tried to compose herself. The man certainly knew how to kiss a woman. It must have taken lots of practice. The wolf inside her growled, and her mind shouted, “Mine.”
“Forget the food,” he growled. “You are what I want.”
“Me?”
Laurel melted against him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Unsure she could be enough female for him, she decided to try. She took the initiative to make him forget the idea of interrogating Julie.
He wouldn’t come out of that confrontation without her, and Laurel winced at the idea.
While his hands traced every one of her curves, caressing her sensitive breasts and testing her response, she snaked her hands under his shirt and up to his tight male nipples. Goodness, his chest was magnificent. She lowered her hands to his waist, tempted to explore the hard bulge between his thighs. But just as her fingers wiggled inside his waistband, his hand caught hers and stopped her.
“I can be here for you, Lucas. Beware of Julie.”
“I don’t want to hurt you.” His voice sounded rough. He gripped her by her arms and moved her body away from his. His eyes flashed silver, his jaw clenched, and then he smiled.
Laurel had come close to successfully seducing this experienced, controlled male. Her self-esteem soared when she sensed the struggle within him almost fail as he tried to release her, step back, and walk away.
According to his aura, he was highly aroused and frustrated…and, suddenly, very worried. Why worry? And the smile. The leftover smile never left his face. His aura and his comment confused her.
“I don’t get it.”
“I’m a dire wolf. We’re highly promiscuous during the moon phases until we mate and bond.”
Laurel’s heart sank. If his offhand comments were true, what did she mean to him? Did the kiss and his flattering comments mean nothing to him? She stiffened and gently pushed him farther away.
She used more than his aura to determine he was still aroused. But to her disappointment there was a hint of deceit in his colors. Purple, the color she liked least and saw most often.
Well, she’d experienced this before. When horny men couldn’t wait to charm their way into her pants, they believed lying would work. They were mistaken.
But Lucas had a very convincing line, and, in the end, at least he admitted his nature. So why did swirling shades of deep purple in his aura scream “lie”?
With his hands in his pockets and a smug look on his face, his stomach growled. “Weren’t you going to feed me? I could use a beer, too.”
She swallowed a few times, unable to overcome the disappointment, but she managed to clear the lump in her throat.
“The beer’s in the fridge. Go outside and relax.” Laurel pasted a false smile on her face and pointed to the back door. “I’ll make a few sandwiches.”
He helped himself to the beer and, without another word, stalked from the room, quietly closing the door behind him.
Laurel took a deep breath, washed her hands and face in the kitchen sink and dried off with a clean dish towel. Before making the sandwiches, she gazed out the window while Lucas sat in a deck chair and, tilting the bottle up, emptied it in one long pull.
Good to know he is as affected as I am.
Time enough to deal with all the ramifications, later. For now, she’d clean up, make the sandwiches, and find another cold beer for him before she had to deal with Julie and the pack.
She’d put aside her feelings for Lucas for today. They had too much to consider to add their attraction to the mix.
“Easy enough to think when there’s a door between me and his scent.”
 
***
 
After a cold beer and a sandwich, Lucas was ready to discuss what happened between them and his loss of control. He put the empty beer bottle on the table and sat back in the chair as Laurel finished her sandwich while he watched.
“I don’t know what got into me before. I should apologize, but I’m really not sorry for kissing you. I am sorry I almost lost control. It’s not like me, and it wasn’t fair to you.”
“It wasn’t all you.” She lowered her lashes then put her sandwich down and picked at her napkin.
Lucas leaned forward and took her hand in his. “I can usually maintain my control.” He didn’t want her to take this wrong. Touching her sent that strange sizzle through him again, but he’d risk it because she needed to understand why being together would be impossible. “We should talk about this.”
“With you being from one of the most powerful ancient were families and a member of one of the original packs established during Celtic times, I understand mating with me would be highly undesirable—” She tried to pull her hand away, but he held on to her tightly.
“It’s not undesirable. I just can’t. It could be deadly for you unless you have dire blood.” Laurel relaxed within his grasp as he ran his thumb over her wrist, testing her pulse.
“Do you think Ty will survive mating with your sister?”
“Grace may know something about Ty we don’t. You said you sensed something in him. Perhaps she did, too.”
“In your calmer moments, I see the earth’s elements in your aura.”
“I don’t know about that or what it means. We barely know each other. At least Grace and Ty had time together before she took this step.”
“I understand.”
This time Lucas released her when she tried to pull her hand from his.
“Despite the attraction I feel for you,” he said, “I won’t risk bonding with you or any female as long as my family heritage in Scotland requires I mate only with a were with dire blood…not that I care about maintaining the family line myself. It’s not about becoming the pack alpha, either. My brother Jarod will be the one to take on my father’s leadership role. He’ll do it gladly, responsibilities and all, especially since the intended female alpha has been one of his favorites over the years.”
“Look, Lucas, I understand. You and I just met.”
“Even if it weren’t for the family issues, I’d want to spend additional time with you—time to discover if we’re truly compatible on other levels besides sex.”
“We got carried away. It’s nothing.”
“We can’t afford that again, not until we confirm it’s safe for you to be with me. I can control myself, but not this close to an approaching full moon. We should keep our distance until it wanes.”
“Lucas, there will still be the issue with Julie that I warned you about. The moon will only make her worse.”
“Trust me, until you, I’ve never had a problem controlling myself.”
“If you say so.” She acted casual, but color heightened her cheeks. “All I know is she’s pretty insistent. I’ve seen her seduction routine before.”
Lucas wondered if Julie was the wolf his mother meant when she’d mentioned there might be someone in Moonlight with dire blood. Despite Laurel’s claims, he didn’t think he’d have the same response to Julie as he’d had to her. Maybe Laurel was the one with dire blood.
“If I take a run with Julie, you can be sure my purpose is to work my wiles on her. If she knows anything about Grace’s disappearance I’ll coax it from her.”
Laurel’s phone chirped. She looked at the screen and stiffened, but ignored the message and got up to clear the table.
Lucas noticed she hadn’t even finished her sandwich. He went to the fridge, took out two bottles of water, and handed one to her. “Here, let’s go over what we have so far.”
“Come into the living room and finish telling me about your family. We have time.”
She seemed preoccupied as they sat in separate chairs. Distracted. Lucas decided to fill her in on his family’s quirky dynamics, but by the time he wrapped things up, he did a quick summation.
“All right. In any case, I’ve always been the lone wolf in the family. Jarod was better suited to the pack leader role. If anything, I was perfectly suited to be the enforcer. Rather than being a calm, calculating leader like Jarod, I am the most aggressive among my littermates. My inclinations can be fierce and intimidating.”
“Perhaps that’s why your father sent you after Grace with no hesitation. He knew you’d bring her home.”
“Perhaps.” His mind wandered. Perhaps his mother had other motives. Had she suspected all along what he would encounter? Before he’d left, she did mention something about the possibility of females with dire blood in the area.
“I should tell you something else.” Laurel interrupted his thoughts. “When I discovered texts between Slater and someone in our pack, I wasn’t sure who it was. His interest in using DNA to enhance his pack makes me believe Julie is more involved with Slater than we thought. She’s devious enough to be the one who took part in Grace’s abduction.”
“Why didn’t you say something to Derek?”
“I hadn’t seen the texts. And I-I wanted to tell him at the airport, but he’d already noticed the attraction between us. Derek would have repeated the warning he gave me this morning.”
“And that was?”
“To be careful around you. He explained you couldn’t mate outside your species.”
“That is a fact. As I told Ty, a mating with a dire can be deadly.”
“After Derek found out what happened between Ty and Grace, he forbade the females to go near you.”
“And you…?”
“I’ve never been influenced by any of the males or the full moon.”
The lure of the forbidden fruit called to him, and now he knew she experienced it, too. He had to be the one in control…he’d had enough time and more experience. He practiced a lifetime of control over his desires.
Every full moon created a challenge, but he’d conquered his urges. The fact his family and extended family lived on an isolated island off the Scottish coast helped. How would he adapt in Palmetto?
She claimed she wasn’t concerned…but he stared into her warm-brown eyes and saw the worry in them. It was her. Only she rattled his self-control.
“To be careful, we should do as Derek suggests and stay away from each other during the waxing and waning of the full moon. That should be enough time for me,” he said.
Laurel and their strange connection intrigued him. but not enough to risk her life. By now everyone in the pack knew his family was pure dire. Even if he wanted her, mingling with her may not even be possible.
 



Chapter Eleven
Meeting Derek
 
Moonlight, Florida, 5:00 p.m.
 
Laurel’s fingers gripped the steering wheel, revealing how tense she was on the trip into the tiny, isolated town of Moonlight. For the first time, Lucas was forced to initiate the conversation. He couldn’t dismiss how she obediently waited in the back of the room as Derek instructed, voicing no argument or opinion, while he, based on formality alone, met with the pack council and requested permission to hunt down the wolves who’d taken his sister. The meeting, led by Derek, was short and to the point. The council readily agreed, and to Lucas’s relief, they also offered to help.
As intrigued as he was with Laurel and fascinated by the unusual pull between them, she, and now everyone in the pack, knew he and Grace were purebred dire wolves. During the meeting, Derek sent a clear message to the females that Lucas was both dangerous and off-limits, staring specifically at Laurel.
Not only did he pose a threat at the time of the full moon, he could be dangerous during sex at any time, or in the event he mated with an unsuitable species. Grace could be dangerous, too. Especially because she had been separated from Ty since they mated. No one realized the level of danger they all posed. He mentally included Ty in that danger. He most likely would have questionable control until Grace returned. None of them would be responsible with the added stress.
Lucas’s apprehension could be for nothing. The combined forces and added effort with the pack’s help could hasten Grace’s return and eliminate the potential danger. The sooner they tracked down the rogue elements, rescued Grace and CiCi, the other abducted female, the sooner Lucas would have time to investigate his regard for Laurel. Derek already suspected something. Every time the alpha spotted Lucas with her, he gave him a warning glare.
Lucas understood and agreed with the big wolf’s concern. Unfortunately, Lucas feared Derek’s warnings came too late. Something had clicked between he and Laurel at the handshake. Even more reason he should back off and avoid being anywhere near her, unsupervised. However, there was something about her that kept him returning for more because, even if he wanted her, permanently bonding with her kind of wolf might be impossible. She might be too fragile to sustain being bound by a dire wolf.
Sooner rather than later, they would have to address the issue. The full moon waxed. For now, there were more immediate problems to contend with.
Derek approached and motioned Lucas and Laurel aside.
“Meet me at the diner for coffee. Before we separate, Rand wants to decide our next move. While the sheriff and his deputies handle the populated areas, there are a few other locations we could investigate, and Ty will take the pack volunteers into the southeastern grove tonight.”
Ty was already gathering the first group of volunteers and issuing instructions about where to track the rogues. He gave them the coordinates of the last known location, the one where Lucas and Laurel found the tire tracks. Ty was convinced the three vehicles had something to do with Grace’s disappearance.
“The sheriff’s office is running the plate of the vehicle you saw today.” Derek lowered his voice. “Laurel, after we meet up with Rand, I want you to take Lucas back to his room to rest before we go out hunting tonight. You can get started researching the Fort Myers pack first thing in the morning.”
“Got it. Lucas, why don’t you head over to the diner with Derek?” Laurel pulled out her phone. “And save me a seat. I’ll be right along after I check a few messages.”
 
***
 
Earlier, when Derek caught Julie checking out Lucas, the alpha warned her with his low growl. The alpha’s concern for all the females under his protection surfaced in his aura. Despite the pack’s opinion of Julie, the alpha would always protect her against outsiders, just as he would any pack member. No matter, Laurel didn’t trust her.
The blip on the location map on her phone popped up a few minutes ago. As soon as Laurel stepped outside the council room, Slater’s scent grew increasingly noxious.
What is he doing in town?
She caught a glimpse of Julie disappearing around a corner and into the shadows of the abandoned processing plant. Coincidence? Not likely.
Laurel had to get close enough to hear what they were saying. The social media tracking app Derek asked the pack to install in their phones after CiCi disappeared would allow Laurel to follow Julie. The tracking device would lead her straight to the jerk as long as she kept it on. Lately, some of the members forgot to reset the app when their phones updated. Today, Laurel was in luck. Julie’s was on.
On the north side of the building, Laurel found a good spot to hide. Concealed in the overgrown podocarpus bushes, she used her enhanced hearing to pick up the nuances in their speech. She doubted this was just a romantic liaison. Not the way Julie had practically drooled over Lucas when he’d stepped from the truck to go into the meeting. She hadn’t appeared to be thinking about Slater then.
“You want this, don’t you?” Slater’s gruff voice asked Julie. Heavy breathing then the clink of metal on metal. A belt unbuckling? Pants unzipping. For an instant, Laurel wondered if she’d been wrong all along. Was this a romantic meeting? She breathed a sigh of relief, considering Julie could be out of the picture.
“Oh yes.” Julie grunted out her breathless words. “Give it to me fast and hard. I may have good news for you if you do me real good.”
A slap sounded. “Don’t play games with me, jerk. Remember who’s in charge.” Ah, the charming, unflappable Slater Hall had a temper. “Now, as a reminder of who runs things, I’ll reward you with a idiot, after you blow me the way I like it…slow and deep.”
Laurel wished she’d closed her ears and stopped listening before she heard what he liked. At the very least, the man was sadistic. The idea of touching Slater in any way gave her the creeps. She held back a threatening gag when the image of him gripping Julie by her long dark hair and pushing himself into her mouth formed in her head.
She reduced her hearing to block Slater’s groans, but it would take amnesia to remove the images from her mind.
Patiently, she waited several minutes before reopening her hearing, anticipating the useful information she’d come for. At least then, the ends would justify the means, and her guilt at being a reluctant voyeur would have at least been worth it. Still, Laurel doubted Julie and Slater arranged a meeting at this time of day for the sex alone. There had to be an ulterior motive. Later tonight would have seemed a better choice for the liaison, unless there was an urgent purpose.
Slater cleared his voice and drew Laurel’s attention back to her task. She listened more intently in time to catch a rustling sound like the rearrangement of clothes, and then a rip. Hardly what she expected. Then a thud. Crash. Grunt. Something or someone slammed against the old wooden wall. Laurel jumped with the force of the vibration.
Slater’s voice, low and ominous, declared, “Now, if you want to keep this pretty head on your shoulders, don’t play games with me. Either give me the information I pay you for, or you can join my guest research projects. What information do you have on the brother?”
Laurel bit her lower lips. The information should have shocked her, but a part of her had suspected Julie was colluding with Slater all along. 
“You promised we’d be mates when I left our pack to infiltrate Moonlight. If I’m not going to be the alpha female for our pack—”
Slap! “Don’t question me.”
If Slater hadn’t slapped Julie, given the chance, Laurel would have. The jerk was a spy. Julie, who’d been taken in by the Moonlight pack months ago, was actually a member of Slater’s pack. She’d been imbedded in their pack to do what? Disrupt things? Undermine the pack’s trust in Derek?
“Think about it. If the female DNA is strong, what will the male’s be like? We can use all we can get. We can use them both.”
“What do you mean?” he demanded. 
“Think. We have Grace. I should seduce the brother and bring him into the pack with us.” 
“I’m not sure you can pull it off.”
Laurel bet the insult stung, but Julie ignored his comment.
“He’ll idiot me once I get him away from that loser, Laurel.”
Loser? Laurel hoped she got a chance to show her who the loser was.
“You’d enjoy it, wouldn’t you?” Slater challenged. 
“The full moon is coming. 
“It doesn’t matter.” Slater’s offhanded remark sounded flippant. “If he doesn’t cooperate, I can force him to forget you. With enough of the dire DNA in your system, he won’t be able to resist mating with you.”
Laurel’s stomach churned.
“Yes, and by then I’ll have enough dire blood from the two females to survive it. Just think what Starwood will think of our pack if I conceive.”
Our pack? So that was how it worked. Laurel could almost imagine the self-satisfied grin on Julie’s face. She checked the time and realized she’d been gone for almost twenty minutes. Before Derek finalized the plans, she had to get to the diner and warn them.
Laurel backed out of the bushes, being careful not to make a sound, and rushed to the diner. Rand, Lucas, and Derek already had their orders when she got there. Lucas pulled out the empty chair for her, and Rand grinned.
“Thank you,” she said and glared at Rand.
“What happened?” Lucas asked, with a scowl. The man picked up on her feelings as easily as if he could read her mind. She’d have to be less transparent in the future if she wanted to keep her distance.
“Just a minute,” she whispered. “I have important information. Take out your phones.” In the presence of other pack members with super-hearing, telling them anything inside the diner would be foolish. Instead, she texted them a short warning about how she’d followed Julie and what she’d overheard…choosing to skip the details of the sex part, of course.
Rand and Derek snarled as they read the text, but Lucas quietly rubbed his chin with the back of his hand several times, apparently contemplating a plan but saying nothing. His aura was mixed with the color of vengeance. Despite what this could mean to the pack, Laurel’s selfish wolf trusted him. She wasn’t willing to expose him. She would keep his secret and measure his wrath.
“That dark-haired female has been a thorn in my side since I brought her into the pack,” Rand complained, running a hand through his hair. “She was the one who vouched for Slater Hall and his pack in the first place. You remember, Derek. When they wanted us to open our border lands to run.”
The blood vessels in Rand’s neck stood out. Lucas remained quiet and non-committal until Moonlight’s enforcer suggested they arrest her.
“Knowing I’m targeted gives us the advantage. I’ll play the jerk along and turn the tables on Slater. Once I get the information we need, I’ll contact you and we can make our move.”
“The idea is sound,” Rand said, and Derek nodded his approval.
Laurel agreed. It made sense, but her insides quivered. An empty, dark hole almost swallowed her in despair while she fought the urge to disagree.
Lucas stared into space, avoiding her in particular. It didn’t matter because she couldn’t look at him without envisioning Julie wrapped in his thick arms under a full moon as he responded to her passionate ministrations. Once Julie received blood from either Grace or CiCi, the young female who’d been abducted last month, Laurel was certain Lucas would respond to the jerk willingly.
Laurel couldn’t compete. Besides, she didn’t have a death wish. Without dire DNA, and there was no evidence her family descended from the old wolves, any future with Lucas was doomed. Her heart bottomed out, giving up on the fantasy she’d visualized with him.
“Don’t look now, but here comes your mark,” Rand snarled between clenched teeth. The pack enforcer hated being played for a fool. Julie would pay for that sooner or later.
Julie not only came up and introduced herself to Lucas, she seductively maneuvered herself beside him. Gentleman that he was pretending to be, Lucas complied while Laurel steamed and Julie beamed.
After a few minutes of mundane conversation, Julie offered to take him out running. Laurel was most adamant about him not going, and it wasn’t hard playing the role of the jealous jerk. Derek and Rand undermined her objections by encouraging him. Apparently, Julie hadn’t heard the instructions Derek gave to the females earlier.
They all made it seem as if Julie cajoled them into agreeing Lucas would go running with her later that night. Once he agreed, Julie’s aura revealed how ridiculously thrilled the manipulative spy from Slater’s pack was, and, to Laurel’s disappointment, Lucas’s aura reflected satisfied excitement.
Maybe they deserve each other.
Julie seriously began to flirt. Lucas played along and seemed to be buying into it enough to piss off Laurel. What male wouldn’t enjoy the seduction?
Regrettably, Laurel’s wolf did not understand the plan. It was too much for her jealous streak. Several times Laurel stifled a cough to prevent the growl she struggled to contain as Julie fawned all over Lucas.
Derek noticed her reaction and dragged her outside to warn her to stay inside all night. He made it clear he was afraid she was already affected by the moon and Lucas. In spite of her denial, perhaps he was right. She couldn’t ever recall feeling this pull or the tension she experienced in Lucas’s presence. She wanted to write it off to the circumstances but couldn’t. Yet Derek’s order stymied her desire to be a strong female.
“I’m not staying inside. Why should I?”
The alpha growled and seemed to grow right in front of her. “I’m your alpha and your boss, missy. You will do as I say.”
“Yes, sir.” He was right. She seethed with anger but backed down to her superior. Laurel couldn’t risk pushing her alpha too far. After all, he was merely concerned about her.
Rand’s eyes sparkled with amusement as Laurel fumed. And then, he wisely excused himself. The plan was for him to find Ty and update him on the new evidence then he and Derek were going to meet the sheriff tomorrow morning. Tonight, they were leaving things up to Lucas.
Once they were all outside the diner, Julie tried to corner Lucas before he got into Laurel’s truck. As the unattached female followed them outside and tried to plaster herself against him, chatting and finalizing arrangements, Laurel cringed. Lucas eventually gave her his room number and climbed inside.
She started the truck, and pulled out of the parking spot. Disgusted and worried he would play his role too well, she went cold in his presence. After all, she had experienced his talents firsthand. Jealous and furious for getting talked into this, she reminded him, “You do know how close we are to a full moon?”
“Aye,” he said. “How could I forget with your presence tempting me so?” 
“Your charm isn’t going to work on me,” she grumbled. Of course it was—which only made her heartache greater.
If Julie was determined to seduce Lucas before the rogues tried to capture him, it seemed he was willing to sacrifice his virtue to get the information he needed from her. He might think he had the ability to resist Julie, but Laurel wasn’t sure he wanted to. Where would he draw the line if things got out of hand before he managed to gather his infamous control?
Laurel gripped his arm, sending the familiar current through them. “Be careful. They are vicious. Willing to do whatever it takes to get what they want.”
“And what do they want? My DNA?”
“Yes and no. Julie wants you—”
“Psft. She’ll be wanting a long time, then.” He blew off the threat.
His aura exposed the lie…and worry.
 



Chapter Twelve
Decisions
 
The road to the Moonlight Run B&B
 
Lucas couldn’t deny Julie was attractive. Normally, he would harass her eagerly, since his wolf had gone so long without a female. But he’d been in this situation before when a female only wanted him for his position, for the strength of his genes, the pups he could give her. In this case, she wouldn’t settle for a idiot. She wanted to mate, bond. Slater wanted him for his DNA.
And he wanted Grace back.
Under other circumstances, he’d go for it, but since this afternoon, his only true emotional interest was in Laurel. That left him in a bad mood. Tonight, he’d have to resort to absurd measures to pretend interest in Julie while restraining his wolf from actually going through with the act. As Laurel reminded him, the full moon, only days away, and his recent abstinence, would make playing this game so close to the edge considerably more dangerous.
He could handle the deception, but could he keep his wolf under control? If not, the ruse would blow up in his face. The last thing he actually wanted to do was idiot Julie to get the information he needed. But his concern about Grace grew with each passing hour. Especially now that he knew Slater had motive and drugs. The stakes were high.
“Don’t do this,” she said.
While the wolf inside him kept thinking with his toe, Laurel’s eyes reflected her disappointment. Why now? Why this growing attachment to the cute, freckled redhead?
“No problem.” He shrugged off her concern, and she glared at him with the look women who believe they’ve been betrayed wear. He didn’t want to hurt her, but it might come to that.
“I’ve got this covered,” he reassured her. Then he realized she’d seen his determination to fulfill his mission in his aura.
She was right. He would idiot Julie to stop Slater’s madness. His mind rationalized his intentions, but, in his heart, he hated himself. Laurel’s pain hurt him, and her disappointment in him ripped his heart out.
He’d have to deal with it. Her safety was more important to him than what she thought of him.
“Things have gone too far already. With the full moon approaching, soon all the males will lose their inhibitions. For your own safety, we should get you to a safe place. You have to be away from here before the full moon rises.”
 
 
“Don’t tell me what to do.” Laurel bristled. “I’ve been fine all these years without you and your good intentions.” With her hormones raging, she needed to be careful about how much anger she allowed to brew. Nevertheless, she had to protect Lucas from Julie’s full objective.
“That was before I initiated you. Until you experienced your first arousal, you didn’t send off any hormones the males could identify. Now that you have, you’ll be fighting the males off until you’re claimed.”
“What?” Laurel hadn’t heard anything about this. Why hadn’t Alexa or one of the other women told her?
“Why do you think Derek gave you those orders today when he’s never cracked down on you before?”
“You did this!” She wanted to scream and pound on something—him preferably.
“Hey, I didn’t do it alone.” He held up both hands while she focused on the road to the Moonlight Run B&B.
“I didn’t have anything to do with it. You did something.”
“Really? Because I could swear the current ran from you to me. Maybe you did something to me. I usually have better control over myself.”
Despite what her head told her, her body refused to accept it. The magnetism building between them interfered with her good sense. It may be cliché, but how many moths had been drawn to the flame in just this way?
And look how that turned out for the moth.
Despite the orders from Derek to stay clear, she had to make certain Lucas could resist Julie’s advances. The jerk had a devious plan in store for him. Well, Laurel had a plan of her own. Before this all came to an end, she was determined to be with him once, even if she had to seduce him before he went running off to be with Julie.
“Okay. Maybe it was both of us. But I need help. I don’t know how to control any of this,” she admitted.
“You stay put tonight.” He pointed at her. “Tomorrow, you can do as Derek suggested, research and coordinate.”
Laurel turned off the engine in the driveway of the B&B. “I don’t know…. Can I come in for a minute?” Just because she was inexperienced didn’t mean she didn’t have romance novels to fall back on…or instinct. Lucas wouldn’t know what hit him. 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Seduction
 
Moonlight Run B&B
 
“Aye. Please, come in for a drink.”
He didn’t see any harm in letting Laurel come inside so he could explain what was happening. As if he knew? Sex was the one thing he knew about. He could explain that. The Calling was entirely different. Even he wouldn’t recognize the early symptoms.
They could have sex without claiming each other or actually mating, but after their reactions earlier, he didn’t want to risk getting carried away if there was more between them. Their emotional ties were stronger than any he’d felt before.
When they approached his room and entered, he glanced over his shoulder to see Laurel’s  dress hit the floor as she closed the door behind her. His body heat soared and the wolf within him demanded release.  But he didn’t dare.
“Lass, stop. What’re you doing?” His instinct hit first. The idea of tasting every inch and claiming her popped into his head. He’d never imagined claiming any other female. He considered rushing over and covering her, and yet, at the same time, he wanted to look his fill. He stuck with the latter plan because…well, just because looking at her pleased him so well.
“I want you to be the one to initiate me all the way for the first time. I want to experience everything we can safely do before you go off with Julie tonight.” Her eyes filled, glistening with moisture.
That concerned him. She was such a tough little thing. Seeing her vulnerable this way brought a lump to his throat.
He took a few steps toward her as she approached him. “I told you I wouldn’t succumb to Julie—”
“Don’t.” Laurel shook her head. “They’re giving her dire blood, with dire DNA. You may not be able to resist her. They are pumping her full of CiCi and your sister’s blood. Julie’s scent could fool your wolf.”
“I doubt it. My wolf seems to have made up his mind, and he wants you. Do you have dire DNA?” He’d wondered about their first touch. “It would explain a lot, and it would make our decision easier later.”
“I don’t know. Dires were common in the West eons ago. How would it make a difference? Would you refuse to meet with Julie?” She had that stubborn set to her mouth, telling Lucas he couldn’t win.
“No. I wouldn’t. We need the information from her.”
“Then give me this in case we never get more.”
She slinked across the remaining distance toward him, taking her time. Where had she learned to walk like that? His pants strangled his boys, getting tighter the closer she got. He adjusted himself and groaned.
Could he do this and still leave her to seduce Julie later?
Well, he couldn’t not do this. No way was his wolf letting him turn away.
“All right. I’ll show you everything about passion I can safely share with you for now.” If he got any harder from dealing with her innocent demands, he wouldn’t make it through the first lesson. “But no promises. Lesson one is the kiss.”
“We already covered that and a few other lessons.” Laurel brushed off his suggestion and pressed her naked body against his. Standing on her toes, she lifted her face for the kiss.
The woman’s small frame felt right in his embrace. Her size betrayed the strength rippling in her muscles beneath the creamy smooth skin he couldn’t resist exploring. Her petal-soft cheeks, shoulders, the rise of her breast—
After she proved she’d learned the kissing lesson, Laurel stepped away from him. Lucas experienced a moment of regret, but then her hands gripped the waistband of his pants and tugged him back to her.
“I have some ideas in mind, if that’s okay with you?” She began working on his pants, and he wrapped his big hands around her fragile wrists, removed them from his zipper, and gently stilled her movements.
Is this how he wanted things to go? Did he trust himself to go slow if things got crazy?
“Please.” She lifted her long lashes and forced him to look at her large round eyes, pleading with him. “I need to do this if I ever hope to prove I’m a female.”
“Both my wolf and I would differ with you, lass.” She didn’t need to worry. Lucas could barely think he was so hard. Experience didn’t matter when all he could think about was she’d never wanted any man enough to do this before.
“I can’t be the woman I want to be on all levels without ever knowing what it feels like to provide pleasure to a man.”
She was more than enough woman for him on all levels. Without pretense or traditional seduction, Laurel’s simple request managed to end his years of self-control.
“A real man gets pleasure from a woman’s pleasure.” His voice had gone rough and gravelly, and the wolf’s desire rumbled in the background. He unsuccessfully tried to clear the tightness from his throat, but the wolf affected his ability.
Without practiced finesse, she’d managed to seduce him with her innocent need to prove something to herself. She didn’t play sensual games, yet everything about her was sensual in the extreme. He’d already discovered the level of response she was capable of. Now he had the power to help her discover her own sexual talents. She tempted him. Perhaps too much.
“I want to do this, Lucas.”
He had the power to influence her impression of future relationships and teach her how to pleasure a man, how to derive her own pleasure in the process. He could be that man for her. Could he keep from claiming her? The idea of her with anyone else stirred pangs of jealousy he’d never experienced. He would gather his control and do this for her.
He released her wrists, and her eyes went wide. He undid the button at his waistband, and her gaze dropped to his zipper.
“Aye,” he encouraged her. “Go ahead.”
She paused, and, instead of going for his zipper, she walked her fingers up his chest then skimmed them down his abdomen. Her attention dropped to his groin and the straining bulge behind the material. Her fingers fumbled as she carefully released his zipper.
The stabbing need threatened to unhinge his control, but her unbridled interest thrilled him as she slid his pants down over his hips. Lucas held his breath. The cool air touched his naked toe, and his stomach muscles tightened.
When his erection popped out and poked upright, Laurel stared at the hard shaft bouncing against his abdomen. He moved her hands lower until her fingertips grazed his balls. She fondled him with a reverence he’d never experienced before. She was destroying him.
She curiously ran her hand up his length. He was never going to survive this. His erection increased in size, hardening and begging for more of her attention. Her lips formed that perfect “O” of surprise when his cock leaked the first pearly drop of pre cum.
Lucas couldn’t take his gaze off her. He gripped her shoulders, needing more. Laurel may have been inexperienced, but she’d done some research because she knew what felt good to him. Or maybe she read his aura. Well, that would be an advantage.
She groaned, deep and husky, begging him, “For tonight, mold me, teach me, let me be the female you’ve fantasized about.” She already was.
She dropped to her knees on the carpet, his rock-hard erection in her hand, and he wondered if he could hold it together when her tight little bud of a mouth kissed that hypersensitive spot at the base of his toe. She licked her way to the tip, swirled her tongue, circling the head, and moaned. The vibration drove deep into his soul, and pressure built in his balls. She sucked his length into her hot mouth, pulled back, and when her tongue peeked out in a teasing lick, she rolled her it around the crown, over the small slit in the hood then under the edges of the mushroom head.
She wrapped her lips over the thick shaft, enthusiastically deep-throated him, and sucked with just the perfect pressure.
His mind went blank as her second throaty moan vibrated against his responsive tip. She stole his heart with that singular move, and when she drew her lips tightly into a pleased grin, he knew she needed no instruction from him.
His eyes closed with pleasure, and his grip tightened in her hair. He forced her mouth to take in more and more of his cock. She hungrily took the hard flesh until the head butted the back of her throat, and still she sucked him in farther. Her mouth tormented his engorged flesh, and her fingers stroked his balls.
With the final swirl of her tongue, liquid fire surged from him like a volcano, erupting as his strangled cry escaped. It took everything in him to keep the wolf from exploding and shattering his final morsel of control.
Lucas lifted her from her knees and kissed her as he backed her toward the bed. 
He couldn’t remember the last time he’d come so hard. He’d just met this woman, and, though he was certain she was an innocent, she responded to him as no other before. And he liked her. His unusual response to her surprised him because he liked her a lot.
He repositioned his hands so he could take a minute to catch his breath and appraise her. What he saw was a woman in the throes of arousal as desperate as his own. Her lips, swollen from his recent kiss…their kiss, were parted and begging for more. He wanted to satisfy them both because, innocent or not, she gave as good as she got. Heck, he wanted her like he’d never wanted any woman before, but being with her completely was prohibited—off-limits—for more than one reason.
He turned her in his arms and kissed the soft skin between her shoulder blades then traced the gracefully delicate column of her spine, wanting to savor every inch of her. Her scent filled the air, and he was hard again, as if he hadn’t just shot off his load.
He positioned her nude body on the bed as if she was an erotic buffet for the senses. Then he devoured her swollen lips, and became more aroused when he tasted himself on her tongue. Goodness, she was every erotic dream. He continued his exploration of her body and nibbled all the way down her tempting throat to the rise of her breast. Lucas laved one tip with his tongue, then moved away to tease her other nipple, ripe as a berry on top of a mound of vanilla ice cream. 
“Oh, please, Lucas, touch me, please.” 
“I will, lass.” He lightly pinched one nipple and suckled the other deep within his mouth. 
He slid one hand between her thighs and felt how hot and wet she was for him. Every delicious inch of her demanded his attention. When she squirmed beneath him, he tossed a heavy leg across her hips to keep her in place before he moved lower to her red curls. 
She tossed her head from side to side as he pleasured her with his mouth. 
Laurel tasted delicious, smelled even better, and responded to him as no woman ever had before. She made it difficult for him to take his time. 
 “Lucas, god help me. Please, I need something now.”
“Shush, sweetling, have no fear.” He kissed her lips with a passion he never knew existed. How one little person half his size could bring out all these emotions in less than a day amazed him.
“The only thing I’m afraid of is not having you…now.”
“I’ll give you what you want. But you need time to adjust to my size, little one.”
He kneed her legs farther apart and seated himself slowly between her creamy thighs. As he entered her, one slow inch at a time, she arched her rib cage, greedy for more until he filled her.
He stilled to regain control, but she urged him on, squirming beneath him, begging him to move. His hips took control of his senses, lifting her with the strength of his thrust. With more urgency, she demanded more force as he awaited her surrender.
Her pace matched his own. This was not a claiming. This whole face-to-face thing was his way of being careful. But the pressure gathered in his balls, and he surged into her, not nearly hard or fast enough to satisfy him. Or her.
“Stop holding back,” she shouted. “More, Lucas. Harder.”
“You were a virgin, no?”
“Of course. But I’m a wolf and not the fragile little woman you think I am. Idiot me.”
He pistoned harder, faster, lifting her hips off the bed with his force. Sweat gleamed on her body. This felt like a claiming. And still he fought to prevent his wolf from breaking free. 
“Mine,” his wolf exclaimed. “No,” he growled, silently denying his feelings.
His heart squeezed painfully, and, to his surprise, as Laurel tightened around him repeatedly, his orgasm came out of nowhere, and she joined him in a satisfied moan.
Spent with exhaustion from holding the wolf in check, he collapsed, suddenly feeling overwhelmingly concerned. It had never been this difficult to maintain control of his wolf. Now the idea of charming Julie for information was more disagreeable than it had been before. After this, Lucas couldn’t imagine being with any other woman.



Chapter Fourteen
Lucas Runs with Julie
 
Moonlight, Florida, 11:00 p.m.
 
Not long after dark, the moon slid out from behind the clouds, threatening this side of full. Laurel couldn’t just sit at home after what Lucas had shown her. Life was too short not to live it to its fullest, even if it meant fighting for what she wanted. She’d lost her family. She wouldn’t risk losing her one chance at happiness.
Laurel finally understood why she’d felt so attached to this stranger after just one day. Despite his misgivings, they were connected. The moment he entered her, everything they were merged, and their two auras became one. She was determined to tell him the truth about what she’d seen in their auras. She couldn’t allow Julie to interfere, even if she had to fight the jerk for Lucas.
Laurel shifted and tracked Lucas’s scent into the underbrush. As she followed his unshifted scent, she picked up Julie’s, too. Then his scent turned musky. His wolf. He’d shifted.
And soon after, Julie’s scent grew stronger, different, acrid. The female mating scent overpowered everything else. Any other male in the vicinity would pick up Julie’s scent, but then they’d also smell Lucas. His strong, dominate male arousal would send any lesser male away. Julie’s pheromones had to be calling out to every other male within miles. 
But Laurel was alone, and it worried her. 
Even though the female decided who she wanted, this close to a full moon, unmated males couldn’t resist the lure of the females’ scent. In this case, Julie had Lucas in mind and Laurel didn’t trust the neighboring pack members to follow the rules. If things went bad, Laurel might get caught in the middle of a bunch of horny males. In the frenzy, she needed to be prepared for trouble, but Julie also bore watching.
She heard them up ahead before she saw them. Was she too late? Had things already gotten out of hand? Remaining downwind, she sniffed the air and smelled the increased mating scent. Had she been in human form, she might have cried. Shifted, her wolf wasn’t giving up on Lucas so easily. When she saw the couple in the moonlight, the wolf in her dared not make a sound. She watched from the background, trying to keep her emotions to herself. Jealous, angry, and unreasonable, the wolf’s emotions allowed her to distance herself from the disappointment and pain she felt as a human. Her beast wanted to rip out Julie’s throat. But the wolf’s anger was also directed at Lucas. Laurel reasoned he’d let things go too far.
Both he and Julie had shifted back to human form. Because of Julie’s scent and the waxing full moon, Lucas was only barely human…just beyond the shift. When he turned in Laurel’s direction, she saw a moment of instant recognition. Then the strange shimmering look he gave her made her wonder why he didn’t react.
His eyelids lowered, and his sexual response rose as Julie’s tongue traveled down the length of his torso. Lying on the ground, Julie turned her hips toward his face and buried herself against his lower abdomen. Licking and nibbling her way down until she took his entire erect shaft in her mouth.
Strange. Lucas barely reacted. Drugged? Perhaps.
Distancing herself from her feelings, Laurel studied his actions because she couldn’t get a reading from his aura. Realizing Lucas was unable to help himself, the responsibility fell to her. Her possessive wolf swore vengeance with every inch of his flesh Julie touched, while the woman inside her ached with disappointment because he’d misjudged his ability to resist her.
A scent of other males grew stronger. Time was running out. The moon reached its zenith, and their howls sounded closer. She tried to keep herself under control, but her wolf finally won the battle raging inside her. Fear for Lucas and herself decided her next move. 
Rising from a stalking crouch to her paws, she shot from the underbrush into the clearing and attacked. Leaping, as Julie shifted in midair to fight back, Laurel and the female wolf rolled in a battle of fur and flying spittle. Laurel kept the advantage with the element of surprise and training. She aimed a deadly bite to the interloper’s throat, but at the final moment, held back, refusing to strike a fatal wound.
Just as she released Julie, the rogue shifters arrived and surrounded Laurel—two, three, as many as six. Her opponent was too seriously wounded to shift back immediately, but the wolves from the Fort Myers pack stood their ground while three more arrived in human form. They cursed at her when she remained lowered on all fours, growling and snapping. Well, they’d have to deal with her like this. She refused to shift from her wolf and risk being at her weakest in front of them. She wouldn’t stand a chance against so many. The unshifted rogues tossed a net over Laurel while the shifted pack members snarled and snapped, and prevented her from moving. Caught in their trap, they slipped a control collar over her head and bound her front and back paws.
For the moment, Julie didn’t move, bleeding from multiple bite wounds, and the patch of missing hair was going to take a while to grow back. If Laurel could, she would have smiled.
 “What do we do with the male?” one of the unshifted rogues asked.
“Julie has plans for him. Slater said we should follow her instructions. For now, get rid of the jerk.”
“Get rid of her? We can’t afford to lose a healthy jerk,” one of the other rogues objected.
“Then leave her at our site until we get this mess sorted out and we’ll pick her up on the way back home. We can use her for breeding later.”
Not on your life. Laurel had no intention of servicing these wolves. She’d fight to the death before becoming a breeding slave for Slater Hall’s operation.
Julie rose on all fours but stumbled, growled once weakly at Laurel then resorted to licking her wounds as the others took charge. One of the rogues looked over her wounds and suggested she shift then he redirected his attention to the two holding Laurel. “Take her away while I help Julie.”
The others dragged her off in the same net they’d captured her with and gave no thought to her comfort. Not that she’d expected any consideration from this group of slugs. But the more contact she had with the earth and plants, the better chance she had of sending her location through the elements to Lucas. She sent her thoughts on the air, through the vines along the pathway, and stones she encountered. She drove her fear into the earth, and her need to the plants she touched along the way, hoping he’d track her to where the rogues planned to imprison her.
In a small clearing beside the edge of the grove, surrounded by scrub pines, palmettos, and gnarled live oaks, they chained her to one of the newly grafted grapefruit trees. The thorns from the old main growth stabbed through her fur, but she could deal with the scrapes and pain better as the wolf than she could in her human form.
 The rogues returned the way they came and left her alone.
Once they were out of sight, she tried loosening the sturdy chains around her wrists and ankles. Not happening, and she doubted they’d return with good intentions. She needed help.
Laurel forced out as much of her aura as she could, hoping to locate Lucas. Her aura could strengthen him in several ways. Not only did she need to prevent Julie from mating with him—she tugged the chains—he might be her only hope of getting out of this mess.
Although she bled slightly, the fresh scent of her blood from her new open wounds would stir Lucas into action—drugs or no drugs. If only what she’d seen in his aura meant he could use her elemental gifts, maybe their connection would lead him to where she was being held.
All in all, things hadn’t exactly gone as planned, but if Lucas was as capable as she sensed, this was just a twist of events. Trapped in a desolate clearing, not far from the small one where she’d fought with Julie, Laurel reconsidered her plan. She had at least learned the jerk intended to bring Lucas to Slater as soon as they captured him, using her for bait.
Under the circumstances, Lucas would have to track her here on his own to free her. Suspecting his mental state would be volatile, she didn’t dare scream and enrage him. They already were holding Grace somewhere and were looking for Ty. She didn’t want to be bait for Lucas if Julie figured out he wasn’t interested. She’d get him one way or the other if Lucas didn’t think this through.
They had to get the information to Derek.
 
***
 
The effect of the waxing full moon had weakened Lucas’s resolve more than he anticipated and drove his wolf to respond when Julie sought him out. Despite his arousal, his wolf fought against the natural inclination to mate, until Julie drugged him. He could barely move, but the effects began wearing off soon after he saw Laurel in the clearing, and more so when the fighting began. Then, before he fully recovered, the group of rogues grabbed Laurel and took her away.
Julie approached him seductively. Blood streaked her face and covered her shoulder. Laurel had gotten in a few good bites and swipes before the males jumped her. But the blood he smelled wasn’t Julie’s. The scent he picked up in the dirt and on the breeze held fear and anger and concern. And when Laurel’s aura surrounded him, he felt compelled to follow.
Concerned, yet certain her wolf could handle the mutant shifters, he spent his recovery time persuading his inner wolf and Julie he wasn’t interested. By then, he finally had a good idea where the rogues had taken Laurel.
He followed her elemental clues, tracking her and sensing her in a nearby clearing.
Smart girl.
When he arrived he stayed in the bushes downwind from the where Laurel, still in wolf form, was chained to a tree. There were three older pickup trucks parked side by side on the edge of the makeshift camp site where there’d been a fire pit burning earlier. The fire was out and the rocks were cold now, yet Lucas felt like he was walking into a trap.
A warning current of energy traveled through the ground from Laurel to him. She scratched the ground with her right paw warning of a guard approaching from that direction. She seemed strong and uninjured, but when, seconds later, she collapsed, shifting into her fragile human form, her injuries became more visible against her moonlit, pale skin. The infuriated wolf within him didn’t want to hold back, but he couldn’t afford to be reckless. In time, every rogue would pay for marring her.
Now he crouched in the shadows and waited for the guard.
A single smaller wolf came into view. If he alone stood guard, he wouldn’t stand a chance against Lucas. His was the only strong scent, and Laurel hadn’t moved since she dropped to the ground. Lucas grew concerned for her.
He stealthily approached the guard and took him without a sound. One swipe of Lucas’s massive paw easily dropped him. Once the rogue had been taken down, Lucas shifted and located a tool box in a nearby truck. He restrained the guard with rope and duct tape then rushed to Laurel’s side to examine her for injuries.
She didn’t look as bad as she had when she’d first shifted. But for a few superficial scratches, she hardly seemed injured—certainly not to explain why she was unconscious. He checked her head for injuries and her legs for snake bites, or any puncture wound to possibly explain her condition. Still nothing, except a few minor bruises.
“Laurel, wake up,” he whispered, trying to remain undiscovered. He shook her and, when she didn’t respond, he examined her further.
Even then, he couldn’t account for her condition, so he resorted to licking her wounds while she remained unresponsive. His saliva healed the worst of the scratches and the minor ones disappeared altogether, but he was torn between taking her to one of the trucks and going for help, or going after the other two men involved. Lucas hadn’t done the healing thing since he’d been a lad, and never on someone else. As a grown man, he usually opted to heal the old-fashioned way by waiting until he shifted. During the full moon, his body healed and regenerated no matter what.
“Lucas?” Laurel’s eyelids fluttered open, and she appeared stunned as she tried to sit up. “I heard them talking about your sister. We need to follow them and I think they may have captured Ty.”
“Wait, you were unconscious—”
“We have to tell Derek.” She tried to sit up again, but he stopped her and eased her back to the ground. “I’ll be all right in a minute. I get like this if I’ve overused my mind. It’s a protective mechanism, like a circuit breaker.” She sighed and allowed her lids to lower, but she smiled and patted the hand gripping her shoulder. “I’ll be okay. Just give me a minute.”
“Warning anyone will have to wait unless you have that handy backpack of yours stashed somewhere, lass. My phone’s in my room.” She shook her head. “Perhaps this lad left his in one of the vehicles? If not I’ll contact Derek as soon as we get you to Moonlight.” Lucas found a phone in one of the pickups and tried making a call, but there was no reception. 
“Nothing.” He picked up Laurel and carried her to the truck. 
“We have to return to Moonlight.”
After she was inside he handed her the phone. “We need a signal.”
A mile north she started pressing buttons. “Signal. But no answer.”
“Leave a message for Ty and call Derek.”
She did as he asked while he drove like a mad man back to Moonlight. She still looked too pale.
“I left a voice message for Ty and Derek,” she said. “Cell coverage out here is still iffy in spite of the tower we installed. It’s maddening.”
“Aye, at least they’ve been alerted then. Just rest now.”
Once at her cottage, he carried her inside and reassured himself she was well.
“I’m fine,” Laurel insisted. “Just put me down on the couch. I’ll be good as new in a few moments. But what about you?”
She ran her hands over his shoulders, touching a few spots that were healing up quickly. He turned and placed his lips on her fingers; then no longer able to resist, claimed the kiss he’d been aching for. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other. It wasn’t until he realized she must be exhausted, he stopped to think what he could do for her.
Then Lucas noticed the blood smeared across Laurel’s breast and the blood on her lips. He touched his hand to his lips and it came away with blood.
He’d bled during the fight with the rogue, and Laurel had open wounds from her injuries.
If they’d shared blood, fighting the bond would become increasingly difficult. Perhaps, impossible.
“What is it?” she asked with an expression of concern.
He should be careful with her emotions. They grew closer every minute. She was tuned into him as no one had ever been.
“Come, lass.” Instead of trying to fight the attraction between them, Lucas took Laurel into the bathroom, certain she’d love a bath, and he wanted to be the one to share it with her. “We should clean up.”
Soon, water filled the tub and heat steamed up the room.
“Are you sure a bath is all you have on your mind?” Her giggle echoed in the tiled room. “Because if you intend to just bathe me and leave me wanting, I can’t promise I won’t try to seduce you.”
“I may be kicking myself for this later, lass. But I need to be with you…completely. Understand?” Almost losing her or just believing he could have, changed something between them.
“I understand,” she said. “Conflict, danger, and loss bring people closer.”
“I don’t believe that’s all it is, but it surely contributed to the immediacy of this need I have for you.”
She was right. He’d believed he’d lost her before he’d admitted he wanted her. It felt as if someone turned on a switch and he wasn’t able to control his newfound desire for her.
She opened her arms to him and waited for him to take her into the bath. He lifted her easily and placed her into the bubbles then joined her in the oversized tub. Caressing her breasts with one hand, while touching and exploring all her intimate places with the other, he managed to increase his need and her desire. Time to finish and dry her off. He was impatient to get into bed and anxious to make love to her properly.
Her open acceptance of him, even knowing what he was and what it could mean to her, didn’t prevent her from wanting him. Maybe that was their special connection.
Today, he wouldn’t deny their sexual needs, but he would never claim her completely unless she could withstand the dire mating. Until then, he’d hold back, being satisfied with her and her freckled nose. They would spend full moons apart, and he would manage to keep her safe from her greatest danger…him.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Listening in
 
The Defenders Agency, Moonlight, Florida, the next day
 
Lucas hadn’t stayed with her last night, but Laurel couldn’t deny things were different between them. After, they’d bathed and made love, their mental acuity amplified and their auras practically merged. She had to go to the office before he met with Julie. Laurel had bugged and recorded Julie’s phone conversations, after she and Lucas shifted for their run last night, and now she wanted to see if there was anything of interest to report.
The recording didn’t have much on it but the live feed reported a conversation in progress with Slater.
Julie filled him in about the failed meeting she had with Lucas. Then she informed him about the way Lucas reacted to Laurel and how he’d helped her escape.
“So the big dire showed up last night, and now he’s got the hots for the cute little investigator?” Slater sneered.
“I can’t believe he’s so interested in that useless twit, Laurel.”
“We can use that to our advantage. What is your plan?”
“I don’t have a plan.”
“You should.” Slater chuckled. “You’re going to have to lure Laurel on the nightly run.”
“I can convince her. She’s gullible enough,” Julie snapped, making Slater fully aware of her disdain, because Laurel heard the low rumble of his growl. Julie was either stupid or had a death wish because she ignored him. “I’ll pretend to be apologetic about the misunderstanding last night.”
“I find it difficult to believe he would allow her to go out running by herself at this point, not if, like you said, he’s that enthralled with her.”
“It won’t be at night. She runs alone every morning,” Julie offered.
“We should wait until dark,” Slater insisted. “It’s too risky during daylight. I’ll set up a meeting place for the other pack members to attack.”
“I’ll figure out something then return and tell Lucas she was captured.”
Laurel sat at her desk with the headset, dispassionately listening to them plan her kidnapping.
“I’ll have a few extra guys ready when the big dire wolf shows up to save her.”
The whole idea should scare the bejesus out of Laurel. But they did have Grace, and she’d been right to add a tracker to the bug on Julie’s phone. If her luck held, the jerk would lead her to the location where they were keeping Grace. 
She should leave a message for the group, and Lucas. Forewarned was forearmed. After she listened to several more conversations Julie had with Slater, Laurel tracked down Julie’s whereabouts with the GPS locater.



Chapter Sixteen
Laurel’s Run
 
The abandoned orange grove
 
After listening in on multiple recorded conversations between Slater and Julie, Laurel made a few notes and decided she’d be safe until evening. During her late morning runs, she preferred running with headphones and traditional running garb. Ty often teased her about having too many humans in her ancestral tree, but she didn’t care. The western wolves were a mixed lot anyway.
Beyond the town limits, uninhibited in the abandoned flats, she sang “Runnin’ Down A Dream” from Full Moon Fever along with Tom Petty until the feint whiff of several unfamiliar wolves caught her attention. She slowed down and stopped singing. Jogging slowly, Laurel sniffed. The distinct male odor wafted intermittently in the air coming from the far end of the inactive grove. At first, she thought to ignore it. The scent was old. But within a few steps, more familiar trace elements jarred her senses. She immediately identified the fresh scent of male wolves. One was Slater’s, and the other was the one who’d dragged her and restrained her last night.
She touched the trunk of a nearby tree with her bare hand, and images immediately swam through her mind. Slater Hall. They’d been by there. With others. Grace! But her scent was older. Laurel opened to the elements and inspected the tree more carefully, absorbing more information about those who had passed. She closed her eyes and allowed the story to unfold. The older scents were from when they’d brought Grace out here. The fresher scents indicated they’d returned.
In human form, her elemental abilities weren’t as acute as they were in wolf form. But Laurel tracked their scent to a path covered in underbrush, and intuitively marked it in case it rained and washed away the evidence before she returned.
The first thing she did was check for cell phone coverage. One lousy bar faded in and out. It sucked at this end of the grove, but she tried calling Derek anyway. When she got no response, she decided to return to Moonlight. She picked up her pace and kept trying to contact anyone on the way back to town.
No one answered at the office, either, so she tried several of her team’s cell phone numbers again. They all went to voice mail. What was going on? Finally, after leaving several messages before giving up, she headed straight to the office. The place was deserted.
Her concern grew. She typed in a message to Alexa and asked if the team had reported in.
To Laurel’s relief, Alexa’s return message popped up quickly: 
Alexa: Team received a lead on Grace. Tried to reach you. No signal. Team is investigating Slater Hall Bio-Tech in Fort Myers. Derek wants you to man the office until he can send someone back for you. They went in dark, and it’s beyond the sheriff’s jurisdiction.
Dang, Laurel hadn’t considered that. She rapidly hit the keyboard.
Laurel: Have info on Grace. Not in Fort Myers. Being held northeast of Belleglade. Still on Moonlight property. Get message to team immediately.
Brilliant in one way. Who’d look in their own backyard?
Laurel couldn’t wait for a response. Her impression of Grace’s condition frightened her. The powerful wolf was horribly weak. What were they doing to her? She keyed in the rest of her message.
Laurel: I’m going in.
Then she pressed Send.
Her phone vibrated, and when she answered, Alexa shouted through the speaker, “Do not go out there alone.”
“She’s in trouble. I need to locate where they’re keeping her. I’ll give you the last coordinates and when the team turns on their power, you can tell them where I am.” She sent the coordinates. “Besides, Lucas can find me if he’s anywhere in my vicinity.”
“What? O-oh, so it’s like that, is it? Okay, I’ll let them know, but you watch your back.”
“Don’t worry about me. Grace’s essence is in bad shape. Look, I’ve got to go. Give Derek the message and make sure Lucas is with them.”
Once in her cabin on the edge of town, she quickly dressed for trouble, stuffing a knife in a concealed case strapped on to the inside of her ankle. Her vest and lightweight, cargo pants concealed her weapons well. Properly armed with both of her guns, tranquilizers, silver, and lead bullets, she patted herself down to see what would be detectable if she got caught. Good, the second concealed knife and the lock pick were imperceptible in her bra. If they discovered the rest, it would create a false sense of security. 
She checked the time and the weather then picked up her knapsack in case she was forced to shift. She needed speed. Her Harley Softail Deluxe could get her close faster before she had to leave it and go the rest of the way on foot. After a quick check, she mounted the low rider and returned to the section of the grove where she’d first picked up Grace’s scent.
About twenty miles farther down the road, beyond where she’d caught the wolves’ scents, Laurel came to a stop. This was as far as she’d risk taking the motorcycle. She parked it conspicuously by the marker she left for Lucas, pointing it in the direction she was going to take.
Because of her new connection with him, even though she couldn’t mentally speak with him and warn him about the rogues, she could leave images in objects along the way. If Lucas touched them, maybe he could interpret her warnings and prepare for danger.
She’d have plenty of time to consider a plan while she made her way on foot. There was a lot of open land east and south of Moonlight before Fort Myers. She’d never explored that far out. There was a good chance the rogues settled away from other packs because of their physical weaknesses. That area would be desolate and closer to the swamp, filled with plenty of key deer and small prey, too. Lots of predators would prefer the area for the food sources.
With the aid of their connection, Laurel was certain Lucas would find her. Dang! Was it too much to hope for? Had she stumbled over Slater’s secret location? Was he holding any other pack members out here? Like CiCi? Her scent would be too old to discern. Ty? Laurel hadn’t picked up her partner’s scent. So if not, before Lucas arrived, she had to find out where they were holding Ty and CiCi.
As she tracked Grace’s weak scent, Laurel left behind broken branches, rocks she picked up and dropped in the path, anything elemental. Lucas would pick up on her feelings. According to him, if they were close enough, and she focused, he could see what she saw. Well, this would be the ultimate mind test. She hoped he wasn’t wrong.
As she advanced on the area, she recognized this as another abandoned grove. It still showed remnants of old buildings, a few rusted pieces of equipment, and a path barely remained between the decaying rows of trees. Crates, stacked high, were the only evidence this had once been a thriving business. The trees’ limbs reminded her of picked over carcasses. The once-sturdy branches had held vibrant fruit nestled amongst vermillion leaves. Now they were rotten and broken like the surrounding land.
Traipsing through the tangled vines made her movements difficult, but, perversely, the thick underbrush offered plenty of cover if she needed to hide…as long as she remained downwind. It was time to stash her bag and prepare to move in. The large live oak she huddled behind had some interesting gnarled roots rising above the ground. She found one space large enough to fit her knapsack in, then she pressed her hand against the tree and left as much of her essence as she could spare without weakening herself. Lucas would know she’d been there.
Laurel continued to track the wolves’ scents about a quarter of a mile farther south. The makeshift camp, a mix of vehicles along with a few broken down trailers on blocks, also housed a couple of RV’s. She recognized Grace’s scent as soon as she stood in the underbrush near the closest RV.  The pack of Fort Myers rogues must regularly access the farm roads coming from the south. Open dirt roads still remained in this area, where someone could drive in and never be seen. This territory was an undocumented boundary land between the Moonlight and Fort Myers packs. Unless someone knew where to look, Slater’s pack of misfits never would’ve been found out here. The Moonlight pack didn’t even run this far south because there were no fresh water sources. Only old, corroded irrigation pipes the farmers used to water remained. Unless Slater was concealing the source.
Laurel checked the breeze and remained downwind, hoping to avoid detection and circled behind the rusted, beat-up RV where she suspected they were keeping Grace. She no sooner looked in the rear window than the hair on her nape stood on end. She sensed the presence of two shifters and wrinkled her nose when another awful stench accompanied them. Brimstone.
When she turned slowly, Slater trained the gun he held aimed on her forehead. Sometimes the idea of death was better than the alternatives she’d heard about.
“Laurel, we don’t intend to kill you if you cooperate, but I am sorry you decided to snoop where you don’t belong.” He kept his eyes on her and pushed the gun forward. “This? It’s filled with tranquilizers. With the shortage of females, we can’t afford to damage any, so don’t give me a reason to reconsider.”
Based on the earlier recorded conversation she’d overheard, he intended to take her hostage and use her as bait for Lucas. By now Lucas would have gotten the messages she left for him, and he would come after her. The trail would be easy to track. 
Slater smiled smoothly, and her insides churned. Her hidden violent nature wanted to rip out his throat. She hated how he tried to disarm everyone with his phony demeanor. She saw and smelled the evil in his aura, making his attempt to charm her all the more ridiculous.
Something so beautiful shouldn’t reek of evil. But she’d learned that lesson long before now. He was a narcissistic, self-serving jerk. She cringed, thinking about what he was capable of doing to Grace…and what he could do with her.
“Laurel, toss your gun over here. I know you have one. Don’t even think about shifting and running. I’ve got three men behind you, and they all have guns loaded with bullets ready to take you out.” He smiled, and spoke, his tone pleasant, as if he was considering what to order in a fine restaurant.
“What are you doing on Moonlight property, anyway? I was sent out to scout down this way for Derek.” She pulled the gun from her waistband holster and tossed it down. She gave it a gentle kick in Slater’s direction before she questioned him. “What’s going on, Hall? Derek isn’t going to like this,” she warned him, keeping up her façade. 
Slater inclined his head at one of the guys. “Shackle her. Take her inside.”
Laura pretended to be annoyed at being interrupted in her work. In fact, she was irritated to have the chains wrapped around her entire body also abrading her wrists and ankles.
She questioned Slater, persistently as they pushed her to the front of the RV, where Grace’s scent intensified. “What is going on out here?” She continued to pretend she didn’t understand what they were up to.
Slater had been wise to shackle her because if she ever got her hands on him, she would rip him apart. 
“Don’t get your hopes up. The big dire wolf is with the others on a wild goose chase in Fort Myers.” He turned his attention the wolves. “Spread out, check the surrounding areas, and see if anyone else followed her.” Three of the four shifted wolves left the clearing while Slater took the other one aside. They walked toward the trucks at the perimeter of the road and Laurel listened.
“I want Grace’s brother. Get ready to move her and keep Laurel here for bait. We’ll lead Lucas here.”
Slater gave more instructions while he kept his gun trained on her. When they finished discussing their immediate plan, the fourth wolf returned and forced her up the wobbly RV steps, opened the door, and shoved her inside. The lock clicked behind her. Grace’s strong scent in the camper urged her forward.
“Laurel, what are you doing here?” Grace’s familiar voice asked.
“I picked up your scent and followed it here. Are you okay?”
“I’m okay for now, but they captured Ty,” Grace said.
“How do you know?”
 “I pretended to be unconscious and overheard them discussing him. The guards said Slater took him to the facility outside Fort Myers. That’s not good.” Grace’s choked over the words. “He is in trouble if they plan to include him in the experiments they’re doing.” 
“It’s okay. We suspected they captured him. Your brother sent him a warning last night, but when we didn’t hear back from him, Derek sent part of the Defenders’ team in after him.”
“Is Lucas here? ”
“In the area?” Laurel almost nodded then realized Grace couldn’t see her from where she was. “I suspect he’s coming, but he’s not here yet.” 
“When Slater was here earlier, he discussed trapping you tonight and using you for bait. I guess he meant the trap for Lucas.
“I heard about the trap, too. But don’t worry. Lucas has been warned.”
“It’s Ty I’m worried about.” 
“Lucas will get us out of here soon. I left him a warning and a trail to follow.”
 



Chapter Seventeen
Locating Grace
 
Slater’s rogue camp
 
A truck engine turned over and backfired, interrupting Laurel’s thoughts. “Are the others leaving?”
“Probably, but not all of them,” Grace replied. “They always leave at least one guard behind.”
“I know there are still at least three out searching the perimeter and checking the area. What will they do when they return?”
“There’s no telling.” Grace hesitated after each word.
“Grace?” She risked a whisper. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know.” Rustling sounded from farther away.
With her hands and feet chained together, Laurel snaked her way to the rear of the vehicle, slithering military style on her belly. By the time she’d wiggled her way to Grace, she was barely conscious on the floor. “What have they done to you?” 
“They alternate taking blood and drugging me. As the drug wears off, they return, take more blood then drug me again. If I’m coming around, we don’t have much time before they return.”
“So what happens after we sneak out of here?”
Grace pointed farther back. “We have to get CiCi out of here. She’s in bad condition.”
“CiCi’s here? Incredulous, Laurel couldn’t believe they still had her out here of all places. “You’re too weak, and we’re in chains.” The chains holding her weren’t huge, but they did hamper her mobility. At least it wasn’t silver, so she didn’t burn and could still shift if she had to. But she wouldn’t have the dexterity to help CiCi or Grace, then.
“I’ll be okay. She’s in worse shape,” Grace warned her.
Laurel inched her hands to her chest and reached inside her shirt. Within minutes she’d picked the locks on the chains the rogue wrapped around her body to prevent her from escaping if she shifted. “Grace, are you sure you’ll be okay?”
“Give me a minute,” she answered while Laurel finished freeing herself then worked on Grace’s chains.
When the last chain dropped away, Grace took in a deep breath, released it, and sighed. “Okay, I’m fine. The drugs are almost out of my system. They chain us because the drugs have to be out of our systems when they come to take our blood. ”She sounded stronger when she asked, “What about you?” 
“I’m fine. No damage. I never go anywhere without a lock pick. No one thinks to check a woman’s bra for anything but boobs.”
“True.” Grace grinned. “I’ll have to remember that.”
“Hopefully, in the future, you won’t have to.”
“The rogues will be back,” Grace said. “We need help and someone has to go after Slater. He’s trying to figure out how much DNA is necessary in the bloodstream in order to create the improvements he’s looking for in his pack members. When he tested me, he found out about me and Ty. Hall thinks Ty has sufficient dire DNA from an ancestor to be useful to his research. His company is doing genetic splicing. Some of it’s good, legitimate, and may be beneficial in the long run, but some of it is really freaky. Mengalish. Frankensteinish. The things they’ve done to some of the poor shifters he’s holding in his facility are criminal.”
“I’ll get us out of here.” Laurel had to believe Lucas could follow her signs. But if all else failed, she had to get Grace and CiCi to safety.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Attack
 
Outside the camp
 
Three raggedy looking wolves circled Lucas. No wonder they were looking for DNA from his magnificent sister. Too bad they didn’t realize this was a foolhardy way to go about it. The only future these mutants faced was death at Lucas’s jaws. 
Multiple silver eyes flashed in the dim shadows. The outcome of the fight was certain. Who would make the first move remained a mystery.
He knew who would make the last.
The muscles twitched in his back. The clash was inevitable. Their leader entered the clearing to his right. A full-blooded shifter, not deformed like the others…he, at least, would make a worthy opponent.
Guttural growls filled the clearing, growing louder and more ferocious with each passing moment.
Lucas had no sooner dispatched the rogue leader when the rest surrendered.
“Lucas, help,” Laurel’s voice called out. “I know you’re there. I have Grace and CiCi.”
His heart lightened until he saw his sister. Her usually beautiful hair hung, dirty, matted, and snarled, around her face. She’d lost weight and worse, she was bruised. Usually robust, she should be healing. Her condition appeared critically unstable, he suspected due to the blood loss.
When she stumbled on the way down the stairs, he hustled to Grace’s side and swore beneath his breath to make Slater Hall pay.
He held Grace up securely and gently hugged her as Laurel hurried back inside, shouting over her shoulder, “My knapsack is hidden in the scrub brush by the huge live oak tree you passed.” 
“A live oak?”
“The big tree with the Spanish moss—gray, hanging moss that looks like hair. The one I marked with my aura. Bring the bag right away and call Derek if you can get a signal. Slater has Ty at the Fort Myers facilities somewhere. Tell him to have the men keep looking.”
Grace struggled for breath. Distracting him from Laurel.
 “When the drugs wore off, I eavesdropped on the guards’ conversations. They mentioned vi…visection. …one of Slater’s favorite experiments.” She whispered in her brother’s ear, “I-I am okay. Let me sit. …and he-elp Laurel.”
“What’s she doing in the RV?”
“CiCi’s…inside…injured. …needs attention.” Grace inhaled deeply, gathering her strength. “Get the bag. Quickly. I’m sure my bright little guard has something in her magic bag that will…make CiCi feel better.”
“Don’t worry, lass. Just sit and catch your breath.” He hated seeing Grace so weak she could barely speak.
“Lucas?”
“Aye?”
“Derek needs to rescue Ty…immediately. I can sense what he feels, and they are already torturing him. His pain is weakening me through our connection.”
“I’ve got this, Grace. No worries, aye?” Lucas jumped up as Laurel struggled down the metal steps with CiCi over her shoulder. “Lass, let me help you with her.”
“I need my bag.”
“You need a safe place away from here first.” Before he went for the bag, Lucas quickly moved his sister and CiCi to one of the trucks. “Laurel, get in, stay out of sight, and lock the doors. If the guard comes back now, he’ll follow my scent before he discovers you missing. I’ll circle around a few times to throw him off, and then I’ll be right back.”
He removed his clothing and put it aside before shifting. He could travel faster and find the bag easier in his wolf form. On the way back to the clearing, he caught the fresh scent of a single rogue guard pacing the perimeter. It was showtime. He had to attack fast and get the women to safety before the others returned. There was no time to waste.
Lucas approached from behind and launched into the air just as the guard approached the trailer. The guard’s head hit the wooden railing with a thunk and he dropped unconscious to the ground beneath Lucas’s massive jaws. There was nothing more to do.
As soon as Lucas shifted back and dressed, he entered the driver’s side door, making barely a sound in case there were more wolves in the area. 
He tossed the bag in the backseat. Laurel had CiCi crouched low in the back seat, and Grace was slouched low below the dashboard. Lucas put the gear into neutral and pushed the vehicle away from the clearing. Once beyond the deeper brush, the service road forked, and he asked, “Which way?”
“Start the engine and take the right fork. Put the pedal to the metal.”
Dang Slater and Julie and the rest. Could the whole Fort Myers pack be in on this, or did Starwood control it? In any case, Lucas wasn’t leaving before they rounded up every one of the monsters. He couldn’t leave his sister or Laurel in this nest of vipers until they’d been burned out. The phone signal kicked in, and he was able to finally speak to Derek. When he finished, Laurel asked for the phone and updated the alpha on everyone’s condition while he told her they’d located Ty. 
By the time they got to town, Laurel’s herbs and the good news worked wonders on Grace and CiCi. 
Once Derek cleaned up the area, they would figure out how to keep things safe for everyone in the future. For now, Lucas just wanted to relax. 
 
***
 
As everything settled, Grace turned to Lucas. “You’ll be wanting to introduce your lassie to good Scottish whiskey, I take it.”
Maybe before he decided their future, he should invite Laurel to dinner…take her on a proper date. “Aye. whiskey and haggis sound like a heavenly idea to me right now. Do you know of a good restaurant?” 
“I have the name of just the place.”
The alpha met them at Laurel’s place with Ty, and filled everyone in on the team’s progress. Grace couldn’t wait to leave with her mate, and CiCi asked Derek if he could drop her by her parents’ cottage. 
Derek glanced at Lucas. “What about you? You need a ride anywhere?” 
Lucas shifted his gaze in Laurel’s direction and, without saying a word, made a point of letting Derek know he would be staying with her. 
Laurel wasn’t as reserved. “I’ll take him home later when he’s ready,” she said firmly, staking her claim and letting the alpha know she would not be keeping a professional distance from him. 
Lucas took her hand and wove his fingers with hers. Then they both squeezed.
 



Chapter Nineteen
The Date
 
The Highland Bar and Grill, Sarasota, Florida, two days later,
 
The flavor of the mellow scotch lingered on Lucas’s tongue. He was going to enjoy every bit of the traditional dinner he’d ordered, while Laurel turned up her nose and ordered an Angus burger. So far, their date had been quiet and uneventful.
“How did you know I’d find you?” he finally asked.
She sighed. “Our auras merged once. I figured they would again. So I sent part of mine out searching for you…like a compass looking for North. Thanks for dinner.”
“Are you in a hurry to get home?”
She lowered her lashes and nodded. “I’ve been waiting all evening to be alone with you.”
Lucas cleared his throat and tossed cash on the table—more than enough to cover the meal, drinks, and a generous tip. Her innocent sexiness would be the death of him. “Come, lass. No need to keep you waiting when I’ve the same yearning.”
He looked forward to spending the rest of the evening in bed with this fascinating woman, exploring in detail every inch of her creamy, smooth skin. It would be refreshingly different being around her without someone trying to abduct or kill one or both of them.
“Your place or mine?” she asked.
“Which comes first?” Lucas wasn’t sure where they were in respect to their residences.
 
***
 
Laurel unlocked her door and told him to make himself at home while she turned the lights low. “Can I get you a drink?”
“If you’ve got any scotch, I serve myself.”
“It’s on the bar by the couch. Need ice or water? There’s a mini-fridge.” She pointed Lucas to the whiskey and glasses then turned the music to low and closed the plantation shutters on the window.
“Can I fix you something?” he asked, but when he turned around, his drink in hand, his mouth went dry.
Laurel swayed to the beat of the music, and shook her head. “No thanks, I’m feeling perfect. Enjoy yours.”
Oh, he’d enjoy more than the drink. He’d been hungry for her all night, and, now they were alone, he wanted to savor her, not rush, this time. His wolf had other ideas. 
Lucas experienced the rumble of arousal surface as Laurel removed her weapons. She reached under her shirt and began with the small Beretta she carried in her bra holster. After a moment’s hesitation, she undid her bra, tossing both holster and bra on the side table, while he struggled to keep from attacking her.
To take his mind off lust, he asked, “Why arm yourself when you could shift and attack?”
“I only arm myself when humans are around. It’s not as if I can shift and attack when I’m in town in front of witnesses.” She continued to move with the music. “Besides I like human weapons.”
She lifted her skirt, and he practically swallowed his tongue when she exposed a little deadly knife in the seam of her barely there lace thong. She slowly removed the small blade, as if performing a striptease. He didn’t want to think about it. He savored every move, appreciating the effort she put into the seduction. This incredible gift was for his benefit. For all the times they’d been naked together, the erotic shedding of her defenses was more telling than the final removal of her clothing.
While he patiently waited for her to finish removing her weapons, he sipped his scotch and watched intently, aching with each passing second. She did a little wiggle as she placed the blade beside the semi-automatic on the oak end table. 
“What? No electronics, tonight?” he asked. “I was certain you would find the new equipment Derek authorized irresistible.” Her entire face had brightened up when she’d been issued the new headset, body camera, and mic. 
“I told Derek I was off duty tonight.” She glared at him.
“I’m a bit disappointed, lassie. I thought we could play with the body cam.” He teased her, thinking she’d blush, but she didn’t. Although her eyes widened, he believed she considered the scenario for a moment.
“I couldn’t. Maybe another time.” She was dead serious. “I’ll get my own personal set.”
God he loved her enthusiasm. 
His patience waned. “Are you finished with the weapons?” 
She paused as if considering where to go next. She had powers, gifts, and capabilities as a sensitive, and the strength of a wolf, but removing her traditional weapons were symbolic of Laurel accepting him. And it humbled him.
Her fingers fumbled with her shirt buttons.
“Wait. Save the rest for me.” He wanted to make this last. 
After all these years, he didn’t think a woman could excite him like this, but weapon by weapon, the heat had whipped through him until he was as hard as he’d been as a wild young whelp. Now he wanted this woman to give herself to him body and soul with complete intent…for this life and all others. “You’ve granted me a mighty gift.” He imagined stripping off her clothes, one by one, until she was naked, truly naked.
“I haven’t given you anything…yet.” She glanced away, her eyes downcast.
“Trust. You’ve shown me trust. Until the packs strengthen, all the wolves remain in danger. You know you’re safe with me, don’t you, lass? I’ll never allow anything to happen to you.”
“I do, but you can’t be with me every second. And, eventually, you’ll leave—”
“Ah…perhaps something can be arranged.”
She raised her gaze to his and frowned. Skeptical? She had good reason.
He attempted his most pitiful look. Because, just like his sister, Laurel had been positive being a mate would hinder her freedom, not to mention, the discrepancy over her heritage. Until now. He’d have to prove she could survive their mating, and by her being a part of him, she would be freer.
“What about your family? Your pack?” she asked. “What will they think?”
Ack, then, it was the idea of his family holding her back. “This is my life to live. They want me to be happy.”
“I want you happy, too.” The music played on, the rhythm intoxicating as Laurel swayed.
Every place she moved, Lucas’s attention followed intently. He studied every nuance of her expressions. Erotic, sensual, needy. Setting his drink on the table, he walked up to her and scooped Laurel up. 
She nuzzled his neck. “Thanks for saving me from myself.”
“Aye, no problem. Do you truly mean that, lass?” Lucas put her down and drew her into his embrace.
“I think I do. With you, anyway.”
Lucas’s phone beeped with a text message, and he tried to ignore it.
“Are you going to check that?” 
“Aye. If not, I’m certain my sister will keep calling.” He removed it from his pants and glanced at the message then clicked the phone off. “Now, no more interruptions.”
He cupped her face in his hands and stared into her eyes before his gaze lowered to her mouth. His lips traced her jaw, his breath on her skin. Then he brushed her lips with his.  
Turning her in his arms, he embraced her from behind. He gripped her breast with one hand and cupped her mound with the other. Penetrating one finger between her thighs, he parted her folds until they both moaned. He inhaled sharply, moved his hands, and gripped her hips with a low growl.
“You’re wet.”
 
 
“Of course. Just being near you makes me wet.” If only he’d move his hand between her legs again. If only….Laurel’s skin felt as if she’d stood too close to a fire. The man should have known what he was doing to her.
Without warning, Lucas picked her up and placed her on the pass-through counter to her kitchen. He spread her legs, and lowered his head. His fingers parted her, and he kissed his way from the inside of one thigh to her clit. His tongue teased her opening, and his thumbs pressed firmly, massaging and stimulating the heat inside her to a frenzied point.
She couldn’t breathe. He nuzzled her, teased her, licked her then latched on to the swollen nub begging for his attention. He sucked until she whimpered his name.
“Lucas, please…please.”
This time Laurel understood what it was she asked of him, and thank goodness he knew what she needed without instruction.
Every nerve in her body tightened beneath his touch. His large, thick fingers, so talented, so deft picked up where his tongue left off, finding the exact spot, the magic spot that needed just the right amount of pressure to set her body free.
The explosion came and then the release. The waves of pleasure washed over her…over and over and over…until she collapsed against the countertop.
When she could breathe, when her heartbeat resumed to a normal pace, she opened her eyes and saw his satisfied expression, quickly followed with one she hadn’t expected…concern.
“Are you okay?”
“More than okay. But you—” She glanced at the bulge in his pants. Was there something she could do for him?
She heard a low rumble then noticed his face. The scruff looked as if it had grown an inch. Uh-oh. In a minute, he would be in the throes of an uncontrollable shift.
“My wolf recognized his mate in you,” he said, his words almost too guttural to understand. “You’re a miracle I never expected.”
“I’m hardly a miracle.” She released the stupid nervous giggle she hated so much.
“You’re my miracle.” He carried her to the bedroom. “That was Grace on the phone. The DNA report came back. You have enough dire blood to survive a mating.” He set her on the bed and kneeled before her.
“A full mating? Is that what you’re talking about? Human? Wolf? Both forms?”
“Aye. Forever. But equal,” he added quickly. “I know you want to keep your own mind, and I respect why you would.”
“So, does my dire blood mean I get to bite you and claim you first?”
Lucas slid between her knees and climbed on the bed, stripping off his clothes and ripping off what was left of hers on the way.
“Aye. I’m lookin’ forward to you claiming me, lass. You’ve a wonderful mouth.” He touched her lips.
“The better to…kiss you with, my dear.”
“You’ve a wonderful….” 
She gasped at his touch. “The better to love you with….”
“Will you, then, lass?”
“Love you? Forever? Aye, laddie,” she teased. “My answer is yes.” Just then Laurel’s phone rang with Derek’s ring tone. “It’s Derek. Should I get it?”
“Your alpha? Aye. You may as well, or he’ll send someone for you. But, for the love of god, turn it off when you’re done. This mating will never take place at this rate.”
On the way into the living room, Laurel giggled at his impatience, listening to Derek’s message on the way back to the bedroom. “The team has a lead on Slater and Julie. He said if we want to join them, the team is assembling later tonight.”
“How much time does that give us?” Lucas checked his watch. “I’m not going to rush through this.”
Laurel plopped down on the bed and nudged Lucas over, curving into his body. “We have plenty of time to mate.”
“That’s what I love about you, lass. At least one of us is a romantic.”
“Oh, I’m a romantic. Just wait until you see how romantic I can be. I’ve read romance novels my whole adult life. I’ve got a million romantic ideas…and expectations.”
“So romance later?” Lucas flipped her to her back, pinned her to the bed with her wrists over her head, gripping both in his one hand, and growled. “My wolf is past ready for this mating. Are you ready, lass?”
On her back and helpless, she grinned and nodded. “Mine.” Laurel growled. She lifted her head, bared her teeth, and her fangs struck Lucas at the base of his neck. 
He howled, released her hands, and turned her to her stomach, then entered her from behind. His fangs descended, and it was his turn to claim his mate…. “Mine.”
 
***
 
A few days later, the whole group of rogues had been arrested, but Slater and Julie still ran free. While Ty recuperated with Grace and CiCi in the Moonlight, Derek, Rand, and Lucas planned a way to draw out Slater. 
“I’m ready if you are,” Laurel said.
“The team is assembling at the diner.” Lucas grabbed her keys and opened the front door.
Laurel’s hips swayed on the way to the truck. “I wouldn’t dream of missing the opportunity to announce our status to Julie when I apprehend her. You? You’ll get to argue with Ty about which of you has the bigger axe to grind with Slater.”
“Meanwhile, what remains of the Fort Myers pack has been abandoned and left without an alpha. But I may have a plan.”
“Someone will surely step up to take over.” Laurel stopped at the passenger door.
“Have you seen that motley crew? The pack needs fresh blood and a better working relationship with Moonlight.” He’d considered staying on and manning the position as alpha, but some questions remained. He wanted to pursue answers with Laurel before he’d risk her ire.  Oh, what the heck. He’d risk it. “What about me?”
“You?” She frowned at him, and he could see the calculations going through her head. 
“Ty would make a great enforcer, and you’re not ready to give up your career with the agency. It could work…if you want?”
“Of course, I do…if you do.” A sly grin spread across her face. “Oh, Julie is going to hate all this.”
Things might work out for all of them, and the Fort Myers pack, too, eventually. After considering his options, Lucas realized his answers had been with her all along. 
“Let’s go arrest those two.”
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Chapter One
 
Troy Lansing paused outside the door of his adopted father’s study and sucked in a deep breath. He held it for a count of ten, listening to Clark raving about whatever latest event had riled his legendary temper. He could walk away, pretend he hadn’t received the demand for his presence. Could find a warm and willing female and lose himself in a sweaty tangle of limbs. Could get in his car and keep driving until he hit the state line and escaped the daily madness of his life among the Brighton pack. 
A dull thud impacted the other side of the heavy wooden door, followed by a groan of pain. Shoot! Once Clark got physical no one in the vicinity was likely to escape unscathed. Glass crashed and a high-pitched cry sent Troy slamming through the door. He scanned the room, taking in the scene of devastation. His father’s desk had been upended. Papers, folders, and the pretentious gold fountain pen set Clark used lay strewn across the thick Persian rug. A black stain decorated one wall, the viscous ink pooling against the baseboard like spilled blood. Diamond shards of glass winked in the dark ink, the remnants of the crystal inkwell Quinn had presented to Clark for his birthday. 
Quinn. 
Troy schooled his face to neutral as he studied the beginnings of a livid bruise on his sister’s left cheek. Green eyes, a mirror to his own, reflected his blank stare. Never one to be cowed by the worst of Clark’s outbursts, she stood at their father’s left hand. He let his eyes slide past her, noting the pursed lips of the man standing closer to Quinn than her own shadow. Nikolas, another of Clark’s adopted strays, served as the alpha’s hammer, a title his father gave him where others might choose protector or enforcer. Family he might be, but Nik was no brother to Troy. His father’s other “son,” Dutton, slumped unconscious at Troy’s feet having obviously lost his fight with the door. 
Clark Lansing stood in the center of the chaos, graying hair hanging across his forehead, lungs working like a set of bellows as he snorted and raged like a Pamplonan bull. The madness clouding his black eyes cleared when he fixed on Troy. “Where the heck have you been?” he snarled.
“I’m here now.” He edged his voice with defiance. Let the alpha focus on him. Let Troy be the needle to lance the putrid boil of their father’s rage. The scent of his sister’s blood strained his control to the limits. He needed her out of the room before his wolf snapped the steel chains in which he’d bound his other half. Stepping over the fallen man, he closed the distance between himself and Clark, near enough to be perceived as a threat. He kept moving, forcing his father to shift position until he’d turned his back on Quinn. Troy tucked his hands in the front pockets of his slacks, an insolent gesture he paired with the easy smile that served as the cornerstone of his reputation for charm. Now. Do it now, you nasty mongrel.
Keeping his eyes fixed on the alpha, he sent the force of his will toward Nikolas. Moving fast for a man of his immense size, the hammer clamped one hand over Quinn’s mouth and the other around her waist, carrying her from the room as though she weighed nothing. Tension seeped from Troy. The inevitable beating to come would be acceptable now he knew she was out of the firing line. Had Dutton been conscious they could’ve worn down Clark’s anger between them, but Troy was on his own. 
The first blow rocked him on his heels. Hot iron burst in his mouth, and he turned his head to spit blood onto the ruined rug. His father snarled. Eyes glittering, he lowered into a fighting stance. Sometimes drawing blood would be enough to satisfy the alpha. Not today, though. Troy copied him. Removing his hands from his pockets, he slipped off his flat-soled shoes and flexed his toes against the thick carpet. The shards of glass would be a minor irritant compared to the payoff of better balance and speed. 
“You think you can best me?” Clark sneered. Feinting to the left, he swung with his right, the blow glancing off Troy’s jaw as he turned his face with the momentum of the strike.
“I know I can’t, Alpha.” He kicked out, catching the side of Clark’s knee, sending him staggering. Even if he could beat the faster, stronger man, Troy didn’t have what it took to lead a pack. He had dominance in spades but maintained enough self-awareness to acknowledge he lacked the special spark of a true alpha wolf. If he took Clark out, the pack would likely implode in a storm of blood and pain. The tentative bonds of peace between their disparate members relied on the alpha’s tight fist to hold them. The best he could do for now was channel the worst of Clark’s madness toward him. Troy cared about the pack. His beta-nature drove his need to protect and shield them. The cuts and bruises he gained today would heal soon enough. The scar tissue on his soul lay so thick another layer wouldn’t make much difference. 
A burning stripe of pain flashed across his chest. Blood welled between the tattered ruins of his shirt, thanks to the alpha’s claws. Troy threw his head back, releasing a roar of pain. He hated to give even a hint of his suffering, but he knew it would help to satisfy the demon in Clark that loved to hurt. They traded heavy blows. The wolf in Troy would not allow him to take the punishment without responding, but, unlike his father, he had enough control to avoid striking his face. Hard knuckles impacted his kidneys, and bile surged in the back of his throat. Distracted, he misjudged his own strike, leaving himself open to a roundhouse kick. Blood poured from his split eyebrow, obscuring his vision. Clark yipped in excitement, and Troy dropped to one knee. The scents of copper and sweat swirled in the air, feeding the alpha’s addiction. Let it be enough.

Lowering his head, he tried to calm his rapid pulse. His wolf snarled, desperate to fight back, furious he might yield when they had strength left. The alpha leaned close, the rough edge of his tongue lapping at the wound on Troy’s forehead. Hot breath panted in his ear, and he schooled his gut not to rebel and unload its contents.
He could hear Quinn screaming from the other side of the door, the deep rumble of Nikolas’s responses. The thick wood muffled the details of their conversation, but he knew she would be demanding entry. Nikolas protected Quinn, even from herself. It was his job. A task set him by the alpha at the first hints of her gaining maturity. He dogged her heels, cramped her style, and generally drove her crazy. Troy would have had no issue with it except for one thing—Nikolas served Clark with absolute loyalty and would kill Quinn if ordered to. A fact the alpha used to taunt and torture them all. Divide and conquer, the motto of the Brighton pack, was played out in gruesome technicolor within the alpha’s immediate family. 
A calloused hand cupped his cheek. Tears of impotent rage burned behind his eyes as warm fingers stroked his face, drawing him forward until Troy leaned against Clark’s strong torso. Love, hatred, and resentment swirled through him, and he clenched his fists at his sides, fighting the urge to throw his arms around his father’s waist and cling to him. This had been his life for too many years, and he needed to find a way to break free, before it destroyed them all.
 
***
 
Ignoring the prickle of broken glass in his heel, Troy took his seat at the dining table. Freshly showered and shaved, Clark sat at the head of the shiny walnut rectangle, a beatific smile on his face. His approving gaze drifted around the table, pausing to rest on each of his four children. Troy didn’t return his smile. There was nothing to smile about, and he didn’t want to reopen the split in his lip. The cut over his eye had stopped bleeding, but the upper lid had swollen to the point he had no vision on his left side. He followed Clark’s gaze, turning his head to regard Dutton who sat beside him. They had coaxed him into a shift after he regained consciousness, and Troy was relieved to note his pallor had lost the sickly green taint. A fractured skull could do that to a man. Without the healing powers of their wolf nature, not one of them would have survived their father’s brutal idea of parenting.
Clark reached for his glass, raising the slender flute of champagne before him in a silent toast. Four matching glasses lifted in response. The sharp, clean zest of alcohol flooded Troy’s mouth, washing away the sour bile. Quinn tipped her own glass steadily, draining the contents in a single draw. Nikolas touched his drink to his lips and returned it to the wrought silver coaster next to his bone-china plate. He stretched a thick arm across the table, the sleeve of his shirt inching back to reveal an intricate tattooed band at his wrist. Grasping the bottle, he refilled Quinn’s glass, returning her nod of acknowledgment. The stilted display of manners between them stoically ignored the deep grooves she scratched in his cheek during her battle to get back into the study earlier. 
A pair of submissive females entered the room, placed cold starters before each of them, and fled the room on silent feet. Clark ran his pack like some kind of ancient feudal lord, demanding absolute loyalty from his dominants and servitude from the submissives. Troy and the others waited for their father to lift his silverware before they turned their attention to the food before them. They ate in silence for a few moments. A part of his mind acknowledged the excellent quality of the meal, but the majority of his attention stayed focused on the alpha. He still didn’t know what had triggered the fit of rage. 
Placing his knife and fork together, Clark patted his lips with the crisp linen napkin from his lap then steepled his fingers over the empty plate. “Dutton. Share your news with Troy,” he instructed. His calm, reasonable tone sent warning bells ringing in Troy’s head. 
Here we go. Flicking his one good eye up, he watched Quinn down her second glass of champagne. Their high metabolism made it hard to get anything other than the faintest buzz from alcohol, but it looked like she was going to do her best. Nikolas moved the bottle out of her reach, putting himself directly in the path of her wrath again. Troy shifted in his seat, unable to deal with the messed-up dynamic between them.
Keeping his eyes down, Dutton began to speak. “One of my scouts returned this morning from Palmetto County.” Where Nikolas acted as their father’s protector, Dutton served as his eyes and ears. His spymaster controlling the information flowing across the sprawling state of Florida and beyond in a network covering the neighboring states. Not much happened that didn’t make its way across Dutton’s desk sooner or later.
“It appears a new pack has established themselves outside of Sarasota. They are small and very tight-knit. My scout had to leave before he drew too much suspicion, so my data about them is sketchy at best.” He paused, giving Troy time to absorb the information. 
Other packs existed in Florida and the surrounding states, but they all fell beneath the dubious shelter of the Brighton pack. Clark sat as reigning alpha over all them, demanding fealty and service, in both practical and financial terms. Every pack paid a quarterly tithe, and the strongest members were either killed or assimilated under Clark’s direct control. Troy, Quinn, and the others had been forcibly removed from their own packs as children when Brighton overran them. 
“They have established themselves in a community and look to be putting down roots,” Dutton continued. “New businesses have opened, all run by members of the pack.”
“And yet they have failed to approach me for permission,” Clark snapped. 
And there it is. If the new pack was small and inwardly focused, they might not even be aware of the existence of other packs in the state. Most wolf packs steered well clear of each other, keeping large neutral buffers between their territorial lands. Shifter packs traditionally followed the same strictures. Unless their alpha was a megalomaniac, like Clark.
“Troy.” His father’s sharp tone scattered his musings. Failure to pay attention at the alpha’s table could get you in serious trouble. “You will go to this backwater town of….” Clark snapped his fingers at Dutton.
“Moonlight.”
“You will go to Moonlight and explain to their alpha the error of his ways. Take your time; I want to know everything about them.” The alpha stopped, waiting for the submissives to clear their empty plates and serve the main course. A savory aroma rose from the steaming plate of shrimp, a particular favorite of Troy’s. His stomach turned as the scent of the familiar spices hit his nose. Knowledge of what lay ahead destroyed his appetite. He’d trodden the same path before. Guilt weighed heavy, dropping his shoulders.
“It won’t be easy,” Dutton cautioned. “Samuel is one of my best scouts, and they closed ranks on him. He’s played the lone wolf before and eased his way into other packs, but they moved him on within hours of him entering the local diner.” 
Forcing himself to eat the shrimp, Troy considered his options. Refusing to go was out of the question. He trusted Dutton’s opinion. If one of his team couldn’t infiltrate Moonlight, then a different tactic would be required. After draining the last of his champagne, he folded his napkin and placed it next to his empty plate. “I’ll approach the alpha directly, offer him the hand of friendship.” A glimmer of hope beckoned, and Troy held his tongue until he knew he could speak without revealing any hint of excitement. “A female would be useful to help break the ice. Would open doors more likely to be closed to a single male.”
An indulgent chuckle from the alpha dragged him back to reality. Shaking his head, Clark fixed a hollow smile on Troy. “Ah, son. You know how hard it is for me to part from any of my children. I will feel your absence every day you are away from my side and will rely on our dear Quinn to keep me company.” He held his hand out across the table toward Quinn, beckoning her to approach. 
With a bitter twist of her lips, she rose from her seat, circling the table to assume her position at the alpha’s left side, resting her hand on his shoulder. Rubbish. If it were only him, Troy would run as far and as fast as he could. He respected Dutton, tolerated Nikolas, but would leave them both without a backward glance if he could. They had nothing holding them to Clark’s side other than their own messed-up sense of loyalty. 
An image of a five-year-old Quinn burying her tear-stained face into his lap taunted him. She may be all grown up and capable of defending herself, but Troy owed her an unrepayable debt. If he’d been quicker, smarter, braver, they wouldn’t be in the mess they were now. The destruction of their pack was on him. 
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