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      Thank you for purchasing a copy of ROGUE WOLF After enjoying the story, I’ve add a couple of extras and sneak peeks that you might also enjoy.

      Included in this edition are two bonus books after the end of the story, Rogue Wolf.

      

      Visit Amber Ella Monroe on the web at amberellabooks.com for more paranormal romance stories!
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        ROGUE WOLF (ASPEN VALLEY WOLF PACK)

      

      
        A dominant rogue wolf meets his match in a wealthy but tempting pediatric nurse. What do they have in common? An attraction so invincible that nothing they do will extinguish the fire between them.

        

        Deacon Remy left Aspen Valley over a year ago believing there was nothing left for him. He gave up on his Pack. He gave up on finding his true mate. He sought solitude. He became a rogue. It took him some time to gather the strength to face his fears. Now he’s back in Aspen Valley and he’s determined to make amends. What he doesn’t expect to find is the woman who wears his mate mark. Without a doubt, he wants to claim her, but he’ll have to let go of the demons holding him down in the past before they can truly bond.

        

        Monica Collins is so over nonsense relationships that seem to lead nowhere. But as the daughter of a rich doctor, she’s expected to marry into a family with money. She’s running out of options and she’s not one to throw herself at any man’s feet. But then a bad boy rogue shifter shows up in town. Being near him fuels an intense attraction she only thought possible in fairytales. Deacon may not be a rich playboy, but he most certainly knows how to fulfill all her needs. Monica is willing to risk everything by choosing to do what she knows feels right over what she’s expected to do.

        

        Opposites attract in this sexy shifter story of falling in love despite the odds.
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      Deacon Remy sped down the long stretch of highway trusting his motorcycle to get him across county lines before the storm hit. Over the past several days, he had traveled straight through the state of Tennessee, only stopping to get in a couple hours of rest here and there. He was more than ready to reach his final destination of Aspen Valley where he had some unfinished business to tend to. After over a year away, he was eager to find out if his old hometown had changed at all.

      With the threat of bad weather on the horizon, there were no cars or stray pedestrians in sight. Not one cop car strolled along the deserted highway. That was a good thing. Deacon had a lengthy record with the Tellevue County police department. The number of speeding tickets he'd gotten while living in the Valley had surpassed the number of fingers on each hand. But he hadn't come back to Aspen Valley to cause trouble or anything of that sort.

      Rain pellets splashed against the visor of his helmet. When he looked back and up into the sky, the dark clouds seemed to gain up on him like a bad omen. He revved the engine and increased his speed by a few more digits.

      As Deacon turned the curve, he caught a flash of something shiny and red up ahead at the bend in the road. He hadn't expected the need to stop, but when he saw a woman bent over the hood of a red Corvette, he acted on impulse by applying the brakes. His bike skidded to a screeching halt in the center of the barren highway. It took everything in him to hold his balance on the bike. Although his drag racing days were over, he had remembered enough to prevent a serious accident.

      With his heart racing and head spinning, he tugged off his helmet and directed his gaze to the woman on the side of the road. She'd seen him stop and stood by her car, waving her hand back and forth in the air. She was desperate for help just like anyone with a broken down vehicle on the side of the highway would be. Not only that, the storm was catching up with both their rears. What was she doing out here anyway? Did she not heed the radio warnings to vacate the roads and seek shelter?

      Deacon wheeled his bike over to help her.

      "Thank goodness you drove by!" she said. "I don't know what happened. I heard these strange sounds coming from the hood and then the check engine light popped on."

      She was panicked as evidenced by the look in her pearl gray eyes and from hearing her labored breathing. Her long auburn hair was pulled up high into a ponytail. The spandex, exercise-type gear she wore clung to her like a second skin, showing off a trim form and long, tanned legs. She looked innocent. Beautiful. Perfect. And well-manicured. Based on his knowledge of luxury cars, Deacon could tell that the little red Corvette had been customized, changing his earlier observation that she was the typical girl-next-door type into possibly being a spoiled rich kid. It didn't matter who she was. He was going to help her anyway.

      "Are you okay?" he asked, jumping off his bike and then propping it up on the kickstand.

      "Yeah, I think so, but my car isn't. I was just trying to get to my dad's house before the storm." She gestured toward the bundle of nasty clouds. "I couldn't even get a cell phone reception."

      "Everything will be okay. Let me take a look. Keys?" He held out his hand.

      When she dropped the keys inside of his palm, her fingers grazed his skin and a heated vibe passed between them. He blamed the reaction on the sudden need to reach cover before the storm hit and not a need for something else.

      Deacon turned the key in the engine, mentally ticking off the list of possibilities for her car breaking down. He even checked the inner workings and wirings under the hood. He ruled out a bad battery and almost anything else visible to him. This wasn't something he could diagnose or fix on the side of the road. Not with the threat of lightning flashing in the distance.

      "Kind of hard to tell," he told her. "I'll need more time to diagnose her. Or you could just get her dragged into a shop once the storm passes."

      "Okay, but I've tried calling roadside assistance and the lines are all busy."

      "Your best bet is to wait until after that storm passes. Why were you on the road again?"

      "I was at a friend's gym in Cross City. I thought I could make it across town in time, but I miscalculated. I should’ve waited it out."

      “Don’t worry. Where were you headed?"

      "I'm staying in Aspen Valley right now," she said.

      "I'm riding out that way. I can give you a lift."

      She swallowed visibly and then looked him up and down. She also looked to the left of them where the storm was folding in over what looked like all of Aspen Valley.

      "I…uh…"

      "You don't want to get stuck out here in that storm. I promise I won't bite you," he said with a grin.

      A smile crossed her face. "I appreciate your help." She looked at his motorcycle. "But I don't want to slow you down or anything like that. I'll stay behind in my car. You go."

      "I'm not gonna leave you out here alone. My grandmama taught me better than that. Either you want the lift or you want us both to stay out here and wait out the storm. Which one will it be?"

      She still looked hesitant, but Deacon didn't blame her. He was a complete stranger offering her a lift. By this time, she could probably tell he was a shifter. He had never hidden that he wasn't a human. He'd had no reason to.

      He peeled off his right riding glove and held out his hand. "I'm Deacon Remy. I was raised in Aspen Valley. I was on my way there to visit old friends. If you need to check my ID or something, better do it now. If we wait here any longer, both you and I will be caught up in this mess. Now I don't know about you, but I don't want to be cooped up in a car in the middle of a storm."

      She sighed reluctantly, and then her cool gray eyes assessed almost every inch of his top half, with her attention lingering on the band of tattoos covering both his arms. For a moment, he thought she would turn him down and take her chances in the storm, but then she extended her own hand.

      "Hi Deacon. If it's not too much to ask, can you drop me off near my dad's subdivision? I can walk the rest of the way in."

      "I can do better than that. By the time we get into town, it'll be raining wolves and bears outside. Type your address in and I'll get you to your front door."

      Deacon directed her to his motorcycle and she pushed her address into the GPS unit. He lifted his trunk bag and pulled out a spare helmet.

      "Slip this on and then hop on," he told her. "You're not afraid of riding, are you?"

      "No, I've ridden one before. Not solo…but no, I'm not afraid.”

      She took the helmet and secured it to her head.

      When her softness connected with his back, soldering heat coursed through Deacon, reminding him that he desired something out of his reach. He tried his cursedest to subdue those feelings before starting the engine, but his second half fought him every step of the way.

      His animal spirit had awakened at the very moment she touched him, lingering right on the surface of his skin. This was a strange feeling, especially since his wolf hadn't felt this alive in months. It was as if the touch of the woman had revived his spirit. Yet, he couldn't help but wonder if the reaction resulted from him returning to his hometown after being away for so long or from the effects of having a tempting but nameless woman on his bike with him.

      A light misting of rain came down over them, reminding Deacon that he had no time to lose.

      We need to concentrate, he reminded his wolf.

      Both he and his wolf were distracted, but a distraction wouldn't help them reach shelter before the storm hit.

      Deacon reached behind him, took one of her hands, and brought it to rest on his waist.

      "You need to hold on tight. I won't be riding like I'm driving Miss Daisy," he told her.

      She giggled. The sound of her laughter was the most beautiful thing he'd ever heard. When she placed the other hand on his waist, his desire intensified.
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      Monica was thankful that she didn't have to spend hours in her car waiting for a tow truck to arrive. Deacon Remy's prediction had been correct. By the time they made it across the county lines, the rainfall had gone from a light sprinkle to a steady drizzle. The streets of Aspen Valley were clear with only a few stragglers here and there rushing to get to various destinations.

      When Deacon rolled up to the gate of her subdivision, he flipped his visor and looked over his shoulder at her.

      "How do I get you inside?"

      "I left my remote on the visor, so I'll have to type in a code. Pull the bike up to the keypad," she called out over the sound of thunder rolling in overhead.

      When he parked the bike, she jumped off and rushed over to the keypad. By this point, her clothes were drenched. As she typed in the numbers, lightning cracked violently behind them, causing her to scream and jump. She didn't hear any laughter, but she was certain that Deacon was mentally laughing at her reaction. She pushed in the code and dashed back over to the motorcycle as the gates opened.

      Her body trembled when a wave of cold air tumbled past them. She tugged on her helmet, jumped back on the bike, and wrapped her arms around Deacon once again. They weren't going fast or anything like that, but this stranger—Deacon—gave her a sense of security.

      "You okay?" Deacon asked.

      She nodded and pressed her chest against his back, realizing that his warmth had been keeping her from being cold while the rain pelted them. She only shivered against him a couple of minutes before his heat radiated into her. He was warmer than most people she touched. And with a background in nursing and pediatric care, she concluded that he was either running a fever or incredibly worked up trying to get them to safety before the brunt of the storm hit. It had to be the latter as there had been no sign when she first encountered him on the side of the road that he was ill.

      Deacon rode his bike down the neighborhood streets—slower this time. In fact, he paid attention to the speed limit signs quite well here. On the open highway…not so much. But he handled his motorcycle like a pro. The ride was smooth and she never felt frightened with each tilt of the bike or every acceleration of the engine.

      When a curtain of rain cascaded down on them, he put more pressure on the gas as his GPS directed him right to her doorstep. The outdoor light was on which meant her dad was still up and possibly even waiting for her to return home. He worked odd hours and rotating shifts as an ER doctor, contracting his services between two area hospitals.

      Although she'd just met Deacon Remy, there was no way that she could run to the safety of her home while he waited it out in the storm.

      When he rolled the bike to a stop in her courtyard, she tore off the helmet and said, "Come inside until the storm passes."

      He shook his head and then helped her off the bike.

      "I'm all good. Your husband must be waiting inside," he said.

      “I'm not married. You're not going to ride off in the storm, are you?"

      He grinned. "I've ridden in storms before. I'm an experienced driver. I'll be okay. Plus, my next stop isn't far away from here. Go on inside. It's pouring."

      She placed her hand on his shoulder. "Please just come inside. I'd be worried all night if you left in this mess." She could barely see three inches in front of her as rain drained down her face. She wondered how he had seen anything at all in the mess. He must have had excellent eyesight.

      Deacon looked at the front door worried. He seemed more worried about entering her home than injuring himself trying to maneuver through a storm on a motorcycle.

      "I can ditch my motorcycle and take cover in the woods. It's no problem. You, on the other hand, need to get inside. You're freezing cold," he told her.

      "Will you just come on inside until the rain stops?" she urged, wrapping her arms around herself and not moving from the spot.

      "I'll walk you up to the door," he said, reluctantly.

      He turned the engine off and they hurried up the walkway. She fished her keys out of her pocketbook, jammed it inside the lock, and pushed herself inside the foyer. Deacon, on the other hand, remained rooted on top of the rubber welcome mat. He was drenched from head to toe and she took a moment to check him out. He was breathtaking and the most striking man she'd ever seen. His t-shirt clung to his tanned skin. She could make out every ripple of muscle on him. His jeans were matted to his thick thighs. He had her heart doing flips that she never thought was possible. She wasn't even shivering anymore. She was hot and blushing for him. She realized that she hadn't even given him her name. Strangely, she now wanted to give him whatever he asked for.

      "I'm Monica. Now please come inside," she urged again.

      He held up both arms. "I'm all wet."

      She giggled. "So am I." She held out her hand, palm up.

      "Monica…? Is that you? I have been trying to call you for the past hour. What are you doing standing there?" Her dad's voice cut through the thick tension between them.

      "Yeah Dad. It's me." She looked behind her to see her dad coming down the stairs in a thick, black robe with his cell phone clutched in his hand. "I broke down on the highway and Deacon gave me a ride."

      "Who gave you a ride?" Her dad's voice trailed off when he looked outside to find Deacon standing there. "Who is this?"

      "Hello sir," Deacon said. "I'm glad I could give you lift, Monica. Now I'll just be on my way." He tugged on his helmet and turned around.

      "No, wait," Monica called out. She was almost over the threshold when her Dad grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

      "Don't," her dad warned. "Do you see that lightning? We're in the middle of a storm. Someone just reported seeing a tornado out west."

      "Yes, I see it. It's because of Deacon that I'm here and not on the side of the road in the storm," she said, jerking her arm out of his grip.

      "Alright, alright," her dad said, throwing his hands up. "I'm being rude." He looked out after Deacon, who had reached his bike. "Hey Son! Why don't you come on in? The Mayor has warned everyone to stay inside until they lift the threat."

      "I don't want to be a bother," Deacon said.

      "It's no bother. You gave my daughter a ride home and she's safe. The least I could do is invite you inside so you can get warmed up and into some dry clothes."

      Deacon nodded and came back up the steps. "Thank you, sir." He crossed over into the threshold and looked around the home.

      "Call me Dr. Collins," her Dad said, holding out his hand. "You live around here, Son?"

      Deacon shook hands with her dad.

      "I used to. I was born here. I'm just visiting. I'll only be in town for a couple weeks," he said. "You can call me Deacon. Deacon Remy."

      "Remy…" her Dad said, biting the corner of his lips and furrowing his brows.

      Deacon's gaze swept over to Monica. His eyes were the color of moonlight blue—with a hint of violet. The combination was odd—she'd never seen a tone quite like it before. He surveyed her swiftly before glancing away and then down at the plush white carpet. He took a single step back so that his boots were back on the wood in the foyer.

      Her dad shook his head after giving Deacon's name some thought. "Never heard of any Remys around here. Well, why are we all just standing here? Let me go grab some clothes for you and uh…" He looked behind him at Monica who was drenched from head to toe as well. "Monica, please cover yourself and change into some appropriate dry clothes. I don't want you to get sick."

      It was only then that Monica realized that she was still in workout clothes that comprised of tight spandex. The storm warning had taken everyone by surprise. The gym, which included all changing and shower facilities, had closed prematurely and the manager had advised everyone to go home. Not only were there goosebumps on her arms but her nipples had made a clear impression against her fitted top. She was wondering if her reaction was from the cold or from being near a man that could give some of the guys at the gym a run for their money with the way his body was toned to perfection. She just couldn't stop looking at him.

      Her dad cleared his throat.

      Monica stiffened, momentarily abashed. "I'll be right back."
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      When Monica finished changing into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, she came out of her room and raced back down the stairs only to have her dad meet her in the center of it.

      "We need to talk," her dad exclaimed, giving her a stern look.

      He pointed back behind her to show that he wanted her to back up and that he wouldn't let her pass. He knew she was eager to get back downstairs to Deacon, and he refused to let her by.

      "What is it?"

      "There's something you need to know about that guy," he said, lowering his voice to almost a whisper.

      "You mean that guy named Deacon who helped me escape a dangerous storm?" she asked.

      "Yes, that one. Where did you find him?"

      She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. "In case you've forgotten, he found me. On the side the road. With a broken down car. With the storm coming."

      Her dad looked behind him, as if checking to see if Deacon was in earshot. Monica couldn't even see the guy from her position on the top level of the 4,000 plus square foot mansion.

      "What are you worried about? He brought me home. Obviously he doesn't intend to harm me."

      "Did you know he was a shifter?"

      Monica shook her head, confused. "What?"

      "The guy who gave you a ride home. He's a shifter."

      "How do you know?"

      This time, her dad matched her composure, folding his arms across his chest and staring blankly at her. "I'm a doctor, Monica. I've had the privilege of treating both types of patients. He has shifter written all over him. He doesn't even hide it. He wears the same tattoos of some of the other shifters running around town. And then he took his wallet out to air dry and flipped it right open. I saw the emblem on his driver's license and asked if he was a shifter and he flat out said yes."

      She swallowed. "And so what? He's a shifter. So?"

      "I'm just making you aware is all. Few people can tell the difference."

      She sighed. "Of course, Dad, because we're all people." And she'd been too busy checking out his body to notice.

      "Okay, you're right. I have no right to judge him based on that, but I saw the way he looked at you down there.” He threw his arm up toward the foyer.

      Monica shrugged. "We were all looking at each other. I thought that's what people do when they meet for the first time."

      Her dad rolled his eyes. "Not like that."

      "I don't know what you're talking about. If you'll excuse me, I need to go thank him for getting me home. I bet you didn't even offer him drink or anything."

      She moved past him and tried to rush down the stairs again, only to pause again when her Dad spoke the name of a man she was trying to avoid.

      "I'm making sure that neither you or he gets any ideas. I know you parted ways with Evan over a minor disagreement but don't do anything foolish right away. You and I both know that Evan's having a rough time after finding out that he failed the bar exam. This is just a little bump in the road in your relationship. Don't make drastic decisions before you two can work things out again."

      She turned back around. "You're getting way ahead of yourself, Dad. Plus, do you know how many chances I've given Evan? His mood swings are all over the place and I just can't deal with the stress it brings me. He’s been unstable for a while now."

      "You need to at least talk to him and—"

      "No. I broke it off with him months ago. I don't know why you're bringing this up now."

      "You brought a guy home." Her dad shrugged. "My first impression was that you were dating again."

      "Newsflash…just because I bring a guy home doesn't mean I'm dating him."

      Her dad shook his head. "Either way, your guy…Deacon, David…Dory Remy whatever…seems to be just as unstable as you believe Evan to be. And I'm not talking mentally. He seems…un-groomed and like maybe he's a little out of your league."

      "Oh my goodness. Conversation over." Monica threw up her hands. "I'll talk to you when you've had some rest."

      Her dad grunted and watched as she rounded the spiral staircase to meet Deacon back downstairs, but when she reached the ground level of the home, it was quiet and empty like no one was there.

      "Deacon?" she called out. "Are you dressed?"

      Nobody responded.

      The front door was closed but the lock was in the vertical position, showing that it was unlocked. She had this strong inclination to look out the window because her first guess was that he had left.

      After looking through the blinds and finding that his motorcycle was nowhere in sight and Deacon was nowhere to be seen, her heart sank.

      Deacon had left. He'd probably felt her dad's indifference to him being who he was and left. Although the brunt of the storm still hadn't hit this area yet, the rain poured heavily and the wind thrashed the trees violently outside. She feared for his safety. She didn't care what he was. He deserved better hospitality than what he'd gotten here tonight.

      All she had was a name and there wasn't any promise that she'd ever see him again.
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      Monica dragged herself out of bed early the next morning and called the tow trunk to go retrieve her broken down Corvette from the side of the road. The guy at the dealership had discovered that her car was affected by a recall and needed a part changed out. It was totally her fault for putting her car maintenance on the back burner. But she'd been busy lately and sitting at a repair shop watching the news anchors air the same stories over and over again and flipping through boring tv show reruns weren't exactly Monica's idea of fun. Plus when she remained idle for too long, she thought about how much time she'd wasted trying to repair her last relationship.

      As always, her dad left the house around four a.m. that morning to start another round of thirteen hour shifts, so she didn't have to worry about running into him any time soon. She didn't even get a chance to confront him last night about what made Deacon run off so suddenly. By the time Monica had climbed back up the stairs, he'd already retreated to his bedroom. It was as if he knew what he'd done and said. His mission was obviously accomplished since he'd made it clear that Deacon seemed…un-groomed. Whatever that meant.

      The last thing Monica wanted was to be on her dad's bad side, but he wasn't making it easy for her either. She'd been living at home for a little over four months following a break-up with her ex-boyfriend, Evan. And with her mom being on a volunteer mission at a children's home in Suriname, her dad had offered a shoulder to cry on when she needed it most. Monica knew that her dad's one true wish was for her to work things out with Evan so that they could eventually get married and retain their social status within the community.

      She was the daughter of a doctor and Evan was the son of a former lawyer and a prominent judge. Both were from wealthy families with good reputations in Tellevue County. Their parents' had been the ones to set them up on their very first date. Of course, they'd had several things in common, but none of that mattered when it all came down to what Monica really wanted.

      Last night had been the first night she had dreamed of something else other than a series of nonsensical images. Her dreams were filled with vivid images of Deacon Remy and his moonlight blue eyes. In the dream, there was a wolf and…birds. Hummingbirds. She'd never dreamed of hummingbirds before. She wasn't even sure she'd ever seen one in real life.

      She sensed something had gone unresolved between them. She felt as if she was supposed to do something with him or for him, but she couldn't remember what she was supposed to do. It was the strangest feeling…and yet still, she couldn't get those darned hummingbirds off her mind.
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      The first half of the day flew by quickly for Monica, but that was the norm. She loved her job as a pediatric nurse. Just like her mom, she'd always had a passion to care for and work with kids. Seeing her patients when they were just newborns and watching them transform into toddlers was the best part of her life right now. She could always depend on a child to put a smile on her face. One day, she planned to have three or four of her own either by birth or adoption. In fact, Monica couldn't wait to start her life and do just that, but she also knew that rushing into marriage with a man she didn't love wouldn't be in her best interest, nor her future children's interests. With Evan out of her life, she was back at square one. But that was okay for now. One thing her past experiences had taught her was to recognize the things in life that weren't necessarily good for her.

      When lunch rolled around, the break room was empty, except for Linda, the office receptionist. Linda was an intern who worked the morning shift and attended night classes at the local community college. She was also not a human, but no one could tell that about her from looking. Or at least Monica couldn't; Linda had offered that fact way before her first day on the job. Linda's shifter gene didn't change that she was a wonderful person all around.

      "Hi Linda," Monica greeted, going over to the refrigerator and pulling out her lunch bag.

      "Hi." Linda smiled and slid her tablet over to the side to make room for Monica at the table. "You're eating lunch early today, and I didn't see you at our staff meeting this morning."

      Monica pulled out a chair and sat down. "Long night last night. My car broke down on the side of the road in the middle of that thunderstorm."

      "Oh no. Can it be repaired?"

      Monica shrugged. "I hope so. I had to call a driver to get me to work which is why I was late this morning for our meeting."

      Linda frowned. "Ugh. I keep forgetting that you don't live near one of the bus stops. I don't know how I'd fight with the traffic if I had to drive around this town all day."

      "Must be nice." Monica unwrapped her sandwich and took a bite. "Finding a place on the bus route will be my first priority when I look for an apartment next week."

      Linda rolled her eyes and then said, “Things are getting so expensive around here. I’ve been trying to find a unit since last month. I found something affordable at the Westgate Apartment communities over the weekend. I had my deposit all ready to go down there and was ready to sign on the dotted line, and then I heard about how a murderer broke into that poor reporter's apartment and threatened to kill her. I think her name's Cassie Grey. Did you hear about that?"

      Monica frowned. "I didn't hear about that at all. Aspen Valley is usually safe. When did this happen?"

      "Safe on your side of town maybe, but there have been some strange things going on lately." She slid the tablet back across the table so that Monica could skim the story.

      While stuffing her face with her sub sandwich, Monica read the story. "Oh my goodness. That's terrible."

      "Yes," Linda agreed. "The reporter was doing research on the shifter murders when she received the death threat. I can't sign a contract there now knowing that those murderers are close by. I might as well continue staying with my aunt."

      "I'm sorry, Linda. I wish it was safer. Since we're both looking, I'll let you know if I see anything on my search."

      "I can't afford what you can," she mumbled.

      "This girl's on a budget too," Monica told her. "I'm not looking for anything fancy. Just a good starter place. When my boyfriend and I split up, I moved out. We had a large three bedroom condo, but I don't think I ever want anything that big again. It was pretty much a waste of money."

      "Well, at least you've got it made. Girls like me have to struggle a bit before we can crawl, let alone walk."

      Monica sighed and put her sandwich back on the wrapper. "It's not always what it seems. I don't necessarily have everything I could ever want either. Money can't buy everything."

      Linda frowned. "Are you still bummed about your split with your boyfriend?"

      "Absolutely not. I'm so over that. I wanted to ask you something…" She tried to fight the urge to ask Linda about something that had been on her conscious the whole morning, but her willpower to find Deacon again was stronger.

      "Oh oh. You've got that strange look on your face."

      "It's nothing bad. It's just something that's been bugging me all day."

      "Okay…what is it?"

      "I met a guy yesterday on the side of the road."

      Linda scrunched up her nose. "On the side of the road?"

      "Well, yes. He's the one who found me broken down and stranded. Refused to leave me out in the storm by myself and then gave me a ride home. I never got the chance to thank him properly and I really want to do that. I was wondering if you could help me out."

      Linda looked down at the table. "I don't know. Shifters from other Packs cross through here all the time. I probably don't even know him."

      "He said he was raised here. I heard that members of a shifter pack are really close. Like family. Would you know if I gave you his last name?"

      "I might."

      "It's Remy."

      "Remy…" She wrung her hands together on her lap. "There aren't any Remys in Aspen Valley anymore."

      "He said he was visiting friends. His name is Deacon."

      "Deacon Remy…" Linda whispered, her gaze shifting left and right in active thought.

      "Do you know him?" Monica urged.

      "I know of him," she confirmed.

      "Please…what do you know of him?"

      "He's a rogue," she stated.

      Monica shook her head. "Rogue?"

      "Yes, a rogue. He separated from the Pack on bad terms. Right before our current Alpha was named. Look, I don't really know anything other than that." Linda began stuffing uneaten lunch items back into her sack. "Like you said, he's probably just visiting. Solitary wolves rarely stick around that long. That's why we call them rogues…because they float about."

      Monica placed her hand on Linda's forearm. "Is there anything else you can tell me about where he might be? I feel so bad about not thanking him and something happened that I need to apologize for."

      Linda swallowed visibly and her nose flared as if she were trying to decipher Monica's scent. It was said that shifters could tell when someone was lying. At that moment, Monica was grateful Linda had that edge over her. That way Linda could tell that she was sincere and meant well about wanting to reconnect with Deacon.

      "The Remys used to own a farm out over on the east side of town. His grandpa lost it because of debt. He was a gambler or something. I don't know." Linda shrugged. "After that, Deacon and his grandpa were homeless and living out of an auto body shop somewhere up near the mountains. I remember because that's where my papa got his truck fixed. Deacon used to work on cars out there during the day and then at night as a bouncer for LIVE nightclub. He went rogue and disappeared after his grandpa died."

      "LIVE nightclub? I've heard of that club from somewhere." Monica tried to refresh her memory to find out why the name sounded so familiar.

      "Yes, LIVE. It's where all the parties are happening. Shifters and humans blend and mingle for a good time. I'm surprised you haven't heard about it. That's the other big controversy everyone's talking about." Linda rolled her eyes. "My older sister worked as a server there with Deacon before she earned enough to move out to New York. She made a lot of money there in tips. I've been tempted to follow in her footsteps for the money, but I don't think I can work in an environment like that."

      "So Deacon used to work at LIVE nightclub and also at this auto body shop somewhere up near the mountains?"

      Linda nodded. "The shop is still there, but it's been deserted for over a year. I think at one point the County tried to claim using eminent domain laws, but then that attempt got shot down real quick after our new Alpha got involved. That's really the only thing Deacon left behind in Aspen Valley that was truly his. Like I said, there aren't anymore Remys here in Tellevue County."

      "This has helped me out a lot," Monica said.

      "You're not super infatuated with him or anything, right?" Linda giggled.

      Monica shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "Of course not. I think that I really owe him a favor. I guess I'll have to Google the auto body shop to find him."

      "I didn't think so. You don't seem like the type to throw yourself at all these rich single men around here either.”

      "Nope. You couldn't pay me to throw myself at any of them."

      They shared a laughed and then Linda said, "The Remy Shop isn't on a map, but shouldn't be too difficult to find. You'll take County Line Road out of the town. You'll drive a good thirty minutes until you pass through the valleys. And then you'll see the mountains. You'll take the road that leads you to the mountains. Pat's Grocery and Eatery is just off of the main highway right before the split. It's a pitstop, so anyone who works in the market can direct you to the shop." Linda shrugged. "They'll probably get suspicious and might not direct you at all. You're better off not going alone. Like I mentioned earlier, rogues don't stick around."

      "Well, he mentioned he'll be in town for a couple weeks, so I'll take my chances," Monica said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          6

        

      

    
    
      
        Three Days Later

      

      He seems un-groomed and like maybe he's a little out of your league.

      Deacon couldn't get Dr. Collins statement out of his head. Monica's dad's first impression of him had been disappointing. This had bothered Deacon all night long and he had tossed and turned with images of a gorgeous Monica in his dreams with her long, raven colored hair fanned out across his pillow and of her cool gray eyes begging for his attention. But when he woke up…

      He's ungroomed.

      He's out of your league.

      Nonetheless, he rose before sunrise, but Dr. Collins’s disapproval of him had sparked other memories. Memories he'd fostered all these years. He'd even controlled the drastic emotions he encountered every time he had these memories, but like a festering sore, his conscious ate at him again. And not in a good way.

      That Remy boy will never amount to nothin'. His papa was a liar, and his grandpapi was a rotten scoundrel.

      It's best he leave this Pack.

      He oughta go back to the Tunica Pack.

      He could see all the faces of the men who'd prosecuted him before knowing the full story. "Loyal" pack members had driven him out of Aspen Valley and away from the Pack in the first place. It had taken him over a year to forgive them and come to terms that the only person responsible for his destiny was himself. He wouldn't let what his father did or what his grandpa was forced to do define his future. He'd already decided. He wasn't going back to the ways of the pitiful young man he once was.

      Deacon drowned himself in the sounds of the motorcycle engine purring beneath him. He closed his eyes and counted to one hundred. He willed himself to focus on his immediate goals once again. He'd come back for very specific reasons.

      He lifted his gaze and focused on the clearing in the woods, hoping that his cousin, Luke Lombardi would welcome him after all this time. He owed Luke his life. One reason Deacon had returned to Aspen Valley was to the pay the guy back tenfold for the favor he extended shortly before Deacon left town.

      Deacon rolled his motorcycle up to the front of the office cabin, which used to be labeled "Lombardi & Sons Lodging Administration Office". Now the sign was gone, and the cabin he visited almost weekly when he lived on the property looked homely. Plus something smelled oddly unfamiliar about the place. The sound of a woman humming a tune inside and jostling stuff around came to him from his position under a tree. There was also a lingering scent of a human female inside. The woman wasn't Luke's niece, who'd been the office manager when Deacon left. Maybe Luke had finally hired someone new like he'd always talked about but never got around to doing.

      Deacon decided that Luke couldn't have been in the office cabin and looked further across the property at his cousin's personal residence. He hated to bother the man so early in the day, but carrying stacks of cash around town wasn't something Deacon preferred doing. He rolled his motorcycle along the dirt road leading to Luke's front porch.

      When Deacon reached the house, he caught a whiff of Luke Lombardi's wolf essence when a small gush of wind passed across his face. He applied the kickstand, propped his helmet on the seat, and stuffed his gloves down into his back pocket. As he grabbed a wool drawstring tote from the trunk bag, Luke Lombardi came around from the back of the house carrying a string of freshly caught fish.

      "Deacon? Is that you?"

      "Yeah. It's me."

      Luke didn't look a day older since Deacon had last seen him over a year ago. He aged well, but no one could tell because he was good at hiding his true age. Although the man had worn his beard for the past few years, Deacon could still detect some carefree youth in him. Both men were only four years apart and were alike on many levels. Both had been misunderstood in their teenage years—and were considered the trouble makers and bad boys of the Pack. The difference now was that Luke had major responsibilities. His niece and nephew to look after. A business to run all on his own. A duty to his Pack as one of the newly appointed scouts. Deacon looked up to Luke, and he hoped to reach the level of respect that Luke had gained from the Aspen Valley community one day.

      Luke was the only family he had left in Aspen Valley that he knew he could trust. They were blood related on Deacon's mama's side of the family. Even now, after not seeing Luke in over a year, a strong bond still existed between them. He was home now. It didn't matter how many bad memories that had developed here—this was his home.

      "I heard you were back in town, but I wouldn't believe it until I saw you for myself," Luke said, holding the string of trout aside while the men gave each other a big bear hug.

      "Yeah, here I am. I tried the office but there was a girl inside. It wasn't Nessa," Deacon said.

      Luke scratched his head and glanced behind Deacon at the office cabin. "Yeah. Cassie will stay on my property for a couple weeks. I'm looking after her for a good friend of mine."

      "I hope I didn't come by at a bad time," Deacon said.

      "No, not at all. You're always welcome here anytime. I just got back from the lake. I saw these trout jumping high when I went for a quick run and I just couldn't resist. I ate a couple there and then brought some back for supper later this evening." Luke clapped Deacon on the back. "I thought I'd never see you again. What have you been up to?"

      "Lots. I told you I'd be back when I got my trash together, and I'm here to tell you all about it," Deacon said.

      "I've missed you, cousin. We've got some catching up to do. Come on inside. I'm gonna get these trout on some ice and change into something else."

      Deacon sighed, relieved that Luke hadn't looked down on him for being rogue for so long. The last few days had been a roller coaster ride for Deacon. He'd found almost every single person he told he would pay back and did just that. Not everyone welcomed him, but, so far, everyone had accepted repayment of the Remy debt. And Deacon felt good about what he had accomplished. He was now debt free and not one soul in Aspen Valley could say that the Remy family owed them any money.

      Once inside, Luke kicked the door shut and said, "Make yourself at home. Nessa and Henry are up at college, so you don't have to worry about them begging you to take them out drag racing."

      At the mention of his younger cousins, Deacon realized how good it felt to be home again. He chuckled. "I'm not the daredevil I used to be."

      "Once a daredevil, always a daredevil. He's in there somewhere alright. You just have to let him out. I'll be right back," Luke said and then disappeared into the kitchen area.

      Deacon missed a lot of things about Aspen Valley, but he didn't know if this could ever be his Pack home again. Luke had his business. Everyone else was pre-occupied with their own lives. He hadn't even been here when Dane Magnus was named the new Alpha. He was a rogue. A lone wolf without a Pack home. On top of that, the woman he wanted the most was the woman he could not have.

      Deacon sat down on the couch and picked up one of the architectural magazines off the coffee table to flip through while he waited on Luke to come back.
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      "Business must be booming for you," Deacon noted as they talked over beers on the back porch. "I tried to book a cabin here a couple weeks ago and you were booked out for the next four months. I had to rent out a unit with the Landers, and all they had available was a bunkhouse."

      Both men were seated outside, enjoying the cooler air as it passed through the trees.

      "Yeah, between those of us who own the rentals out here, we stay pretty busy. Sometimes I get folks cancelling on me for one reason or another. If I can spare anything, I'll let you know."

      "I'm alright. It's just me, so the bunkhouse will do. Plus I won't be in town that long," Deacon said.

      "Unless I can convince you to stick around, right?"

      "Ah, you don't want me around here. I'm more trouble than I'm worth. That's what they all say about us Remys," Deacon replied, and then changed the subject by saying, asking, "Haven't you remodeled this place? I don't remember it being this big."

      "Don't you remember me adding on the third bedroom and the laundry room?" Luke asked. "That made more space for Nessa and Henry. And then when they moved out, I got rid of a whole lot of stuff, so it probably just looks like the cabin is bigger. Still the same old cozy home I've been living in for the past nine years."

      "You've done well for yourself."

      Luke sighed. "Sometimes I feel that way, and then other times I feel like something major is missing from my life, you know? Do you ever feel that way?"

      "What do you mean? Like a mate?"

      "Ah well, that too, I suppose. I was talking more along the lines of where I would be if I'd never lost my brother and things were running the way my family had always planned."

      "Of course, man. I always think what if this and what if that. But these tragedies have shaped us into who we are today," Deacon said. "I've been away from Aspen Valley for longer than I wanted to. I know I'll never be able to change what some people think of me. I no longer spend my energy on thinking about those people anymore. What I give my attention to are the people who I left behind. Those who were loyal to me, like you and Leo and Hawk. Without being in the company of you guys, I was on the verge of depression. It affected me to the point where my wolf would withdraw and I couldn't shift for weeks at a time. I got my trash together real quick at the thought of losing my true identity."

      "Where were you exactly?" Luke asked.

      "I wandered around for about two months after I left here and then I ended up in Tunica, Mississippi." Deacon said.

      "Tunica? That's where your grandpa's old Pack migrated to, right? Isn't that where you were born?"

      Deacon nodded. "Not to far from it. I realized that to truly accept my life as it was and my family's past, I had to revisit our origins."

      "I think that's great that you went back to your birthplace. Is the Tunica Pack still there?"

      "Sure is. Now known as the Wild Horseshoe Wolf Pack. They're a small tight-knit group. They knew I was a Remy the moment they saw me. I gathered with them every now and then, but I didn't pledge or anything. I had just gone rogue from one Pack and I couldn't see myself declaring my loyalty again so soon, ya know?"

      "I get it. Rogue or not, you're still one of us. You grew up here."

      Deacon emptied his beer bottle before saying, "Tunica is where my grandpa developed his gambling addiction. He had some good folk out there…people he trusted. They still talk of him. I almost wonder why he never went back after losing our house."

      "You and I both know…" Luke commented.

      Deacon sighed. "Yeah. He lost the love of his life here, and he wanted to be buried beside her. I was only a teen then but after my grandmama died, he started drinking again. He stopped for a bit when I went to live with him permanently, but I don't know…maybe he only stopped then because he knew I depended on him since grandmama was gone. He knew my mom wasn't coming back and he knew my dad was up to no good when he got involved with that outlaw group out west."

      Luke frowned. "Yeah, that's unfortunate."

      "I remember my grandpa saying that he wanted to buy the farm back one day as if the current owners would just agree and hand it back over." Deacon shook his head. "He said he wasn't going anywhere until he figured out a way to get it. We were so dirt poor that I knew it was a lost cause. On his death bed, he told me where he buried his life savings and made me promise I'd pay back any debts he had here. I think his dementia had progressed too much for him to understand that his savings wouldn't even pay back a quarter of the debt he owed. It was mostly business debt from the farm we had. Nonetheless, after he died, I went from business to business, person to person, with a little notebook and recorded everything the Remys owed. I used to carry that think around in my back pocket while I was homeless and look at it almost everyday. I even added the folks, like you, who helped me along the way after he passed. I've memorized it all. All the names. The amounts. Everything."

      Luke shook his head. "It's been so long. I think the people who your grandpa owed have finally realized that when he owned the farm and when he wasn't sick, he gave back to the community far more than some of us have ever done. They can't be expecting him to clean the slate now that he's dead."

      "Well, it's why I came back. It's done. I did some things to come up with it all, but it's done. Every red cent. By the time I leave Aspen Valley, the Remy family will owe no one."

      Deacon grabbed a wool drawstring bag, set it on top of the table, and pushed it toward Luke and then added, "Out of everyone I've paid, I can say you were among the few that personally helped me the most when I was down on my luck. I couldn't thank you enough before I left, but I wanted to pay you back."

      "What's this for? You never asked me for money. I offered many times and you refused to take it."

      "Remember when I couldn't get the electricity or anything to work right in the apartment above the auto body shop?"

      "Yeah." Luke nodded. "You were staying there for over a month when things just stopped working. The wiring. The plumbing. We tried everything to repair stuff with what little tools we had."

      "You let me stay in one of your cabins rent free until the day I left Aspen Valley," Deacon said.

      "Man, it wasn't rent free." Luke shook his head. "You helped me with a lot of maintenance and errands for the lodging business."

      "An hour of handyman work here and there didn't equal the amount of weeks I stayed in that cabin. A cabin that you could have rented out to the public. I wanted to pay you back. With interest."

      Luke pushed the money back. "No, I'm not taking that. You're family to me."

      "Yes. You are taking it. Do you know how hard I worked at that casino to save all that up?"

      Luke cast him a sideways glance. "A casino? Really? You told me you'd never go to one of those."

      "Well, I spoke too soon. It's not what it seems or what I've been led to believe. All the money is legit. I spent a lot of sleepless nights earning it."

      "When you talked about leaving, I offered you a permanent place to stay. We could've worked these issues out together. I'm not sure what you went through to earn all the money to pay back your family debt and yours in just under a year’s time, but that's what I call amazing and true dedication," Luke said.

      "It was rough, but I lived way below my means. I still do. When I got to Tunica, I bugged a casino owner about a job almost every week until he let me on the security team. I bounced at LIVE, so I thought…hey, I can handle a few drunken gamblers too. Pay was fantastic. Incentives were even better if you think about all the opportunities I had to double and even quadruple my earnings."

      Luke laughed. "No wonder you stayed gone for so long. I'll have to come down and visit one day so you can show me how to play poker like a pro."

      "I'd like that," Deacon replied.

      Luke's gaze landed on Deacon's left forearm briefly before he looked up and asked, "Do you still stare at those hummingbirds?"

      Deacon chuckled. "My wolf does. He thinks it's quite entertaining when they bicker over nonsense. I can't believe you remembered that."

      "Your birthmark is showing, man. I was just wondering if that had anything to do with it."

      Deacon looked down at his birthmark which resembled a lone hummingbird. His grandpa always told him that it was his mate mark. He ran his hand across his skin, wondering why the mark had chosen this moment to emerge. Then again, the mark had been tingling on skin for the past several days. He hadn't paid it any mind. If he had stopped to stare at the birds, he probably would've never accomplished his goal in the short time that he had.

      "I don't think that's the reason. Come to think of it, I haven't seen a hummingbird since I got in town. Have y'all ran them all off?" Deacon asked.

      "Not me. Not my wolf. I suppose they're hiding around here somewhere."

      They talked personal business, about the recent string of shifter murders, and about the strength of the Pack for another half hour before Deacon noticed it was getting late. He had another person to see first thing in the morning and he was already dead rear tired from riding around in the Valley.

      "You can stay for supper if you want," Luke offered while setting up a grill in the corner of the back patio.

      "I'm not gonna take up too much more of your time tonight. I'll be around for a little bit longer while I find out what I'm gonna do with that old building. It's about the only thing I own outright except for my motorcycles."

      "You mean the body shop?" Luke asked.

      "Yeah, I don't want to leave it sitting there anymore. It's still in pretty good shape and the foundation is solid. Think I should have the building torn down and sell the lot?"

      "Sell it to who?"

      "The gas station owner right next door to it said he wouldn't mind working out something with me if I decide to sell. He doesn't have all the funds right now but I figured I could hire a lawyer to write up a contract or something. I'm still undecided about the whole thing. What do you think?"

      Luke frowned. "Hmmm, do you want my real and honest opinion?"

      Deacon nodded.

      "You should work with what you have for now and then renovate the place. I think you should get back to doing what you do best—repairing motor vehicles. A long time ago you told me that's what made you happy. You oughta do what makes you happy and not what other people expect you to do."

      "There's a lot to think about, Luke."

      Deacon left shortly after that, but not before promising to stop by again if he left Aspen Valley. As tempting as moving back to the Valley sounded, there were still some memories lingering around that left a bad taste in his mouth. Yet still, his wolf got excited the moment he rolled his motorcycle out on the dirt road again, begging Deacon to abandon the bike, shift, and run through the mountains and valleys they still loved. He decided he wouldn't deprive his true self any longer. It was time to call it a day and let the beast in him run wild and free.
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      "Girl, you look hot! Have you been working out? I'm so used to seeing you in those scrubs," Brianna exclaimed the moment Monica slid into the passenger side seat of her car.

      It was Friday night and this would mark Monica's first night out on the town after a very long time retreating into her shell after the breakup with Evan.

      "I have a trial membership for that new gym out in Cross City. I went to school with the couple who owns it so I thought I'd support them during their grand opening month. I'm loving it so far. But I just got my car back this morning so I haven't been since Sunday," Monica said.

      "Ugh, I don't know what I'd do without my ride for that long."

      "Yeah," Monica grumbled. "The parts took forever and a day to get there."

      "So, you ready?" Brianna asked pulling out of the driveway of the Collins' mansion.

      "I think so. I was just talking to a girl at work about this nightclub the other day. I've been wanting to go, so when you told me about the party I knew I had to come out."

      "Yeah, LIVE has been around ever since I could remember. I was surprised that you accepted. You usually say no to these type of events," Brianna said.

      "Well, I'm trying something different this time around," Monica told her.

      "You'll definitely find different here, and despite what they say, not everyone who hangs out there is looking for trouble," Brianna replied. "I'm gonna swing by Diedre's house to see if she's still going and then we'll head out that way. It'll be a blast."
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      Deacon looked down at his wristwatch again, stood up from his chair, and paced the small waiting area of the back office again. He'd been waiting for Leo for almost an hour.

      "Stop pacing around here like a caged wolf," Brenda, Leo's assistant, told him. "You're making me nervous. He said he'd be here tonight, then he'll be here. I can have one of the girls bring you another beer…maybe something a little stronger this time to calm your nerves."

      "Naw, I'm good. I've had enough already and I've gotta drive back to the mountains tonight," he replied.

      Deacon had arrived well before the first group of club patrons had begun showing up, but now he could hear the DJ already giving his intro, birthday shoutouts, and all that other stuff. If he didn't get out of here soon, he'd probably be stuck elbowing his way through the crowd. But he wouldn't leave until he did what he said he would do; he wanted to be done with this. Leo was a busy entrepreneur and it had taken Deacon a few days to set up a time to meet with him face to face. Deacon didn't want to just drop the package off and leave it on top of his desk. He didn't really know any of the employees who worked for him now. Brenda was about the only person here who could be trusted, but then again she was a little on the ditzy side too when she got to drinking as she was now.

      He watched as Brenda brought a cocktail glass to her lips and took a few healthy chugs. Then she said, "What about a quick session? You can take your pick of any of the call girls here tonight to help you loosen up. They'll probably appreciate the change. You know…see what you Tunica men are working with."

      "No. I'm fine," Deacon stated, flatly.

      "Suit yourself," Brenda said. She chugged the rest of her cocktail, looking him up and down. "You've been working out pretty good. You oughta talk to Leo about a job. He's been working on beefing up the security team."

      "I'm not looking for a job. I have one. Plus, I didn't come to Aspen Valley to stay."

      "That's unfortunate."

      The door to the office opened and Leo sauntered inside followed by a couple members of the security detail.

      "Speak of the devil…" Brenda commented.

      "Deacon Remy." Leo grinned, shaking his head. "I thought I'd never see you again."

      "I've been getting that a lot lately," Deacon replied, and then the two gave each other a brotherly hug.

      Leo dismissed the security guards from the room and then he turned to address Brenda. "One of your girls was out there giving the new hire a hard time about her slowness. You might want to go check her rear before we lose the new person who has been very reliable for the past few weeks. I can't say the same about the hag who's hounding her."

      Brenda made a noise of discontentment and rose from her chair. "I'm willing to bet I know whose doing all the complaining. After you speak with Deacon, don't run off again. I need to talk to you about an issue with one vendor."

      "I'll be here until close," Leo confirmed.

      When Brenda was gone, Deacon joined Leo in his office. He recalled the numerous times coming in here while he worked as a bouncer. Back then, Leo would hand deliver paychecks on payday. He spent a lot of one on one time with his employees, both shifters and humans, which was why he was both popular and well known in their community. Despite the reputation LIVE had earned for being the nightclub where the unexpected happened and where one could witness anything from the occasional drunken patron causing terror onsite or cops showing up to bust the latest felon, Leo was still a pretty well respected businessman.

      "So what's up? You need a job? Cause I've got one for you," Leo began, shuffling through a stack of forms on his desk.

      "No, that's not why I'm here tonight. Remember all those times you fronted me the money to pay the bills down at the auto body shop?"

      "I remember vaguely, but I was doing you a favor."

      "Yeah, well, I told you I'd pay you back one day and I meant it." Deacon dragged a few stacks out of a wool drawstring bag and piled them on the desk in front of Leo.

      "I knew you meant it, Deacon, but you didn't have to go through all this trouble to come up with all that," Leo said, looking at the stack of bills in shock.

      "It wasn't as much trouble as you think," Deacon replied. "I worked for that money because I knew that one day I'd have to come back here to pay the Remy debt."

      "Is this what this is about? Your family's debt?"

      "Partly so."

      "Well, you know I'm not exactly on a dog pound food diet. I could do without you paying me back," Leo replied. "If this is all you've got…"

      "No, it's not all I've got. I've been saving a lot lately. And honestly, I have nothing to spend my money on at the moment. Dale, the banker, says I should put it in the bank. Invest and all that, but I don't know who to trust anymore."

      "Well, you could trust me, kid. I won't let you down. I'm possessive of my trash too, and I only mess with one investment guy here in town and that's Dale. Have you gone to see the Alpha?"

      "No." Deacon looked down at the table. "I'm sure he knows that there's a rogue on his turf though. I heard he's got eyes and ears in every corner of Aspen Valley and Cross City."

      "I'm sure he does. With all these shifter killings going on, we need eyes and ears everywhere," Leo commented. "You need to see him. Let him know you're not here to cause trouble. He's more honorable than any Alpha the Pack has had. Trust me when I say that you want to get on his good side from the beginning. Plus if you're going around town paying folks back that's just like pumping money into our little community. He'd be happy to hear of that."

      Deacon sighed. "I guess I'm saving that visit for last. I'll schedule a meeting with the Alpha before I leave town again."

      They spent more time discussing Deacon's job at the casino in Tunica until someone who worked for Leo entered his office. Realizing that the guy was busier than ever, Deacon said his goodbyes and pushed himself out into the hallway and then into the main area of the nightclub.

      He had every intention of high-tailing it straight to the front door, but then something surreal hit him, forcing his gaze to a tall woman in a royal blue form-fitting minidress. A women he knew…

      Deacon couldn't believe what he was seeing. The woman was Monica Collins, the tempting raven-haired beauty who had visited him in his dreams for the past few nights. The same woman he had rescued from the side of the road. The same woman whose father had told him that she was meant to marry another. Not that he needed confirmation or anything that she was clearly taken, but there it was…as clear as the cloudless night sky. A tall guy with blond hair wearing expensive clothing and a beer in his hand stood right in front of her. They were off to the side a bit and away from the crowd. He was talking down at her. She was shaking her head. The uncomfortable and humiliating expression on her face didn't look promising. She spoke to him with her lips thinning in anger. Her hands were flailing as she spoke. At one point, she pushed at his chest. It didn't take a wolf with heightened senses to know that she was ticked off at him.

      Emotions of white-hot anger and downright jealousy intensified in Deacon and the wolf within him. Confusion set in because he couldn't process his feelings or the scene playing out in front of him. He didn't know whether his emotions were fueled by the need to have her or from the obvious way in which her rich boyfriend was making her uncomfortable.

      Deacon was riveted to the spot. The human side of him wouldn't allow him to look the other way.  And his wolf refused to leave behind what was his. His next moves were fueled by his immediate and uncontrollable emotions.
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      "You shouldn’t have come here, Monica."

      Evan was so drunk that he slurred his speech.

      "I go where I please," she replied.

      His current state of inebriation made him unattractive. On a good day, women thought he was so good looking that they would throw themselves at him. Surprisingly, Monica had even witnessed his influence over women when they were on dates together. As far as Monica knew, Evan had never been a cheater. He was just a guy who had lost his way, but he seemed to resist every opportunity to get his life back on track. Even now, he was making an utter fool of himself. He never could handle his liquor and had clearly had one too many drinks.

      "Were you following me? Huh?" he asked.

      "Hell no," she replied. "I came with a friend. I didn't even know you would be here. If I did, I would've avoided this place like the plague."

      When she first saw Evan stumbling around on the dance floor a few minutes ago, Monica couldn't believe her eyes.  She almost wished that he hadn't seen her, but she had stared across the room so hard trying to figure out if the drunken fool had, in fact, been Evan that he must have sensed it. He had caught her gaze and then separated himself from the girl he was rubbing up on to come over to her. She actually felt sorry for him when she had asked him if he was okay. What she should've done was run in the opposite direction. Now she wondered if he'd taken her kindness out of context. Somehow he'd pinned her into a small corner of the room.

      "So you admit that you're avoiding me? I've called you almost every week but you won't answer your phone," he complained. "I thought we would stay friends."

      "You don't need to call me every week. I'm perfectly fine. I'm living with my dad."

      "And hows that working out for ya?" Evan took another gulp of his beer, looking down at her as if he expected her to whine about having to move back in with a parent.

      "It's working out great. I haven't been stressed in months."

      "Is that so? Since we've both had a little break away from each other, how about this…why don't we kick it like old times? Remember how we used to mess in the car behind the country club at those boring rear functions? I miss that. I wish we—"

      "You're such a pig!" She pushed on his chest. "Just forget you ever saw me. And I hope you're not driving."

      "No…I'm not driving. Promise. There was this hussy I met at a party down the street…I came with her. Don't know where she is now. I'd rather go home with you anyway."

      He placed a finger against her cleavage and she slapped his hand away. This time she broke free from the corner, but he followed her anyway.

      "Monica, please…things aren't the same. I know I've been acting weird lately. I was supposed to pass the bar the first time around and I didn't. I lost the position the firm had lined up for me."

      "That's your problem. And instead of working on the issue, this…" she held her arms up "…is what you do."

      "You're not a saint either. What are you doing here anyway? Only the town hussies who want to get messed hang out here. Trust me…I know. And the way you're wearing that tight little dress, it looks like you're looking for the same thing. If you needed sex all you had to do was give me a ring." He grinned.

      Monica looked at him in disgust. What did she ever see in him? He was rude and mouthy, but he'd never been this degrading to women. One thing was sure, he certainly didn't know how to hold his liquor at all. He was a complete mess and it wasn't her responsibility to look out for him anymore. She'd called it off with him months ago. Why was she even standing here?

      She couldn't bear talking to him in his current state. Heck, she couldn't bear talking to him at all. It was why she'd been avoiding his calls. He'd changed over the past year, stressing over his screw-ups so badly that it effected everyone around him.

      "By the way, that girl you just left is scowling at me from across the room, it's obvious what you came here to do," Monica told him. "Just forget that we ever saw each other. Now if you don't mind, you're in my space," she told him.

      Evan grabbed her painfully by the wrist and slammed the back of her hand into the wall. "No, you won't be going anywhere. You think you can just get away with what you want because you're daddy's little angel. Newsflash, you're a whore just like the rest of these sucking hussies."

      The people around them were oblivious to what was really going on. The crowd was thick and everyone was dancing or engaged in other side conversations. For the casual passerby, it probably just looked like they were a couple. If she ran to one of the bouncers or screamed for help, this would end terribly. Evan was already a wrecked soul as it was. If he got locked up one more time for misconduct and inappropriate behavior, it was likely that no law firm worth their weight in gold would ever hire him. His daddy's money could only go so far. Bail him out maybe. But erase his criminal record and buy him a new reputation? No way.

      Monica tried to wring her arm free. "If you don't get your hands off of me…"

      "If I don't get my hands off you, then what will you—"

      He never got a chance to finish his sentence. A dark figure—a man—appeared behind them. The man threw Evan backward into the crowd. His body flew across the dance floor where he collided with a metal beam.

      Monica hadn't even realized Evan had gripped her about the wrist so hard until she felt her skin tingling where his fingers had dug into her flesh. But she didn't care about the pain. When the man who had thrown Evan some twenty feet across the floor revealed himself, all tension and discomfort left her body. The man who she never thought she'd see again stepped out of the shadows into the strobe lights.

      "Deacon," she mouthed.

      His moonlight blue eyes were filled with confusion, and his face was still riddled with something akin to anger.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      She nodded. "I think so. Thank you for doing that."

      Deacon picked up a drawstring sack from off the floor. He must have dropped it to throw Evan across the room. His arms were bare just like last time, but no wet clothing stuck to him like a glove. He now sported what looked like a few days' growth of beard, giving him a more serious edge. Under the glow of the strobe lights, her gaze ran across his skin and landed on a faint mark on his left forearm that she hadn't seen before. The mark didn't look like any of the man-made tattoos on the rest of him. She'd seen the mark before. It resembled something that had recurred in her dreams the past few nights. As she glanced at it, she experienced a sensation akin to deja-vu. A vision of a male with sandy brown hair and midnight blue eyes carrying a hummingbird feeder. But that was absurd. Why would she be thinking of this in the middle of a nightclub?

      "What are you doing in this place?" he asked, jolting her from her train of thought.

      Monica looked up at him. "Um…"

      He rubbed briefly at the distinct mark on his forearm while waiting on her answer. Maybe it was just a bruise.

      "A friend and I were invited here," she stated, looking around at her surroundings.

      There was so much attention on her now, she couldn't stand it. Even the crowd had parted around them. Evan wasn't on the ground anymore, he had gotten up and limped right back toward them.

      "Hey jerk," Evan said, and then clapped his hand on Deacon's shoulder and tried to spin Deacon around. Deacon held his stance like a granite statute rooted to the floor.

      "Hey," Evan continued, pushing aggressively on Deacon's left shoulder. "You did not just interru—"

      Deacon moved with lightning fast strength. He turned around, grabbed Evan by the neck, and then body-slammed him into the wall right beside Monica. Evan's and Monica's shoulders were only inches from touching. She could literally feel the fear rolling off Evan in waves. The warning growl that came next belonged to Deacon.

      "If you touch her again under any circumstances…and I mean, under any circumstances, I'll tear out your throat," Deacon warned. "You understand?"

      Evan's only reply was a grunt and a gurgle. His feet were off the ground as Deacon held him flat against the wall. Deacon's forearms were the size of thick logs. All taut skin and lean muscles. It looked like Deacon could've bench pressed five times Evan's weight with the way he was holding the guy up in the air like a skimpy snake—with only one hand.

      The blood drained from Evan's face and neck, and three bouncers raced to the scene, ordering Deacon to release Evan.

      As soon as Deacon let Evan go he leaned over and hurled up the contents of his stomach. Evan ran off through the crowd with a bouncer on his tail. The other two stayed behind to question Deacon about what happened. He recounted almost to the "T" what he witnessed.

      The bouncer turned to her for confirmation. "Is this all true?"

      "Yes it is. Evan's normally not like this. I tried to push him off, but he's drunk out of his mind," she replied.

      A beeping sound came from the two-way radios of one of the bouncers. He stepped off to the side to answer the page.

      "The incident has been documented. Would you both be willing to give statements after tonight if needed?" the remaining bouncer asked.

      "That's fine," Deacon said.

      "I guess so," Monica replied.

      The bouncer took their names, clipped his radio back to his belt, and then said, "Deacon, you know the drill. You gotta get out of here, buddy."

      "No problem. I was headed that way before I saw that creep manhandling a woman," Deacon said.

      "Ugh…" The bouncer who had moved off to the side to answer a page on his radio came back. "I think it's a little too late for that. Roy says the dude ran into the bathroom and then called the cops. They're on their way right now."

      Monica's heart dropped low in her belly. She shook her head. "No, he didn't…he couldn't have called the police. He's the one who instigated this mess."

      "You need to tell that to the cops when they get here. I don't know what relation you have to your other friend, but he's in the club right now crying about how the wolf nearly killed him," Bouncer number one told her.

      "Shoot! We can't have the police in here again. We already have one strike for the last incident. Leo will be pissed," Bouncer number two said, and then he turned to Deacon and said, "If you're gonna run, you need to get the heck out of here now."

      "Run? What for?" Deacon frowned. "I did nothing wrong. Besides, I'm just as good as screwed. Better I stay here than have Leo or anyone else answering for my actions."

      "Deacon, I'm so sorry," Monica said.

      "None of this is your fault. If that punk had kept his hands to himself, none of this would've happened. I did what I did and I'd do it again."

      When the cops arrived, most everyone stopped mingling and dancing to cast curious glances their way. Even Brianna came running out of nowhere.

      "Monica, what happened?" she asked.

      "I can't talk right now," Monica said, anxiously, looking on in horror as the cops ushered Deacon through the crowd and toward the door.

      Deacon turned around. "You go home. Don't put yourself in danger tonight. Go home."

      “But Deacon…"

      The thick crowd made it difficult for her to keep up with him and the cops.

      "Monica! Answer me," Brianna demanded. "What just happened?"

      "Evan's here. He cornered me and Deacon came over to help."

      "Who's Deacon? And where are you going?"

      "Brianna, no time to talk."

      Monica slipped off her stilettos and shoved her way through the throng of people and out the door where two cop cruisers had pulled up alongside the entrance. In addition to Deacon and the bouncer recounting what happened, Evan was being aided for having a bloodied and bruised noise. Monica hadn't even remembered Deacon hitting Evan. Had Evan done this to himself? She had a sick feeling in her stomach and if she hadn't held off on eating before Brianna picked her up earlier, she probably would've been hurling on the ground.

      Monica approached the cops, intent on making this right.

      "Is this the girl he had hemmed up against the wall?" the cop asked.

      "Yup," the bouncer said.

      "Ma'am, what's your name?"

      "It's Monica Collins. Officer, please don't hold this against Deacon, he was only helping me. As you can see, Evan's the one who's clearly had too much to drink," she stated.

      The cop put his hands on his hips. "He's also the one with a busted nose. Did you see the whole thing?"

      "Yes. Deacon never punched him. If Evan is saying otherwise, that's a lie."

      Evan ran up just as she was finished giving her statement and screamed, "You  lying whore! This is a cheating jerk. Don't believe her. Those two dogs have probably harassed her and they must have pumped her full of lies to tell on me."

      Deacon stepped out in front of Monica and growled at Evan. The sound of it wasn't something just any old human could make. This was pure animal. Pure rage. Deacon's rage.

      "Did you forget what I told you in there?" Deacon asked between clenched teeth. "Do you think I give a harass that the cops are standing here? You do or say anything else to hurt her and I'll pound your face so hard on this ground, you'll suffer from more than just a little nose bleed."

      Evan backed up a full six to eight feet.

      "Alright, alright," the cop intervened. "That's enough from the both of you."

      "You're right, that's enough. I wanna press charges," Evan shouted.

      "No!" Monica exclaimed. "You do not get to press charges on a man that came to my defense."

      "Monica." Deacon shook her head. "It's okay. Don't get yourself upset over this. I've got this."

      "Deacon, this wasn't supposed to happen," she said. "All I wanted to do was find you. I didn't know he'd be here."

      "All things happen for a reason." He handed her the drawstring bag he'd been holding on to all along. "Hold this for me, okay? I'd rather you keep it than check it into the jail."

      "The jail…?" she mumbled, reluctantly accepting his bag of belongings. "This is unfair."

      "Alright, that's enough. Let's get going, son," the cop interjected.

      "Our time is always cut short," she said, frowning. "I wanted to ask you about the hummingbirds."

      His expression stilled and grew serious. "You know about the hummingbirds?"

      "I…" Her mind reeled with confusion and she sighed with exasperation. Of all the things she wanted to tell him and to thank him for, she had to go and mention the birds instead. “Look, I’m so confused. Where can I find you?"

      Deacon half laughed. "After this, do you really want to find me?"

      Monica swallowed hard, disturbed at the thought of not seeing him again. "Of course."

      "I'll find you. Go now and let me take care of this," he said firmly.

      "Come on, son," the cop urged. "You could have talked about some birds peacefully inside instead of punching dude in the face. You know who he is, right?"

      "I don't care who he is," Deacon grumbled. "If you're gonna arrest me, arrest me. I choose to remain silent."

      The cop pushed Deacon toward his cruiser.

      Evan crossed his arm over his chest. "Yeah, let's see how you take care of these assault charges." He had a nasty frown on his face.

      "Actually Sir, we're gonna have to take both of you in," the cop told Evan. "He needs to answer some more questions. And you're drunk off your rear disturbing the peace. You'll be charged as well."

      "No, the heck I won't. My daddy’s the judge! I have lawyers…" Evan's protests went on and on as the cop dragged him toward the cruiser and shoved him in the back seat.

      Deacon, on the other hand, went willingly. He showed no fear. And it seemed he had no remorse for what he'd done.

      Monica felt terrible. She brought her palms up to cover her face and blew outward in frustration.

      What had just happened? How was she going to make this right?
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      When Monica had gone down to the county jail only a few minutes after Deacon had been booked, they'd informed her that they likely wouldn't be letting him go until he'd already been questioned by the Sheriff. And it happened to be a night that the Sheriff was out until early that morning. Thinking that she would be the one to bail Deacon out of jail first thing in the morning, she'd gone home and then set her alarm clock for the crack of dawn. But when she arrived at the county jail, like a rogue, Deacon was gone.

      "What happened to him?" Monica asked the clerk behind the counter.

      "Ma'am, I don't have all that information. His file has been pulled. He was released this morning. If you don't see him out in the waiting area, he's long gone. None of them shifters like to stay locked up long. Once they get outside the gates, they move fast."

      Monica sighed. "Thanks." She walked away from the counter. She was relieved that Deacon wasn't locked up in jail, but she was now back at square one—finding out where he was. And this time, she knew he wanted to see her. She had his bag. Of course, she wanted to believe that he would want to see her if she hadn't kept his bag for him.

      When she walked outside and looked up at the skies, the drab gray clouds reminded her of the afternoon she met Deacon Remy on the side of the road. That day, he had been her only reassurance that everything would be okay. Even now she craved his presence. She needed to know that everything was okay and that he wouldn't skip town again so soon.
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      The trip to the mountains took Monica a little over thirty minutes. She probably could've gotten there in less time, but once she saw a glimpse of the mountains she couldn't help but to slow down and admire the views. Even the air was cleaner out here and she drove with her windows down all the way to the market.

      Her first stop was a grocery store called Pat's Grocery and Eatery. The store even had public restrooms that looked halfway decent. She sipped on a mug of iced coffee the whole way here knowing she'd need the extra caffeine due to the lack of sleep she'd gotten last night. Her bladder had protested halfway to her destination, but between the valleys and the mountains there were few places that catered to the public. She had passed a meat cutting place several miles up the road that claimed they had public restrooms, but evidently she didn't need to go that badly. Every other traveler must have had the same idea, because when she entered the grocery store there was a short wait to access one of the bathroom stalls.

      Before leaving the store, Monica picked up some snacks and other items and took them over to the cashier.

      "Hi," Monica said, hoping to make small talk.

      "Hey." The girl made it a point to avoid Monica's gaze as she wrung up the items.

      Monica tried again. "This is my first time in the mountains. I've lived in Aspen Valley for several years and now I wish that I'd come out here sooner. It's so beautiful."

      "You'll like it, I guess." The cashier shrugged. "It's quiet and peaceful."

      "How long have you lived out here?" Monica asked.

      "For three months. My family and I moved from Georgia when a paper mill was built in the middle of our neighborhood. We couldn't survive in that type of environment, you know…"

      The cashier finally looked up, showing off the prettiest set of green eyes that Monica had ever seen. The way her irises were shaped reminded Monica of Deacon's.

      "Your total comes to twenty dollars and eighty-eight cents," the cashier said.

      Monica handed her an American Express card and then asked, "If I wanted to get my car checked out before heading back into the valley, where would I go for that? Is there a place nearby? Like an auto body shop?"

      "Not really. The one they had out here has been closed for over a year. There's a mechanic working out of the gas station right next door to it though."

      "Thank you. I think I'll look into that before I leave. Where is it exactly?"

      "You'll turn right out of the parking lot and then you'll need to take East Edgefield Road for about half a mile. It's right on the side of the road. You won't miss it." The cashier gave Monica back the credit card and a receipt to sign.

      "Thanks again." She grabbed her bags off the counter.

      "Hey," the cashier called out, stopping Monica before she could take another step. "Where are you staying again?"

      "Um…with a friend. We're camping." Monica smiled.

      The cashier's nose flared and then she said, "Sure."

      Monica rushed out of the store with her bag, eager to see where her next stop would lead her. Hopefully right back with the man who filled her dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          13

        

      

    
    
      Except for a few stray benches and utility tables, the auto repair shop was abandoned. Metal, engine grease, and gasoline smells still lingered on some of the surfaces and old, rusted parts. All the locks had been broken. The windows had been busted out and cigarette butts and empty beer cans littered the floor. Deacon even caught sight of drug paraphernalia on the floor. Roy, the manager at the gas station, mentioned something about how teens would linger inside every now and then. He'd run them off if they were up to no good, but most of them were just looking for a place to hang out with their friends.

      Seeing the place this way left him in an odd state of disappointment. When he bought the place at eighteen, this wasn't the vision he had. He had never planned to leave here without realizing his dream of being one of the best motorcycle and vehicle repair shops in the State.

      The second level above the wait room and office looked the same. Beer cans, trash, and all kinds of things that Deacon preferred not to pick up with his bare hands littered the floor. The mess was evidence that he needed to decide on what to do with the place.

      Roy had been trying to get Deacon to sell the place to him even before he left town. For whatever reason, Deacon couldn't bear to let the place go. Even now, he realized that the shop probably meant more to him than the farm he grew up on. Aside from a motorcycle that he'd bought from a junk yard on the day he got his driver's license, this building was among the first things that he'd ever owned and outright bought with his own money. Now he was standing here at a crossroads in the center of the shop.

      If he took Luke's advice by restoring the place with plans of reopening the auto repair shop again, that would mean moving back to Aspen Valley—for good. If he sold the building and the land to Roy, he'd have enough funds to take back with him to Tunica and start up another auto repair shop of his own. Either way, Luke was right. Deacon wanted to get back to doing what he did best and what he enjoyed doing most. Sure he could try to buy another farm and live off the land, but he'd never had a green thumb like his grandmama. He could bring an engine back to life faster than he could revive a bed of wilted flowers.

      This shouldn't have been a difficult decision. It was a no-brainer, but his mind kept going back to Monica. He wanted to get to know her so badly. She had everything she needed here. She had family here, she had a career here, and she was respected by the people here. He didn't want to ruin that for her. He had no right to take her back to Tunica where he could claim her for himself and his wolf. Just like her dad, Deacon wanted her to have only what was best for her.

      His wolf had other ideas—the wolf saw what was his and he craved. In the quest to claim a true mate, was it ever honorable to put a mate in a position to do something that wasn't in their best interests? He and Monica were like night and day. She was the daughter of a prominent doctor and he was the rogue without immediate goals. He lived by the day never knowing if tomorrow would bring more bad luck for him.

      After getting all of Evan's frivolous charges against him dropped and being released from jail, Deacon's actions afterward told him what his intentions were. He'd given himself up to his wolf and retraced his route straight to Monica Collin's front door. Well…not exactly at her front door. But he made it to the cul-de-sac in front of the mansion where he could view the front courtyard. Her car wasn't there and after skirting the property for a while, there had been no signs of anyone in the house. His first instincts were that she'd gone to work that morning—except it was Saturday. Or maybe she had spent the night with the friend she'd come to LIVE with. Or maybe she'd reconciled issues with her coward-rear ex-boyfriend.

      What was he thinking anyway…going to her home uninvited? He knew exactly why. He needed her. After a night spent in jail, he'd been at his lowest emotionally. His wolf's only instinct was to seek someone that seemed to genuinely care about him. It was no mystery that Monica had uprooted those feelings in his wolf.

      After lingering for another half hour, her neighbors woke up and meandered out of their homes, and he decided he had to move out before he was caught and labeled a thief or trespasser. Accusations that would only land him back in jail. So he left, retrieved his motorcycle from the back of LIVE nightclub where he had parked it Saturday night, and returned to the rented bunkhouse in the mountains.

      The wolf wanted to venture out again, so here he was standing in the place that brought back so many memories.

      The sound of a car engine drowned out his thoughts. He heard loose gravel give way as if the car was coming to a stop near the entryway of the shop. He listened carefully, trying to identify the type of car by listening to the purr of its engine. The sound didn't belong to a clunky or anything needing repair. This engine was in a class with high caliber.

      He rushed outside immediately to confirm that his instincts were spot on. Monica was getting out of her red Corvette when he pushed through the front door. He'd never been more happier to see anyone again in his life. She'd come to him and that meant the world to him.

      When she rose to her full height and flashed the most beautiful smile that Deacon had ever seen, his heart fluttered wildly. His racing heartbeat wasn't his only reaction to seeing her. The mate mark on his left forearm heated on his skin.

      Deacon went out to meet her in the front of the shop.

      "Hey." He grinned. His words left him. Instead, he focused on her beauty and the way her eyes lit up when she looked at him.

      "Hi," she said, shyly.

      "You came…?"

      "Yeah, I thought you weren't here at first. I didn't see your motorcycle," she said.

      He grinned. "I didn't the bike today. I ran."

      Her gaze fluttered across his body. He couldn't be certain, but he figured she was imagining what he looked like after a shift.

      "You didn't have to come all this way for me," he said.

      "Call me persistent but I like to show my appreciation when someone does me a favor," she said.

      "If you're talking about what happened last night, that wasn't a favor. That was my duty. I'd never stand by and let a man take advantage of a woman like that."

      "I was thankful for that too, but I never ever got a chance to thank you for getting me home on the night of the storm," she said. "So…thank you." She gestured to the inside of her car. "I've got your bag and a gift for you."

      "You didn't have to get anything for me," he said.

      She handed over his drawstring bag and another gift bag. "But I did. By the way, that bag is pretty heavy."

      "Probably because there are rolls of coins in side and several thousand dollars in cash. You didn't look?"

      She gasped. "Of course not. I'm not a snoop, but seriously, you handed me a several thousand dollars to keep for you…just like that. I could have skipped town with that."

      He grinned. "I trust you enough."

      She rolled her eyes. "You really need to get that into a bank."

      He shrugged. "So, I've been told. Apparently, my underground safe and vaults down in Tunica aren't enough."

      Monica shook her head. "You're risking it."

      He pulled a small box from the other bag she gave him. He was taken by surprise when he realized what the gift was.

      He smiled. "You weren't kidding when you said you knew about the hummingbird feeders. Thank you." He couldn't remember the last time that someone had given him a gift. A physical gift. Something picked out just for him. He was floored by her thoughtfulness.

      "It's made of spun glass. I really like the dark violet color. I spotted them hanging in the window of a tourist shop when I was filling up my gas tank this morning. I thought of you and these dreams I'm having when I saw them."

      "So, then you're here to ask me about your dreams and what they must mean?"

      "That's not all. Can I treat you to lunch or something?" she asked, blushing.

      Deacon smiled. He was flattered that she cared enough to ask.

      When he didn't answer right away, she said, "Looks like you've been working. If you're busy, that's okay."

      "No. No, I'm not busy at all. Yes, we can have lunch," he replied. "But you do know that they've issued another tornado warning for the Valley area, right?"

      "Well, luckily, I'm not in the Valley," she said.

      "We'll get the thunderstorm out here too. I trust that you don't want to be on the road again when that happens."

      She grinned. "Depends."

      He narrowed his gaze.

      "It's not every day that I get rescued by a hot hunk on a motorcycle."

      He chuckled. "Alright, fair enough. This would be a great time for me to make a better impression. The first two times we ran into each other wasn't what I would call an ideal introduction. I was just finishing up in here, but I'll take you up on that lunch offer. We'll get a quick lunch in before the storms roll through."

      Monica glanced out behind him and asked, "Is this your auto repair shop?"

      "Yes, it's mine. And it used to be a repair shop. I kind of abandoned it," he replied.

      "Can I look inside?" she asked.

      "Sure. I'm needing a second opinion on whether I should keep it."

      He held out his palm for her and there was no hesitation on her part when she slipped her hand inside his. There was a tingling sensation in the pit of his stomach and the very air around them electrified. He couldn't remember the last time he had been this excited about spending time with a woman. He wanted to impress her, but he knew he had very little, but that didn't stop him from wanting to spend this moment with her.
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      For the first half hour, they exchanged small talk on the first level, discussing what the auto repair shop used to be and what it meant to Deacon. They finally made it to the second level which overlooked the highway and had a nice view of the mountain tops. The interior of the small space kind of reminded her of the studio apartment she used to rent out in college. A small kitchen area, a closed off bathroom, and one great big living area.

      "This is where me and my grandpa used to stay when times got rough. I was lucky that I didn't have the level converted into storage when I first bought the place. It was only meant to be used for occasional naps by the guys that used to work for me," he commented.

      "So you slept here for a few months after your grandpa lost the farm?" she asked.

      "Hmmm, more like two months. I sort of have an advantage. With me being a shifter, I spent a lot of time outdoors. I can navigate the mountainside in wolf form easily without getting lost."

      "Even if I had a map, I'd probably still get lost out here. There's a lot of terrain to cover."

      Monica picked up a small vase sitting on the windowsill and admired the hand painted flower and hummingbird design on it. She used her thumb to rub the dust away to see the hummingbird clearly.

      "My grandmama painted that. When she wasn't selling bouquets, she liked to paint and take care of her gardens. A lot of her things got sold with the farm, but the vase one of the few pieces we brought down with us. What we couldn't keep here, we kept in a storage unit on the Lombardi property."

      "It's beautiful," she said, holding it in her hand as she walked about the small space.

      "Like you, yes. You're very beautiful," he said.

      His voice was so soft that she almost missed the sentiment. He seemed to stare at her intently as if in a trace. Her temperature rose as he gazed upon her, but she blamed her reaction on the sun rays gleaming through the window and folding over her skin.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "So what do you think? Renovate or start over from scratch somewhere else."

      "Well, if I give you my opinion, I'm going to be a little biased," she replied.

      "Hmmm, a biased answer is just as good as any other," Deacon said, resting on the edge of an old metal desk.

      "I think you should keep it and, if you have the resources, renovate it. It could make you good profit in the end. Aspen Valley is always in need of a good auto mechanic and I think the residents here will really appreciate the fact that they won't have to drive across town to have their car looked at."

      "Good point. What's so biased about that?" he asked.

      "Well, I'm biased because I kind of want you to stick around." She smiled, sheepishly.

      "Kind of?" he teased, a grin twitching at his lips.

      "Yeah…sort of." She blushed.

      "Well, haven't you thanked me enough for that one favor," he continued.

      "I like to go above and beyond." She walked toward him and placed the vase down on the metal desk beside him.

      "I figured that about you. You're a good girl who has probably done nothing bad in her life," he noted.

      "You'd be surprised," she countered. "I'm not exactly a saint."

      He grinned and held out his arms. "Well neither am I. Some people like it and some people don't."

      "Well then…I like you just fine," she told him.

      He lowered his gaze momentarily and Monica witnessed as the color on his cheeks deepen in crimson. She found his reaction cute. She couldn't remember the last time she'd made a man blush.

      "Is it true what they say about rogue wolves?" she asked out of the blue.

      "Depends," he replied. "Where'd you learn that term?"

      "I know people. After you left without saying goodbye on the night of the storm, I was so determined to find you. I didn't want you to leave here thinking that I'm some rude, spoiled rich brat or something. My dad can be a pain sometimes."

      "If I were your dad, I'd be a pain about who hung out with my daughter too."

      "Well, are you a rogue?"

      "That term is used loosely, but I've been away from my Pack for over a year. In theory, I am known as a rogue."

      "Is something wrong with the Pack here?" she asked.

      "No, not at all. Under the current Alpha, the Pack is said to be in a much stronger position than they were before. Word gets around fast in any Pack and a wolf's reputation is everything. My family fell on some hard times. The things my parents and my grandpa did to survive didn't sit well with my Pack members. Even to this day, I'm the only living Remy in Aspen Valley. Naturally I've had to answer for a lot of the decisions my family made. I'm trying to make it right and do what I can."

      "That's a sign that someone else's past decisions have nothing to do with your current decisions. The fact that you're trying to make things right says a lot about your character," she said.

      "I've learned a lot over the years about what I really want."

      "What you really want…?" She contemplated on his response. "My source also says that rogues don't stick around. Is that true?"

      "Depends on who you ask, but I like to think that a rogue is just a person in search of a place where they truly belong. They long to feel wanted…and needed."

      "That sounds fair, but do you think that sometimes the rogue refuses to see that he is in fact wanted and needed."

      He was silent for a moment and his jaw wrinkled with his uncertain thoughts.

      "Maybe the rogue has just lost his way. Maybe it takes coming across a beautiful distraction in the middle of a storm to help him find it again."

      She was just inches in front of him. With him sitting on the desk and her standing, they were eye to eye. The sun gleamed against his sandy brown hair and his moonlight blue gaze bathed her tenderly. An invisible web of attraction rose between them. She took the first step to close the distance between them. She couldn't help herself and found her fingers tracing the heated veins and taut muscles on his arms. His cool breath fanned against her face on a sigh as her fingertips lightly grazed the raised mark resembling a hummingbird on his arm.

      "I…uh…" she whispered.

      "Monica?" His voice held an edge of uncertainty.

      "I don't know what's going on with me. I've never felt this way. I keep seeing these birds in my dreams and…" She shook her head, trying to re-enact her visions. "Sometimes you're there. But usually all I see is the wolf and the birds. I don't know what it means. All those hummingbirds…" She bit her lip in frustration.

      "It's okay," Deacon said, softly. "We'll figure this out."

      He grabbed both of her hands with his and she squeezed reassuringly and then slipped herself between his open thighs. He let one of her hands go, slid a finger beneath her chin, and then titled her face upward. She released a sigh, falling deeper into his arms. Her heavy eyelids fluttered closed, but she parted her lips, inviting him…

      He angled his mouth over hers, touching his lips to her lips. When they came together, his taste reminded him of something sweet and tangy—like wine. His lips were gentle and soft as they coaxed her into a deeper kiss. His tongue probed hers, instigated the most sensual dance between them. His kiss sang through her veins, igniting passion within her. The way he kissed her with slow, drugging never ending caresses against her lips took her to a place of divine ecstasy—a place that she didn't want to leave. Her fingers had somehow gotten wrapped up in his shirt. She was grasping at his shirt, pulling him possessively to her. Time must have stopped for this moment. Her thoughts spun and the only thing that mattered was being wrapped in Deacon's warmth.

      They parted from the kiss, short of breath and panting.

      She wanted more. She slipped her fingers between his neck and recaptured his lips. He obliged her silent request, returning her kiss as if she were the only thing that mattered. When they separated, he left her mouth burning with fire and pressed his forehead to her forehead.

      "If I don't stop now, I'll end up doing roguish things to you," he said.

      She caught his gaze while still caressing the nape of his neck and asked, "Well then, I just might encourage you to keep going."

      He kissed her once more on the lips, then her left cheek, her right temple…and then the tip of her nose.

      "I'm not going anywhere without you. I promise," he told her.

      Monica's belly rumbled loudly reminding her that she was running off coffee and snacks. Her cheeks heated in embarrassment and she laughed.

      "I guess I really need to eat lunch now."

      He chuckled. "No kidding. I won't have any mate of mine going hungry. Let's get you fed."

      She took his hand and then stopped short of the door when she recalled what he said. "Mate?"

      He paused and then said, "Yes, mate. We're almost certain."

      Before she could grill him again like she'd been doing for the past hour, he led her down the stairs to the first level and then outside where her Corvette was waiting.

      Deacon opened the driver's side door for her and she slipped inside. He jumped in on the passenger's side, stretching his long legs as far as they would go in her little sports car.

      "So where to?" she asked, starting the engine.

      "I know this place down at the market that serves some really great tacos. And there's a sandwich shop right across the street if you don't want anything to heavy."

      "I could probably eat a dozen tacos right now," she commented.

      "Cool. We have a few more hours until that storm rolls through. And before you get any ideas, we'll take cover long before that happens."

      Monica stole another quick glance at him before pulling out of the parking lot and onto the main highway. Being with him felt so right and the void she'd felt for as long as she could remember had vanished.
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      Monica was lying on her back on a blanket with her arms folded behind her head, watching the clouds come and go and change from a misty white to a dark gray color. Deacon was in a similar position, but his eyes were closed and he looked so peaceful. They were on the ground by the lake and had just finished their lunch while enjoying the views.

      Monica could tell Deacon loved being out in nature. He'd already told her that he could sense when the first drops of rain where about to hit, so she wasn't worried about being stuck out here during the downpour. In fact, she wasn't worried at all. As long as Deacon was here, she knew she'd be safe. He'd already proven himself to her.

      "Tell me about the dreams you've been having," Deacon said.

      "When I'm deep in the dream I keep seeing this wolf. His fur is the same color as your hair. Sandy brown. His eyes and your eyes are the same. Moonlight blue. Then the wolf fades away and I see hummingbirds. There are feeders hanging in these big trees and I just see dozens and dozens of hummingbirds coming to feed. And it feels like I'm there. I'm talking to someone, but when I think they'll respond back, my dream ends."

      "The trees are on a farm. The farm is near a river. There are three barns behind a two story ranch house," he said.

      "Exactly." She turned on her side. "And under each tree there are flower beds. Some with roses, some with tulips, and then my favorite flower, the ca—"

      "The Calla Lily," he finished her sentence.

      "Are we having the same dream?"

      Deacon smiled. "I've been dreaming of something else lately. Of you, actually. But your dreams were once my reality. I used to live on a farm. Remember I mentioned that my grandmama was a florist?"

      Monica nodded.

      "She planted dozens of beds of flowers," he said.

      "And the hummingbirds? Did your farm have hummingbirds?"

      "I hung the hummingbird feeders in the trees because my wolf used to watch them when he wasn't napping in the shade. I used to hang lots of them so they'd come. Hummingbirds are very territorial, kind of like us wolves. They each like to have a feeder to themselves. As long as they were left alone, had food, and I didn't bother their nests, they'd come back year after year.  Most of them don't weigh more than a dime, but they are actually very intelligent creatures. Whenever one of them ran out of nectar, I'd get a nasty buzzing and chirping in my ear. They were persistent. It didn't matter if I had just drifted off to sleep. They wouldn't stop until I had shifted back to human form and I was on the way to the shed to refill the feeder. They knew exactly where I stored the food."

      She smiled, just thinking about a group little birds nagging a grown man for food. "That's funny, but I bet they're so beautiful when they come together. I'd like to see that one day."

      "I'll show you. I know they're around here somewhere. Maybe they'll come out after this storm passes," he said.

      "Do you think they still come out to the farm looking for you?"

      He sighed. "I'm sure they did in the weeks after we lost it, but they're smart birds. They've probably moved on. I rode by the farm the other day. My grandma's flowers are still blooming, of course. The place looks really nice. They've changed it, but it's still in good condition."

      "Would you buy it back if you had the money?"

      "If there was an opportunity I would, but a family lives there now. Two young boys…no more than six years old. And there was a little girl swinging in the back yard. Seeing that family made me realize that I want one of my own and a farm just like that, even if I have to start over."

      "It's okay to start over," Monica said. "I'm learning that myself."

      He rolled over on his side and propped up his chin in his palm.

      "I feel so alive right now with you. When I left Tunica, I thought I'd run into nothing but hostility and bad memories when I got here. Instead I found you, and then I accomplished everything I said I would here."

      "And that was?"

      "To pay my family debt. I never meant to stay. I just wanted to settle old ties so my conscious would be at peace. My plan was to take the leftovers and buy a farm in Tunica. Now I'm not so sure about that. My heart is elsewhere."

      "Is that why you were carrying around all that money?"

      He chuckled. "Yes."

      "I think you should buy your farm. That's what'll make you happy, right?"

      "I don't know that it'll make me happier or more satisfied than I am right now. That's the thing. I'm just as confused as you are about this whole dream thing but I've never been any more certain that this isn't just a coincidence."

      "Mate," she said, softly. "Earlier you said you won't let any mate of yours go hungry. What does that mean?"

      "It felt right to say that," he replied. "You know that wolves mate, right?"

      "Yes. I see announcements of your matings in the newsletter all the time. Right along with all the weddings."

      "Well, when we mate, it's for life. And how we tell that someone is our true mate is if we both have something very special in common."

      "Of course. People fall in love and are attracted to each other all the time. And when they have something in common, that makes it so much sweeter."

      "By in common, I don't mean like a favorite food or book or similar goals…or even financial status. Something deeper…"

      She swallowed. "Are you talking about the dreams?"

      He nodded. "Your dreams were the first indication that we had something in common. No one, except close family members, knows that I befriend hummingbirds whenever I see them. I'm connected to them because I find them to be fascinating creatures, but I'm also connected because my birthmark resembles one."

      "Yes." She looked down at his forearm resting between them on the blanket. The mark was there on his skin as clear as day. "I saw the mark for the first time at the nightclub."

      "I was born with this. It's not always visible, but it's never been this noticeable before to the point where others can see it. What's so special about it is that my birthmark is also my mate mark."

      "Mate mark?"

      "When a wolf has found his intended mate and they're together for the first time, the mate mark leaves a lasting imprint on the woman."

      "Like a brand?"

      "Yes, Monica. It's basically the equivalent of claiming her. Once the imprinting begins, it can't be reversed."

      "How does it happen?"

      "Primarily sex. Sometimes, it just happens when true mates are in the presence of each other."

      "Hmmm…maybe that explains why these dreams started the first night we met."

      "Possibly. We never crossed paths before that day. At least I don't think."

      "I've been in Aspen Valley for five years and if we had crossed paths before I would've remembered you. You're eye candy. I'm thinking I need to keep close tabs on you. Most of the women in Aspen Valley are eager for hot roguish hunks like you, but I saw you first." She smiled suggestively.

      Deacon touched her chin, pressing his thumb delicately against her skin. "You have nothing to worry about. A wolf never strays from his mate."

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and they both listened intently.

      "We've got maybe fifteen minutes until it pours," he noted.

      "Have you ever considered a career as a meteorologist?" she asked.

      "Not really. I'm more skilled in the art of using my hands."

      "Hmmm…"

      "What are you thinking?"

      She shrugged. "That I want to test that theory."

      "I'll allow you to quiz me all you want when I get you to the bunkhouse." He lifted himself upward into a sitting position. "Still having car issues?"

      "I wasn't talking about using your hands to fix my car."

      Sexual tension fused with the air around them. He gave her his full attention, casting a seductive look at her.

      "Don't get me wrong, Monica. I want you, but I want the best for you."

      "If we are what you think we are to each other, wouldn't you want to know? Wouldn't you want to find out before you leave town?"

      "Who said I was leaving town?"

      "I fear you might leave me here with only these dreams to remember you by," she replied.

      "I won't leave you. A wolf protects, provides, and loves his woman. I'll do all of those things for you and I can do all of those things for you without jeopardizing your family's reputation in Aspen Valley and your relationship with your dad."

      "I think you worry too much," she told him. "Doesn't it go both ways? I won't ask you to do all those things for me without providing the same in return. If we worried about what others thought about this, we'd never by happy…so why bother?"

      With the storms threatening their perfect day by the lake, Deacon took her mouth in a breath stealing kiss. This time his lips were hungry and demanding against hers. Without a doubt, he was the master of tantalizing kisses that seemed to caress every fiber of her being. He broke the kiss and with no further warning, he scooped her and the blanket up off the ground, and walked toward the car.

      "You'll always be a beautiful distraction, but I don't want you to get wet out here. Let's go to my bunkhouse."

      Monica made no protests as he took her all the way to her Corvette. She felt secure, protected, and …so right in his arms. The same vibrant feeling that had radiated through her on the day they first met was the same heat that radiated through her now, connecting them in ways she could never imagine.
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      "It’s not much but all the bigger cabins were rented out," Deacon exclaimed, as he moved some of his belongings from a small couch onto an end table.

      There was a sleeping area to the left of them, a mini kitchenette to the right, and then two smaller closed off areas, probably the bedroom and bathroom. The unit reminded Monica of a hotel suite and couldn't have been over 1000 square feet.

      "I'll upgrade to a bigger unit as soon as one becomes available," he continued.

      "For one guy, I think this serves its purpose just fine," she said.

      Deacon grinned. "It's probably the size of your closet."

      "Well…" She looked around.

      He chuckled. "I was only kidding, but come to think of it, you live in a big rear mansion."

      She smiled. "It's more trouble than it's worth. That's what my mom says anyway. She's been so busy with her missions, but she'd probably love camping out here. My dad has always lived in homes bigger than some of the corporate buildings in Aspen Valley. So when they moved to Aspen Valley five years ago, they agreed that he would pick the house since he'd be spending the most time in it."

      "Is your mom not in Aspen Valley?"

      "Not right now. My mom volunteers overseas at least six times a year. Right now, she's living in a ten bedroom unit in Suriname with members of a global ministries group. They're working with orphaned eight and nine year olds teaching them about health and wellness and all that stuff."

      "Hmmm, that's generous of her," he said. "My mom and dad left me with my grandparents when I was young."

      She frowned. "Do you still see them?"

      "Nope, not at all. I guess you can say I was abandoned. My mom was five months pregnant when she left with my dad, so I've probably got grown brothers and sisters I don't know about."

      "That's unfortunate. But since you kept your family's last name, couldn't you find your siblings if you wanted to?"

      "Probably," he said. "Would you like a drink? I've got beer, some red wine…pop."

      "I'll take some wine," she said.

      Monica watched as he took the drawstring bag that she gave him earlier and knelt on the floor beside a couch with it. He lifted several one foot sections from the floorboards and then pulled out what looked to be an iron-clad indestructible safe. With a few turns of the lock, he flipped the seal and opened the lid, revealing stacks of Benjamins inside. He dumped the contents of the drawstring bag in the safe and slammed the lid shut.

      "Um…" she mumbled. Monica wasn't exactly broke and she was worth nearly half a million dollars according to her trust fund manager, but she'd never seen so much cash all in one place in her life.

      "I trust you'll keep my secret," he said. Then he stood, took her by the hand, and led her into the kitchen area.

      "Um…you really need to find a bank to put all that in."

      "I'm working on that. I'm actually employed by a casino in Tunica. I keep my dough in safes and vaults. I've never done business with banks."

      He pulled out a bottle of red wine and a glass from a cabinet.

      "I think maybe you should find a banker," she told him, still in shock over the amount of cash he was carrying around on him. "You know, you're not exactly poor yourself."

      "To tell you the truth, I live way below my means. Way below it. It's the only way I know how to live. I grew up living off the land and I kind of have an advantage being a wolf shifter. I eat corn flakes for breakfast most days. Steak and eggs if I'm lucky and have time. I hunt with the Pack for lunch or go grab a burger or pork chop. I gobble up whatever is in my fridge for dinner, and then I have that again for supper." As he spoke, he poured her some wine. "I own maybe three pairs of shoes right now and all my clothes can fit in one duffel bag. If I lose them during a shift, I just visit the mall and buy a couple more outfits to tide me over until I get back home. Whatever I can't carry with me on a road trip, I keep in storage. Mostly my motorcycles and other values that my grandpa and I took from the old farm before the bank seized it. I ah…it's the only way I know how to live really."

      She took a sip of her wine. "Well then…I'm impressed. Maybe I need pointers from you on how to be a minimalist and learning how to save."

      He nodded. "We can learn from each other. I know nothing about banks, so maybe you can teach me."

      "You'll be surprised about what compound interest can do for you," she said. "You have a lot saved already so you're several steps ahead."

      "Over the past year when I was earning this cash, I knew I had many people to pay back. It just became routine for me to sit on my cash rather than spend it or keep gambling it away," he added. "I never knew it would get to be this much."

      "You've worked hard. Not that many people will do that."

      He turned to grab a beer from the fridge and then joined her again over the small center island. "I'm supposed to meet with Garrett Justice, one of the Alpha's brothers, tomorrow afternoon. I used to see Garrett all the time at LIVE when I used to work there. Unfortunately, the Alpha's caught up in other things at the moment, so I'm not sure when we'll be able to talk."

      "Alpha? Is that your Pack leader."

      "Yes. Dane Magnus. You've heard of him?"

      "I hear the name all the time. He owns a bunch of land in Aspen Valley. I didn't know he had brothers."

      "Dane became the Alpha of the Pack after I left. I haven't met him in person yet, but I hope to very soon. I've been on his territory for a a few days and I don't want to seem rude."

      "I'm sure he'll understand. I have heard nothing bad about him. Just that he's very passion about keeping the shifters safe," Monica replied.

      "That's very important right now to them. Some pack members tell me that shifters here are being gunned down for no apparent reason."

      "My friend at the office was telling me about that. That's really scary."

      "Yeah, it is." He rubbed at his jawline and across his beard. "I've been meaning to cleaned this up. Garrett may not be the Alpha, but he's practically his right hand man. He enforces the Pack's rule and could have me chased off their territory with only a couple phone calls."

      "Really? He can do that? Just because you haven't shaved?"

      "Absolutely. If I even look at him wrong on this territory…"

      "Well, gee whizz…"

      "Being a shifter is very different. I may still be a rogue but I still respect the established laws of any Pack's territory I ride through."

      "I guess it makes sense. After all, you don't want to disturb the peace," she said. "I can give you a trim, if you like. I do it for my dad sometimes when he doesn't have time to go in for a hair cut."

      "Yeah, I'd like that."
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      Deacon could only explain the sensation of Monica's hands in his hair as the equivalent to being in paradise. Every time her fingers touched his skin or ran gently through his hair, the wolf within him stirred. She'd already shaved his beard and was now taking her slow time trimming his hair—something he hadn't had done in a few months. If he could have it his way, he'd remain seated on the porch floor between her thighs for hours while she played in his hair like this.

      The rain came down fiercely. The sound of it pelting the roof and the ground put him at ease even more. Wisps of Monica's floral scent mingled with the rain mists floating toward them in the breeze.

      She tousled his hair with her fingers and then ran her palm down his head to stroke his nape. He closed his eyes and reveled in the way he massaged the tension right out of his neck.

      "Looks much better now," she said. "You'll make a great…second…impression with your Alpha's brother."

      "Thank you," he told her. "My hair grows fast. I usually shave myself bald around this time, but by the winter it's shoulder-length again. I take it you'd rather see me with hair."

      "Hmmm, actually I like a little versatility. And with or without hair, you're still a hot hunk," she said.

      She placed the clippers and scissors on the porch right beside them. Before she could remove her hands from his person, Deacon captured one and kissed the inside of her palm.

      He leaned his head back onto her lap. "I can't remember the last time I felt like this. Peaceful. No worries."

      She must have taken the hint because she worked her magic on his scalp again, delicately tugging at his hair.

      "Tell me what it was like for you in Tunica after you left Aspen Valley," she said.

      "I was always busy," he told her. "Of course, I preferred it that way because it left little time to think about all the what-ifs. I worked the security team at one of the biggest casinos in Tunica. Not to bring up any bad memories or anything, but I handled rude rears like your ex nightly. Drama…every single night. During the day, I would go home and work on my motorcycles, hunt with the Pack, count my cash…It's not as exciting as seeing cute babies daily, but I kept sane."

      "You've managed a lot in such a short time all on your own."

      "The last time I requested outside help was to ask the casino owner for a job."

      "It's not a bad thing to ask for help when you need it," she told him.

      "Yeah, but I didn't want to owe anybody else."

      "Well you can owe me anytime you want," she said. "Never forget that."

      Her words held meaning and they were sincere, spoken from the heart. But owing her wasn't what he had in mind, he wanted to have her.

      Deacon turned around to face her, lifting himself up on his knees. Monica brought her hands to cradle his face, and their lips touched. The kisses were sweet and passionate at first, but turned to needy and aggressive in a matter of seconds. Their tongues darted out to meet like hungry lovers. His fingers gripped her waist pulling her forward on the chair so that her thighs were clamped against his sides.

      They only pulled apart momentarily and only long enough for him to gaze into her eyes to witness the passion within them. In just a split second, he knew she wanted him just like he wanted her. She captured his mouth with her own mouth again and he obliged her need of him. For what seemed like forever, he drowned himself in the taste and smell of her. All of his senses--both human and wolf--were heightened. Her heart beat excitedly, even with the pounding of the rain on the rooftops and the rolling thunder in the distance.

      He couldn't take it anymore.

      He needed her. He wanted her.

      "I want you, Monica. If we continue like this…I don't think I can stop," he mumbled against her lips.

      "I don't want you to stop. I want you to show me how much you want me."

      That was all the confirmation Deacon needed. He would show her just how much he wanted her as his mate.
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      Deacon scooped Monica up by the waist and stood. She wrapped her legs around his waist, letting him know that she meant what she said. If they didn't do something about this obvious attraction, she would go crazy.

      She needed and wanted him. Badly.

      He carried her inside and slammed the door shut with his foot. Once they were on the inside, he pressed her back against the wall and kissed her firmly. She moaned aloud the moment this thick shaft pushed up against the seat of her panties. Even with his jeans, she estimated his size to be generous--large enough for her. His lips explored not only her mouth, but her throat, neck…shoulders. She lifted her face to the ceiling and sighed with pleasure, never wanting to leave his embrace.

      The next closest thing to them was the kitchen counter and he sat her down on top of it and continued to kiss her in all the places she'd never been kissed. She caught the tail end of his shirt and tugged upward. Without missing a beat, he tore the shirt over his head and threw out of their way. Her fingers were free to roam his chest, exploring all his sinewy, lean muscles. She teased his hard flesh, tracing her hands all the way down until she reached his rock hard abs, and then further still until her fingers grazed the trail of soft hair leading down into his jeans.

      Monica's heart was racing, her mind and body responding in avid anticipation to Deacon's demanding kisses. She unbuckled his belt and slipped the leather from two of the loops. When she unzipped his fly, his hard cock extended outward as if it was relieved to be free. Her dress was bunched up at her hips and he traced his hands up and down her legs, grabbing the fleshy curves of her thighs. She pulled away from the kiss, pulled up the ends of her dress, and rid herself of the fabric that once separated them.

      He gasped and his eyes drank in the sight of her. Moonlight blue eyes turned to almost a deep violet and his irises changed shapes. He'd revealed his wolf, but this time he did nothing to cover it up. Deacon wasn't the only one doing the appraising. As her gaze swept over him, over the numerous markings, old bruises, and tattoos that covered his chest, she wanted him like a deep need that would never go away. The hummingbird birthmark on his left arm was now a deep ruby color on his skin. Everything about him took her breath away.

      She hook her finger in a come-hither motion, urging him to close the gap between them again. This time she kissed his flesh, starting with the delicate skin just under his jaw and his throat. He smelled of the aftershave she used on him after giving him a trim. She pressed kisses onto his shoulders and chest, reveling in the way he moaned with each touch.

      Deacon picked her up and carried her again, placing her on a soft bed that smelled like him. He shimmied out his pants, letting them fall to the floor around his feet. His briefs fit snugly against him and what turned her on even more was seeing the impression of the thicket and longest cock she'd ever seen tucked behind the fabric. He was so erect that the cockhead had protruded from the waistline.

      Lightning struck somewhere outside and the lights in the room flickering and then shut off completely. Even in the darkened room, she could still make out his rock solid form perfectly. He came toward the bed, reaching out to stroke the underside of her chin.

      "You're beautiful, Monica. And soon, you will be mine," he told her.

      "Yes," she panted. She wanted to be his.

      He shoved down his brief, pushing them down and throwing them aside. Then he grabbed her hand and pulled it to his cock. Something akin to a groan mixed with a soft growl erupted from him. It was the sexiest thing Monica had ever heard. She wanted to please him even more. She stroked his long, thick shaft. Her fingers just barely touched as she pumped him firmly within her grip. Beads of pre-cum leaked from the tip, moistening her palms, creating the most sensual feeling as she pleased him. She leaned forward and kissed her way all the way down his eight pack. Just before she reached his cock, Deacon tilted her chin up and her mouth away and then leaned down to kiss her deeply and reached around her to unclip her bra. The garment fell away from her and her breasts broke free. The bed dipped as he placed both knees on either side of her thighs. He went straight for her breasts, capturing her nipples one after the other into his mouth, teasing and tugging them with the skilled tip of his tongue. She leaned back on her elbows and enjoyed the view, watching as her beaded nipples disappeared between his lips over and over again.

      "Oh goodness Deacon," she mumbled.

      His cock brushed up against her skin more than once and she arched upward, silently seeking more of his touch. He traced a heated trail lower toward her hips with his mouth, drawing all kinds of figures over her body with his tongue. He grabbed the waistband of her panties and tugged them off. When she was completely exposed to him, he wasted no time in finding the source of her excitement. His lips and mouth on her send her into pleasure-filled bliss. Over and over, he tongued her, spreading her pussy lips to delve deeper. He paid diligent attention to her clit, sucking the firm little bud between his lips the same way he had taken her nipples.

      "Oh!" She bit her lip, rocking her hips up, offering herself freely.

      He put on quite a show, looking up at her every now and then to lock gazes with her. As his tongue entered her over and over again, she watched his wide shoulders flex. She grabbed his head and twined her fingers with his hair, the same hair she'd trimmed only moments earlier.

      "Mmmm," he moaned into her pussy, sending a stream of vibrations to her clit that made her toes curl.

      She was done for. She couldn't hold on any longer. The way he was sucking and working her clit so avidly proved that he wanted her to let go. And let go she did. An orgasm of explosive magnitudes ripped through her. The force of her climax nearly drained all of her energy. Her mind went blank as she gave up total control of her body. Her coaxed her all the way to end of her release and then kissed his way back up to her lips.

      "It sounds so sweet when you scream my name that way," he whispered against her mouth.

      Deacon's cock was now pressed firmly to her belly. She lifted her thighs around him, wanting so badly to be taken, filled, and plundered by him.

      "I want you to take me," she whispered, between kisses.

      "If I take you, you will be mine. I am certain of that," he said. "There is no going back."

      "I don't want you to go back. I want you here with me. Never leave me…" she declared.

      "I can never leave you. My mate. I am positive that I will never leave without you."

      He kissed her forehead and positioned his cockhead at her entrance. He sunk in only a couple inches. He was thick and heavy and she liked it that way. She wanted nothing between them. Just Deacon. Flesh to flesh. Hard and unprotected. His massive and perfectly erect her into oblivion. She arched upward, biting her lips and anticipated how much his cock would fill her. She wanted him so badly that she began to relax, and her pussy walls milked him, drawing him inside. She ran her fingers up through his hair, pulling his mouth down to hers. She pushed her tongue inside, tasting herself on him. He took her invite, pulling out all the way and then plunged deep in her juicy sheath.

      She cried out hoarsely through the pleasure-pain. A second tiny orgasm rippled through her as he seated himself to the hilt.

      "You're okay, yes?" he whispered.

      She nodded, trembling in his arms in the aftermath of her small climax. Only having been with one man in this manner in all her life, she had no idea a cock could feel this fulfilling inside her.

      Deacon started out moving deliberately slow, allowing her time to accommodate herself to his size. He reached spots that she never thought possible. Once comfortable, she moved her hips upward with each thrust of his cock. He grabbed her by the waist with his big, rough hands, holding her firmly against the bed. By the look in his eyes, she could tell that his control was fading and something else was taking root inside him. She knew without a doubt what it was. He was not only a man, but also a beast. A wolf needing just as much satisfaction as the man.

      "Make me yours, Deacon."

      That was all the encouragement he needed. He slammed into her again and again, pounding her with the same determination of the rain that pelted the earth outside.

      "Look at me, Monica. Look at me and say it again," he demanded.

      "I'm yours, Deacon," she repeated, catching his gaze and holding it like a vice.

      "Yes," he groaned. "Mine."

      This time her orgasm was a slow built. It started down in the soles of her feet, rising inch by inch across her thing and up through her veins. Her core ignited, searing heat spread through her, and unsated need became mind-blowing fulfilment.

      Her pussy tightened around him. Her fingernails gripped the dampened flesh on his back.

      "Oh…Monica." He groaned his pleasure.

      Without warning, she came undone again. Blinding heat shot outward stripping away the last threads of tension from her body. This climax was heave. And when he joined her with his own release, the simultaneous waves of pure ecstasy took them both. His cock pulsed, filling her with hot seed--streams of it. He harassed her through the aftermath of it all, never letting go, prolonging the best sexual experience she'd had in her life. Even when he sunk against her to catch his breath, his cock remained within her. Semi-erect and semi-hard.

      "That was something else," she panted.

      He breathed heavily against the crevice of her throat. "That means you're pleased, right?"

      She chuckled. "Are you kidding me? That was beyond pleasurable."

      He sighed in relief and then lifted briefly to kiss her. "This is the first time I've ever felt this way about anyone."

      "I'm flattered," she said.

      He started to pull away, but she lured him back into the embrace.

      "Stay here," she said. "You feel so good inside me. So warm."

      Her clit and pussy were still actively pulsing. His cock twitched inside her and his shaft lengthened.

      "Oh…" Monica grinned, surprised by his stamina.

      "I'm getting hard again, Monica. I don't want to hurt you."

      She rolled them over until she was straddling him. "You won't. I can handle this."

      His gaze dropped her breasts and he licked his bottom lip. "Goodness, you're hot. I can't believe my luck."

      He grabbed her hips and titled her forward slightly, pushing his cockhead firmly against her G-spot.

      "Oh my goodness." Her body quaked against him. "I can certainly get used to this."

      "I'm all yours. Take what you need," he told her.

      After several rounds of, they lay on the bed together, listening to their frenzied heartbeats while the thunderstorm raged outside. Before Monica fell asleep that night in Deacon's arms, she knew she belonged with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          19

        

      

    
    
      On Sunday—the morning after--Monica and Deacon woke to the rays of the sun bathing their naked bodies. Her limbs were so sore that it felt like she'd spent hours doing intensive labor. They'd gone at it for several rounds, only stopping when they realized sunrise was only hours away. The man was a sex machine. He even had a hard-on upon rising. After seeing that she was both sore and tired, he told her that he would get cleaned up and make breakfast.

      Something had changed between them. Something had changed about her. She felt it deep down in her soul. Sure, she'd just had the best night of her life, but something else was happening. She couldn't figure out what it was.

      As Monica stood under the hot shower, the heated jet sprays massaged and soothed her aching muscles. She used some of Deacon's shampoo to wash and finger-comb the knots and tangles from her hair. She must have looked a complete and hot mess to Deacon after waking up with matted bed head. Then again, he didn't seem to mind since he had snuggled with her before leaving her to make breakfast.

      Once her thoughts strayed to Deacon and what they did, she couldn't rid her mind of him. And no matter how many times she lathered her body up with soap, after rinsing, she still smelled of Deacon. Of maple and spice. She thought of his lips on her. She thought of his cock in her. She thought of him her. She stood in the shower so long that the water got cold. She hadn't even realized that she'd brought her hands up to caress her nipples.

      What was wrong with her? She'd just had sex about half a dozen times, yet she still wished that Deacon would harass her again. And again. She needed him worst than she needed that first morning cup of coffee.

      She moved her hand downward until her fingers slipped between the folds of her sex. They were already plump and overworked from last night's round, but still she stroked herself hoping that she could at least satisfy herself to where she wasn't staring at Deacon over the breakfast table like a sex addict.

      "Monica?"

      She jumped when she heard her name.

      "Monica…you okay in there?"

      "Yes," she breathed.

      Deacon's shadow came into view behind the shower curtains. "You sure?"

      "I'm sure." She licked her lips. Even the sound of his voice sent pangs of desire rippling through her.

      "Okay. You left the towel and the other stuff I brought for you on the bed. I was just bringing them inside for you," he exclaimed.

      "Thanks."

      She expected to hear the bathroom door close as he made his exit, but he didn't leave the tiny bathroom. She could feel him and scent him still standing there.

      "Monica…I can take care of that if you need me to."

      "Um…what do you mean?"

      "I'm a wolf. I can smell your need. Not only that, I'm your mate and I've just imprinted on you. I know what you need."

      She swallowed.

      "I need you too, Monica. It's how I know you need me," he said.

      She shivered under the cold water. She reached over, turned off the faucet, and then pulled back the curtains to reveal herself wet and naked in the stall.

      He was in nothing but a pair of loose-fitting polyester shorts. His chest was bare. The hair on his head and on his body were still damp from his shower.

      "I don't know what's going on with me," she said, almost in a whisper. "I'm usually not like this."

      "It's normal. Come here." He offered his hand and when she took it, he gently pulled her out of the shower and into his arms.

      "How is this normal?" she asked.

      "We imprint when we have sex with a person. The imprinting makes them crave us even more. It ensures that we reproduce."

      "Does this have anything to do with the mating thing?" she asked.

      "Imprinting would've happened anyway. But because you're my mate, the imprinting will be permanent. Stronger. Like a bond. It's how I knew you needed me."

      "You mean I'll always be horny for you."

      He chuckled. "And I'll always be horny for you. Works both ways. Can't you tell?"

      His cock was already hard as a rock and pressing against her belly. "Of course I can tell."

      "The imprinting is instant, but most of the time, it takes a little longer for the mate mark to appear."

      "You mean the mark that tells me that we're true mates?"

      He nodded. "But I don't need to see the mate mark to know you're mine. There's no way you could've had those dreams and knew the things you did if you weren't mine."

      Monica held up her left arm. "No mark yet, but I can certainly feel something."

      "It will appear when it's time and wherever it wants to appear. The matching mark might even be hiding in plain sight," he said. "But first, let me take care of you."

      He led her over to the bathroom sink and lifted her up so that she sat on the counter.

      "Deacon, you don't have t--"

      He swallowed her protest by taking her mouth and kissing her deeply. She wound her fingers about his neck and kissed him back. He took his time making love to her with his mouth, kissing her throat, along her shoulders, and then paying the utmost attention to her nipples which were now as hard as thimbles. She had her thighs wrapped around his waist, fully expecting him to fill her pussy and harass her again. But when he knelt on the bathroom floor and lifted her legs over his shoulders, she discovered that wasn't the case.

      "Open for me." He breathed on the inside of both of her thighs. "Let me eat your sweet pussy and give you the release you crave."

      Monica's sex clenched under his order, but she immediately did what was requested, opening herself to allow him access. She bit back a cry that turned into a strangled plea for pleasure as she felt his long, hot tongue start from the bottom of her pussy and then drag upward until his lips fully covered her clit.

      She twined her fingers with his damp hair, tugging his mouth to her center like an addict needing a fix. He buried his mouth between her nether lips, grabbed her thighs possessively, and lapped at her clit hungrily. The rousing combination had her cream dripping from her and coating his tongue long before she was ready to come. He dipped lower and thrust deep into her, lapping up her nectar as it spilled from her. He seemed to be just as aroused as she was. He moaned, groaned, and hummed his pleasure right into her. She came, waves of ecstasy flooding over her. The climax lasted nearly a minute with Deacon sucking up every last drop of her juices.

      "You taste good, Monica," he said, rising and then shoving his shorts down to the floor.

      "Do I?" She slid down off of the counter and kissed his mouth. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft as their tongues danced.

      "Mmmm," he moaned.

      She knelt in front of him with her hand still on his cock and took him into her greedy mouth. The sound that erupted from him was a mix of pure shock and pleasure. Her lips stretched around his thick cock, sucking him in until he was nearly halfway in her mouth. She released him long enough to snake her tongue up and down the length of him until his shaft was slick and could be easily stroked.

      "Goodness, Monica, what are you doing to me?"

      She couldn't speak. She didn't want to because he felt and tasted so good in her mouth. Instead, she looked up and locked gazes with him. She must have been doing something right because his eyes were bright with arousal. She moved her mouth over and over him again until his cockhead was deep in the back of her throat, nearly choking her.

      When his fingers gripped the back of her head, pushing inside of her as far as she could stand, she almost passed out from the gamut of emotions running through her. He pulled back until his cock released from her mouth with a pop. Eager for more of his taste, she continued to lick him with firm strokes of her tongue, grabbing and pumping him from base to tip. His veins pulsed ferociously against her tongue. His balls tightened with each stroke. She lapped up the sweet pre-cum that leaked from him.

      "Ah idiot," he exclaimed. "You're going to make me come."

      She slurped at his cockhead and took most of him into her mouth again. He must have gotten impatient with her, because the next thing she knew he had dragged her upward, turned her around, and bent her forward over the sink. This time, he wasn't gentle. He spread her legs and entered her with a blinding force that took her straight into climax. She grabbed at the counter and threw her hips back, meeting him thrust for thrust, sliding her juicy pussy back and forth over his big solid cock.

      "Harder," she screamed.

      He obliged her request, her like a wild animal.

      She loved every second of it. Each stroke felt like Heaven on Earth. The way he leaned down to lick and nibble at the back of her neck drove her to the edge, over it, and back up again. This was sweet torture—the type of torture she never wanted to end.

      When she looked up into the mirror over the sink, she was stunned by the sheer handsomeness of the half man-half beast who looked back at her. The world spun and careened on its axel. Time stopped. The fire of their union spread to her heart. She was both overjoyed and fulfilled.

      His gaze held hers in the mirror. Mine, they screamed.

      "Yours," she declared.

      This time when they came together, the force of it was not only blinding, but deafening. And she thought certain she heard over a dozen hummingbirds buzzing in her ear.
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      After catching a ride with Monica into town, Deacon met Garrett Justice at a little bar not too far from the Aspen Valley-Cross City border. Ever since that first night when Deacon had changed into his wolf form since coming back to Aspen Valley, all his wolf wanted to do was roam in wolf form. He didn't have to lug around bags of cash any longer, so he obliged the wolf.

      "What's going on with the Pack down in Tunica?" Garrett asked, grabbing a handful of peanuts from the small bucket in the center of the table and shelling a few before throwing them in his mouth.

      Garrett was one of the Alpha's older brothers. He acted as an Enforcer for the Pack, but word on the street was that Garrett also acted as the Beta.

      "Nothing newsworthy," Deacon replied. "They call themselves the Wild Horseshoe Wolf Pack. They're not even as half as big as the Aspen Valley Pack. I think they like it that way."

      "They certainly keep to themselves, but that's probably why they don't run into these crazy problems like the rest of us."

      "The Alpha over Wild Horseshoe is nearly fifty years old. He's a no nonsense type of guy. Plus they thrive off the casino business rather than the real estate business," Deacon offered.

      "Yeah. Real estate is Dane's thing. He says you've been going around the town paying folks back for all those debts your grandpa racked up."

      Deacon nodded. "My family racked up the debt, and yes…I came back to pay them."

      "Well, you don't owe the Magnus or Justice family any money. No grievances or hard feelings. Everything's good and we hope it stays that way."

      "I didn't exactly leave the Pack on good terms. I'm not pledged and I want to be. I want to rejoin the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack."

      Garrett leaned back in his chair, assessing Deacon carefully from across the table.

      "You're not bringing any heat with you, are you?"

      "No, of course not. I have a record here though—a long list of misdemeanors and arrests from my younger days, but I stayed out of trouble when I left Aspen Valley. I did, however, get into an altercation Friday night with a guy."

      "Judge Evan Marshal II's son, Evan III?"

      Deacon sat up straight and frowned. "How…?"

      "We may be a big community, but word gets around fast. That kid has become a nutcase. I'm embarrassed for Judge Marshal. He's set to step down this year and I'm almost certain he's trying to pave the way for his son somehow. Looks like Evan III has other plans though."

      "I wanted his hands off my mate, so I threw his rear across the club."

      "Yeah, trust me, I get it. You don't need to explain yourself, bro," Garrett said. "About rejoining us, we still hold initiation meetings every full moon. Do you know where the old Justice family home used to be?"

      "Yes, it's not too far from where I'm staying."

      "Dane wants you to be there when the time comes." Garrett held out his hand and they shook on their agreement. "Welcome back to the Pack, Remy," he said. "You're already making a new name for yourself and that's all that matters."

      Deacon smiled, happy that he'd gone ahead with the meeting in the first place. Neither the Alpha nor his brother had cast stones at him. That was a huge relief.

      "Also, Remy, if you've got time, will you do me a favor?" Garrett asked.

      "Anything…" He was kind of flattered that someone of Garrett's stature was asking him a favor.

      "I'm in the market for a new ride. An SUV. Something used. My mate, Autumn, will be driving back and forth with our baby between the new diner and home and all that. I'm buying local, but I was wondering if you can look under the hood before I lay down the cash. I know you've got an eye for that stuff and I could really use some help."

      "Yeah. I'll do it. You can give me a ring anytime. Or you can just stop by my rental. Right now I'm staying on the Landers property in one of the bunkhouses."

      "I'll do that. I appreciate that. You still got that repair shop up there?"

      "Yeah, actually I held onto it but I'm not in business at the moment. The shops a mess." He paused momentarily and then said, "Give me about six months and I should be up and running again."

      "I'll hold you to it. Another beer?"

      They talked for another half hour until Garrett finally mentioned that his mate, Autumn, was expecting him for dinner. Talks of mates and wives made Deacon realize that he wanted that. He would give anything to go home to Monica's smile every evening. One day, if he worked hard enough, he'd have Monica, the farm he'd always dreamed about buying, and a home big enough to make her happy. He wanted to hear her voice again, but he figured she'd be getting ready for bed since she had to be at work early the next morning. He hoped that he hadn't taken too much of her energy, but last night and earlier this morning, he couldn't help himself. He couldn't get enough of her. Even now, he still wanted her. He didn't know if he'd be able to make it to Friday when she planned to spend the entire weekend with him. But he'd just have to.

      After saying goodbye to Garrett, Deacon decided that he'd take a shortcut through Aspen Valley to get back to the mountains. The terrain was harsh for a man, but as a wolf, he could navigate it quicker than taking the normal route.

      What Deacon didn't expect was to be pursued by two madmen with hunting rifles. When active shots rang out in the air, one bullet flew past his ear and the other hit him square in the shoulder. Fire burned down his legs and a sick feeling churned in his gut. The never-ending pain wretched through him, and he knew he was a dead wolf.

      All he could think about was Monica. If he died out here all alone in his wolf form, she'd never forgive him for leaving, even in death. He couldn't die now. He wanted to keep his promise to her. A promise to never leave her. He didn't want to die a rogue. He wanted to live a happy life with his mate.

      But he was in so much pain. He could smell his own blood as it ran down his left shoulder and down his front leg. Yet, he urged his wolf to keep moving, to keep going. His human conscious and wolf mind were confused. All he could do was put one foot in front of the other. By sight and scent, he escaped the gunmen. Thank goodness, they'd lost track of him.

      With what he calculated to be only an ounce of willpower left within him, his wolf scaled the seven foot fence to reach what he knew to be the Collins mansion. He dragged himself in wolf form up the steps and tried to shift so he could ring the doorbell. It was a lost cause. He was too weak. He used his paws—or maybe it was his hands—to claw at the front door. He must have clawed the door for hours, it seemed.

      The door opened, and he found some strength to rise on all fours, but he didn't expect to see Dr. Collins staring down at him in hospital scrubs, horrified.

      Deacon's wolf body convulsed uncontrollably and transformed into human form. He couldn't stop himself from shifting in front of Monica's dad, even if he wanted to. It was the most painful shift of his entire life.

      "What the…?" Dr. Collins looked on in disbelief. "Son, are you alright?"

      Deacon swayed. His visions became hazy. He thought he saw someone reaching out for him.

      "Dr. Collins…" he panted. "Will you…tell…"

      Dr. Collins was asking him what had happened.

      "Tell Monica…I tried to…I want what's…best for her. I didn't want to leave her. I'm sorry."

      "Remy, is that you?"

      Deacon's head was so heavy all he could managed was a single nod before his knees buckled under him, causing him to slump on the doorstep.

      "No, no…Stay with me…"

      A man was dragging him from the dark and into the light. His scent was strange, but familiar. Almost like Monica. Not quite Monica.

      "Monica…" Deacon rasped.

      "Stay with me, okay? You're gonna be okay. I'm a doctor, remember? I'll help you."

      He must have been fading in and out of consciousness. He couldn't make heads out of tails. The man was tending to his wounds. Pain shot through his body when the bullet lodged in his shoulder came out. The man had plucked it out. Deacon smelled blood again. Lots of it this time. Alcohol was poured over the bullet wound, shocking the heck out of him. More pain. Immense pressure was applied to the source of his pain.

      "Dang it, stay awake!"

      "Monica…"

      That was the last thing Deacon said before he passed out cold on the floor in Dr. Collin's foyer.
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      "Deacon, I’m here.”

      HIS eyes were heavy, fatigued. Yet his sense of hearing was heightened. The voice belonged to his mate—to Monica—he was certain of it.

      "Deacon…"

      He rolled his head to the left toward the voice and opened his eyes. When he saw Monica, he tried to lift himself up from the bed of downy softness he lay in.

      She stopped him. "Don't try to move." She grabbed a cool, damp towel and applied it to his forehead. "Rest. You'll be fine."

      "Monica…I thought I'd never see you again," he rasped, swallowing to clear his dry throat.

      "I'm here, and I'm so glad you're okay."

      She grabbed a glass of water from the nightstand next to them and brought a straw to his lips.

      He looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings after quenching his thirst. "Where am I?"

      "The guest bedroom next to my room."

      "You didn't have to—"

      "Deacon, please don't try to get up. My dad moved you in here and he told me not to let you leave just yet. He went into town to get you some medicine."

      "Your dad is okay with this?" he asked, confused.

      "Yes."

      "It's Monday, right? You were supposed to work today, weren't you?"

      "It's okay. I have someone covering my shift for me."

      "But—"

      "No buts. You need me now. I don't know if you remember this, but you were shot last night. Dad found you on the doorstep bleeding out. If he hadn't been there, you would have…" She shook her head. "How did this happen?"

      "I guess I took the warnings lightly. Members of the Pack were telling me about the shootings but I didn't know how serious it was until two men came after me with rifles. I didn't even see their faces. All I heard were shots and I bolted. Nothing like this ever happens in Tunica."

      "I'm so sorry. Here." She turned and grabbed a tray. "I have some food for you. Biscuits and fruit. Dad said you'd want red meat but we had none."

      "How does your dad know so much about our kind?"

      "He works in the ER. The Cross City hospital has several shifter doctors on site."

      "That's new. We usually see our own doctors outside of hospital," Deacon said. "Of course, I haven't seen a doctor in ages. I've had broken limbs, several black eyes, and have even broken my nose a couple times, but I've never been shot."

      "I'm sorry that happened to you. You didn't deserve that. Regarding the availability of urgent care for all, a lot has changed over the years," she said, handing him a biscuit and then taking one for himself.

      "It has," he agreed. "Yet, how come we're being gunned down?"

      “They’ll be caught. We didn't know if you wanted to speak with the cops or your Alpha. We wanted to respect your privacy."

      "It's a Pack matter. The cops are already involved. I'll have to report it one way or another." He winced at the soreness raging through his left shoulder. "I think I need to shift again. It's the only thing that will speed up my healing process. I'm bandaged up but my wolf needs to heal as well."

      "My dad will be back soon. He didn't have any pain killers strong enough for you. He says he needs a specific shot formulated for shifters. He said if he gets it to you at least an hour before the shift, it won't be so bad."

      "I'm not afraid of a little pain, but if you insist."

      She propped up the pillows on the headboard and then picked up the bowl of freshly cut fruit. "In the meantime, I'll feed you."

      He grinned. "Sounds good to me."

      "I'm sorry I wasn't there for you downstair. After you dropped me off, I got some research down for the health article I'm writing for the local newspaper. I fell asleep but I had every intention of calling you to see how your meeting with the Alpha's brother went."

      "It went well.  I'll be an official Aspen Valley Wolf Pack member again on the next full moon."

      "That's great. Then that means you'll stay," she exclaimed.

      "I knew I would stay before that meeting. My decision was made when I found you here."

      She smiled. "I feel the same. I knew you were supposed to be in my life."

      Monica fed him the last piece of pineapple, which he accepted. He then reached over with his right hand and trailed his fingers down the side of her face. Her need rose again with just that one touch. His lips parted and she knew what he wanted. She bent her head, taking his mouth in a kiss, savoring in the sweetness of the fruit he'd just consumed. It wasn't just his taste that aroused her. Her nostrils filled with the scent of maple and spice. He kissed her thoroughly, a slow gentle declaration of his need for her.

      Monica and Deacon were so caught up in the kiss that they didn't even notice the door to the bedroom being opened. The air around them changed at the same time her dad cleared his throat.

      Monica parted from Deacon and glanced near the doorway to see her dad standing there with a small package.

      "Uh…" her dad mumbled, scratching his head. "I can come back."

      "No, Dad," she told him. "We were just talking and um…having breakfast."

      Her dad came into the room, dropped the package and his keys on the opposite nightstand.

      "How are you feeling?" he asked Deacon.

      "Like I need to shift," Deacon replied.

      "Okay…" Dad chuckled. "I know nothing about that part, but I'm really talking about your shoulder. Let me take a look at it."

      "Dr. Collins, I want to thank you for what you did. I would have bled out if you hadn't opened the door," Deacon exclaimed as he checked the bandages.

      "Oh, it's nothing. This is what I do for a living. Besides, I can't have any friend of Monica suffering needlessly."

      "I can pay you for your time. I know how busy you and Monica are and I'm probably keeping you away from—"

      "No, son, I don't need payment. I'm just glad you're alive. Now, I may be a little suspicious of my daughter's friends when I first meet them, but I'm not a jerk. But I can be a jerk when it comes to my daughter's safety."

      "Dad…" Monica warned.

      "Let me finish, Monica." Dad held up his hand. "I knew what you were from the moment I laid eyes on you, son. I was a little taken back at first, but I need you to understand that I condone none of what happened to you last night. There are some crazy things going on in this town that I hope the people we voted in place to protect us are getting to the bottom of this. This should have never happened to you or any of the shifters already found dead because of the shootings going on around here."

      "I understand. Just know that I would never put your daughter's life in jeopardy. I would give up my own life for hers. She's very special to me."

      Her Dad looked back and forth between her and Deacon.

      "You didn't sleep here the other night, did you?" Dad asked her.

      She sighed, her cheeks flushing in embarrassment.

      "I was working an extra shift Saturday night, but don't you think I know when you don't enter the home at a certain time?” Dad continued.

      "Dad, I was with Deacon. I don't want to argue and I don't want to hear anything about my agreement with a certain lawyer wannabe jerk who shall not be named," she said.

      "I want you happy, princess," Dad said."Certain things have come to light…but I do want you happy. Let Deacon and I have the room for a moment, will you?"

      Monica hesitated for a moment, but reluctantly rose from Deacon's side. "I'll be downstairs," she said.

      "Oh, and I bought some red meat. Steak. Do you mind throwing a couple on the grill?" Dad mentioned just before Monica left the room. "I'm not sure how you like it Deacon, but I'm a medium rare type of guy."

      "Um…I like it rare. Very rare."

      "Ah…of course," Dad exclaimed.

      "Okay, last time I left you two alone, Deacon left," Monica started.

      "I don't need a reminder, princess. The first time was test. Deacon hid nothing when I grilled him and that's saying something about him."

      "Well then," she said, and left the room.
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      "You can call me Wade, if you want."

      It was the first thing Dr. Collins said when he left the room.

      "Wade, I'm sorry we met on shaky grounds the other day," Deacon said.

      "If I hadn't given you a hard time, what kind of father would I be?" Dr. Collins smiled.

      "Now that you understand that I'm not trying to hide who I am and what I am, I need you to know that I'm not trying to come between you and your daughter. I want what's best for her," Deacon said.

      "So do I." Dr. Collins frowned. "But sometimes I'm not always right about what's best for her."

      "What do you mean?"

      Dr. Collins shook his head. "Never mind that. You'll never hear me saying that boy's name again. When I caught wind of why he'd spent the night in a jail cell, I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe it was my daughter who he had assaulted. Thank you for doing what you did."

      "It's what I do. I protect what I cherish," Deacon said.

      Dr. Collins reach for the box and opened it. "I had to go through hoops to get my hands on this outside of the hospital. I know shifters don't normally like to be admitted. Especially the males for some reason. I was able to reach a very prominent and well known shifter doctor here in town."

      "Dr. Jacob Hayes?"

      "Yes. Dr. Hayes."

      "He says you'll need two shots administered about thirty minutes apart. You'll be able shift again by this evening."

      "Sounds about right," Deacon said. "I've broken limbs before that required the same painkiller before I could properly shift without pain. There was even a time when I knew I couldn't afford the medication and had to shift without."

      "You don't have to suffer." Dr. Collins switched sides, coming over to stand on the left side of the bed. He prepped the needed as he talked. "Tell me about that mark on your left forearm there. Not the tattoos…the one that looks like a scar."

      Deacon was shocked that he'd asked about something so specific as a birthmark on his arm. "Um…it's a birthmark."

      Dr. Collins chuckled. "I know that, Remy. I've seen many, many birthmarks."

      "Every shifter has one. It's actually a mate mark, but when asked we usually tell humans that it's just a birthmark. Less explaining to do."

      "Mate mark?" He held the needle against Deacon's skin less than a centimeter from the bullet wound.

      Deacon grimaced as he drove the needle deep, administering the pain killer. "Yes. Mate mark."

      "But you don't all have the same mark, no?" He slipped the empty needle into a plastic bag and put it back in the box.

      The medicine was already working it's magic and Deacon settled back on the bed.

      "No, every mark is difference. The reason it's call mate mark is because the mates carry matching marks."

      "Oh…" Dr. Collins looked down at his hands and wrung them together.

      The doctor was nervous about something. Deacon could smell it on him.

      "Why the hummingbird?" Dr. Collins asked after a moment of silence.

      "I don't know why my mate mark is represented by a hummingbird. I suppose that's what the fates decided for me when I was born. It just is."

      "Monica doesn't know this, but she once had a birthmark just like that."

      Deacon stiffened on the bed, all of his attention on Dr. Collins. "Once?"

      "When she was born, she had a birthmark right behind her left ear. It was so tiny. My wife saw it first when she was breastfeeding Monica in the hospital. We looked at it and both agreed that it looked like a bird with a long narrow beak, specifically the hummingbird. The mark was red, a little raised, so we asked the midwife about it. She agreed that it wasn't a skin infection or rash or anything. Just a birthmark. When Monica turned three days old, the birthmark disappeared. We never saw it again. Ever. I took a picture of the mark on your arm and sent it to my wife's Skype messenger. I'm so sorry…I just had to know. She couldn't believe her eyes. She said the mark on your arm is an exact replica of the one she saw behind Monica's ear, only hers is over ten times smaller than yours. About the size of penny. Right behind her ear. Hiding in plain sight."

      Deacon's mouth had fallen open in shock.

      Dr. Collins continued. "She's a grown woman now and it would look foolish for me to go check behind her ears for a little birthmark that we never told her about. My wife nor I are shifters. We don't have it in our bloodline. We're certain. Can you tell me what that might mean?"

      "No, you're not shifters. It doesn't mean she will become a shifter. I means that your daughter is my true mate, Dr. Collins."

      "That's why you've been together," Dr. Collins said. "That's why she looks at you like that."

      Deacon nodded.

      "I don't know what to say. That sounds…surreal."

      "Do you know the term love at first sight?" Deacon asked.

      "Yes, it's why I married Monica's mother."

      "It's the same. I'll love your daughter fiercely. Now that I've found her, nothing will keep us apart."
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        Twelve days later…

      

      Monica stretched her legs outward, leaning back against the trunk of the tree. She had long abandoned the fashion magazine in her lap to close her eyes and enjoy the cool breeze and warm sun. The smell of the fresh lake flowed toward her with the wind. She thought she heard Deacon's wolf swimming at the water's edge. He'd been wading in and out of the lake all day in both wolf and human form. Except for the occasional tourists walking on the trail around the lake, they'd mostly had the lake to themselves all day.

      "Deacon, is that you? We need to get back to the cabin. I left the cheesecake out on the counter because I didn't know we'd be out this long."

      There was no answer.

      "Deacon?"

      Something rummaged in some bushes nearby and she scented maple and spice coming at her on the breeze.

      She sighed, opened her eyes and rose to a standing position. "Are we going to play this game again?"

      Apparently, his wolf like to play hide and seek, but she wasn't good at seeking.

      Monica glanced over at his motorcycle where both of their helmets were still on the seat.

      "Deacon, this is getting old. I'm not playing around this time. Last time you scared the heck out of me when I came to find you."

      After he didn't answer, she sighed and gathered up the blanket from under the tree. She followed Deacon's scent as she'd become accustomed to doing whenever he ran off in wolf form and took the trail leading to the outer banks of the forest. When she found him, she realized why he hadn't answered.

      He was still in wolf form, sitting back on his hind legs looking up into the branches of a maple tree. A throng of hummingbirds were flying about, chirping and humming a tune. They sounded heavenly and Monica realized why Deacon found them so peaceful and entertaining.

      He sensed her coming and he rose on all fours and welcomed her by his side. She stroked the soft fur on his back and one his head as he enjoyed the view. For what seemed like forever, they watched the hummingbirds dance in and out of the leaves. When the birds left, Deacon shifted back into human form seamlessly, appearing in front of her stark-naked. She was getting used to him walking around without clothes. She didn't mind at all.

      "That was beautiful," she said, walking into his arms.

      "That was my first time seeing hummingbirds since coming back to town," he said.

      "You did say they were hiding in plain sight, didn't you?" She pressed a few kisses to his lips.

      "They sure do. Just like someone else I know," he replied.

      He reached up to capture her about her nape and his thumb momentarily stroked the hummingbird mate mark behind her left ear. When she parted her lips, their tongues danced together. She made him walk backwards until his back was pressed up against the tree trunk where the birds once played.

      She reached down between them and wrapped her fist around his big, thick erection. He became hard in a matter of seconds right against her palm. Desperate to please him, she sank into the grass on her knees.

      "Monica…you don't have to."

      “Let me please you."

      He groaned  and closed his eyes the moment her fingertips trailed over his turgid shaft. She looked up at him, making certain that he was paying attention as she covered him with her mouth. She felt the moment that he relax back against the trees. He tangled his fingers in her hair, gently pulling it up into a ponytail so that he could see what she was doing to him. Her tongue slid over his broad cockhead over and over again until she tasted the sweet pre-cum coating her tongue. His pleasure was hers and every little reaction from him caused her pulse to quicken and her pussy to tighten. She moved her back and forth over him, allowing him to harass her mouth.

      "Oh my Idiot, you're gonna make me come," he whispered hoarsely.

      Her fist closed over the leathery-hard length of him, pumping over and over again. Her mouth created just the right about of suction to bring him to completion, and her tongue driving up and down his shaft worked to excite him even more.

      When he pulled back, removing his solid length from her mouth and brought her to her feet, she grumbled.

      She pouted. “I was enjoying that.”

      "You knew where this was heading. I want to come while that sweet tight pussy of yours,” he told her.

      This time, he was one doing the leading, urging her toward the tree trunk where he placed her palms against the rough bark. She wore a dress today and her thong panties were easily pushed aside by his calloused hands exposing her sex to the breeze. Next he placed his heavy cock on the plumpness of her rear and ground against her. She moaned and arched backward, begging for entry. He cupped her rear with his big strong hands, parted her rear checks and entered her dripping wet pussy. She cried into the thick of the forest when he rammed himself to the hilt. Something feral ignited between them. Waves and waves of pure pleasure. He pummeled her, driving recklessly with pleasure-inducing strokes. He thrust hard, whispering against the back of her neck and lapping at the sensitive mate mark behind her ear. He took her higher and higher, making her scream at the top of her lungs. Her cries mingled with the leaves and carried on the wind.

      "Deacon!"

      "Come now. Come for me."

      She exploded, her body convulsing with blinding pleasure. His release followed. Jets of his hot seed pierced her womb, most of it spreading through her like a tornado and some of it leaking down her quivering thighs.

      He groaned through the last remnants of his orgasm and when they were both sated, he turned her around and captured her mouth with his.

      "I love you, Monica," he rasped against her lips. "I needed to tell you that. I love you so much."

      "I love you too, Deacon."

      No one could ever come between Monica and her wolf—Deacon. She was certain of it. She would forever remain true to him. They were meant for one another and had found each other at just the right time. Deacon was rogue no more. However, Monica believed that everyone was born with a little rogue in them until they found the one place where they truly belonged.
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        MESSAGE FROM AMBER ELLA MONROE

      

      Thank you for reading ROGUE WOLF. If you enjoyed the story, don't forget to leave a review and tell others what you loved about it. Even a couple sentences can say a lot.

      I have another book coming out in this series. To find out more, visit Amber Ella Monroe on the web at amberellabooks.com.
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        ARE YOU READY FOR MORE?

      

      This copy includes two bonus books from the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack series, so keep reading for more of these wolf shifter alpha bad boys!
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* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Wolf Unbound

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: Aspen Valley Wolf Pack]
        

      

      
        WOLF UNBOUND (ASPEN VALLEY WOLF PACK)

      

      A woman determined to save her tavern after the loss of her father and a sexy shifter outlaw who thinks he’s undeserving of a woman's love makes for one smoking hot, action-packed paranormal romance story.

      

      Autumn North would never marry a man for money or mate a shifter she despises. Although, she doesn’t have a lot of options and she's been backed into a corner one too many times. To save herself and protect her family, she just might have to give up what she can’t bear to let go of.

      

      Garrett Justice will do anything to protect Autumn—even from the dangerous shifter who has already laid claim to her. But if he can’t contain the mating urges of his inner beast when he’s with her, how can he keep her safe indefinitely?

      

      Garrett and Autumn don’t exactly meet on peachy terms, but once they discover just how much they need each other, nothing will tear them apart—not even an arranged mating for which she’s become obligated to fulfill.
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      Garrett Justice pulled his motorcycle to a halt in front of Cross City Country Tavern and shut off the engine. About a dozen other cars and bikes were scattered about the parking area. Blaring music and lively chatter could be heard from all the way across the lot as the patrons pushed their way in and out of the building. Cigarette smoke, engine oil, and strong wolf pheromones wafted through the air when a light breeze passed over him.

      After taking off his helmet and securing his bike, Garrett walked a short distance to the entrance and pushed through the door. The sound of the band music, shouting, and laughter hit him full force. Pool tables sat off to the right in a separate section of the tavern where most of the noise was coming from. In the main area, excessively seasoned beef burgers grilling over an open flame and the aroma of savory bacon grease had his belly rolling in hunger all over again. A big screen television was hung high in almost every corner of the room, airing everything from a live sports broadcast to the evening news. But Garrett wasn’t really expecting quiet anyway. Just somewhere to eat a meal, drink a beer, unwind, and—if he was lucky—gain more intel where his mission was concerned. But first…the food.

      When no one came over to greet him at the little hostess stand near the door—which was inconveniently unmanned—he took it upon himself and slid into the first empty booth he came to.

      The clerk who worked the front desk of the motel had recommended the place. As the only eatery on this side of the city that remained open late into the night, he hoped the food and service lived up to its reputation. Eating packages of cheese and peanut butter crackers and bags of beef jerky from the motel vending machines once again tonight wasn’t going to cut it. And hunting for food on the territory of another Pack without their knowledge was just asking for trouble.

      Nonetheless, Garrett hadn’t visited Cross City for pleasure. Not in the least bit. He was here on business—business that entailed tracking down the leaders of the Cross City Wolf Pack. So far, everywhere he’d ended up resulted in false leads. Either the leaders were out of town, on vacation, or just plain AWOL. Hardly anyone was willing to speak on Pack matters either as if they’d been forbidden.

      Something told Garrett that the leaders of the Cross City Wolf Pack didn’t want to be found. Their Alpha had been discovered dead on the side of the highway not too long ago, so one would think they’d be more apt to being present in their community rather than so apprehensive when a visitor came to help them. Something just didn’t add up, and Garrett’s stay was long overdue. The deadline to report back to his own Alpha and brother—Dane Magnus—had come and gone.

      Time was more of an issue for his brother than it was for Garrett. Just the month before, Dane had received an offer from the Alpha of Cross City Wolf Pack. An offer that, if accepted, would unite the resources of both Packs. Garrett’s understanding was that Dane had been seriously considering the offer. But not too long after that, the Cross City Alpha had been found dead.

      Dane had sent Garrett to send condolences and to offer support until they could agree on the new direction of the Pack. Extending support was the right thing for allying Packs to do, and Dane Magnus’s faculty for keeping his word and helping other Packs was what gave him a most trusted reputation among the wolf shifter population.

      Somehow Garrett had found himself in the middle of it all…all because he couldn’t and wouldn’t say no to the Alpha who he currently served. Not only was Dane Magnus his brother, he was the youngest of four siblings—all male wolf shifters. The four of them had stuck together through thick and thin, and nothing—not even the death of their father and decision over who would lead the Aspen Valley Pack—had torn them apart.

      As he turned his focus to the menu on the table, a waitress sauntered up to his table. He noticed that she was a fellow shifter right off the bat. Her smell and the Cross City Wolf Pack insignia tattooed on her arm was what gave her away.

      “Hi handsome.” She sported a preppy grin and had her hair braided to the back, which gave her a younger, studious look. “What can I get you?”

      Garrett fumbled with the menu for a bit but settled for what he usually ordered when dining out.

      “I’ll have a half pound burger, medium rare, and a mug of beer?”

      “Bottled or draft?”

      “From the tap is fine,” he replied.

      She held a small pad and pen in her hand but didn’t write anything down. “Are you enjoying Cross City?” she asked.

      He looked up, a bit perplexed by her question, which was out of context and out of the blue. She pointed to the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack insignia, which was engrained on the inside of his left wrist.

      “I’m not really here to enjoy the views, but I’ve been getting around the city just fine,” he replied.

      “You’re here with others, aren’t you? The blond haired fella with the silver Harley came through this afternoon. Are you guys staying a while?”

      “No, I doubt we’ll be here very long after today.”

      He hoped he was right. He was anxious to get back to Aspen Valley and hang out with his brothers. It wasn’t often that they were all back home at the same time. Dane was always tied up in Pack business. Raoulf was known for causing trouble in the state—the kind of trouble that had him under investigation by the police and almost always on the run. Raoulf, just like himself, conducted a lot of business while on the road. They all had a lot of catching up to do.

      “Pack business?” She gave him a knowing look. “I take it that since you’re on Cross City territory you mean business concerning our broken Pack…?” She looked around carefully and then lowered her voice. “Is it true that our Pack will soon be forced to disband? I mean…what’s left of us?”

      The roundabout way she asked the question could only mean she knew a lot more than was standard.

      “I’m in no position to discuss the health of your Pack.” Garrett sat back in his chair and unfolded his cloth napkin. “Add a side of fries to that order. And that’ll be all.”

      She must have taken the hint because she told him she’d be back with his food and left. After she was gone, Garrett took in his surroundings. The tavern was pretty busy for a late weeknight, but the establishment was nowhere near as crowded as it would be on any given night at LIVE nightclub, a shifter bar in Aspen Valley—his hometown. Not ten feet away from where he sat, the lounge area of the tavern was bustling with life. A band played live music in a distant corner of the bar. A couple of pool tables were also visible from where he sat. About a half dozen shifters crowded the small area with cue sticks in hand. He was already getting strange looks from most of them, and as a shifter of another Pack, he didn’t blame them. Even though both Packs were on friendly terms, they were still wary of his presence in their city. Usually, Garrett and the crew who was sent to assist him would roll together, but they had a lot of ground to cover in a limited amount of time.

      The waitress walked back over and plopped a chilled mug of beer down on the table. “Here’s your beer, sir. This first round is courtesy of the guy on the far left side of the bar.” She pointed.

      Garrett looked up in that direction. No one was sitting near the left side of the bar. However, two women were seated on the right far side, laughing up a storm. “Which guy? All I see are women.”

      The waitress turned around to confirm. “Well, he was just there.” She shrugged. “He paid for his meal and his drinks, including yours. He must have left. I’ll be back with your food in a minute. We’re short-staffed tonight and I’m also serving the lounge area tonight, so I gotta split. Can I get you anything else in the meantime?”

      “No, just the food and that’s it,” he said.

      Garrett’s gaze shifted from the nearly empty bar and searched around the room. He wasn’t even aware that he was being watched. He had been so busy analyzing the people around him that he hadn’t given thought to someone sizing him up from across the room.

      Seven new customers, all wolves, walked into the tavern and almost everyone inside stopped what they were doing to acknowledge the group. An exorbitant level of fear rose in the room, but why were the wolves in this place wary of their presence?

      Tension thickened as the men made a beeline for the lounge area of the bar. The shifter who seemed to head the group was a redheaded, big buff guy who looked like he was on steroids or spent an insane amount of time in a gym. The guy was huge. He wore a heavy gold chain around his neck and there was an oversized gold ring on his left hand. The way the rest of the shifters surrounding the pool table greeted him with a slight nod of their head and a handshake told Garrett that the guy led more than just the six men who’d followed him into the bar. Interestingly enough, the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack was also a redhead—a fact that had been confirmed by multiple sources. Without a doubt, Garrett knew that he was one of the leaders. Had to be with the way he walked in like he owned the place.

      But something wasn’t quite right. He could sense that now, and that wasn’t because nearly half of the customers had left the restaurant after the guy had come inside.

      Garrett picked up his mug, took a healthy swig, and then sat back in his chair to observe them. The waitresses that worked the area brought several bottles of beer out to the redhead and his followers without hesitation and left the area. The suspicious men held what looked like a serious conversation over the pool table. Over the rock music, and even with his heightened sense of hearing, Garrett only picked up on bits and pieces of the mumbling that made no sense.

      The waitress came back with Garrett’s burger and fries on a platter and slid it on the table in front of him. “One half pound burger and fries with all the condiments on the side.”

      “Thank you,” he said. Before she could leave again, Garrett caught her hand and asked, “The seven men that just came in and entered the lounge…I think I know one of them. Are they regulars?”

      She took a quick look and nodded. “You’re dang right, they are. Simon, the redheaded fella, is the Beta of our Pack. He bought and owns the tavern now. Well…maybe I shouldn’t say bought, as the locals say. More like took, if you ask me.”

      Garrett frowned. “Took? From who?”

      “From the old owners—The North family. They owed a debt to Simon's family and he came collecting shortly after the Alpha died. Nothing changed. Everyone working here at the time got to keep their jobs, but tips sure have gone down. Folks say Simon's a jerk. I think he’s just lonely.”

      “Hmm. You couldn’t really tell that he was lonely with all of those men standing around him.”

      “Oh, those are just his bodyguards. They’ve been working for him ever since he became Pack Beta. Is any of this pertaining to your Pack business,” the waitress asked.

      Remembering how careful he had to be about what he said, Garrett replied, “Doesn’t sound like it. He just looks like someone else I know.” He pulled the platter of food closer to him.

      “Well, let me know if I can get you anything else,” she said. “One of the waitresses ditched her shift early, so it looks like I’ll be servicing her tables tonight too.”

      Garrett nodded, took the top bun off his burger and dressed it up with condiments. Before he could take the first bite to subdue his hunger pangs, a disturbance broke out near the back of the lounge area. Someone was arguing with someone else. Sounded almost like a protest or maybe a fight over a game of pool. With Garrett’s view, he couldn’t tell what was going on. He only witnessed a lot of commotion as Beta’s bodyguards moved to flank him.

      “Don’t you dare leave. We have business to discuss,” the Beta growled, his voice directed at someone that Garrett couldn’t see.

      “Try and stop me,” a woman said.

      A tall slender woman with deep mahogany brown hair stormed past the Beta with her purse held tightly to her side. The first thing Garrett noticed was the tension in her walk and, of course, that beautiful thick curly mane of hers. She wore black leggings and a fitted white blouse, just like all the other waitresses here tonight. Her name badge was still clipped to her shirt. From his distance, he couldn’t hone in on all her features or her name, but there was no mistaking her womanly physique or what he could see of her face. She was extremely attractive. As she squeezed her way between the crowds and neared the front of the lounge, several heads turned in her direction and eyes lingered on her.

      The mahogany-haired beauty never made it outside of the lounge. The Beta slipped in front of her path and then forcefully backed her up into a small corner of the room. No one intervened.

      Garrett dropped his burger and sat straight up in his booth. As his sympathy for the woman rose, his appetite fell. As he watched the mess unfold, his displeasure grew.

      The Beta’s position in front of the woman, looking down on her, was condescending in the utmost. This wasn’t an ordinary couple having an ordinary argument. There was anything but a mutual understanding between the two. She grimaced as he grabbed her wrist and held her arm against the wall. He was talking to her, but she had her face turned away from him and her lips were pressed closed in defiance.

      Garrett focused on her lips, trying to read them as she spoke.

      I won’t.

      Those two words were the only complete sentence that Garrett could make out from the woman.

      Garrett’s wolf reared up as he sensed that something was very wrong and truly off about the interaction between the Beta and this woman.

      At the flick of his fingers, two of the Beta’s bodyguards grabbed the woman. She protested as they took her arms and led her to a more concealed corner of the tavern, toward the back where she had come from initially.

      From the beginning of the altercation, no one had intervened to help the couple or console the woman.

      Idiot being discreet and sitting around watching this train wreck waiting to happen. Garrett rose from his seat.

      Before he made it out of the booth, an unfamiliar shifter slid in the empty seat right in front of him. The man wore a blue baseball cap, which covered nearly half his face.

      “I wouldn’t go there if I were you,” the unfamiliar shifter warned. He lifted his left sleeve to reveal his Pack’s insignia. He was a Cross City Wolf. “She and Simon are connected by this here restaurant. He’s claimed her, just like everything else in it. That’s out of our hands now.”

      Garrett sat down. “Who are you?”

      The shifter extended his hand. “A verbal “thank you” for the beer is more appropriate under the circumstances.”

      Garrett exchanged handshakes and settled back down in his seat. “You bought the beer for me?”

      “Yes, that was me. I’m Alejandro.”

      “Thank you. I’m Garrett. But why do I feel like I’m going to owe you big time for this one mug of beer?”

      Alejandro grinned. “Maybe…”

      “Well, get to it…what do I owe?”

      “I’m part of the Cross City Pack’s advisory circle. I’m one of the Enforcers. I mainly work for Benjamin now. The Senior, not the Junior. We’re the ones who reached out to your Pack about an acquisition,” he said. “But there’s been a change in direction and we need to speak with you pronto. We saw you and your men roaming through our city the other day, but we had to make sure you were here on positive terms before approaching you.”

      “We just wanted to come express our condolences on your Alpha’s passing. Dane feels bad about not having enough time to speak with him about his plans before he died.” Garrett directed his gaze to the direction where he last spotted the woman and the Beta. “I’ve been looking all over for a Pack leader and it looks like I found one here tonight.”

      Alejandro shook his head and lowered his cap. “That’s the thing. Our change in direction doesn’t include him…anymore.”

      Garrett leaned in, resting his forearms on the table. “Well, that’s…strange. I’m here in place of my Alpha Dane. None of this was discussed. Why the divisiveness in your Pack?”

      “A lot has changed quickly since then and since Benjamin sent out that letter. Unfortunately, your Pack Alpha seems to be in high demand and isn’t the easiest to get a hold of,” he said.

      Garrett nodded in agreement. “He’s dealing with issues of our own back at home. We deal with the most pressing matters first and then move on down the list. I’m sorry to have disappointed you if you were expecting my brother instead.”

      “Actually, we’ve been doing some research on you since we spotted you in our city.”

      Garrett frowned. “Have you?”

      Alejandro cleared his throat. “As I said, we had to make sure you hadn’t sided with anyone yet.” His gaze flittered over to the lounge area—to the Beta. “We know that you and your brothers are in a specific line of business that might involve getting rid of trouble makers.”

      He rubbed at his jaw. “So you did research on me and found out who I was?”

      “Not entirely, but what we did find was enough to realize that you are the Alpha’s brother. You and your brothers have a reputation, but it’s odd that no one really knows that much about you. You outlaws don’t actually come up in a Google search, neither do you publicly post “available for hire” ads,” Alejandro replied.

      “There’s a reason for this.”

      “Of course. I respect that, but we’re glad we know who you are now. Benjamin Sr. would like to talk to you about a job.”

      By the way, this was going and the way Alejandro kept tilting his cap down and slumping down in his chair to avoid detection, Garrett knew they were working independently of and against the Beta.

      When Garrett didn’t entertain the offer, Alejandro said, “We haven’t got much time left. Simon's gains are advancing quickly. The news of his planned takeover of our Pack has spread far and wide.”

      “Takeover?” Garrett glanced warily at Alejandro. “If he’s causing so much trouble for you, why don’t you go over there and shoot him dead on the spot?”

      Alejandro’s expression dulled and he leaned back in his chair. “It’s not my life to take and I’ve been given clear orders. I didn’t know he’d show up here tonight. I was actually tracking you.”

      Garrett frowned and mentally decided to make it a point to watch his back more carefully in this town. While he was busy doing some tracking of his own, others had been tracking him too.

      Garrett tapped his fingers on the table, thinking his next steps through. “Truth be told, I don’t know how far Dane or I are willing to get involved, but I came here at his request and I’m willing to listen to what you and Benjamin have to say.”

      “Good. I’ll let Benjamin know that I’ve reached out to you. We can shoot for a meeting around noon-ish tomorrow…”

      Alejandro’s words faded as Garrett’s thoughts drifted back to the mahogany-haired beauty, who was long gone from his sight. A sickening feeling rose in his gut as he envisioned what she was going through. He’d wanted to track her down and find her, but all wolf shifters knew the rules. Claimed meant off limits. To encroach on another wolf’s territory that way was looked down on and often not even considered.

      “Garrett? You listening?”

      Garrett swung his gaze back to the pressing matter. “Yes. Noon, right?”

      Alejandro chuckled. “You were looking for her, weren’t you? She’s a lost cause like I’ve said. She’s been promised to him since before Simon was named Beta. The only reason they’re not mated yet is because she’s human. The mating is different between a human and a shifter, you know? We can’t go around biting humans like we can our own kind. I’ll let you in on a little something. Her refusal to mate him right now is our gain and his downfall. However, I doubt she’ll be able to hold him off any longer.”

      “Well, if there’s no consent, why was she being pursued and forced like that?”

      “Her family owes a debt to the Montagues, so they’ve benefited from Simon's money already.”

      “And let me guess? She doesn’t want to go through with it.”

      “You’ve got it. Us wolves mate humans every day and, unfortunately, sometimes those reasons are business-driven. But that’s neither here nor there. Simon's choice of a mate isn’t what concerns us right now. Truthfully, I hope she fights it until we get a hold of Simon. If she doesn’t and moves ahead with the mating, she’ll be a widow. There are more than a handful of us that wants Simon dead and gone for good. So, will you help us make that happen?”
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      It was settled.

      According to the agreement her father had entered into over a decade ago to save the tavern, Autumn North would be mated to Simon Montague, Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack. She had successfully prevented having to go through with the arrangement by avoiding Simon altogether and hoping that he’d come to grips that there was nothing she could or would do for him to make him happy or better off.

      Quite frankly, she wanted nothing to do with the man. After running around the country, bedding every woman in sight, and testing the waters, Simon had suddenly decided to expedite the mating. She wasn’t having any of it and would do any and everything in her power to have the agreement annulled, but Simon was more powerful than she realized—in both the human and shifter communities. His decision to rush things before she could afford a good lawyer had come right after her dad’s death. And coincidentally, full ownership of the tavern had transferred to Simon.

      Autumn pushed the phony-looking documents with suspicious-looking contract terms back across the table to Simon and his cock-eyed lawyer.

      “I’m not agreeing to this,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s been changed. The terms have been altered.”

      “What you don’t understand, Ms. North, is that it can’t be canceled,” the lawyer replied. “We can negotiate the terms, which is what we’re doing here, but nothing involving the mating or marriage will be nullified.”

      “This is bull! All these years, this…” she threw her hands up “…whatever you want to call it could have been done and over with and I could’ve made arrangements to purchase my tavern back and gotten on with my life.”

      Like dating and finally committing to a man of my choosing. Of course, she didn’t add the last statement. Her love life or lack thereof was none of Simon's business.

      “Simon's a very busy man, Ms. North. I’m sure you understand that and our rules. You’ve been living with a member of our Pack for years now.”

      Autumn rolled her eyes.

      Simon smiled widely. He reminded Autumn of a Cheshire cat.

      “And let’s not mention my duty to my Pack,” he added. “Things have been chaos for us over the past few years and I had a duty to focus on that more than my own mating. Truthfully, I wasn’t certain how this mating could be beneficial, but now that I understand my grandfather’s vision—who was once Alpha of the Cross City Wolf Pack—my focus has been renewed.”

      Incredible.

      “Does your other duties include frequent visits to the local strip joint and brothel up the street from the tavern? Isn’t that where your focus resided not too recently?”

      Simon gave her a sheepish look. “I—”

      Autumn held up her hand. “I don’t even want to know because, quite frankly, I don’t care. Couldn’t you have found someone else to mate and marry while your toe was doing the talking for you for the past several years? Why insist on this now?”

      “My client owns that strip joint, Ms. North,” the lawyer interjected.

      Her annoyance flared. She took a deep breath, then released an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t give a hoot. He owns that strip joint and he idiots there. I’m not a dummy.”

      Simon's lawyer cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      Simon straightened his posture, dragged his hand up through his red and auburn hair, and bit his lip. “You and I both know that this agreement is unique and uncommon. I have to marry a human to purchase property from the County. You know how that goes already.”

      Of course, she did. Her dad had married a shifter two years after her mom died in a car crash. She was well aware of the restrictions placed on their community. She had nothing against them and truly believed they were just as entitled as humans to equal rights in this Country. Other than the fact that they shifted into wolves on impulse, she didn’t believe they were inferior to humans. In fact, her family was one of the first families to welcome shifters into their businesses and homes when their existence had first been discovered. Her dad’s tavern had been one of the few places in this town where both shifters and humans could congregate without hassle. It’s how he’d met their stepmother, Melisandra, who had worked at the tavern for years.

      “I get it. It’s plain as day now. You want to marry a human so you can buy the old estate that your grandfather lost before he died. The one he lived in when he was Alpha. The one that was seized by the County. Don’t you?” Autumn asked, and then paused for Simon's confirmation, but he kept a straight face. “I may be a human, but I know a thing or two about this Pack. That estate has been vacant for years.  And every time someone comes around to buy it, something happens mysteriously to stop them from closing on it.”

      As she processed the circumstances, the missing pieces started coming together. The former Cross City Wolf Pack Alpha had been found dead, and now the Pack was in trouble. With Simon as the current Beta, he had fair claim to compete for the position. Rumors were also going around that Simon had been involved in the extortion of money from other business owners by using his gang of followers to deliver threats if they didn’t comply. Coincidently, he’d probably scrounged up just enough money to buy the estate.

      “You have money to buy it back, don’t you?” she demanded.

      Simon clapped his hands. “Bingo. And I’ll buy it once we are mated and married. Any more questions?”

      Autumn huffed.

      “So…” Simon pushed the contract back across the table to her. “Shall we carry on with this?”

      “No, we shall not carry on with anything.”

      “Your father signed the contract,” the lawyer reminded her.

      “According to the laws, a shifter must be married to a human for six weeks before the marriage is considered valid.”

      “Exactly,” Simon said. “It’s done all the time. We take a human bride as we see fit to get what we need, stay in the marriage for the duration, and then split up. Assets are then divvied up according to the agreement set in place.”

      “But yet the documents here have been adjusted from the original terms of six weeks to one year. The difference in six weeks and one year is outrageous, just in case you haven’t noticed. The contract is re-amendable last time I checked.”

      “Revision isn’t an option at this point,” the lawyer said.

      “Things have changed since the agreement was worked up. The year-long term was placed there by my lawyer for a reason,” Simon interjected. “I’ll be acquiring more than just the old estate back. I have plans for County and possibly statewide acquisitions. These things take time. Possibly years. But with my team of professionals, I can do it within the year. Finding a human woman every six weeks to marry for money could get costly. I’m at an advantage. I already have a human woman according to this contract.” He smiled slowly.

      “You are full of yourself,” she grumbled.

      “Why so much hostility? It was my father, after all, who saved that rundown tavern of yours. At the time and despite the questionable return on investment, this agreement between our families was done with good intentions. It was intended that neither party would leave the table empty-handed after the execution of the agreement. I pick the property, you sign, we acquire. Once the year is up, you’ll have your tavern free and clear if that’s what you want. Can we make a deal on that?”

      Autumn frowned. “No. We can’t.”

      Simon sighed and his shoulders slumped slightly. “Let’s make the most of this,” he said. “Let’s be good friends. Our families were never enemies and we worked together. Didn’t your daddy tell you before he kicked the bucket?”

      “I wished that he had realized how much of a jerk you were before he got me into this mess. He never would’ve signed it otherwise,” she stated.

      “That’s what you think,” Simon said. “You don’t have many options anyway. You could refuse and renege, but what I know is that your little sister just celebrated her eighteenth birthday. Maybe…”

      “You sick, miserable sly mongrel.”

      He chuckled. “One year isn’t a lot to ask, especially with what’s at stake.” Simon linked his fingers together and placed them on top of the table.

      “You’re asking me to be married to you for a year and I can hardly stand being in the same room with you for three minutes.”

      “It’s unfortunate that you’re disobeying your dead father’s orders. Although he wasn’t a member of our Pack, he was fully supportive of our ways, including the mating rituals. Now you can either cooperate or I’ll be forced to shut down that little tavern for good, and you’ll never get it back. You won’t be able to send money to your sister for her college bills anymore and that hag Melisandra will be without a job.” He grinned. “And so will you. Stick with me and you’ll be set for life, whether we continue our marriage past the year mark or not.”

      Autumn ground her fingertips into her palms. That tavern had been the family’s main source of income for years. If she followed through with her plan B of going AWOL before the mating, her decision would affect more than herself. But here she was between a rock and a hard place and Simon, his lawyer, and the contract was staring her right in the face.

      “So, it’s possible that this whole thing could be completed before the year mark.”

      “It’s quite possible if you cooperate. Remember, I pick, you sign, we acquire. In the end, what you’ll have is your tavern, debt free. You’re in a whole rear load of debt, by the way.”

      She rolled her eyes and pulled the contract toward her. Her gaze ran across the terms once more. She had read the thing over and over again already. She should have known it by heart by now. Everything in her power was telling her to stop, turn around, and flee just as she had planned.

      But she picked up the pen anyway.

      “I’ll need another day.”

      Simon groaned. “Seriously?”

      “You changed the terms, and then you forced me here without giving me a chance to call my lawyer. If you’re getting something extra out of the deal, I want something too.”

      Simon pointed to his wristwatch. “Time is money. And you do know that I don’t need your written consent, don’t you?”

      She glared at him. “Are you threatening me?”

      “No threat is required, but a deal is a deal.”

      She pulled away from the table and snatched up the contract. “I won’t sign anything as one-sided as this contract here. Give me twenty-four hours to discuss the terms with my lawyer. Stay away from me during that time or I’ll call the County Sheriff and place a restraining order against you.”

      “Twenty-four hours…starting now,” he said. “And don’t think about running…”

      “I’m not running from my tavern,” she stated, defiantly. I’m running from you.

      She half meant it, and she knew it was in her best interest to hold onto what was hers. No matter what it took. If she had to leave this town for her safety, she would. But she’d be back for what was hers.
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      “So, you need help from us to capture your Beta?” Garrett asked as he glanced out at Benjamin Sr., Alejandro, and a third Cross City wolf they’d brought with them.

      The old former Alpha, who was nearly eighty years old, nodded slowly. “He’s hard to catch, and he’s turned some of the non-ranking Pack members against their leaders. We’re leaning toward Pack disbandment.”

      “He has people working for him,” Garrett said. “I saw a handful of his bodyguards last night.”

      “They’ve kept his whereabouts a secret and whenever he’s spotted, the attempts to apprehend him always leads to altercations that increase our death count. We don’t want any more bodies. Finding dead bodies of wolf shifters all over the County doesn’t look good to the human authorities and to the shifter population as a whole.”

      Garrett gnawed at the inside of his bottom lip, still a little perplexed at how dysfunctional a Pack could become in a short period and with the absence of an Alpha. He sat on top of haystacks inside of a large barn alongside Joshua, Edward, and Rick—the three wolves who’d traveled with him. Evidently, the old man owned so much land that he barely had use for this one other than to hold secret meetings with his most trusted. It looked like the road leading to the barn hadn’t been used in months. There weren’t any animals or anything else kept inside the place. Just barrels of hay, some old beaten down farm equipment, and a few old picnic tables and benches.

      “Is there a plan b for taking him down,” Garrett asked.

      “We understand that you have a history of completing missions involving the live capture of dangerous persons,” Benjamin replied.

      “Dangerous persons? I guess you thought this through and looked at all of the evidence,” Garrett articulated, but he’d seen the hard truth. There was something morally wrong about the man.

      “We have good reasons for wanting to get rid of him. With my limited resources, I haven’t been able to capture him. We’ll take over from the point of capture.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He murdered my son, the Alpha. Calling the human authorities would only complicate things more. They won’t prosecute anyone for murdering a wolf.”

      “Wait…” Garrett said. “You think your son was murdered, instead of succumbing to his injuries in the accident.”

      “I’m certain of it. I’m even more certain that Simon is the prime suspect.”

      There were no reasons for Garrett not to believe the man. The old guy had nothing left to lose, except his life. From the looks of it, he was barely hanging on. Alejandro and the third shifter had to roll him in here in a wheelchair.

      “The cause of death was registered as blunt force trauma from being hit by a car—a rather large one—maybe even a truck. My son never even had a chance to fight for his life. He was struck while he was traveling across town in wolf form. He must’ve died instantly because he never shifted back. If one of our Pack members hadn’t driven by the accident site when he did, the County Road Commission would have had him scraped off the highway and disposed of like road kill.”

      “And what about what’s left of your council and the rest of your leaders? Have they tried to take Simon down with whatever resources you have remaining?” Garrett asked.

      “The ones who care have tried. Alejandro and Theo are the only ones I trust completely now,” Benjamin Sr. exclaimed, gesturing to the two men to the left and right of him. “Not that I don’t hold respect for the others, but it’s best to keep my plans unknown until I know for sure who has sided with Simon.”

      “Your plans?”

      “Our Pack has been declining in numbers for the past few years. If something isn’t done, not only will we have to disband, but we’ll also lose what little resources we have, and that includes real estate. I don’t have any sons left and I’m the only male left of my bloodline. At this age, I’m not interested in another mating and I can’t produce more pups.”

      “Who’s the next in line for the Alpha position outside of your bloodline…and not including Simon?”

      A hush fell over the group, and Garrett’s inquiry lingered in the air.

      “No one?” Garrett asked.

      “There are a couple others who haven’t expressed any remote interest,” Benjamin Sr. replied. “Alejandro has been our Enforcer for ten years now and doesn’t fancy breaking family tradition. His younger son is next in line. We weren’t planning on there being two suspicious deaths of the only two males groomed to take the Alpha position over the next two decades. My nephew Roger died in a construction accident last year. And now my only son is dead. Our Pack is small. We’re just shy of two hundred wolves.”

      “Then you’d rather risk your Pack disbanding than placing an interim Alpha in the position?”

      “That’s why we’re asking your Pack for help. We want to enact a union. Just like my son and I planned before he died. That hasn’t changed, but we can’t do this if we can’t keep Simon from bidding for the position.”

      Garrett and his men looked back and forth between each other.

      “As you know, this isn’t the first time a union between our Packs have been entertained,” Benjamin Sr. said. “Your late father offered us the chance to join forces about five years ago when things started going south for us. I didn’t take him up on the offer because I thought my son could turn the Pack around. I never said anything, but I forced the position on him because I believed in him. When my son failed, we started losing members. Now my son is dead and Simon—who has become a spearhead in leading the Pack down this backward path while under my son’s leadership—has made it clear that he wants us under his complete control. This isn’t about keeping the Alpha title close to home; this is about protecting our kind. The union would have ensured that. I see that now. And I didn’t take his offer when I had the chance.”

      “I remember when my dad told us about his plans,” Garrett said. “He was really counting on a union like that to build wealth for both Packs and to form a stronger alliance for putting up with any foe, human or otherwise. We’re neighboring Packs, so it would’ve worked in our best interests. That’s the extent of my knowledge. But then, I wasn’t being paid to play nice with other Packs or anyone else. I’m an outlaw and my loyalty has always been with Aspen Valley. As Alpha, playing nice and offering unions was my dad’s prerogative and now it’s my brother Dane’s responsibility. I’m not sure Dane will be so forgiving of you turning down the offer the first time or picking up where you last Alpha failed.”

      Garrett hated being so blunt to the old man, but it was the truth.

      Benjamin Sr. shook his head in disappointment. “That would be unfortunate for us. If Simon steps up, he’ll never agree to a union like that. More than likely, he’ll cause issues for your Pack down the road just like he tried to convince my son to raid another neighboring Pack for their land.”

      “I seriously doubt he’ll be causing any issues for us. We protect our borders with deadly force,” Garrett warned. “Turning Simon over to you is no problem. I’ve handled situations more difficult than this. What makes it especially easy is that it doesn’t appear that Simon will run away. He wants this Pack, which means he won’t go very far,” Garrett said. “Your issue is convincing Dane to accept that offer you’re talking about once again.”

      “I’m prepared to offer more than I did last time,” Benjamin Sr. replied. “I understand that real estate is something you have less of down in Tellevue County. I know how important land is when it comes to us wolves who like to roam free and in our natural habitats.”

      “I can’t speak for my brother,” he said.

      Yet, Garrett knew the old man spoke the absolute truth. Aspen Valley Pack had the numbers, but they were weak in the area of working capital and land. It wasn’t in Garrett’s place to reveal that information either.

      “Then you can get word to him about our intentions once we get rid of Simon?” the old man asked eagerly.

      “I will, but how long will it take you to have a Pack that is free and clear of a leader who’d be opposed to this type of union?” Garrett asked.

      “That’s where I knew you might come in handy.”

      “Right. The research.” Garrett cast a knowing look at Alejandro and then folded his arms across his chest. “Seems like you’ve been planning a lot lately.”

      “I’ve also been saving a lot.” Benjamin Sr. pulled out a suitcase and revealed wads of cash inside. “I need Simon captured, immobilized, and brought to me. Preferably alive, not dead.”

      “I’m not a wolf slayer if I don’t have to be,” Garrett said. “I don’t end lives unless my life or the lives of any of my Pack members are in jeopardy. Just so you understand that up front. Sometimes potential clients misunderstand my intentions.”

      “I’m not in search of a slayer. I want Simon to suffer before he perishes, and that’ll be up to me. I have a connection out west that tells me what your normal rates are, and I’ve doubled it. It’s all in the suitcase. All up front. What say you? Or do I need to find another outlaw willing to do the job? I heard your brothers are in the same profession.”

      “You can consider it a done deal.”

      In under a minute, the old man sent Alejandro across the room with the suitcase.

      “I never fail an assignment, so it looks like you’ll be killing two birds with one stone,” Garrett said. “I’ll get rid of Simon and you’ll have a Pack free and clear of any Alpha to bargain with my brother.”

      “Let’s hope that your brother accepts.”

      “I’ll tell you one thing, you’ll have to bring more than money to the table.”

      Benjamin Sr. nodded. “I’ve heard the rumors that your family is well off, but hides it well.”

      “Then you know we mean business. Give me at least a week at the most,” Garrett said, turning with the suitcase in his hand. “I’ll give Dane a heads up in the meantime.”
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      “You’re leaving out on the next bus out of that town, right? You better be…” Hope’s voice sounded frantic on the other side of the line as she tried to convince Autumn to leave right away.

      “Not now…soon,” Autumn replied, stuffing handfuls of toiletries into a pink duffle bag and then rushed over to her closet. “He thinks I’m going to cooperate with him. If I can get over to the tavern and out before he realizes that Melisandra left town he won’t notice anything. I told him to stay out of my hair for twenty-four hours, but I’m not waiting around that long.”

      “I can’t believe you’re going back to the tavern!”

      Autumn sighed. “Honestly, you don’t know how relieved I am to find out that you and Melisandra are out of Cross City, but I have to go back. All of Dad’s legal documents are in the safe. Even the check we just got from that life insurance policy he had is still there.”

      “So leave them…what more can we do? Dad is dead,” Hope exclaimed.

      “The old deed to the property is in there too. The one from before he made that deal with the Montagues. Maybe there’s something in there that can help us get the tavern back or, better yet, get me out of this mess. I can’t marry Simon. I can’t look at that bum rear mongrel for a year. Not even six weeks.”

      “Well don’t! Just get on the bus and come stay with Melisandra and me in Montana. We’ll live off of what Melisandra managed to take from the cash vaults and then save up enough to build another restaurant like we planned. We did it once before with dad and we’ll do it again.”

      “In three hours, I’ll be on the bus. I promise. It’ll only take me fifteen minutes to pretend I’m clocking into work. I’ll empty the safe and then head out of there.”

      “I couldn’t forgive myself if I knew you were stuck in a marriage with that scumbag while I lived it up at college.”

      “About your education…?”

      “Don’t. I’ll find another college to go to. There are plenty of community colleges out in Montana.”

      “But your scholarship—”

      “Never mind the scholarship. What about your freedom? Your freedom and safety are worth more than a five thousand dollar scholarship. The Alpha is dead and Simon is the most unfit Beta to date and he’s only pulling the Pack down with him into a sinkhole. I can’t see how all those wolves deal with him. Melisandra says the worst is yet to come. It’s best we get out while we can. Melisandra is willing to be a lone wolf without a Pack for a little bit if need be.”

      Although Melisandra was their stepmother through a mating with their dad, Autumn still respected her. The woman had taken care of their dad when he was going through some really rough times with losing a wife to an accident and with his health. They had all grown close over the years, especially after Autumn realized how much Melisandra loved her dad.

      Autumn frowned. “I wish things had been different for us. I don’t think dad had any idea what he signed up for when he made that business deal with the Montagues. I think the only thing he was really concerned about was keeping the tavern operating on a day to day basis.”

      “Yeah, well, he didn’t count on Simon growing up to be a jerk either. What’s done is done. Do what you have to do and call me as soon as you leave the tavern, okay? I want to know as soon as you get on that bus.”

      “I will. Love you, sis.”

      “Love you, Autumn. See you in Montana.”
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      Garrett should’ve known better than to visit the small tavern again where he had first seen the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack, but neither he nor Benjamin Sr. had any time to waste. He’d have to confront Simon Montague sooner, rather than later. There was still a chance that Simon could suspect something or catch wind that Garrett was after him and flee. It was too bad that Garrett didn’t catch the Beta’s scent the first night he saw the guy at the tavern. An advantage to having so many bodyguards around him was masking his scent. All he had to do was lure Simon away from his gang. And then if that failed, he’d have to confront him and his gang.

      More than half of Simon's Pack wanted him gone for good, so Garrett wondered why the guy wanted to claim the Alpha position in the first place. Then again, more than half of the Cross City Wolf Pack had left already following the news of their Alpha’s death and the threat of disbandment. There was hardly anything left of them, besides their capital…and the land.

      This time, Garrett took a seat at the bar and ordered a beer. Joshua, a guy from his crew, was right behind him. He sat off in the far right corner of the tavern. He served as backup just in case Garrett got himself into too much trouble. Actually—and eventually—Garrett would find himself in trouble. That’s what he was being paid for.

      The tavern door opened again bringing in a gust of fresh air with it. It had rained just over an hour ago, so the wind carried a humid, but strong acidic smell to it. Just enough to mask hardly anyone’s scent. Whoever entered the tavern didn’t make much noise or garner any attention. He wanted to look up, but to prevent blowing his cover, he remained seated at the bar and diverted his attention down to his smartphone. Joshua had a better view of the door anyway.

      Garrett sent him a text message: You see anything?

      Just moments after the door slapped closed, he got an alert on his phone: The city bus just dropped off two people. Women. The other went around the back. Still no sign of the Beta or his gang.

      Garrett huffed and then took another swig of his beer. He’d give it another half hour or so, but if the Beta didn’t show he’d have to go wolf hunting on private property.

      As he placed his beer bottle back down on the coaster, he caught a strong wisp of a woman’s scent. Not of acidic rain, food, or wolves, but of a very delectable human woman. She smelled of nutmeg and cinnamon. All the things that reminded him of the love of family and togetherness.

      Her scent had him rooted to the booth seat. Before he could turn around to get a full view of her, she whipped right past the bar and rushed down a narrow hallway leading to the back rooms. But there was one feature that he didn’t miss. The women had a full head of dark mahogany-colored hair. She was the same woman from the day before. Even her flawless skin reminded him of cinnamon.

      She looked behind her one time with the same fear in her demeanor she had had when he’d last seen her. As if someone was after her…

      Garrett’s wolf reared up as her scent engulfed him. His ears perked up, his mouth watered, and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. All those sensations came at him full force, causing his libido to go into overdrive and taunting his wolf. Her scent wasn’t one he’d come across before, but for some reason, his wolf side seemed almost too aggressive about going after her. He reined back his yearning for her, but if he were in true form, there would’ve been no stopping his wolf. Even now, while he was in human form, he had a hard time fully suppressing the urges of the wolf.

      “Dang it,” Garrett muttered.

      He pulled out his wallet, took out some money, and thrust a few bills on the countertop. After texting a message to Joshua that he was following a lead to the back, he got up and slipped through the crowds in the direction of the hallway.

      He found her easily. All he had to do was follow her signature aura all the way to a door clearly marked “Management”. The sign was nailed on the door and engraved in big, bold, black letters.

      She could have very well been a manager at the tavern, but why did she appear to look around so cautiously when she walked right past him to get here. No one had stopped her on the way down here, so maybe she wasn’t really in violation of entering the management offices without permission. Then again, no one had stopped him either. The security in this place was lax, probably even non-existence. But what did he expect? This wasn’t the nightclub that he was used to back home. As far as Garrett could tell, the patrons weren’t as rowdy as he’d often witnessed at LIVE.

      The door was closed, but when Garrett pressed his ear to the wood, he sensed someone moving around inside, talking on a phone. He couldn’t make out the words. Her voice was low and muffled.

      After a quick glance in both directions down the hall to make sure he wasn’t being watched, he grasped the doorknob and turned it slowly. He thought the suppressed sound of the door separating from the frame would’ve blown his cover sooner than he wanted, but the woman kneeled on the floor in front of a safe jamming documents into an oversized handbag.

      Garrett cleared his throat and the woman immediately rose up to her feet.  She spun around slowly and eyed him with a deer caught in the headlights stare.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I thought I’d come ask you the same question,” he said.

      Her gaze narrowed as she sized him up. “You’re a shifter,” she said.

      He nodded once.

      She snatched up her handbag and took a step back. “If you’ve come to take me to Simon, I’m not going. I told him to give me until tonight. I still have several hours left.”

      “I don’t work for Simon,” Garrett said, his gaze falling on the empty safe on the floor beside her. “You’ve just about emptied the whole dang safe out, haven’t you?”

      “The safe is mine. I can do whatever the heck I want with it.” She swept her gaze swept over him and then her focus dropped to his bare arms. “You’re not a Cross City wolf. You wear the mark of a different wolf pack. Who are you?”

      Not many humans understood wolf pack dynamics, so for her to look for and identify his pack’s insignia both surprised and alarmed him.

      “Garrett.”

      “Garrett who?”

      “Garrett, the wolf who caught you red-handed,” he replied.

      She swallowed visibly. “You don’t work here either. I can just as well have you arrested for breaking and entering.”

      Garrett turned slightly and pointed to the door. “Sign says management. I came to see the manager.”

      “Well, you won’t find him here.”

      “Him?”

      “Look, I don’t know what you want but I really don’t have time to make small talk with you,” she said, slipping the straps of the handbag onto her shoulder.

      “Not even ten minutes?” he asked.

      “I don’t even have ten minutes,” she said, maneuvering around a desk in an attempt to circumvent him.

      “Who are you running from?” he asked.

      The question got her attention and she stopped mid-stride. She didn’t answer.

      “I saw you with the Cross City Beta the other night,” he continued.

      She flinched. “You did…?”

      Garrett thought back to that night when she had been cornered by the jerk. He had a feeling that when he caught up to Simon again, he’d have a hard time convincing himself not to lay hands on him. And not in a good way. But his job was to hand the man over to be dealt with by someone else—not kill him.

      “When did you see me with him?” she asked.

      “Just the other night. You were about to leave, and then he had you cornered.”

      He hated that he was making her uncomfortable, but for some reason, he didn’t want to let her out of his sight. His instincts—both human and wolf—told him that she needed help and that she was scared. He wanted to help her. Not because she obviously had connections to the man he was hunting down, but because he felt propelled to do so.

      She walked briskly toward him, but the room was so small she had no choice but to come near him.

      “Answer me. Are you running from him?”

      “I don’t know you, so I can’t trust you,” she said. “My cab is on the way. I have to go.”

      “I can help you,” he offered.

      “Why would a guy like you want to help me?” she asked. Her tone came across as bitter, but she had every right to question him. He was a stranger, after all.

      “Because no woman should feel afraid…the way you feel.”

      “How do you know I’m afraid?”

      “I’m a wolf. I don’t see anyone else in the room giving off such a strong emotion.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t help me. You don’t even know me. And…Simon's dangerous.”

      “So am I.”

      “I don’t have anything to offer you.”

      “You might be surprised what you can offer me in return,” he replied.

      “I don’t have money,” she mumbled.

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Information…”

      “Information?”

      “About Simon—the Cross City Beta.”

      “You’re insane.”

      She rushed passed him.

      He caught her gently by the arm.

      “Wait—”

      “Didn’t you hear what I just said? Simon is a very dangerous man. Here’s some free information: Stay far away from him and far away from Cross City. Go back to your Pack or wherever you came from.”

      She yanked the door open and fled out of it.

      Garrett frowned, biting at the inside of his lip as he processed the information. Her warning was clear and he already had concrete evidence that the woman had every right to run. Before he risked being caught in a place where he wasn’t allowed, he exited the small office and headed back down the hallway. By the time he got back to the bar, the woman had already exited the building.

      Joshua was still seated at the same table with a bowl of French fries and a beer in front of him.

      Garrett’s phone alerted him that he had a text message from Joshua: Got anything?

      He dialed Joshua’s phone instead of texting. “The woman that just left…did you see her?” He tried to keep his voice down.

      “What woman?”

      “The pretty brunette.”

      “The one that walked in here about fifteen minutes ago? No. I’ve been watching the door since you walked to the back. No women have come and gone since then.”

      Garrett glanced around. “Well, she’s not here, but said she was leaving.”

      “Does she have information?”

      “Maybe…”

      “Hold on…I think something’s happening outside…”

      Garrett directed his gaze in Joshua’s direction just as the man parted the window blinds and peered outside. He then rose from the table with a wide-eyed stare in Garrett’s direction.

      “What’s the issue?” Garrett spoke anxiously into the phone.

      “I think we’ve got a strong lead to Simon outside. A few of his men from the other night just showed up.”

      Both men got up and headed toward the door.

      Sure enough, a yellow cab was surrounded by two pickup trucks in the parking lot. Three men that had already been identified as having an affiliation to Simon yanked the driver’s side door to the cab opened and jerked the driver out of it. He landed on the hard, dusty pavement and held up his hands in instant surrender. The woman inside—the same one who’d emptied the safe—put up more of a fight. It took Garrett only a split second to realize that the men were trying to kidnap her.

      “Let’s get ready,” Joshua said. “You said the woman had connections to Simon? They’ll lead us to him.”

      “No,” Garrett said. “We’re not using her as bait. They’re not taking her anywhere.”

      “Idiot…” Joshua mumbled under his breath. “You don’t mean to save her…? Ah Idiot.”

      Before Joshua could utter another word, Garrett propelled himself toward the men struggling to apprehend the woman. She kicked and screamed and caused so much commotion that other customers started flowing out of the bar. No one intervened. They just looked on at the altercation like they were viewing the aftermaths of a train wreck, just like the night before. What was wrong with these people? Didn’t they help their fellow neighbors?

      “Move. Step aside,” one of the men said once Garrett blocked their path. He uttered something else in his thick, Russian accent and spat on the ground.

      “Let her go,” Garrett said.

      “Are you dense in the head?” he continued. “I said step aside…wolf.”

      “And I said let the woman go. Or there will be problems.”

      The Russian wolf laughed. “Don’t you see you’re outnumbered?”

      The woman screamed again as the two men nudged her closer to their trucks.

      “Depends on how you look at it,” Garrett replied. “Only weak wolves prey on human women.”

      The Russian produced a short blade and stood his ground. “I’m only doing my job and the only thing standing in the way of me collecting my check is you.”

      “Then you and I have something in common. You can hand her over willingly or we can demonstration for the people here just how weak you are.”

      A second knife dropped from the Russian’s sleeve into his palm. “We’ll see.”

      “Garrett…” Joshua warned.

      “Leave,” Garrett said between clenched teeth. “I’ve got this. Inform the others. Meet me back at the hotel.”

      “Garr—”

      Garrett growled. “Now! Go! That’s an order.”

      Right after Joshua took off on his bike, the Russian charged him with the knife. All perdition broke loose from there as Garrett and the Russian squared off. Some of the guests in the tavern came outside to view the fight, forming a small circle around them on the lot. It wasn’t uncommon for two wolf shifters to square off. People were less likely to intervene or call for help when it came to wolves. They fought all the time. It was part of their rituals. It was unlikely that anybody would be calling the human authorities to an establishment like this.

      As he wrestled with the Russian on the ground, dirt and debris flew up his nose and got into his mouth. The knife had slashed him a few times already, but the Russian never had a chance to go deep enough to cut through to the flesh. Garrett kicked the Russian across the face while he was doubled over, spitting blood on the ground. The force sent him about three feet across the lot.

      The woman never stopped screaming. She called for help even louder, now that she was being forced away from the fight, away from the crowd, and toward the trucks. At this point, the onlookers found the fight more of a priority than helping the woman.

      All it took was a one-second hesitation on Garrett’s part. The Russian slashed the blade of the knife across Garrett’s gut. This time, the blade went through the flesh. He stumbled forward holding the fresh wound as blood seeped through his shirt.

      The Russian laughed. “I let no one get in the way of me when it comes to my money.”

      “Neither do I, jerk!”

      Garrett picked up a large broken off piece of concrete from the ground and hurled it toward the Russian. The concrete block connected with the left side of his face, sending him flying back into the crowd. No one caught his fall. He lifted the half-conscious man up by the collar and knocked him out cold with his bare hands. Garrett picked up the knives that dropped to the ground and burst through the crowd.

      He threw one of the knives, embedding it into the back of one the woman’s kidnappers. The second kidnapper was already behind the wheel, but before he could get the engine started, Garrett thrust the other knife into his shoulder blade.

      By the time Garrett got the truck open, the woman was screaming something into a phone. He yanked the door open and offered her a hand.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      For a second, she looked bewildered and confused, but then she put her hand in his and got out of the truck.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, clutching the phone and her handbag to her heaving chest.

      The second kidnapper hurled himself from the truck and jerked the knife from his shoulder. After spewing a series of curse words at Garrett, the man shifted in front of the crowd and took off running. He disappeared in the woods behind the tavern.

      Garrett never let go of her hand and led her over to his bike.

      He handed her a helmet. “Your cab is gone. Get on.”

      “I…I…,” she said, trying desperately to catch her breath.

      “Your choice,” he said. “Stay here…or get on.”

      The fear had never left her eyes and Garrett wondered how long she had been living like this. On the run. And on the verge of being kidnapped and taken by someone as dangerous and morally corrupt as their Beta. He already knew what her intentions were. She wanted to escape with whatever was in that bag and from whoever those men were working for.

      Reluctantly, she put on the helmet and joined him on the motorcycle. He wasted no time as he rode off with intentions of getting her as far away from the tavern as he could.
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      “What’s your name?” the stranger asked her, once they were settled in the motel room and he’d bolted the locks.

      “Autumn,” she said. Maybe she shouldn’t have given her name so freely, but the man had saved her rear. But why?

      “Autumn. Like the season?”

      “Yes, I was born in September on the first day of Autumn.”

      He stole a glance at her and she thought she saw a hint of a smile. His dark brown hair was tousled and wet from the rain, which they’d ridden in for about five minutes before reaching the bed and breakfast on the outer edge of the city. He had to be in his early to mid-thirties. She couldn’t really tell. Except for the bruising, scarring, and tattoos that she could see, he had the most beautiful skin she’d ever seen on a man. To achieve his sun-kissed complexion, it looked as if he had ridden in the sun for hours on end on his motorcycle. He had wide shoulders, a strong neck and a defined jawline. His arms and hands were big. He was exceptionally tall, almost overbearing to the point of intimidation. Maybe about six feet, four inches. His eyes were hooded by a set of dark, thick lashes and his lips were full. He wore old worn jeans, heavy-duty working boots, and a leather jacket that was pulled tautly across his chest.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, who do you work for?” she asked.

      “I don’t mind,” he replied. “My brother is Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack. You could say I work for him.”

      “Aspen Valley? That’s not that far away from here. I might have been there once or twice when I was little.”

      “It’s a small town and not as big as Cross City, but we have a big Pack. No hustle and bustle. Quiet. Everyone knows everyone else’s business.”

      She smiled. “That’s the way it is here too, but maybe I just like to stay inside of my little bubble.”

      “At the tavern?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How long have you worked there?”

      “Hmmm,” she said. “My dad put me on the payroll officially when I was fourteen, but I had different side jobs to earn allowance when I was just a little girl, like changing out the menus and wrapping the silverware.”

      “Family business?”

      “Yeah. Besides your brother, have you got any other family or close friends?” she asked.

      He didn’t seem like the type to stay put and judging from the lack of a wedding ring on his finger, she figured he wasn’t married. But that didn’t really mean anything for a shifter. Most of them mated and never married.

      “I have three brothers. There’s Dane, Raoulf, and Brock. Dane’s the youngest, and our dad was the Alpha before he stepped up into the position.”

      “So does that mean the Alpha position stays in the family like with the Cross City wolves,” she asked.

      “Sort of, but not necessarily. Most Packs I know keep it in the family, but almost any other wolf can challenge for the position…if they dare.”

      “What’s your position within it?”

      “That’s pretty complicated. My duties come without rank and I prefer it that way. Before my brother became the Alpha and even when my father held the position, my brothers and I were considered wolf outlaws and we still are. That means we roam freely and work in conjunction with the Alpha.”

      “Kind of like a lone wolf?”

      “Sort of, but I still know where my loyalties lie.”

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning cracked just outside the door and she jumped to the side. Feeling a little foolish for acting so paranoid, she wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed her elbows. Her shirt was still wet from the rain, but she figured it could have been worse. Rain beat hard on the roof of the little bed and breakfast where they sought shelter.

      “Oh…” She glanced down at her wristwatch. “And my bus just left.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That’s not your fault. All I was thinking about was getting away really,” she said.

      “Where were you headed?”

      He handed her some towels that he retrieved from the bathroom and she used it to dab at her wet face and shirt.

      “Further out west,” she replied, intentionally leaving out the state.

      He pulled off his leather jacket and tossed it aside. Her eyes dropped to his blood stained shirt.

      “You’re bleeding,” she gasped.

      “It’s fine. The cut ain’t that deep. Are you gonna tell me your story?” he asked.

      “Depends. Are you gonna tell me yours?”

      He peeled off his wet shirt and tossed it in the wastebasket by the door. Her focus waned back and forth from the two-inch slash across his tight abs to the rest of the hardcore muscles and tattoos on his chest. These marks were more intricately designed than the Pack symbols on his arms and wrists. One mark stood out noticeably from the rest. Maybe because it looked natural. Not ink, but almost like a branding or birthmark, but she couldn’t be sure. The impression was shaped like a clover, with four leaves. He had so many tattoos, and she almost wondered if the marks themselves represented his own story. Among the markings were dozens of scars and old wounds. This wasn’t surprising to her. Wolves fought all the time and she’d been around enough of them to know that they fought hella dirty. Just like Garrett had fought off Simon's men to help her escape.

      “There’s not much to tell.” He shrugged. “I’m looking for a Beta. You have information about where I can find this Beta.”

      “Why didn’t you just let his men take me and follow along?”

      “When I caught you stealing from that safe, I was serious about what I said.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “Let’s get this straight. I wasn’t stealing anything. What’s in that bag is mine. And before you get any ideas, there wasn’t any money in the safe.”

      “Were you expecting money to be in the safe?” he asked.

      She bit her lip, trying to process once again who else could have gotten into the safe beside her and her sister. They were the only ones with the key. The ledger and some of her dad’s documents were still there, but the bundle of cash was gone.

      “You were, weren’t you?” he asked when she didn’t answer.

      “It’s none of your business,” she said. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me, but if you think that I’m going to lead you to Simon, you’re wrong. I don’t ever want to see that mongrel again.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He tossed his head toward her handbag lying on the bed. An unmade bed. A bed that, apparently, he’d been sleeping in. She could tell. The whole room smelled of him—almond and a strong underlying manly scent. Two pairs of work boots and one duffle bag lay on the floor beside the bed. Was he living out of a motel? Why did he bring her here?

      “Are you aware of the things he’s being accused of doing?”

      “I can only imagine. He destroys everything he touches, including our tavern—my family’s business. He’s a monster and a selfish pig.”

      He grabbed his duffle bag and threw it on top of the bed and then grabbed a flask. He splashed what looked like whiskey onto the open wound, cleaned it with a towel, and then bandaged it up with a white t-shirt he tore in half.

      “You need to get that dressed properly. It’s going to get infected.”

      “The wound will heal once I shift.”

      Uneasiness rose up in her chest. She’d seen Cross City Pack members in wolf form before, but she’d never actually seen them shift. “And when will that be?”

      “Soon as night falls,” he said. “You look a little nervous. Don’t worry. I won’t do it here in front of you.”

      “You’re lucky that healing a wound is that easy for you. I’m glad,” she said. “When the rain stops, you can give me a ride to the bus stop.”

      “I can?”

      “You will. Won’t you?”

      “Depends…”

      “Look, I need to get out of here. Simon will be after me,” she told him.

      “Not if he can’t scent you. This storm will help with that.”

      “Um…so let me see if I understand this correctly. You saved me from being kidnapped so you can hold me here,” she asked, and then crossed her arms over her chest. “Wait a minute. You’re not going to really use me as bait, are you?”

      He laughed. Actually laughed out loud. A full, hearty laugh. Deep and smooth, just like his voice. But the joke was on her and she didn’t find it funny.

      “I should’ve known not to trust you or anyone,” she said.

      “Hold your horses, I’m not going to use you as bait, but I’m not going to release you either until I know you’re safe.”

      “I didn’t ask for your safety. I just needed to get away from the tavern.”

      “From what you’re telling me, you’ll need help getting out of here. You can’t do that if you don’t have any money.”

      He was right. She had less than forty dollars in her pocket and that would only get her so far. At this point, she couldn’t even afford another bus ticket. But she wasn’t going to just ask a stranger for money outright.

      “In a day or two, I’ll have the money to buy another bus ticket. It’s been tough for me for the past few weeks. Simon took over all the tavern’s accounts and I lost complete access to them a few days ago. I can’t even view the balance or pay our vendors. I was going to use my dad’s savings from the safe to get a lawyer, and now that’s gone too.”

      “And now she talks…” he said. “What gives Simon the right to deny you access to your money?”

      She looked away at any and everything besides him. “He and I…uh…we…”

      Garrett arched an eyebrow. “I’m all ears.”

      “He now owns the tavern and…I was promised to him.”

      “Promised to him by who?”

      “My dad.”

      “And so you’re running from an arranged mating made by your own flesh and blood—your father?”

      “Simon's dad and my dad were good friends. He did it to save our business and to keep us from losing our home. I never wanted my first marriage to be this way and I’ve been trying to save up the funds to buy my way out of the contract. Just enough to buy our business back and get Simon to cancel the deal. I just couldn’t save enough. The bills just rolled in way too fast. Sometimes I wonder how my dad even managed, but then I remember all of the risky deals he made, including this arranged mating.” She sighed. “What I did have was enough to send my sister to college. I wasn’t able to leave this stupid city, but she has a better chance.”

      “You gave your sister the money intended to free you from the contract?” he asked, confusion setting in on his face.

      She nodded. “I didn’t even think twice about it. She’s my baby sister. Now, it’s too late for me. Ever since the Alpha’s death, Simon has been adamant about us sealing the deal right away. All of a sudden, he’s taken control of everything, leaving us with nothing.”

      “Except for the Pack,” Garrett said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Simon seems to be running around in circles trying to secure a very lucrative position within the Cross City Wolf Pack.”

      “Oh, I know it. And he wants to get me involved in a hurry as part of some family ritual. I should have stopped this long before he got so powerful.”

      “Has he marked you?” Garrett asked, suspiciously.

      “Marked?”

      “Have you messed him?”

      “Seriously?”

      He waited as if asking a stranger about their sex life was the most natural thing in the world for him.

      “No,” she said, shaking the vile image from her mind.

      “Has he bitten you? Marked you in any way?”

      She shrank back. “Of course not. Have you listened to a word I’ve said? I don’t want anything to do with him. I wouldn’t let him touch me that way.”

      “If you ever let him bite or forget you, you will carry his essence. And while the essence is there, he’ll be able to track you down just about anywhere.”

      “That’s just ridiculous,” she said. “I’m not a shifter. I’m a human. I can’t carry a wolf’s essence, whatever that means.”

      “If he claims you by biting you, you will. Essence transfers quite easily actually. That’s how most wolves claim others in the absence of a true mating if the natural imprinting hasn’t happened or won’t happen. If he physically claims you, all in his Pack will know that you’re his. Lack of a signature on a piece of paper won’t matter to wolves. Not even the law or the police will be able to help you. He’ll always be able to find you as long as his essence remains with you.”

      She shook her head. “I won’t let him do that.”

      “If he hasn’t already bitten you, he probably won’t. And it probably means that he’s not anxious to mark you just yet. I hate to say this, but I think he knows that you’d rather not leave that tavern behind. He knows you’re not going anywhere anytime soon,” he said.

      Autumn knew it; it was the truth. She would do anything to protect her family name and keep the tavern, but things had gotten out of hand over the past couple weeks. She’d risk her life, but she couldn’t risk her sister’s life in the process.

      “I won’t be used and I don’t want anything taken from me either,” she said, firmly. “The ownership of the tavern should have never been transferred completely to him. Before I knew he’d started the process, it was too late. He had the original agreement and the lawyers and courts did what was allowed by law.”

      “Then my suggestion for you is to stay far away from him.”

      “I’m trying to do that, hence why I tried to get out of this town,” she said. “It’s not that easy, though. He’s taken something away from me. The tavern doesn’t belong to him. Do you know how many years it took us to build and grow that tavern?”

      “I understand that you don’t want to let something like that go, but if you choose to stay here and fight for the tavern, Simon must be out of the picture.”

      She swallowed and a shred of hope filled her heart. “Are you saying there’s a way to get Simon out of the picture?”

      “You asked me for my story,” he replied. “I’m looking for Simon, the Cross City Beta. And when I see him again face to face, it won’t be good news for him.”

      There was a knock at the door. The sound of it startled Autumn more than the treacherous thunderstorms outside.

      Garrett turned toward the door and then looked down at his phone.

      “Who’s that?”

      “My partner. I’m gonna step out and have a word with him.”

      “In the storm?” She glanced at the windows, which were covered with curtains. Rain pounded consistently at the glass panes.

      “Won’t be my first. I’ll be right back. You think you can hang?”

      Autumn looked around the room. “I’d rather stay here than risk getting struck by lightning. Question is, will you be okay out in that storm?”

      “The wounds aren’t healing quick enough.” He pointed to his midsection. “Would you rather me shift inside?”

      “Do what you’ve gotta do. I’ll be here. And when you get back, we can talk more about this plan of yours to take down Simon and how it can help me too,” she said.

      He grinned. “Are you always this demanding?”

      She smiled. “Only with strangers.”

      He paused for a moment to study her but didn’t say a word. In fact, he didn’t make any moves to leave until his partner knocked a second time. He then stuffed his cell phone down into his back pocket and slipped outside, leaving her alone to thank goodness that she was still alive and out of Simon's grasp.
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      “Who is she?” Joshua asked.

      Garrett had traveled in wolf form with Joshua to an abandoned bridge just under a mile from the motel. The rain had stopped, but the skies were still overcast which meant the storm was bigger than expected. The knife wound to his gut had partially healed, for the most part. What hadn’t gone away was his driving urge to hunt and kill.

      “Her name’s Autumn. She was promised to the Cross City Beta by her father,” he said.

      Joshua’s eyes widened. “Jeez man, do they still do that type of stuff around here?”

      “Arranged pairings are becoming less frequent these days, now that our existence is out,” he said. “It’s still pretty common with higher ranking wolves, though. It takes a lot more than just the title to run a Pack these days.”

      Joshua nodded. “Kind of like what your brother Dane did with Trina to get his land back.”

      “Yeah, kind of like that. The difference is my brother cared for Trina even before he found out that she was his true mate. This is a little different. I don’t suspect that any true mating will result from Simon and Autumn.”

      “Have they…?”

      “No. She bears no markings or imprints at all.”

      “So once the storm lets up, she’ll take us to Simon then?”

      Garrett shook his head. “She’s innocent, man. Truthfully, I don’t want her involved in this any more than she already is.”

      “You trust her?”

      Garrett nodded.

      “Seriously man? You just met her. What if this is all a front?”

      “I know she’s not lying,” he said. “I saw her before I knew who she was. Simon is trying to force her into it. She knows about him and the things he’s done, and she’s been trying to flee him. Her and her sister.”

      “Force her? But her father signed a contract. Didn’t she know about this?”

      Garrett rubbed at his chin. “Her circumstances are complicated. There was more than her life on the line. That tavern back there belonged to her family before Simon took control of it. By the way, have you seen Edward? He hasn't reported in since the meeting with Benjamin Sr."

      "Naw, but I can guess where he is right about now," Joshua replied. "He was getting pretty comfy with two of those chicks down by the strip joint. He goes there nightly to mess one of them. Probably both of them."

      Garrett shook his head. "This isn't the time for him to put his dipstick into every broad he sees."

      "Right. But then again, the guy hasn't been on a road trip like this in over a month. He's probably gotten bored with the broads back home. I'll call him again and tell him to report in."

      "If we don't hear anything from him, he's not getting his entire cut. And that’s my final word.”

      “I hear ya. Did you talk to Dane?”

      “Yeah, he says he’ll think about the old man’s offer.”

      “The offer was certainly generous. Do you know how much we could grow with hundreds of miles of territory added to our Pack?”

      “Yes. My dad understood the value when he talked about this with Benjamin all those years ago. But I understand Dane’s hesitation. He’d be inheriting an unstable Pack as well as the threat that is Simon.”

      “Our Pack was just as unstable when Dane stepped in. He turned it all around. If it weren’t for a few select humans causing trouble in our town, we’d be living in peace,” Joshua said.

      “Ain’t that the truth?” Garrett agreed. “It’s my brother’s call and I’ll leave it at that. But I already know one thing is certain. I’ve been paid to hand Simon over and anyone who has ever hired me knows that I always get the job done.”

      “If you succeed, you’ll eliminate the real threat. Our Alpha will benefit, you’ll keep your perfect track record, and can go back to living your life on the road.”

      Garrett pushed off of the brick wall. “It’s not a matter of if, but just a matter of when. The Pack’s livelihood isn’t the only thing that Simon has threatened.”

      A flawless vision of Autumn came into view. It was a memory of her that first night when she walked out from the back of the tavern. Looking back on it now, he realized that her entrance had blinded him like a bright ray of sunshine. But then Simon's mere presence and existence had ruined that. He wanted to crush Simon for treating her like a secondhand ploy to escalate to the Alpha position and secure his wealth. She deserved better. Way better. A man with a better past—not a criminal one—and a brighter future.

      And although Garrett wanted Autumn for himself, his own past was anything but squeaky clean.
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      “Oh my goodness! So that mongrel tried to kidnap you?” Hope screamed into the phone.

      Autumn paced the motel room floor clutching the cell phone in her palm. As soon as Garrett left the room, she quickly lost her trash again and panic set in again. The only person she could think to call was Hope, but she wasn’t helping with staying cool and calm in the least bit.

      “Calm down, Hope. I’m okay. Tell Melisandra that I’m fine too. I don’t want you or her doing anything drastic. Definitely don’t come back here under any circumstances. Simon is a slick, dirty dog.”

      “Did you find the old deed for the restaurant? The one that the Montagues altered?”

      Her gaze swept over to her handbag where she had stuffed the legal documents. “I’ve got it. It looks like a photocopy though and not the original. And get this?”

      “What?”

      “The check from dad’s life insurance policy was gone.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “I’m certain I left it in there last week when the mail guy brought it in,” Autumn said. “I was going to drive out to the bank to cash it before all this trash starting happening with the Alpha being found dead and all.”

      “Well, it’s not like Simon will be able to cash it. It’s made out to you.”

      Autumn groaned. “That’s the thing, Hope. The tavern’s checking account is in my name. What’s stopping Simon from depositing the check there into an account that he has full access to.”

      “We’ll get through this. The greedier Simon gets, the more mistakes he makes. He’ll get what’s coming to him,” she said. “Who is this other guy anyway? The one that saved you.”

      “His name is Garrett. He’s a shifter from Aspen Valley. His brother is the Alpha there.”

      “But how do you know this Garrett person isn’t conspiring together with Simon?”

      “I seriously doubt that. He’s a stranger, I know, but nothing is worse than being kidnapped by that self-righteous idiot. I told Simon to give me twenty-four hours before he came for me again and he reneged on that. I’m not sure who tipped him off that I was at the restaurant, but the men who grabbed me asked me where I thought I was going and said I wasn’t allowed to leave town.”

      “So you think he knows you were planning to leave?”

      “Maybe…”

      “That mongrel…I’ll send you some cash by Western Union and you can buy another ticket. Can you get to the convenience store across the street from Jackie’s Laundromat?”

      “I’m going to stay put for now. Garrett offered his protection until I get out of town, so don’t worry about it. Simon is such a coward; it’s unlikely he’ll come when he knows what he’s up against. On top of that, the Cross City leaders are onto Simon. Garrett’s been hired to track him down. I might not have to run in the meantime.”

      “So you’re betting on this guy, this shifter, to find Simon and turn him over before he gets to you? I don’t know, Autumn. This all sounds so risky. If the Cross City leaders believed that Simon could be stopped, why don’t they just stop him themselves, like right now?”

      “Something tells me that they’ve tried that already,” she said. “Simon has turned more than half of the Pack against the Alpha family. Remember what Melisandra told us? If Simon steps into the position, there’ll be nothing stopping him from the unlimited resources of the Pack, including loads of money and a whole lot of property. He has a mass mob mentally. He just takes what he wants and dangs everyone else.”

      “So the Alpha family has called for outside help? This Garrett person…what’s in it for him anyway? And what does he want from the Alpha family in exchange for his help?”

      “Money.”

      “Money? What about you? What does he want in exchange for helping you? We can’t possibly pay him too.”

      “He didn’t ask me for money,” Autumn said. “This job he’s on is ongoing and top secret. If this information gets out…”

      “Right. I know. My lips are sealed. Besides, I’m halfway across the country and I’m not coming back. There’s nothing for me there now. Dad’s gone.”

      “Dad may be gone physically, but what he lived for is still in Cross City. I don’t know about you, but I fear losing everything our family has built more than I fear an encounter with Simon again. Remember how we promised Dad that we’d keep up the restaurant no matter what? He did what he had to keep the business. I can’t hate him for it. And if I run, we won’t have a family business. Dad made a mistake and he died not knowing it. I have to fix this. I have to find a way out of this contract and a way to get our tavern back.”

      “All right. I just hope that guy knows what he’s doing as far as Simon is concerned,” Hope said. “Before I left there were rumors going around that he doesn’t care about getting his hands bloody.”

      Autumn shook her head, thinking about what happened earlier that evening. If Garrett hadn’t come, she’d have probably been the one with the knife wound. She owed him big.

      “Unfortunately, it’s true,” Autumn agreed.

      “Just stay safe and away from Simon,” she said.

      “I feel safe with Garrett, and luckily I won’t be stuck in this city in the meantime. Sometime tomorrow I should be in Aspen Valley. Remember we used to go there on business runs with dad.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Garrett knows a lawyer I can talk to. I’ll call you when I get there.”

      “Okay…I’ll be up all night probably. My insomnia is back. If you need me for anything, call me.”

      “I will.”
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      Autumn stopped pacing the room when she heard the floorboards leading to the door creak. She didn’t know what it was, maybe keen instincts or something else, but she predicted that the heavy footsteps belonged to Garrett. Or maybe, she just really wanted it to be him. Sure enough, the door handle rattled and Garrett opened the door, stepping across the threshold with two large paper bags.

      “Hey,” he greeted her. “I got some food.”

      She smiled. “How thoughtful. Thanks.”

      She released a contented sigh, happy to see him back after what seemed like hours. In actuality, he’d only been gone under an hour. The sun had set only a half an hour ago, but her eyes ached and her body was riddled with fatigue. Usually, she stayed up late or worked the third shift at the tavern, but today’s events had her feeling useless and tired.

      “Hope you like pizza. The deep dish kind,” he said, holding up one of the paper bags. “But if you don’t, I also got a few sub sandwiches.” He moved near the small desk to the right of the bed and began un-bagging the items. It looked like he had purchased enough food for a party of six.

      “I’m not picky. Not when I’m hungry anyway. I talked to my sister and told her what happened at the tavern. She was worried as usual,” Autumn said.

      “Is she safe?”

      “Yes, but she wants an end to this just like we all do.” She rubbed at her brow, trying to ward her headache away. “This all seems so surreal. I’m just honestly glad that this is happening to me and not her. My sister is having enough problems as it is dealing with her insomnia. Not to mention she’s had heart issues since she was a newborn.”

      “It’s stressful, I know. For both you and your sister.”

      “Thanks for everything,” she said, at the risk of sounding like a broken record.

      “You’ve been through enough today. Let’s refuel…eat. Rest. I’ll sleep outside tonight or get you another room if you’d feel more comfortable. First thing tomorrow morning, I’ll call the family lawyer. He’s a shifter like me, so he knows what we’re dealing with and would be willing to help you get your tavern back, free and clear, from Simon. I’ll get one of the guys to take you out to Aspen Valley to meet with him while I corner that mongrel here before he takes off.”

      “I don’t mind taking the couch tonight. You’ve done enough for me.”

      “It’s not a problem. You take the bed. I’ll have room service bring over some fresh sheets.”

      They turned to the food in front of them. “This is a lot. Do you really eat this much?”

      He laughed. “I could eat all of this in about an hour. My food expenses are always sky high. It’s mostly why I do what I do to make a living. A man has gotta eat.”

      “What exactly do you do for a living?” she asked, slipping into a chair.

      He pulled up a chair and sat right alongside her. “Outlaw-ish stuff.”

      “Oh, come on. Do you think I know what an outlaw does?”

      “An outlaw does whatever it takes. We do more than cause trouble.”

      “Makes sense, considering what you have planned,” she commented.

      “Exactly. The only thing about this job is that I’m certain a positive change will come from it,” he said.

      “You didn’t look like a bad guy anyway.”

      “That’s the thing, sweetheart. I can convey myself in any way I choose to get a job done.”

      She rested back in her chair and tilted her head “Are you saying that I shouldn’t trust you?”

      “You can trust me to get a job done. Besides that, I’m just a lone wolf.”
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      Garrett still couldn’t believe how beautiful Autumn was and how much she'd affected him since he'd met her. Every hour that she was in his presence, he grew fonder of her. Last night had been hard for him with her sleeping in the bed just three feet away from him while he lay on the couch. He barely got any sleep thinking about her. All he wanted to do was protect her and suddenly getting rid of Simon became more of a priority for him. Not because of the money, but because it mattered to him that Autumn was safe and happy.

      And he wanted her all to himself.

      She slid her half empty fry basket to the side and pulled the glass of water from the middle of the table towards her.

      “About this mating thing…I’m curious,” she said.

      At the mention of the word “mating”, Garrett glanced up sharply across the table at Autumn. She was running her fingers up and down the sweat of the glass of chilled water, drawing patterns as she went. She seemed to have a lot on her mind, but he could tell she was holding many of her frustrations inside. With everything she’d gone through over the past years, she’d come out a strong woman. Most women Garrett knew would’ve caved under the circumstances. But not Autumn. She was content on fighting for that tavern with everything she had.

      She had no problems shifting the attention to him. All humans were slightly curious about shifters, but not all of them knew enough about them. However, their mating rituals usually weren’t something Garrett got asked about. Most of the time, women wanted to see him shift just for the heck of it, which was a no-go for him. To date, no human woman had ever seen him shift into his wolf.

      “Ask away,” he said.

      “What exactly is it? This mating, biting, and imprinting business.”

      “Well.” He rubbed his hands together, thinking of the best way to put shifter things into perspective for a human. “There are differences between the three. Among our kind, matings are often referred to as a permanent and irrevocable union between true mates. The only way to find out if one is a true mate is to first imprint on someone. If the union is a true mating, the imprint will become permanent and a birthmark will be transferred between the two. Biting someone, on the other hand, will mark him or her temporarily. It’s imprinting without the sex, but it doesn’t hold the same weight. Usually, it’s done when two wolves who seek to track each other, either voluntarily or involuntarily.”

      “I see. So marking by biting or imprinting isn’t really permanent unless the two are true mates?”

      “That’s right. Under the usual conditions, imprinting is only temporary.”

      “How does the imprinting happen?”

      “While having sex, a wolf’s essence will transfer to his or her lover. If at least one of them is a shifter, the union creates a sort of chemical imbalance in both the male and the female. The couple can continue to have sex, which means it will just take longer for the imbalance to correct itself, or they can wait it out.”

      “Chemical imbalance?”

      “Increased sex drive, carnal cravings. The urge to continuously have sex with this person. The outcome is more emotional and psychological than anything else. One of the main instincts of our kind is to find a mate and have offspring, so naturally, the imprinting occurs to ensure that we keep having sex with women until they’re pregnant with our pups. While the imprints remain intact, both will continue to crave the other. It leaves them in a constant state of arousal.”

      “Then what if a pair only has sex once and chooses to wait it out. Do they walk around horny all day until the imprints fade?”

      He laughed. “Basically. The imprint lasts about a week. Wolves learn how to abstain in the absence of the person they imprinted on, but humans are a different matter altogether.”

      “You know, I’ve heard the stories about how some of my friends seek out shifters to have sex with to take them on this sexual high like it’s a drug.”

      “The stories are true,” he said.

      “I’ve even seen a few hookups at the tavern.” She blushed. “I mean, I don’t see them having sex, but I’ve overheard women openly propositioning shifters for sex.”

      Her scent intensified, causing him to shift uncomfortably in his chair. Her interest in the sex life of shifters made him react in ways that he’d normally be able to suppress. But there was no suppressing the sudden smell of her arousal or the hard evidence of his—two things that simply wouldn’t go away.

      He breathed in and out steadily and then looked around the room to make sure no one was witnessing his meltdown.

      “Have you ever been propositioned like that…for sex?” she asked.

      Garrett caught a glimpse of the small smile that momentarily crossed her lips. Her eyes were filled with innocence, but asking him about his sex life was anything but innocent. He cleared his throat and prayed to heaven that his toe wouldn’t burst through the fly of his pants and reveal just how turned on he was.

      “Do you really want the answer to that question, sweetheart?”

      “I could see women asking a man like you.” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “You know what? I’m being rude. I talk to a lot of shifters like you at the tavern, but not like this.”

      “It’s not rude at all. In fact, it’s perfectly normal to be curious about what you don’t know and what you haven’t yet experienced.”

      “My dad was married to Melisandra and she’s a shifter and they never talked of imprinting and all that stuff,” she said. “When wolves find their true mates, wouldn’t that be like imprinting times ten? I couldn’t imagine walking around wanting to have sex all the time.”

      “Pretty much, but it’s not like that all the time. Over time, true mates have managed to control their urges when they’re not together. The difference is that true mates carry each other’s birthmarks. All shifters have them, but not all humans do.”

      “I don’t have a birthmark or at least I’ve never seen one on me anywhere.”

      His gaze swept over her flawless skin and he imagined for a moment what she would look like naked and writhing beneath him. Why did he suddenly feel the blinding need to mess and imprint on a woman? He’d held those urges in for so long, only succumbing when he and the wolf inside of him had built up too much aggression, usually right after a job was completed. Autumn brought out the side of him that wanted to imprint because of a wolf’s need for companionship and natural mating urges. His wolf was sending out pheromones all over the place. Even the couple of shifters sitting and eating inside the small deli were beginning to take note.

      “Have you ever mated like that with anyone that could have been your true mate?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re single? No girlfriend or anything?” she asked, as a heated blush spread across her cheeks. “Sorry, that’s not of my business.”

      “No, it’s fine and yes, I’m single. I never really stay put long enough to get involved with any woman on a long-term basis.”

      “So you have sex with them once and then leave them…aroused for several days?”

      He chuckled. “You’re persistent, aren’t you? Actually, yes…I’m not the type to stick around because of my profession.”

      “Well, at least you’re honest,” she said.

      “I’m honest when it matters the most.” He winked. “I don’t go around telling all women that I’m a shifter and that if they have sex with me, they’ll have the urge to mess me day and night for days afterward.”

      “Okay,” she said, and then pressed her lips together cautiously. “But that would probably be icing on the cake for some women.”

      “Yeah, it probably would be, but I doubt they’d want a wolf outlaw,”  he replied. “And quite frankly, I don’t know if I ever want to put any woman through the commitment and stress that my job requires. Being away from home most of the time. That sort of stuff. I don’t want to hurt anyone again.”

      “Again?”

      Garrett shifted in his seat, realizing how easy it was to talk to Autumn, even with the dozens of questions she’d asked him so far. He didn’t know whether he should see this as an advantage or disadvantage. He was more propelled to tell her the truth about himself than any other woman he’d met before. It was strange. Her signature scent of nutmeg and cinnamon continued to mess with his reasoning and his judgment. And that scared the trash out of him. He had an important job to do with a deadline, but all he could think about was getting Autumn to safety.

      “I had a long term relationship before.”

      “What happened?”

      “I put my work before her. I admit it now, but I couldn’t before. She wanted to settle down. She wanted me to give up my lifestyle, along with my profession, because it was too stressful for her. I met her when I was twenty-one and we spent a year and a half together while I trained to become an Enforcer for my Pack. At the time, dozens of shifters were in competition for only a handful of Enforcer positions. Needless to say, I didn’t take the Enforcer job I was offered. Neither did my brothers. We made a pact with each other that we’d defend from the outside of our Pack versus the inside. I joined them with one universal mission of seeking justice for all shifters, whether it involved humans conspiring against us or our own kind threatening our existence and going against our customs. We were, and are still, known as wolf outlaws to those humans that know about us. We’re also mistaken for lone wolves most of the time.”

      “When you say that you’re protecting your own kind from threats to your existence and going against customs, do you mean like what Simon's doing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Melisandra used to say the same thing about Simon. She stopped going to the pack meetings a long time ago when Simon became the Beta.”

      “His actions ignore the rules that have been in place to protect us. He’s being accused of murdering his Alpha. That’s the same thing as a vice president conspiring to murder the president. It’s just not done. If we fail to govern ourselves, others will step in and try to take that privilege from us. Based on history, humans with power have been known to strip our rights from us under the assumption that we’re all wild animals and uncontrollable.”

      “You know what I think? I think you’re one of a kind and that you’re brave for doing something for your Pack that not everyone can or will do,” she said, her eyes lighting up with compassion. “To risk your happiness for something like this takes a whole lot of courage.”

      He smiled. “I’m happy doing it, so I’m not risking too much.”

      “Just your time and your life…your love life,” she replied.

      He nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Was she your true mate?”

      “Who? Donna?”

      “Donna?” she inquired. “Was that her name?”

      “She wasn’t. And if she were, there would’ve been nothing, not even my choice of job that could’ve prevented us from being together. It’s different for true mates. It’s like we’re preprogrammed for this special person that completes us. Dane says it feels like she’s your other half. You can’t live without her. Nothing will stop you from being with this person. The messed up part about it is that true mates are also hard to find. There’s no guarantee that we’ll ever find one in our lifetime. Maybe one in fifty of us ever finds our true mates.”

      “Wow. So what happens if you don’t find your true mate?”

      “We go on with our lives. You can be with someone even if they aren’t your true mate and you can also love them just as fiercely.”

      “Like Melisandra and my dad.” Her gaze dropped to the table. “When I first met her I was skeptical about her intentions. She spent so much time with my dad while he was supposed to be grieving our mother, but she also helped him get through a tough time.”

      “We all need someone like that in our lives,” he said, meeting her gaze.

      “Yes, we do.”

      “We should get back on the road. A driver will meet us near the county line. He’ll take you to see Johnston, the family lawyer. I’ll stay here and follow the lead you gave me about Simon. You can stay at my lodge in Aspen Valley while you get things straightened out. I don’t think you should return to Cross City until everything is settled. I mean, really settled.”

      “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t want to be in the same city with Simon anymore. The sooner he’s gone, the sooner I can revamp the tavern.”
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      Autumn had been scared as heck the first time her dad had taken her riding on his motorcycle. At the time, she was barely a preteen. In his lifetime, he’d had a total of three riding accidents that put him in the hospital and gave everyone a good scare. Well, everyone except for him. Despite the incidents, he rode the motorcycle to work nearly every day. To this day, she was still cautious about bikes—and the bad boys who rode them. While riding with Garrett, her arms wrapped around his waist and her chest pressed against his back, she felt secure. But she hadn't let her guards down completely. She still worried about whether she'd truly be free and clear of Simon and that stupid arranged mating deal. Every day there was a setback, but as soon as she thought she was doomed to give a year of her life to Simon, something happened in her favor that gave her more time to fight the issue. She knew her luck was running out, but she was never the type of woman to give up easily.

      Simon had already demonstrated that he was far more dangerous than she had first realized. His threats and hurried attempts to mate on his terms, only proved that she'd have to take extra precautions. Especially if getting the tavern back meant living in the same town with him. Maybe luck was on her side yet again with Garrett’s new plan. Or maybe not.

      She sighed and condensation fogged the helmet visor.

      Garrett turned his head slightly. "You okay?" he asked, projecting his voice above the furious flow of the wind.

      She nodded.

      "We're almost there."

      She was ready to meet his lawyer, but she wasn't ready to leave Garrett. Not just yet. They had only just met and she wanted to learn more about him and about his life as a wolf shifter. If all that he said was true about his intentions to remain a bachelor because of his profession, she wasn't sure how receptive he'd be to the idea of ever seeing her again. He'd said it himself—he never stuck around long enough for any long-term relationship to develop.

      They rode another fifteen minutes before she began to recognize her surroundings. The lake they were approaching flowed between three neighboring counties. When she was younger, her family used to come out here almost monthly to go fishing or swimming. That was before times got rough before mom died in that car accident, and before things went south with the tavern.

      Garrett slowed down a bit and snatched off his helmet. He turned off of the main highway down a long winding road and looked off into the distance.

      “There,” he said, lifting a chin in the direction of a white sedan parked near the side of the road. “Our driver is here.”

      He rolled to a complete stop next to the car, cut the engine, and helped her off the bike. She pulled her own helmet off and gave it back to him.

      “Whew. Finally. You’re a good driver and all, but others on the road…not so much,” she joked.

      He grinned. “Yeah, you’ve gotta look out for the folks who should’ve never been granted a driver’s license.”

      He knocked on the tinted windows of the sedan and then glanced around nervously. The driver had yet to reveal himself.

      “So, where’s the driver?” she asked.

      Garrett frowned. “He’s supposed to be here.” He sniffed at the air and a look of dread swept over his face. He leaned down and retrieved a handgun from the inside of his boot.

      “You were carrying a gun?” she shrieked. It was the first time she’d seen someone, up, close, and personal—clutching one the way he did.

      “Something’s not right,” he said. “Stay close to me.”

      They circled around the car. When they reached the front, she spotted red smears on the hood and the headlamps. Blood. There wasn’t a lot of it. But still…

      “Oh goodness.”

      “Dang it,” Garrett exclaimed.

      A dead man lay on the ground in the tall unkempt grass. It appeared that he’d succumbed to his wound—a shot to the chest. His hands looked ice cold, gray, and rigid as he clutched his chest near the point of entry.

      Autumn screamed. A blood-curdling scream that rung out across the field. She doubled over in panic and hurled dry air. She tasted the remnants of her breakfast, but nothing came up.

      Garrett knelt next to the man and took his pulse. “He’s been dead a while.”

      “Who would do this? Was that the lawyer?”

      “No. Jack was his driver.” He rose swiftly with the gun still gripped in his hands. “We’ve gotta get out of here. I think we’ve been compromised.”

      Not even a split second later, a distant sound caught in Autumn’s ears. The deep rumbling of an engine grew louder as it advanced in their direction. A black pickup truck burst out from the wooded area and across the tall fields of grass and came barreling right at them.

      Her mouth went dry. Her chest tightened and heart slammed repeatedly against her breastbone. She swung her attention to Garrett, hoping that he had an explanation for this. Any kind of explanation. She saw a different Garrett than the man that had saved her. His eyes had turned dark, almost black. His lips were pulled taut. The uneasiness on his face changed to a look of horror.

      “Garrett…what’s going on?” she asked.

      He grabbed her arm and began backing her up in the direction of the motorcycle. “We’ve got company. Bad company. Stay back behind the car and I’ll handle this.” He fished another small handgun from under his shirt and shoved it into her palm. “If anyone or anything comes at you, shoot ‘em.”

      “Oh goodness.” She trembled, nearly dropping the gun.

      She did as he said, rushing back to the edge of the highway. She slipped behind the white sedan, the gun shaking in her hand.

      Dust billowed up and carried on the wind toward her. Her mouth was already dry as heck and her lungs were burning from exertion. The dust stinging her eyes only made it worst.

      The black pickup truck came to an abrupt halt just five feet in front of Garrett. Two men jumped out. One of them was holding a gun. The second man reached into the backseat and pulled out a hostage who had been blindfolded and had his hands tied behind his back.

      Autumn shielded her eyes from the blazing hot sun with her hand and almost couldn’t believe her luck when she spotted Simon out in the field, shoving the hostage forward.

      Oh, my goodness. This was all her fault. The driver had died because of her. Someone else was in trouble because of her.

      “Well, well, well…” Simon drawled.

      “Let Edward go. He did nothing wrong.” Garrett growled.

      “Oh, really now?” Simon replied. “Because I know a couple of women back at Mina’s strip joint who beg to differ. He’s a rough one, bruising and manhandling the goods and all that. I take great pride in making sure my broads are presentable, so I can’t have him biting them.”

      “Dang it, Edward,” Garrett said, between clenched teeth.

      “Get out of here, Garrett. Don’t try to save me. Just go,” Edward told him.

      Simon's driver clipped Edward across the face with his gun. The impact of the hit sent spit and blood spewing across the ground.

      “We told you not to talk,” Simon said. “You’ve done enough of that.”

      “What did you tell them, Edward?” Garrett demanded.

      Edward spat blood on the ground. “I—”

      Simon retrieved a small knife from his front pocket and shoved the sharp blade in Edward’s shoulder. Edward hollered in pain and then snapped his mouth shut.

      “He didn’t have to tell us anything.” Simon threw a small object on the ground in front of Garrett. A cell phone. “It took us a couple hours to break the encryption and decode his messages.”

      “You’re Simon, aren’t you?” Garrett inquired. “I’m going to put a bullet in your head if anything happens to him.”

      Simon's driver lifted the gun, targeting Garrett’s chest.

      “I beg to differ,” Simon said. “You have something that I’ve already laid claim to.” His gaze lifted then traveled the short distance to where Autumn was hiding behind the sedan.

      Incredible.

      “Incredible. She doesn’t belong to you.” Garrett moved forward toward his intended target—Simon. “Leave her out of this.”

      “She’s been promised to me. I have the papers to prove it.”

      “Bother your papers. She’s mine.”

      Simon took a step back. “Not so fast. You can’t claim her. There’s already an existing claim on her. I don’t know how it’s done down in the backcountry where you live, but around these parts, the first to claim a jerk gets the jerk.”

      “Do you think I give a idiot about your claim?” Garrett replied.

      “I’m here to give you a choice. You can take this low-life can’t keep his toe in his pants mutt back with you and get the heck out of this town or you can attempt to steal what I want and I’ll kill him.”

      “No deal.”

      “A member of your Pack is already lying dead on the ground. Don’t think I won’t have Charlie here put another bullet in both of you. Killing you would be my pleasure, and it’ll definitely serve as a message to your Alpha that you can’t just come running up in our territory uninvited. I’m not as generous as the last Alpha.”

      “I take it that you’re aware of the accusations about you concerning the last Alpha,” Garrett pondered.

      “Hmmm, yes, I’m aware that members of my own Pack are trying to implicate me, but each incident has been dealt with swiftly. Anyone who has a problem with me can get out or die. The doors are open for them to leave.”

      “For them to leave and for you to claim the Alpha position…is that your plan?”

      “Haven’t I made my intentions clear enough? I want what’s mine and what I deserve according to the laws of ascension. If you take this jerk over the border, you know very well what that entails, don’t know?” He didn’t give Garrett a chance to respond. “You don’t come onto my territory and cherry-pick what you want.”

      “Nothing’s stopping me from ending you right now,” Garrett snarled. “I’d be in my best interests to do so.” He raised the gun.

      Simon shoved Edward roughly into the ground. “Shoot him,” he ordered Charlie, the man with the gun.

      Not even a second passed before Charlie put a bullet in Edward’s side.

      “No,” Autumn screamed.

      Edward writhed on the ground for a moment before rolling over onto his hands and knees. Then he began to shift. At least, that’s what it looked like he was doing from Autumn’s position.

      A full-grown wolf pounced out from the same spot where Edward once knelt. The wolf rushed the shooter and chaos ensued.

      Garrett turned and growled at her, “Get out of here.”

      She didn’t bother responding or resisting when she witnessed him dropping to his knees and tearing off his shirt.

      Bones cracked and shifted, limbs lengthened and reformed, fur appeared where there was once cloth and skin. The second half of the transformation happened swiftly and rapidly, as if by magic. The only human on the field was Autumn and the dead man on the ground. But was he really human or was he wolf like the rest of them? Either way, he was dead.

      Autumn held up her gun and shot a few rounds in the air in an attempt to stop the chaos. The wolves didn’t care. They were too busy trying to tear out each other’s throats out. While she was standing there, yelling for them to stop the fighting or she’d call the police, one of the wolves with auburn-colored fur came charging at her. At this point, she couldn’t tell who was who. She released a blood-curdling scream and raced in the other direction, but the wolf mowed her down.

      Its claws were on the ground and she was between its legs. Its fangs were bared and he snapped and growled at her. Spit and sweat flew into her face and she shielded herself, trying to shove the wolf off of her. The animal was heavy and had to have weighed at least two hundred pounds, maybe more.

      She stretched her arms outward, trying to reach the gun that had fallen on the ground next to her. She was too far away to reach it and she scratched at the ground, only bringing up grass and dirt.

      Suddenly, a load of weight lifted off of her and she saw blue skies and clouds again. When she regained her focus, she spotted the wolf that had been on top of her being tackled by another. The wolf who’d saved her had deep brown fur with hints of white at the throat. The eyes somehow reminded her of Garrett, and in that instant, she knew he’d saved her. Again.

      As the wolves fought in the middle of the field, Autumn acted quickly. She raced back to the front of the car and yanked the door open. The keys were on the floor mat as if someone had dropped them while they were getting out. There was blood on the inside of the car. On the doorknob. On the steering wheel.

      Autumn managed to get the keys in the ignition and started the engine. She slammed her foot on the gas and the car lurched forward. When she glanced in the rearview mirror, she spotted a wolf chasing the car. It was the wolf with the auburn colored fur who’d jumped her.

      “Oh goodness, please.” Don’t let it catch up to me.

      But her plea wasn’t answered in that moment. These wolves were big, fast, and not like any other regular animal. She’d heard they could run up to speeds of sixty miles an hour. The loose gravel on the road made it difficult for the little sedan to catch any real traction or speed.

      The wolf had caught up to the driver’s side window. Suddenly, it lunged upward at the car. She jolted to the right in an effort to prevent contact with its gaping jaws but lost control of the wheel. The car jerked and flew off of the highway into a ditch. The impact was more painful than she anticipated. She bit down forcefully and tasted blood. Her blood. A ringing sound resonated in her head and her eardrums pulsed wildly. She was stuck in the car between the ditch and the doorframe. Her leg hurt really bad. Something was holding it down. Still, she wasn’t prepared for what was to come next. She felt the lick of a cold tongue on her forearm and then canines sinking deep into her flesh, causing the most excruciating pain ever.

      “Ahhh,” she screamed, immediately jerking her arm away, but it was too late. The wolf had already bitten her.

      A few gunshots rang out in the distance and then there was silence.

      The next face she saw brought back a shred of hope. It was Garrett.

      Her voice was too hoarse and dry to form words, her tongue felt too heavy to lift, and she was too weak to get up. She lifted her arm slowly and tried to reach out to him…

      The pain was too much for her and her head was spinning out of control.

      Autumn never remained conscious long enough to experience what happened next.
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      After one of the Pack doctors left the cabin, Garrett took in the sight of the resilient, beautiful woman on his bed. Autumn surprised him in more ways than one. Something he didn’t tell her the other day when she had been asking so many questions about his love life and sex life was that ever since that painful breakup ten years ago, he rarely dated human women—women who wouldn’t understand his nature. And in the case of Autumn, his mating and possessive urges.

      While bringing Autumn to his home, Garrett realized that he wanted to keep her safe more than he wanted to complete his assignment. After all, he’d let his prime target get away so that he could get her help for her injuries. She hadn’t opened her eyes since he pulled her from the vehicle. Even now, he missed her giving him the ninth degree on his wolf anatomy and the sound of her voice.

      Garrett took a lock of her hair between his fingers while she slept peacefully and lifted the strands to his nose. Her scent would not leave him. It was somehow ingrained in his memory and even if he wanted to he couldn’t possibly forget it.

      His phone vibrated on his hip. He reached down to view the caller ID. Dane Magnus. It was the call he’d been waiting for.

      He pulled the covers up over Autumn’s chest, exited the room quietly, and took the call.

      He was outside on the back porch before he spoke a word. “Hey, brother.”

      “Garrett? What’s going on? I tried to call you last night but the phone went straight to voicemail. We have a mission we kind of need your help on.”

      “Yeah. Understood. I’ll do what I can. Since the last time we talked I kind of got myself in a bind.”

      “Yeah, I heard. Edward’s sister has been calling me all afternoon about her brother being shot and bitten during the attack near County Line Road. I had to ensure her that our Packs weren’t at war. In fact, I’m still considering Benjamin’s offer. I have no gripes with the Cross City Wolf Pack, I just need time to weigh these things. What kind of trouble did you guys cause in a matter of days?”

      Garrett dragged his fingers back through his hair. “There was a setback in my plans. I was escorting someone out of the city when Simon—the Beta of the Cross City Wolf Pack—followed and attacked us. He killed the driver that Johnston arranged to meet us by the time we got there. Words were exchanged between Simon and me, and we got into it. Edward and I made it out, but we had to flee the scene on foot. Simon had an Omega from his Pack with him who put a bullet in Edward. Needless to say, I ripped out his throat after he shot me in the shoulder while I was fighting Simon. If I hadn’t dived out of the way, the wound could have been fatal for me. ”

      “You fought with the Cross City Pack Beta? Montague’s the last name, right? Isn’t this the same guy you’re supposed to apprehend?”

      “Yes. The woman that I’m helping turns out to be their Beta’s arranged mate. He came after her. Quite frankly, I don’t even think he knows that I’m the one his Pack leaders hired to capture him. He thinks that I came onto his territory to ruin the chances of him going through with his claim on Autumn.”

      “Shoot! And you let him get away. Seriously?”

      “When Simon realized that he couldn’t get to her, he bit Autumn and took off in a truck. I had to choose between running him down and helping the injured. Edward was healing, but I couldn’t leave her in the ditch. That wasn’t the first time they’ve tried to take her.”

      “Are you home now?”

      “Yes.”

      “With the woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s bitten her and you know what th—.”

      “I know. The bite will allow him to track her anywhere.”

      “Track him…and you now that you’ve got her,” Dane added.

      “If he steps a foot on my property or lays another hand on Autumn, I’ll kill him. There’ll be no live capture or reversion of the target to Benjamin. If he comes here, he’ll be a dead man on site.”

      Dane scoffed into the phone. “He killed one of our Pack members. I’m not forgiving that. I have some of my Enforcers and about a dozen others monitoring our borders. He won’t be able to slip pass anyway. If he comes near them, you’re dang right he’ll be a dead man on site. I’ve already given the orders.”

      “I hope you’re right because I don’t want to commit another murder if I don’t have to,” Garrett replied. “The only reason I haven’t gone back to maul that mongrel to death is because I’m watching over Autumn. As soon as I know that she’s safe and well enough to be on her own, I’m heading out again.”

      “I can send some wolves out to your house if you need some extra security,” Dane offered.

      “Thank you, brother. I’d appreciate that.”

      “In the meantime, I need you to be thinking about taking on one of the Head Enforcer positions. I’ve been looking into it, and if I accept Benjamin’s deal, that means more property and an increase in our population. There aren’t many who are qualified to do what I need them to do, but you are.”

      Garrett paced the floor. Dane knew dang good and well that becoming an Enforcer meant giving up his famed outlaw belt and settling down in his Pack.

      “Now’s a fine time for you to bring this matter up,” he said.

      “I am the little brother, after all, and you swore to protect me,” Dane said.

      Garrett could see him grinning on the other end of the phone right now.

      Dane continued, “I need the help. I trust my family above all others with important matters. Besides, father always wanted us to run the Pack together. That’s why he tried to keep his sons together. Even though he couldn’t rule as long as he wanted, he succeeded. Even with our differences of opinions, we’ve always looked after each other.”

      “Indeed. We have.” Garrett nodded. “I’ve gotta job to complete and if the pay is right, I’ll entertain your offer when I get back.”

      Dane chuckled. “I’ll be prepared for negotiations.”

      Garrett grinned. “Ditto. Bring your A-game.”

      “Well, let me get back to work. You’re not the only one in a bind,” Dane said. “I’ve got a possible solution to stop the eminent domain takeover planned on one of our tracts of land. Soon as that’s done, I’ll give old Benjamin a call.

      “Talk to you later, brother.”
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      Sharp pain throbbed at Autumn’s temples and she pressed her hand to her forehead as her vision adjusted slowly to her surroundings. She sat up on the bed and leaned against the headboard. Her right arm was partially wrapped in some cloth bandages. The muscles were sore, but the main source of pain was her throbbing headache.

      She looked around at unfamiliar surroundings.

      “Where the heck…?”

      She was in a room she didn’t recognize. On a bed she didn’t recognize. What she did recognize was the telltale sign that Garrett had been in the room. His potent almond scent was everywhere. Her memories came crashing back to her like a movie on fast replay, but only in reverse. The last thing she could remember was seeing Garrett’s face and then passing out.

      As a wave of heat and nausea hit her, Autumn shoved the blankets off of her and swung her legs over the bed. Her toes connected with the cold hardwood floors. The room was small and cozy. The curtains had been pulled closed so she couldn’t tell if it was night or day but she had that sick-in-the-stomach feeling like she’d overslept. She was wearing an oversized shirt that came past her knees. Thank goodness that her bra and panties were still intact. Oh shoot! They weren’t even matching. The bra was black and her panties were a peachy shade. At least these were the pair that didn’t have any rips or holes or anything. She really needed to buy some new matching underwear to be prepared for the next time she got into a car accident, had to go to the hospital, and people had to disrobe her or something. It seemed she was running out of what luck she had left around every corner she turned.

      Autumn groaned.

      She inspected her body, looking for any other wounds. Except for some slight bruising on her knee and her bandaged arm, everything appeared normal. Or not…

      The horrid image of a wolf biting her assaulted her memories like a slap in the face. She couldn’t believe a shifter had bitten her. She’d practically lived her whole life among them. Who in their right mind would run down and bite a human? She already knew the answer to that and the memory was clear. The wolf had red and auburn fur. Her biter was Simon. She lifted the edge of the bandage and peeked under it to see exactly how much damage he’d done. The skin there was puffy and a little red. She tried to peel it back some more…

      The floorboards creaked just outside the doorway. The doorknob spun slightly to the right. Feeling naked, she lifted her legs back onto the bed and covered her exposed thighs with the blanket.

      Garrett entered the room holding a small tray with some fresh fruit, a sandwich, and a bottle of water on it.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to see you.”

      “Hey, I’m glad you’re up. I meant to be here when you woke up, but I had to take a call. How are you feeling?” he asked, kicking the door closed behind him and then setting the tray on the nightstand near the bed.

      “This headache is killing me, but I’ll be okay. How long have I been sleeping?”

      “Since yesterday.”

      She gasped. “Since yesterday? What time is it?”

      “Almost eleven,” he said. “In addition to the accident and with everything that’s been going on, I think you were extra tired. Doc said it was okay to let you sleep.”

      “Yes, I was tired. I guess.”

      He lifted a small bottle off the table with some pills inside and showed her the label. “Aspirin. The family doctor just left. He checked your vitals, blood pressure, and everything. You’re tough. You’re going to be fine. He says you should limit your activity outside the home, though. He wrote you a doctor’s note for work before I told him what really happened and why you were with me.”

      Autumn chuckled. “You know, I probably will need an excuse for the days I’ve been out. I own an itty-bitty small stake in the restaurant, but I’m still on the payroll. Simon's payroll.”

      He frowned. “After what he did to you, that jerk needs to be staked in the heart. Don’t worry. You’ll have your restaurant back, and then you’ll be the boss.”

      “I hope so.” She lowered her stare, avoiding his eyes. She took an aspirin pill from him and swallowed it with some water. “Simon was the one that bit me.” It was more of a statement than a question, but she was still a little shocked about everything that had happened.

      He nodded and then took her arm gently. “It’s healing already.” He untied and began to unwrap the bandage. “Still a little swollen though. The thing about a bite from a wolf shifter is that the healing properties from the wolf are transferred with the bite.”

      When he revealed her arm, she noticed some faint marks from the wolf’s canines. Garrett was right. The bite wound had sealed miraculously as if an animal had bitten her months ago.

      “That’s so weird,” she mumbled.

      “Yes, but what also gets transferred in is the essence from the wolf.”

      Autumn grimaced. “What does that mean?”

      “Remember when you asked me about marking and imprinting?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, he’s marked you by bite.”

      Autumn balled her hands into fists. “That mongrel. I knew he would do something like that. Anything to trap me with him.”

      “It’s likely that he still knows you’re with me. He can track us as long as his essence remains with you, but he’d be a darn fool if he did.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry I got you into this. Look, I’ll leave. I don’t want anybody else getting killed over me.”

      “No. Stay here,” he said, firmly. His features softened up a bit and then he said. “What I meant to stay was you’re safe here. I want you to stay.”

      “I’m feeling okay-ish, really,” she said. “It’s just this darn headache.” She glanced down at her arm again and ran her fingers across the swollen skin. “How long will the essence stay?”

      “A couple days to a week. He didn’t bite that deep,” he said. “That’s the other reason why I want you to stay here in Aspen Valley. As long as you’re here, in the territory of another Pack, he can’t get to you.”

      She sighed. The more she thought about it, the more irritated she got and she began rubbing aggressively at her skin in an attempt to get rid of the thing altogether. She became so overwhelmed by her feelings of defeat that some tears welled up in her eyes, but she held them back. She wouldn’t let Simon get the best of her, and she definitely didn’t want Garrett to see her lose her trash. She was more angry than scared. She wanted to lash out in ways that shocked her. She wanted to murder Simon.

      “Hey…” Garrett moved closer on the bed and pulled her against him. “Everything’s going to be fine. I’m here for you.”

      She swallowed. “But I’m taking you away from your responsibilities. I doubt doting on me at my bedside is part of what an outlaw does.”

      He laughed, and she couldn’t help but chuckle right along with him.

      “Remember what else I told you?” he asked, pulling back to look at her face. “I’m whoever and wherever I need to be to complete a mission. I do what I have to do. I let him get away back there, but I won’t stop until I do what I told Benjamin I’d do. But your life is more important to me.”

      “But why? You don’t even know me,” she said.

      “Just because I’m a shifter, doesn’t mean I don’t value human life. Besides, I…” He dropped his head momentarily to gather his thoughts.

      “You what?”

      “I really don’t want you to leave me anyway. I wished that we’d meet under different circumstances.”

      “What’re you saying? Would you have asked me out on a date?” she teased.

      He smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, I would have asked you out in a heartbeat. Work has been hectic, so I haven’t dated a woman in a very long time. I’ve almost forgotten how to date a human woman.”

      Autumn put both hands on her hips. “Does that mean you’re a one-night-stander?”

      His face flushed almost blood red. “Hardly. I’m not what you think. I’m not promiscuous.”

      She realized she was embarrassing the heck out of him. She’d never met a man who was so in tune with his own feelings but yet took care of business despite the annoying setbacks. She was pretty sure that she was an annoying setback.

      Autumn did something that she’d wanted to do since she met him. She placed her palm against his face. The hair on his chin tickled her fingertips. His skin was surprisingly soft and his jawline was solid against her touch.

      “We’ll fix this dating situation soon,” she said. “After this is all over with, we’ll go out, so I can remind you that it’s okay to have a little fun outside of work. And the next time you find someone that you want to mate, human or otherwise, you’ll be ready to win her over.”

      He closed his eyes and turned his face into her palm so that his lips were touching her. She traced them, admiring how perfect he was. To be able to shift from man to wolf and then back again and be this perfect was truly a gift. Once she started touching him, she couldn’t stop. Her fingers found its way down across his jaw, his neck, before finally resting near his collarbone where his birthmark was and where most of his tattoos began. Something vibrated across his skin directly to hers. The soft growling noise that he made as her fingers slipped under his collar awakened something in her. Hunger. But not hunger for food. Something deeper within.

      The pads of her fingertips made contact with something on his shoulder. The thick piece of cloth felt familiar—almost like the one she wore. A bandage.

      She gasped and he opened his eyes.

      “Were you hurt?” she asked.

      He swallowed visibly and nodded.

      Without asking him, she pushed his collar back from his shoulder to reveal that he had a square bandage wrapped around his left shoulder. A round patch of blood had seeped through the white cloth. She applied a little pressure to the exposed part of his skin and he winched.

      “Did he bite you too?”

      He shook his head. “His Omega shot me. I’m all right. Doc got the bullet out, stopped the bleeding, and patched it up. All I have to do is take wolf form to complete the healing process.”

      “Oh,” she breathed. “Here I was worried about one little bite and you were shot.”

      “It’s nothing I haven’t experienced before. I’ve been shot more than I can count on two hands and I’ve been in dozens of wolf fights before.”

      “Do you need to go ahead and shift or something?” she asked, anxiously. “Because I can stay here until you do what you have to.” She hated seeing him hurt.

      He took her hand in his. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “I know you’re a macho wolf and all that, but I don’t like seeing people in pain.”

      “You know what, Autumn? You worry too much.” This time, he touched her face. “What would it take to erase all your fears, huh?”

      She tried to divert her gaze, but he tilted her chin upward again and stared at her intently. A dark roving stare that took her breath away.

      “That’s what I want to do for you, Autumn. I don’t want to let you go for some reason that’s really beyond me right now. But as I sit here with you right now, my number one priority is to please you. That’s crazy, isn’t it?”

      She shook her head. “Not really.”

      “You trust me, don’t you?” he asked, his eyes narrowing in confusion.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you’ll let me fix this thing, so you can live in peace.”

      “I’d be grateful.”

      Without warning, his mouth swooped down on hers, taking her lips in the most graceful way. A way she didn’t expect from a hardcore shifter like him. All of the tension rushed from her body. She fell into his arms and accepted what she so obviously wanted. His tongue slid across her lips and she parted them. He tasted like he smelled. Of almonds. An underlying taste also reminded her of vanilla. He branded her with his possessive lips, robbing her of her senses. His lips were soft against hers. The dusting of hair on his face and over his lips brushed against hers ever so softly.

      His hands were on her. On her neck and in her hair. She placed her palms against his chest, which felt like pure granite. The contrast between hard and gentle had her wanting him in ways that went beyond an innocent kiss.

      In the heat of the moment, she let out a low moan that mingled with the soft growls reverberating deep from within his throat.

      Garrett drew back and broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers. “I…”

      “Please don’t stop,” she begged.

      “I don’t want to hu—”

      She kissed him to shut him up, sliding her fingers up the nape of his neck and pulling his mouth down on hers.

      Autumn shifted on the bed, folding her legs under herself and lifting slightly so that she was almost eye-to-eye with him. His hot, calloused hand landed on her thigh. His fingertips grazed her skin just under the ends of his big oversized tee.

      When was the last time she touched a man like this? When was the last time a man caressed and kissed her so perfectly? Never. She’d never met anyone like Garrett. She’d also never been in a shifter’s bed before. Had never even kissed a shifter before. She was instantly hooked. She loved it. She wanted more. His groans of satisfaction were not only making her incredibly aroused, but the sound sent goosebumps shooting up her spine.

      Without breaking the kiss, he stood to his feet near the edge of the bed, gaining the upper hand on her. He couldn’t resist her any more than she could resist him and used his position to deepen the kiss.

      With his big hands, he grazed the undersides of her breasts through the tee. It was the one time that she wished she weren’t wearing a bra. Not only because she wanted to feel his touch everywhere, but because her hardened nipples rubbed uncomfortably at the uneven, lace fabric of her bra.

      He tilted her chin gently and started to work his mouth downward along her throat, reaching her jugular, and then the sensitive flesh behind her ears.

      “You’re sweet, Autumn. I want you.”

      I want you. Those three little words. That’s all she needed to hear and her body was on fire.

      His hands were under the t-shirt, gripping either side of her waist with his big, strong hands. She arched into his palms when he reached her lace-covered breasts. The pads of her fingers dug into his scalp harder. She made no move to stop him when he unhooked her bra from the back. The garment fell in her lap, but she was too busy kneading his rock hard chest to care.

      Her grasped her hips lifted her slightly, and then came on the bed over her. The way he stretched his thick, long arms out to trap her beneath him reminded her of a hunting wolf who’d caught its prey. Only this time, there was no fear. Unrestrained desire to give herself completely was the only thing running through her mind.

      Garrett dipped his head low and enclosed one of her nipples in his mouth through the cotton tee. The contact, despite not being skin to skin, sent waves of ecstasy through her. She arched up into him as he teased her in that manner, sucking, licking, and biting at her through the tee. The fabric became hot and damp against her sensitive nipples and he took a moment to lean back and observed his work.

      He looked arresting and idiotable, standing in front of her like that. Goodness, she wanted him.

      “Please…” she begged, as her pussy clenched and pulsed.

      At her request, he lifted her shirt and latched onto her nipple and sucked hard. He moved from one and then the other, studying her reactions. With every pull of his lips, she cried out. By the time he was done with her, her buds were tight, wet, and swollen. He lingered over her, pressing kisses into her skin, tracing a downward path to her belly.

      “Idiot. You smell sweet.” He groaned into her stomach, licking at her navel as if it were filled with honey.

      “Garrett,” she moaned.

      “Your panties are soaking,” he exclaimed.

      Her face heated in a blush. Goodness, she wanted him where it mattered most so badly.

      “I’ll take care of that, sweetheart.”

      He slid his fingers under the seams of her panties. She thought he would pull them off but he only pushed the fabric aside. He mumbled another curse before grabbing both of her thighs and pulling her firmly toward him so she was spread before him. He teased her softly, tracing his fingers against her pussy lips.

      He thrust two meaty fingers deep into her.

      She screamed.

      He set a firm, relentless pace, driving his fingers in and out of her with purpose. The expression on his face was a look of sheer satisfaction. He bit harshly at his bottom lip as he worked her over. His forehead creased and hardened in concentration. The man was giving her the ultimate pleasure. He seemed content with just teasing her, achieving gratification from watching her tremble for him. He stroked at her clit with his exposed thumb. Pent up energy took root within her and then gathered in her loins.

      He bent his head, pressing his soft lips to her knees, one and then the other. He took it further, sliding his perfect mouth along the inside of her thighs. She couldn’t hold on longer, even if she tried. Her drenching wet pussy clenched his fingers. The moment he looked up and they locked gazes, she let go. Sparks of energy came alive within her and ecstasy melted over her like warm honey.

      Autumn was trembling on the bed with her eyes closed and reveling in the moment before she realized that he was standing over her with the biggest impression of a hard-on that she’d ever seen pushing against his fly.

      She sat up on the bed and licked her lips. If she knew she was going to become a sex-crazed maniac the moment he kissed her, she probably would’ve stopped while they were both ahead. Or maybe not. She’d been attracted to him the moment she saw him.

      She hooked her thumbs around the waistband of her panties.

      “Autumn. Stop.” He shook his head. “I can’t do this to you.”

      Her heart dropped in disappointment. “I…don’t understand. You’re…” She glanced at his erection.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said. “I already told you what the consequences were. I’m not taking advantage of you. Not like this. ”

      She nodded and broke their gaze.

      He turned away and sighed deeply. “I’m going for a run and I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. You’re safe here.”

      “I know.”

      “And please eat something,” he said, just before slipping through the bedroom door and closing it behind him.

      “Oh, my goodness,” she exclaimed, once he was out of earshot.

      Her breath came in labored pants as she tried to make sense of what had come over her. She didn’t need the expertise of a rocket scientist to put it into perspective. She hadn’t had sex in over a year. She was horny, needy, and aroused by a man who was obviously beyond a doubt attractive and equipped to do the job. He was there for her. She wanted him, and she took advantage of the opportunity.

      She pressed her hands to her swollen lips, remembering how his kisses had driven her to the edge of insanity. Her clit pulsed in avid need. Her nipples were still beaded against his tee. And she was now fully wrapped in his scent.

      Autumn spotted a bathroom inside the room. This time, when she swung her legs over the bed, she didn’t feel as nauseous. Miraculously, all the soreness was gone from her limbs. And the headache had disappeared.

      Just as she entered the small bathroom on the other end of the room, she heard the long, deep timbre of a wolf howling.

      “Garrett,” she whispered.

      The sound sent an energetic mix of optimism and security up her spine.
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      When Garrett returned from his run in the woods, he headed straight for the second shower in the guest bedroom. Distancing himself, even just to process how he could keep his word to Autumn without putting her in another bind, annoyed the heck out of his inner wolf. She was running from a dangerous man, but he was anything but an angel. He couldn’t reason with his wolf on what he thought was best for Autumn. All the wolf wanted to do was run to her, not from her. Claim her. Possess her. Stay by her side. Love her. All of it…

      “Dang it,” he muttered under his breath, sliding the shower door open and turning on the water.

      Once inside the stall, chilly water cascaded down on his shoulders. He pressed his head against the cool, hard tiles and closed his eyes. The only person he saw was Autumn. Autumn smiling. Autumn with her luscious waves of dark mahogany hair. Autumn kissing him. Autumn, her pussy, ready and waiting for him. His toe throbbed uncontrollably and his nuts tightened with seed that begged to be spilled.

      If she saw him like this…

      He shook his head.

      She couldn’t see him like this.

      Garrett moved directly under the spray of the cold water and grabbed his rock hard cock. As he pumped up and down, he squeezed his wood firmly, sliding and pivoting his wrist to get the right amount of pressure where he needed it. With each downward thrust, his fist slapped against his swollen testicles. Her name was on the tip of his tongue, but he pressed his lips together so he wouldn’t call out too loudly.

      He focused more on the visions of her. Thick mahogany stresses. Long, graceful legs. A flawless complexion that was the shade of cinnamon. Soft, smooth skin. Dear God, he was going to explode.

      He braced himself, holding steady by pressing the palm of his free hand against the tiles. He pumped harder and faster. Twisting his wrist on the down stroke and squeezing firmly on the up stroke just under the head of his cock.

      Another vision of Autumn filled his mind. Only this time, the image was more vivid and erotic. A memory of her on his bed, her legs wide, and her pussy soaking wet and ready for his toe. He wanted to harass her hard and rough until she was crying his name over and over again. He wanted to harass her so thoroughly that not only would she be carrying his essence, she’d never forget him or his name. He wanted to make Autumn his.

      Mine.

      Garrett came forcefully, hot cum shooting out in spurts on the tiles in front of him. All of his pent up sexual urges were now unbound. He released loads of tension into the shower, letting the water wash the evidence down the drain.

      When he closed his eyes again and breathed steadily to catch his breath, he still saw Autumn. But at least now, he could face her without looking like he wanted to harass her brains out. Because he did…

      He slammed his fists against the stall. Get a grip!

      He turned the dial on the shower in the opposite direction, making the water hotter. He squeezed some shower gel onto a sponge and began cleaning his body. He tried to think of something else other than burying his toe into the sweet, soft folds of Autumn’s pussy. Anything else. So he thought of killing a rat mongrel. The same mongrel who’d bitten her.
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      After her shower, Autumn ate the food Garrett brought for her and then brought the empty tray out of the room. She had never been the type to lie around in bed all day. The whole day had gone by while she was recovering. In another hour or so, the sun would go down again.

      Something else was cooking in the kitchen. When she walked down the hall in search of Garrett, the savory smell of a home cooked meal brought comfort to her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed a home cooked meal. Most of the time, she grabbed something to eat from the tavern before and after her shifts. She missed all the times she spent together as a family over the dinner table. With Dad gone and Hope pursuing her dreams of going to college, there wasn’t anyone left to prepare meals for. Except herself. One of the plans she’d had for the tavern was to revamp the menu with some of her signature dishes, but that plan and many other expansion plans had been put on hold.

      When she turned the corner, she wasn’t surprised to find Garrett in the small den near the fireplace. He stood there quietly, arms crossed, looking down at the hearth. No fire was lit. No wood was burning. He was deep in thought, so she felt hesitant about interrupting him. But then he turned around just before she could make a quick left turn in the direction of the kitchen area. His eyes lit up and his lips turned upward into a smile.

      He came to her immediately and then took the tray from her hands. “Feeling any better?”

      She nodded. “The aspirin and food helped.”

      Still a little embarrassed by her actions in his bedroom, she tried to divert her attention away from his body. The memory of his arousal straining against his pants would not leave her.

      “You didn’t have to get up,” he said. “I’ll bring you whatever you need.”

      “‘I’m fine, really,” she replied, following him into the kitchen. “Besides, I was getting bored in there by myself.”

      He cleared his throat. “About that…I needed to shift.”

      “I know. You don’t have to explain.”

      Her gaze fell on his shoulder where the bloodied bandage once was. The wound had almost healed completely.

      She followed Garrett to the kitchen. He put the dirty dishes into the sink and began to wash them. She observed him as his strong, solid hands gripped the sponge, moving it back and forth over the plate. Hands that had just been all over her body.

      She turned away from him, took a deep breath, and then released it slowly. “Is this your main home?” She walked about the kitchen, taking a look at everything from the various magnets and notes stuck on his refrigerator to the variety of canned goods in his pantry.

      “Yep sure is. I haven’t been here in about three weeks.”

      “And your family? Where are they?”

      “My brothers? We’re all spread out over the place in Aspen Valley. Brock’s the closest to me. He lives about ten miles up the road. Dane has property on the other side of Tellevue County, and Raoulf just lays his head wherever. I can’t keep track of them.”

      She smiled. “Sounds like you’re all really close and get along.”

      “Close, yes.” He laughed. “Get along…only when we want to.”

      She chuckled. “With four of you, I can only imagine the fights you get into. Dane’s the Alpha, right?”

      “Right. He’s the calm one of the bunch, but we don’t let that fool us anymore. We keep our distance if he ever gets mad. Brock’s outgoing and just about everyone around town know him. Raoulf’s a little reserved and keeps to himself.”

      “And you?”

      He paused for a minute as if in deep thought. “I’m just me. Nothing really stands out.”

      “Give yourself a little credit, huh?” she told him. “You know what I think about you?”

      He finished the dishes, turned around, and leaned against the counter. “I’m all ears.”

      “You’re observant, brave, and attentive. You put other people’s needs before your own, don’t you?”

      “Maybe, but that also sounds a lot like someone else I’ve just met.”

      He winked.

      Autumn smiled, only wishing she were as brave as him.

      “You’ve given up a lot to make sure that your sister could attend school,” he said. “You two must have a very good relationship.”

      “We do now, but it wasn’t always like that. My sister and I used to fight all the time. Innocent sibling rivalry. Fights about what we wanted to watch on television or where we wanted to go for a family vacation. That sort of stuff. She was a mama’s girl and I was daddy’s angel. That worked for us for a while. When mom died in the car crash, Hope went into deep depression and distanced herself. Flunked a year of school. Got involved with drugs. On top of that, our family’s personal and business debt were mounting. It wasn’t a very good time for our family. Sadly, the thing that brought me and my sister back together was Dad’s death. She’s all I’ve got. If we have any distant relatives anywhere, we’ve lost contact with them.”

      “So with all that you went through, that just means you understand each other better now. Right?”

      “That’s a good way of looking at it.”

      “And you’re young enough, smart enough, and determined enough to work on a family of your own now,” he offered.

      Her gaze fluttered downward. “I hope so. I’m not exactly free and clear yet. This whole thing with Simon is threatening to ruin my life. My dad valued Pack life and the idea of family, even if we weren’t blood-related, but I don’t think this is what he meant. He would never have given me away to Simon if he knew what he’d grow up to represent.”

      Garrett placed an arm on her shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Consider Simon out of the picture. I’m not going to let him get to you again or ruin your life. You have my word.”
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      Autumn and Garrett managed to eat dinner sometime around ten p.m., but then again, she had woken up late and he’d been tied up with phone calls most of the evening. After they ate the meal of grilled T-bone steak, homemade mashed potatoes, and carrots cooked by Garrett, they sat in front of the television with dessert—an apple cobbler that she’d whipped up at the last minute. He seemed to enjoy the cobbler more than anything else, helping himself to more than seconds. He ate until there was nothing left on their plates or in the pots. Leftovers were non-existent. She believed him now about his grocery bills being abnormally high. After all, he was eating to sustain himself and his wolf.

      The teakettle on the stove whistled loudly, cutting off Autumn’s thoughts. She shut off the burner and poured some of the steaming water in a mug over a tea bag. While the tea brewed, she turned her attention back to the dishes in the sink, eager to keep busy doing something instead of sitting around waiting for what remained of her world to crumble to the ground. After the lawyer’s driver was killed, they’d promptly been notified that it’d be another couple days before he was seeing clients again. In the meantime, Autumn would look over the legal documents that she took from the safe to see if she had much of a case against Simon where the restaurant and the old contract was concerned.

      She had called Hope prior to dinner like she promised. However, she left out the parts about the wolf fight, the car accident, and Simon biting her. Another scare was the last thing her sister needed right now.

      Autumn parted the curtains to look out of the small kitchen window above the sink. Garrett and the two men who’d knocked at the door ten minutes ago had moved their conversation from the front porch to the middle of the yard. Just like he’d said, he wasn’t going to leave her unattended tonight, but he’d told her off the bat that he had to leave soon to go finish the job he started.

      She swallowed down the lump of dread rising in her throat and let the curtains go. She had to keep reminding herself that this was part of what Garrett did for a living, and she understood more than ever why he wouldn’t want to bring anyone else into it. It just so happened that she and Simon—the man he was hunting down—were inextricably tied together. He couldn’t, and probably wouldn’t, chase Simon forever. And more than likely, he’d return to life on the road after the job ended. Even with this knowledge, even if she tried, she didn’t know if she’d be able to leave Garrett without the promise of ever seeing him again. Maybe it was time she stopped worrying so much about what would happen in the future and accepted what she had in that moment. With Garrett, she felt like she could express herself and how she felt because he listened. She didn’t have to pretend that the weight she carried on her shoulders with trying to get the tavern back from a senseless jerk wasn’t that much of a burden to bear. But she didn’t have to go it alone. That wasn’t working anymore. It was okay to seek help, even with her limited resources.

      The front door of the home creaked opened and then slammed shut. She heard Garrett take off his boots and drop them with a thud near the door.

      He returned to the galley kitchen and set a large brown paper bag on the counter. “We have more groceries. Fresh fruit, meat, dairy, coffee. Tommy brought it over from the local market. I think I requested everything you like, but if you need anything else, just write it down and I’ll get it.”

      “Thanks. You have really nice friends.”

      “In Aspen Valley Wolf Pack, mostly everyone treats each other like family. We learned a long time ago that it’s the only way to survive out here as a shifter,” he said.

      “I wish those values were present in other wolf packs,” she said. “Even though I’m not a shifter, I saw how Pack’s divisiveness caused so many issues for them.”

      Garrett began transferring items from the grocery bag to the refrigerator and pantry. “It’s all about respecting each other. Although, there are always a few bad seeds in any given Pack. And then sometimes, bad things happen to good people. Things that test our loyalty to each other and makes us question our purpose, but we just work through the kinks as much as we can.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Things will get better for your city in general, and for you, and for the wolves who live there. This is just a setback. Melisandra…isn’t that the name of your step-mom?”

      She nodded.

      “She’ll be able to return to her Pack if she wants to when all this is over with.”

      “You say that like you’re certain of it.”

      “I say it because I believe it,” he said. “I’m also the wolf that’s going to help set things straight in Cross City before I move on to my next job.”

      She frowned. “Next job?”

      “Well, yeah…I don’t know what yet but I have a couple options in front of me,” he replied, stacking up some cans in the pantry. “One’s permanent, and I’ve really been thinking about that one. And the other is…well, let’s just say not like my usual missions.”

      “I see.” She moved over to the other side of the counter and swirled the tea bag around in the hot water. “You must be ready to move on…”

      “Speaking of jobs and moving on, did you get a good look at the two men who brought the groceries?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      “Good. Don’t be alarmed if you see them again. When I’m gone tomorrow, they’ll be checking in on you and my property to make sure things are okay.”

      “Are they wolf shifters?” she asked.

      “Yes, but they won’t bother you. They’ll be here as an extra precaution, but our borders are secured. No wolf outside our Pack will get past them.”

      “I trust you.” After a moment of hesitation, Autumn asked, “You’ll come back tomorrow night, won’t you?” Or will you leave for your next job without a goodbye?

      He stopped what he was doing and gave her his full attention. “Of course I will.”

      “I was just thinking about what you said.”

      “And that is…?”

      “About your life. On the road. Never being able to settle down because you’re out chasing the lead on the next assignment,” she said. “I can see how that would worry the people who care about you back at home.”

      “Autumn, I…” he breathed.

      “I’m not trying to make you feel any worse about what you have to do or where you have to be. I guess I’m just trying to tell you that I understand and that I’ll be here when you return. But if you don’t return and I never see you again, I’ll understand that too.”

      He closed the distance between them. “You think I won’t come back to you?”

      She nodded. “I can tell that you love what you do and you’re used to it. It’s kind of like my friends advising me to let go of the tavern since it’s causing me so much stress, but I won’t listen. People often stick with what they know. Even shifters like you. Right?”

      He slid his fingers under her chin and lifted it gently. His eyes were filled with admiration.

      “What did I do to deserve to meet a woman as lovely and understanding as you?” he asked.

      “What did I do to deserve being caught red-handed emptying a safe at the tavern?”

      He grinned. “You’re going to make some man very happy, you know that?”

      She sighed. “Garrett, I’ve lived almost my whole life regretting things I’ve done or haven’t done with the people I want to do them with. I’m tired of pretending like I don’t want you. Before this is over, I want to know what it feels like to really be with you. Without all of this…chaos.”

      “I want you too, Autumn, but I don’t want to ruin you. I don’t want to bring any more chaos in your life. My job—even the ones I may take within my Pack—will bring all kinds of chaos.”

      “You’re worrying too much, Garrett Justice. Just kiss me.”

      He closed the couple inches of space between them and sealed his lips over hers. She exhaled on a long sigh, expelling all her fears from her body. For the first time in a very long time, she felt free. In this moment, she temporarily escaped the burdens that had been holding her back, preventing her from living.

      Garrett molded his lips to hers with a sense of urgency and control. More control than he’d had the very first time he’d kissed her. He wasn’t just kissing her, he was exploring every inch of her lips and the warm cavern of her mouth. Pleasure rose up and spread throughout every vein in her body. He gripped the back of her neck, tilted her face upward and delved deeper. With no intentions of keeping her hands to herself, she pulled his shirt from his waistband to touch his bare skin. Her hands roamed over his strong, tight abs and across the hard planes of his chest.

      He grabbed her thigh, sliding his hand upward until it rested at her waist. She wanted to be next to him, skin to skin, so she ignored her inner fears and parted from his kiss momentarily to lift the big oversized shirt over her head.

      Garrett’s gaze swept over her like a gentle, evening wind. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, reaching out to trace her collarbone and the curvature of her throat with his thumb.

      An inferno raged between them as he continued his perusal of her. He moved his palm over the top of her breasts, downward against her belly, pausing momentarily to grip her hips with both of his hands. He teased her, sliding his fingers right below the waistband. A million butterflies activated in her stomach.

      She moaned and pushed against him.

      He groaned. “Do you know what will happen when I take this sweet pussy of yours?”

      “You told me about the imprinting, remember?”

      He leaned forward, brushing the tip of his nose against her ear. His lips brushed gently against her neck.

      “I can handle it. I’m ready,” she assured him.

      “Are you?”

      He worked against the clasp of her bra, breaking it free. The garment fell to the ground, exposing her breasts and hardened nipples. She was more than ready for him this time. Her needy sex screamed for release.

      “Touch me, Autumn, so that I know you want me and that you want this,” he instructed.

      She lifted the ends of his shirt once again and he waited patiently as she unbuttoned it and pushed it down his shoulders. He was a sex god walking on Earth. Pure perfection. Her fingertips traced the crevices and hard lines of the muscles on his chest until she reached the trail of dark brown hair that disappeared down into his pants. Garrett breathed hot and heavy as she followed the trail. She undid his belt buckle and unwrapped him like a package. She pushed his pants down his hip and he assisted her by pulling them all the way down and then stepping out of them.

      His shaft stood at full attention. Long, hard, and throbbing at the tip.

      Her lips parted and her breath came out in a rush. She bit her lip, her eyes eating up the beauty of him, but at the same time, she prayed that he wasn’t going to rip her in two. She hadn’t seen a cock so big and hard in…

      Well…never.

      The moment she gripped him and wrapped her fingers around the thickness, his inner beast growled. It was the sexiest thing she’d ever heard. Her sex throbbed and she squeezed her legs together for relief, but to no avail. He throbbed against her palm, especially when she closed her fingers around the head.

      He threw his head back and groaned. “I’m going to come if you don’t stop.”

      “Are you?” She pumped up and down, gripping his big meaty flesh in her smaller hands.

      He moaned.

      She lowered herself to the kitchen floor, placing her knees on the floor on either side of his feet. Sure enough, when she became mouth level with his cock, she saw the evidence of his pre-cum dripping from the slit. She examined him like a work of art, studying the dark, green veins running up and down the length of him. His testicles were almost beet red, the skin was delicate, but when she palmed him, she found that he was heavy with his seed.

      “Goodness,” he exclaimed between clenched teeth.

      “My name’s Autumn,” she teased, tracing the heart-shaped head of his cock with a fingertip.

      “And Lord knows I’ll never forget that,” he breathed.

      She took him into her mouth. He tasted of almonds and vanilla and an underlying hint of salt all rolled into one. She licked up the drops of semen that had already escaped. His cock hardened and lengthened even more as she teased him. She was having so much fun making him squirm that she forgot about her own needs.

      At some point, he’d pulled off the rubber band holding her thick curly mane together. His fingers were buried within her hair, digging deep against her scalp.

      She lifted her gaze to witness the pleasure rolling across his face. His eyes were riddled with the evidence of his desire. His pupils had contracted. The shape of his eyes had changed entirely. She’d seen him this way before. The way the wolf had looked at her out in the field when it was fighting off her attacker. The gaze was calm and steely. And possessive. She ran her tongue up along the underside of his cock all the way to the top.

      “Enough,” he growled and then lifted her up to her feet.

      He placed her in the center of his kitchen table, pulled her legs up onto his shoulder, held her panties to the side, and pressed his lips to her sex. His mouth was hot and hungry against her pussy, testing her limits and exploring every inch of her. He alternated between gentle tugs of her swollen labia to firm laps against her clit. She propped herself up on her elbows, taking in the carnal sight before her. He moaned into her sex and the vibrations sent tremors through her loins and straight up her spine. She arched her back and he offered his full tongue, plunging in and out of her. An orgasm rushed through her without warning. The mind-blowing sensations were so intense that her vision shorted out. He licked gently at her tender clit until she came down from her orgasm. Then the warmth of his chest pressed to the back of her thighs subsided when he parted from her.

      He was going to leave her like this again! He couldn’t…

      Her eyes flew open. Garrett’s lustful brown gaze stared back at her.

      “Don’t stop now,” she said.

      “Don’t worry.” He grinned. “I was just admiring your beauty.”

      He gripped her about the thighs and lifted her up. Before she knew it, she was halfway across the kitchen with her back against the pantry door. He held her there with his firm, strong grip and kissed her firmly. He shoved his hand between them, moving his fingers to the apex of her thighs, and shoved her panties aside once again.

      She parted her legs on instinct just as he ran his fingers along her slit, parting her lips, and exposing more of her opening.

      “You’re already wet for me,” he growled, huskily.

      He was right. Her pussy was soaking and her clit was throbbing. All he had to do was touch her there one time and she’d fall apart.

      He dropped his head in the space between her neck and shoulder and waited, his cock hard and heavy against her thigh.

      “Take me,” she demanded.

      With a strength that surprised her, he hooked his thumb into the waistband of her panties, ripped it into two, and rid her of it.

      She gasped, feeling doubly exposed and open to him.

      He entered her, surging upward in one bold drive.

      Her scream and everything else she’d been holding inside pushed out of her. He impaled her, yet this moment brought so much relief to her.  Pain and pleasure mixed together creating a sensation so electrifying that it left her in a daze. He pumped into her with ease and just the right amount of force. To keep her cries of surprise and pleasure at bay with each stroke he made up into her, she buried her face against his shoulders. Before long, she found her nails digging into the flesh on his back. He harassed her against the pantry door until she could no longer contain herself. She came hard and long, trembling helplessly in his arms.

      He was still inside her when he gathered her up again and walked from the kitchen to his bedroom with her still wrapped around him.

      He managed to keep his rock hard cock throbbing inside of her.

      He lay her on the bed and then spread out atop of her. In this position, they were face to face and she saw him as if she were seeing him for the first time. Maybe she just felt that way because this was the first time she’d seen him in a new light. His face twisted into a grimace of desire and hunger. Desire for her. Hunger for her. No man had ever looked at her this way.

      She stroked one side of his face with her palm. As she anticipated, he pressed his mouth into her palm and kissed her there. Tingles worked its way through her and entered her body as he pressed small kisses against her fingers, her palm, and the inside of her wrist.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      “Yes. Don’t let go. Don’t stop now.”

      It seemed that her demands were all the encouragement he needed. He gripped her hips and buried himself to the hilt. This time, she had no interest in subduing her screams and shrieks of pleasure. She wrapped her arms around him and accepted his love. He slammed into her over and over again. His hips moved with power that could only come from within. She cried out until all she could manage to do was moan out his name, begging him not to stop. He plowed through her and drove her back down into the bed so thoroughly that she couldn’t even think straight. What sent her over the edge again was the way he tilted her hips and rocked his pelvis against her pulsing clit. An orgasm barreled through her, only stronger this time. When she was done, he was still thrusting. In the aftermath of her climax, her pussy trembled and clenched around his thick, rigid shaft. Another blinding climax hit her. This time, she pressed her mouth into his shoulder and bit down hard.

      He stiffened, and after releasing one feral growl that could only have come from his inner beast, he spilled his seed. Streams of it filled her. His essence released into her, causing a mind-blowing sensation to consume both of them.

      Their union left them weak, tired, and panting in each other’s arms.

      Autumn hadn’t even realized she had fallen asleep until woke up with Garrett’s arm still draped around her. She rolled over and took a peek at the clock on the nightstand.

      It was one a.m.

      “What time is it?” Garrett asked, hoarsely, barely moving.

      “You don’t even want to know,” she replied, cuddling back against him.

      She dropped her head back on her pillow and had almost drifted back off the sleep when she felt Garrett’s cock hardening against her rear. His arousal was all it took to revive her carnal needs once more. And she had to be honest with herself, sex with Garrett had been out of this world amazing.

      She pushed back into him even more, moaning as his length molded itself against the plumpness of her rear. As she worked herself against him, the tip of his cock slid between her legs finding its way to the opening of her pussy. He pushed only a few inches inside of her.

      “More,” she moaned.

      He buried himself deep.

      She didn’t know how many rounds of sex they had, but tonight was evidence that she was going to be hard-pressed to deny how much she wanted and needed Garrett in her life.
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      Autumn’s cell phone rang on the nightstand, jolting her out of her peaceful sleep. Her limbs were stiff and her muscles were sore as if she’d done hard labor or major work at the tavern. She smiled, knowing full well why she couldn’t even bear to sit up in bed to check her caller ID. Garrett’s arm was draped around her waist possessively and he didn’t budge at the sound of her ringtone. Grumbling, she nudged her body closer to Garrett and waited for the phone to stop ringing. It did, and she fell back asleep.

      The phone rang yet again and she forced her eyes open.

      The person was persistent.

      Garrett groaned beside her. “What is it? Who is it?”

      “Don’t know,” she said, pressing her hand to her forehead and then sliding up into a sitting position.

      When she saw Hope’s name displayed on her caller ID, she answered immediately.

      “Hope?” she said into the phone.

      “Where are you!” Hope’s demand came out in a rush.

      “I’m ah…” Autumn looked down at a naked, sleeping Garrett and grit her teeth in embarrassment. “I’m still in Aspen Valley.”

      “Did you hear what happened at the tavern?”

      “What happened? Did someone get into a fight?”

      “Oh, my goodness…it’s gone,” Hope mumbled into the phone.

      “You’re not making sense. What’s going on?”

      “The tavern burned to the ground, Autumn,” she croaked. “It’s all on the news.”

      “What!” Autumn swung her legs over the bed and rose to her feet, taking some of the sheets with her to cover her naked body.

      “It’s on the news! I couldn’t believe it at first, but it’s a live feed. I can see the sign and the little dumpster where the building once stood.”

      Autumn gasped. “Oh, my goodness.”

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Garrett asked, lifting himself on one arm.

      She’d pulled all the sheets away and had them wrapped around her like a cocoon, so he was stark naked on the bed.

      “My sister’s on the phone,” she told him. “Can you tune into the local news?”

      “Um, who’s that?” Hope asked her.

      Ignoring the question, Autumn asked, “Are you sure that the tavern’s on fire?”

      “No, it’s not on fire anymore. They put the fire out, but the building is ruined. There’s smoke everywhere.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Look, since you’re laying low because of Simon, I can take a plane out when the airports open first thing in the morning.”

      As Hope was talking, Garrett flipped the channel to the local news. Sure enough, there was a live stream of firefighters on the scene of the Cross City Country Tavern. Just like Hope had said, all Autumn could see was smoke among the crumpled remains of the restaurant.

      “Incredible,” Garrett said, popping out of bed and inching closer toward the television.

      “I’m looking at the flight schedules now. I—”

      “No, don’t do that, Hope. Don’t go back to Cross City,” Autumn warned. “I’m going to call the County fire department to see if they have any information about this before we come to conclusions or do something we’ll both regret.”

      “But Autumn…you’re not listening. If the tavern is burned down, they’ll want to speak to us. Everyone in that town knows that we still own stake in the tavern. Simon is so shady as trash. He doesn’t give a idiot about that tavern. He probably won’t even show. Wouldn’t it look suspicious if we all just skipped town right around the same time that the tavern burns to the ground?”

      “You’re making too much of this.” Autumn sighed. “Whatever you do, don’t go back to Cross City. If you need to come somewhere, come here, to Aspen Valley. Simon’s still out there and he’s dangerous. I didn’t tell you this yesterday evening when we talked, but he killed the driver that was supposed to give me a lift here. Garrett had to run him off. And he bit me.”

      “He bit you? Why? What the heck is wrong with him?”

      “To mark me.”

      “What the heck!”

      Autumn swallowed, glancing down at her forearm where the wolf had bitten her. The area had healed completely, almost as if an animal hadn’t sunk his canines into her flesh. Almost as if it had never happened. But she wasn’t worried about that now. What’s done was done.

      “That dirty buzzard needs to be hunted down and put down for that,” Hope exclaimed.

      “That’s why I need you to stay put. If the tavern has burned, there’s nothing more we can do about it.”

      “Dad would be so blazing mad if he’d lived to see this,” Hope muttered.

      Autumn sensed the change in her tone of voice. From angry to painful.

      “But if he were still alive, this never would’ve happened,” Autumn said. “Is this a sign for us? Should we have ditched the tavern before all of this? Are we better off just leaving Cross City for good?”

      “I don’t know,” Hope whispered. “I wish I had answers.”

      Garrett walked up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll fix this, Autumn.”

      “Once again, who is that guy?”

      “Garrett. The man who’s been helping me all this time.”

      It became quiet on the other line for about a minute.

      “I don’t mean to be nosy or anything, but ah…it’s like four a.m. in the morning, and you’re at his house?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought you were going to see a lawyer about looking into all these contracts that dad signed with Simon and then staying at a motel,” she inquired.

      “I thought I was…” was all Autumn told her sister.

      But the fact of the matter was, the only place she had been interested in staying was close to Garrett.

      Meanwhile, Garrett remained behind her, brushing the pad of his thumb across the back of her neck right near her hairline. He did it more than once, applying pressure as if he was inspecting and testing the area.

      “Did you have sex with him?” Hope gasped. “Wait a minute. You had sex with a shifter. Oh, my goodness. I’d give anything right now to be you.”

      Autumn blushed. “We’re not having this conversation right now. I’m getting off the phone now so I can call the fire department. I’ll call you back as soon as I know anything.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes to smoking hot sex while on the run,” Hope teased.

      After they said their goodbyes and disconnected the call, Autumn turned around to face Garrett, lowered her face to his chest, and accepted his reassuring embrace. He held her like that for a long time, as she let the dire situation sink in. She wasn’t physically crying, but she wanted to out of frustration for what was happening. What was she going to do? The only thing she couldn’t bear to leave behind was that tavern, and now it was gone. Ashes on the ground. What more was left in Cross City for her?

      Autumn wrapped her arms around Garrett and took several deep breaths to calm her rising anger. Seconds turned to minutes before she realized that he was going to be there for her, for however long she needed.

      But he hadn’t said a word since she’d gotten off the phone with Hope. That was odd.

      She lifted her head, found his gaze, and held it.

      He seemed unfocused and even looked a little nervous.

      “Garrett?”

      “Yeah…”

      “I really needed that hug. Thanks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded and focused on her. “Nothing. I just thought I saw something, that’s all.”

      “Saw what?” She bit her bottom lip.

      “It was nothing. I…ah…I must be hallucinating,” he said.

      “Okay. I’m going to see what I can find out about the fire,” she said, glancing at the television. “It looks like the news anchor isn’t going to have any more information than they’re reporting now.”

      Garrett slipped into a pair of jogging shorts and pulled on a t-shirt. “I know someone out there who might be able to run over and go check out the scene for us. I left my phone in the kitchen.”

      Autumn picked up her cell phone again, toggled through her contacts list, and found the number to the Cross City police department. While she was on the phone confirming that the tavern had indeed burned to the ground, something tingled on her nape, right where Garrett had been inspecting it. She rubbed at the spot as the clerk repeated adamantly that they didn’t have any further information about the fire and wouldn’t until the investigation was complete. According to the clerk, the investigation could take hours. It could take weeks. Even months.

      Her forehead and temples pounded with unrelenting frustration.

      Upset that she couldn’t be in two places at once, Autumn hung up the phone and then walked to the bathroom where she’d stored the aspirin that Garrett’s doctor had given her. While washing the pill down with water, she turned around and examined her neck in the tri-view mirrors above the medicine cabinet. As plain as day, a small mark was visible at the nape of her neck. It looked almost like a four leaf clover. The impression reminded her of the same four-leaf clover birthmark just above Garrett’s collarbone.

      But that was impossible.

      She, too, must have been hallucinating.
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      Garrett could hardly believe his luck, but his birthmark had indeed transferred to Autumn as if by magic. He’d never doubted the existence of a true mate, but what he had doubted was finding his mate. He’d been proven wrong. His wolf was aware. Garrett could tell by the way his inner beast tried to rip from his skin and rejoice. Garrett held him at bay. He didn’t want to scare Autumn. He hadn’t told her what he’d seen.

      She stood at the kitchen counter peeling and chopping an apple. Her hair wasn’t tied back and up into a ponytail like she’d worn it over the past few days. She wore it billowing out and down past her shoulders.

      The primal urge to take her to his bed again and let his fingers get caught in her hair while he harassed her senseless washed over him. He ground his teeth and took a deep breath in and out to control himself.

      He crossed the threshold into the kitchen wearing a pair of worn jeans and a sleeveless shirt. There was no use getting dressed in anything but rags for what he was prepared to do. He had what he needed for a couple nights packed in the trunk bag on his motorcycle, but he hoped he could complete the job and be back sooner than that.

      Autumn turned around and smiled. In that moment, he realized that her smile was what captured him more than anything else. It reminded him of a cool and calm morning, just before the sun rose and the petals of flowers began to spring open. Her smile reminded him of autumn.

      No words were exchanged as he joined her at the counter and kissed her tenderly.

      When they pulled back, she asked, “Aren’t you going to eat anything before heading out?” She bit into a slice of apple.

      He shook his head. “No time.” And then he picked up her hand and popped the other half of the apple slice into his mouth.

      She turned and grabbed a vacuum-sealed thermos he’d seen her filling with ice-cold water earlier. “Do you need this?”

      “Yeah. I do.” He smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      “Be careful,” she warned, her palm still resting against his heart. She slid her thumb across the birthmark on his collarbone. “May your clover give you all the luck you need.”

      “I need all the luck I can get,” he replied. “I can’t promise that I’ll be careful.  When the sheriff’s office called back and said the fire was set intentionally, I knew who and what I was dealing with. Simon has slipped under the radar way too many times. If the cops get to him first, he’ll get his lawyers involved, and they’ll give him a slap on the wrist.”

      “You’re right. It’s happened before. He uses whoever and whatever he can to save himself.” She looked down at her forearm. “I noticed that the bite mark from Simon is completely gone.”

      Garrett cleared his throat. “That’s because when we had sex, my wolf essence drove his essence out of you.”

      She caught his gaze and bit her bottom lip. “You knew it would do that, didn’t you?”

      “Not entirely. I didn’t know until this morning when I saw it for myself. He might not be able to track you now, but this isn’t over. Simon won’t stop until he’s caught, so my job isn’t finished. I have to go deliver what was promised,” he said. “And if I can’t deliver him as promised, I’ll deal with him myself.”

      She nodded.

      “What I can promise is that I’ll be back,” he said. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “I know,” she said. “We’ll save that talk for when you get back. I’ll be here.”

      Garrett knew she would. Heck, he dang sure hoped she stuck around. He had concrete confirmation that Autumn belonged to him and he belonged to her.
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      Garrett pulled up in front of the Cross City Country Tavern and came to an abrupt halt next to the police tape wrapped around the lot. This time, the entire parking area was empty and most of what remained of the tavern could only be described as ashes and rubble. His heart nearly dropped in his stomach. How many ways were there to tell Autumn that her family business was gone?

      His cell phone vibrated on his hip. He answered right away without checking the caller ID.

      “Yeah?”

      “Hey Garrett. It’s Alejandro. You in the city yet?”

      “I just pulled up.”

      “Pulled up where? Here?” Alejandro asked.

      Garrett had talked with Alejandro earlier during a pit stop. They’d compared mental notes on what they had learned about the whereabouts of Simon and his bodyguards. Since the fire, no one had seen any sign of him.

      “No, not yet. I’m over at the tavern.”

      “It’s a mess, isn’t it?” Alejandro exclaimed. “More than half of the people who worked there belonged to our Pack. Now we’ve got some of them roaming around here worrying about how they’re going to pay their bills. How are the North girls holding up?”

      “They’re all right at this point. Their safety is the most important for me right now. The tavern can be rebuilt. We can find new jobs for those affected until then.”

      “Of course. I have to update the main man here. When can we expect you?”

      When he mentioned the main man, Garrett knew that he meant Benjamin Sr., his boss.

      “I’ll head out that way once I’ve checked out a couple of the leads I have.”

      He pulled out a gold chain from his back pocket and rolled the piece of jewelry over and over again in his palm. After Garrett had sent a few men to clear up after the fight with Simon in the fields, they’d returned with the chain, claiming it had been lying under the dead driver’s body. Oddly enough, Garrett had seen Simon wearing a gold chain just like it.

      “Gotcha,” Alejandro said. “We’ll be waiting.”

      “Which part of the city is your jeweler located?” Garrett asked, his suspicions rising drastically.

      “East of the post office. On the corner of Fairfield and Whitmore. The owner’s daughter is mated to one of our own. They’re good people. Why?”

      Garrett returned the piece to his back pocket. “Just keep your phone with you. If I find Simon, I’m sure you’ll want to be the first to know.”

      “Roger that. Hey, did you bring any of the guys with ya or do you need me to come meet you somewhere?”

      “No. I’m solo this time. Believe it or not, that’s the way I work. I don’t want anyone else getting injured or killed on my account.”

      “Understood,” Alejandro exclaimed. “Just watch your back. The cops are out looking for an arsonist and questioning everyone they know with a criminal record. They’ve been holding two members of our Pack who weren’t even there the night of the fire. With your record, you need to stay clear of them or you’ll get snatched up real quick.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” Garrett said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      After Garrett hung up the phone, he turned his attention toward the small convenient store across the street. A couple customers were lingering around on the sidewalk, smoking cigarettes. A young boy was seated on the ground next to one of the gas pumps. Garrett cranked up his motorcycle again and drove the short distance to the store. He parked his bike in front of a tank. The young boy stood immediately to help him with the gas.

      “Fill ‘er up?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, handing over a few bills. “That should do it. Keep the change.”

      The young boy tipped his cap and proceeded to fill Garrett’s tank.

      The customers standing on the sidewalk eyed Garrett suspiciously. Only one of the men was a shifter. The pair exchanged a few words with each other and then the human walked into the store, leaving the shifter outside.

      “You aren’t of this Pack,” the boy said, catching him off guard.

      “I’m not,” Garrett replied. “Just rolling through.”

      “Are you an Enforcer or something? I haven’t seen that symbol before,” the boy said, looking at Garrett’s Pack symbols.

      He nodded. “Something like that.”

      Wolves officially deemed outlaws didn’t carry the same symbols as the ranking wolves of the Pack.

      “Soon as I turn sixteen, I’m going to get my first tattoo. The design is going to be of my former Pack’s symbol so that I never forget where I can from,” the boy said, anxiously.

      “That’s honorable,” Garrett told him. “What happened to your Pack?”

      “We disbanded about half a year ago.” The boy frowned. “Our home state was clearing up forest debris near our Pack home so they could use the area as a landfill. One of the big machines they were using caught fire and the blaze got out of control. The fire spread to our land and destroyed everything that our Pack owned. All twenty-five thousand acres burned out in less than two weeks.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I’m glad you and your dad found another Pack home. How long have you been working here?”

      “I just started last week.”

      “Where do you go to school?”

      “I don’t.” He shrugged.

      Garrett shifted his full attention from the shifter, who suddenly looked anxious, to the boy. “You look like you’re school-aged.”

      “I got kicked out. I’m not going back either. I’m a wolf. I don’t need any formal education anyway,” he said.

      “Even wolves need education,” Garrett told him. “What did you do to get kicked out?”

      “I punched another kid in the face because he wouldn’t get up from my seat. They said I can’t come back until the end of next month.”

      “Well kid, that ain’t gonna cut it. Why didn’t you just take another seat?”

      “There was this girl I wanted to sit next to and he was in my way,” the boy said, sheepishly.

      Garrett scoffed. “You’ll have plenty of time to fight over women, but you won’t win her over unless you’ve got the brains in addition to the strength. Trust me on that one.”

      The boy smiled. “I guess.”

      Garrett honed in on the front of the store again where the men had been lingering around despite the big white sign on the window that said: No Loitering.

      “Those men you keep looking at are there to protect the place,” the boy said. “Jim, the owner, can’t afford to have his gas station torched like that restaurant.”

      Garrett swung around. “Right…of course.”

      “I saw you pull up in front over there. There’s another fast food place up the street if you’re looking to eat,” the boy said after slipping the pump back onto the leather. “It’s too bad about the tavern, though. My dad says they had the best pulled pork sandwiches in the State.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, but he hasn’t been going there lately, though. He says the place was bought out by the same flake that keeps harassing folks for money in the name of the Pack.”

      “A flake?”

      The boy diverted his gaze and then shoved his hands down into his pants pocket. “Well, you’re all set.”

      “What do you know of this flake?”

      “Um…I could get in serious trouble for saying anything.”

      “I won’t say anything. If you had information that could save this town, save your Pack, and save lives, wouldn’t you want to help?”

      The boy shuffled from one foot to the next. “It’s forbidden to speak out against him,” he said keeping his tone low.

      “By any chance, do you mean Simon, your Beta?”

      The kid nodded.

      “You don’t have to say anything else,” Garrett said, giving his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Remember what I told you, kid. Get back in school and stay there. You need more than a good right hook to win the girl.”

      Garrett had already mounted his bike and was beginning to slip on his helmet  when the kid asked, “Can I at least have your name?”

      “Garrett.”

      The boy grinned. “I’m Nathan. If it takes brains to win a girl, what does it take to become what you are? Aren’t you wearing an Enforcer’s symbol? ”

      Garrett smiled. “It’s a little complicated. I’ll tell you what, Nathan. I’ll be coming through here a lot more often. Next time I come, you prove to me that you’re back in school. We can talk about what it means to be an Enforcer then. Deal?”

      “Deal.”
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      Déjà vu hit Garrett hard as a idiot. When he pulled his motorcycle up at the corner of Fairfield and Whitmore, about half a dozen cop cars lined the streets and a fire truck sat right on the curb in front of Weltman’s Fine Jewels. He’d recalled Alejandro’s warning to stay away from the local police, but he just couldn’t ignore this. The men in uniform were actively trying to put out a fire near the front of the building. The medics had someone laid out on a gurney. A bloodstained sheet covered them from head to toe. Apparently, there had been a casualty. But if this was only a fire, why the blood-soaked sheet?

      Garrett drove up to the curb and sat idle on his bike to observe the chaos. He wasn’t the only one watching. About a half dozen or so people had walked across the street from the post office and adjacent shops to witness the mess.

      “Hey! Get back!” A cop rushed over to secure the area with yellow tape and ushered the crowd back and away from the building. “This is a crime scene. Please leave the area.”

      The onlookers scattered in different directions. Among the bits and pieces of conversation that Garrett picked up on, one clue stuck with him. Apparently, gunshots had been fired inside right before the fire, according to one witness. Right before the fire broke out, a man had fled through the back of the store. From past experience, Garrett had learned to follow his instincts when it came to subtle clues like this. It just so happened that he had a nose for doing just that.

      He parked his bike in the post office’s parking lot and walked about a quarter mile to enter the woods where he could change forms without detection. He removed his boots and stuffed them into his pack. As soon as the shift was complete, he raced back toward the jewelry store, hiding in the thick brush at the back of the store to avoid detection. When the cops who were investigating the rear of the store went back inside, he took the opportunity and sprinted out of the bushes. The wolf was in total control now, using all of his five senses, especially his sense of smell. A faint aura was detected around the grassy area just under a broken window. Among the shards of broken glass shattered on the ground were a few drops of blood. The aura belonged to a wolf. He engrained the scent into his memory and then followed it back through the thick brush where it led him deep into the woods.

      He tracked the unfamiliar wolf scent for about a mile until he came out on the other side of the forest near the south side of the city. It led him to a trailer park community blocked off by a chain-linked fence. His inner beast wanted to forge ahead, but in order to get on the other side of the tall fence, he had to climb over it. Reluctantly, he shifted back to human form and clambered up the wobbly fence.

      About twenty trailers were on the lot. For the most part, the atmosphere was quiet except for the handful of kids playing on the playground near the front of the community. His sense of smell wasn’t as keen as it was when he was in wolf form, so he had to use more effort to concentrate. Beads of sweat poured down his forehead as his body worked to cool him off after his non-stop trek to get here. He dragged the front of his shirt over his eyes and down his face and forged ahead.

      Garrett’s intuitions led him to a small mobile trailer with a red Volkswagen parked in front of the door. At first, he thought he had the wrong location. Inside the home, a woman was screaming at the top of her lungs. But she wasn’t in trouble. Right in tune with her cries, were the grunts and moans of a man. The pair was inside, and from the way she was hollering his bloody name, Garrett could tell they were.

      The blood scent and wolf pheromones that he’d picked up behind the store were stronger now than before. There was no doubt that his guy was inside.

      Garrett took a look in both directions and noted that there weren’t any immediate threats. Just the kids playing on the playground. He shoved his foot hard into the door, smashing it down to the floor.

      He barreled inside.

      This time, when the woman screamed, she wasn’t screaming in pleasure.

      Garrett couldn’t believe his luck. The woman naked on the bed was the same woman who’d served him that first night at the tavern. Her hair was even braided back the same way. Her eyes widened and then recognition flashed over her face when she saw him.

      Before his target could begin the shifting process, Garrett charged across the room and threw him hard against the wall.

      “Who are you?” his target croaked.

      “I was going to ask you the same question.”

      “What the heck, man?” he exclaimed. “You’ve gotta wait your turn to mess. I was here first.”

      His target was still concerned about, yet his toe was now lying flaccid between his legs.

      Garrett’s gaze fluttered toward the waitress then back to his target. “I didn’t come to mess. You were at Weltman’s jewelry store today, and ironically, someone died there just before a fire started.”

      His target diverted his gaze, guilt clouding his face. “I ain’t got nothing to do with no fire,” he said.

      “What were you doing there?”

      His target charged, nearly knocking Garrett to his feet. They struggled in the tiny interior of the trailer. His target was trying to get away, but Garrett wasn’t going to let that happen. Meanwhile, the half-naked waitress screamed bloody murder.

      Garrett picked up his target by the neck and then slammed him hard against the wall. “Answer me! What were you doing there?”

      “My job! Idiot! I was doing my job, okay?”

      “What job is that? Breaking and entering? Arson?”

      “I didn’t start no fire, man,” he insisted. “I was sent to collect something.”

      “Something?”

      He struggled against Garrett’s hold, but Garrett pushed firmly at his larynx. He was almost blue in the face before Garrett loosened his grip.

      “Money…Weltman owed my boss money.”

      Somehow, his target had gotten hold of a vase. He took it, slammed it against the side of Garrett’s face, and then made a run for the door. He never made it outside. Garrett dragged him back inside, pounded him into a table, and brought his fist down across his face.

      “I wasn’t finished,” Garrett growled. “Who’s paying you? Who’s your boss?”

      He gagged on his own blood as it drained down his nose to the back of his throat.

      “This could all be over for you,” Garrett said. “I need a name.”

      He gasped. “Si…Simon.”

      Garrett ground his teeth together, his aggravation rising at the sound of the name. Simon was one annoying, sick mongrel.

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He was lying.

      Garrett snatched a knife up from the kitchen counter and thrust it into the thickest part of his thigh.

      “Don’t waste my time, idiot! I asked you a question.”

      “In the barn…the barn,” he panted. “Behind his old family home. Take the woods and run north. He’s in there. Dang it, let me up! I don’t know anything else.” He grasped at the knife in his thigh.

      Garrett released his hold, yanked out the knife for him, and tossed it back on the table.

      The man stumbled backward, hopping on his good leg. After a failed attempted at regaining his grounding, he dropped to his knees on the floor and uttered a string of curses at Garrett. The mongrel was through. Just to make sure he wasn’t going to regain his strength any time soon, Garrett dragged him up to a standing position and knocked him unconscious with his fist. He hit the floor like dead weight.

      The waitress he’d been was huddled in a corner. “Please…I don’t know anything,” she said, meekly.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. It was him I was after,” he said. “Is this your home?”

      She shook her head. “No. We just hook up here. Look, I’m not the only one selling sex here. I—”

      “T.M.I,” he said, holding up his hand. “You need to be wary of the company you keep, lady.”

      “I needed the money,” she exclaimed, her mascara running down her face as tears escaped her eyes. “Tips at the tavern haven’t been the same”

      He retrieved a few twenty-dollar bills from his pocket and threw it on the table next to the bloody knife.

      “Put on some clothes and get outta here,” he said, and then left her inside the trailer.

      As he raced back toward the forest, he dialed Alejandro’s number.

      “Yo,” Alejandro answered.

      “The old Montague barn…you know where that is, right?”

      “You mean the one behind Simon’s old family’s home. The County Inspector’s report says the house was filled with asbestos. That place has been barred off and abandoned for years.”

      “Well, that’s where I’m headed. No time to talk,” Garrett said, and then hung up the phone.

      He increased his speed, racing through the woods as fast as his legs would take him. In mid-run, he shifted, trusting the wolf to guide him.
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      Garrett ascended the steps slowly and halted just in front of the screen doors of his home. Mingling with the sound of the crickets chirping and the birds fluttering around in the trees overhead was the sound of the television turned on inside. There was something cooking and the aroma wafted through the small window above the sink to where he stood on the porch. Having swum in the lake just before coming home, he was drenched from head to toe. Despite all of this, everything going on around him, and everything that had transpired, there was only one woman on his mind still—Autumn.

      Her scent was the most prominent above everything else around him. He took a deep breath in and out, turned the knob, and pushed the door open.

      His beautiful mate had been on the way to the kitchen, dabbing at her damp hair with a towel. When she saw him, she dropped the towel and rushed to him.

      “I didn’t hear you come up the steps,” she panted, wrapping her arms around him.

      “I’m not wearing my boots,” he said.

      She smiled, her eyes gleaming with hope. Then she kissed him. Long, roving caresses across his lips. He pulled her closer and felt her heartbeat speed up against his chest. He deepened the kiss, dipping his tongue into her mouth and tasting all of her.

      She parted from the kiss. “You’re soaked.”

      “I took a dive in the lake,” he said. “I didn’t want you to see me the way I was.”

      She touched his face and frowned. “You were fighting, weren’t you?”

      When he didn’t say anything, she lifted the wet shirt over his head. Together, they peeled away his clothing until everything but his briefs were in the foyer.

      “That’s better,” she whispered, tracing the jagged lines of his most recent scars. “But what happened out there?”

      His hand cupped her rear and he squeezed her there possessively. He leaned in to kiss the sensitive spot behind her ear. And just as he thought—just as he had hoped—his birthmark was still there. He pressed his lips softly against her ear.

      “I’ll tell you about that later, sweetheart. Just know that everything is all right now. You don’t have to worry anymore.”

      “Thank you.”

      He threaded his fingers through her thick wet hair. “No, Autumn, thank you, for trusting me. Thank you for showing me that there’s hope. About our talk…”

      “Yes?” She looked at him anxiously.

      “After we had sex, something changed.”

      “I know. I’ve been feeling really weird,” she said. “Well, not weird, but just…” Her face blushed. “…like I need you again. But we both knew that would happen.”

      “Yes, we knew that would happen. But something else changed. You’re carrying my mark, Autumn. That means—”

      “I know about that too.” She smiled. “I saw your birthmark this morning right before you left. I know I’m wearing your mark.”

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “So…what next?”

      “We do what we planned to do. Stay together. Love each other.”

      Autumn slid her arms around his next and lifted herself on her tiptoes. “I mean, what do we do about my need to forget you again?”

      He groaned. “Mmmm, you’re becoming a very naughty woman.”

      “I like me this way.”

      She stepped back and untied the oversized robe and let the thing fall to her feet. He licked his lips and drank in her beauty. He was secretly pleased that she barely had clothes to wear just yet. She was completely naked. Without further hesitation, he picked her up and hurried to his bedroom.

      Garrett tossed her onto the bed and then flipped her over so he could see the plumpness of her rear. He covered her body, pinning her down. With his mouth, he found the column of her neck. When his teeth lightly grazed her there, she moaned. Pleasure rolled through him when he viewed his birthmark on her neck. Its presence brought out the possessive side of him. It brought out the inner beast in him. He pushed his thick erection against her rear.

      “You’re beautiful, Autumn,” he said. “And you’re mine.”

      He slid his hand up under her belly and propped her up so that she was on her hands and knees. Rear up. Face down. Exposed to him.

      “Oh goodness, Garrett,” she moaned. “I’ve been wanting this all day.”

      “Patience,” he whispered, taking a deep breath in, smelling her sweet arousal.

      When he glanced down at her sex, he almost lost control. Her pussy was plump and juicy. Already wet for the taking. He glided his hands over her rear, kneading it until she was pushing back, begging him to enter her. Instead of giving his toe, he pushed two digits inside of her. Her cries of pleasure were music to his ears. The thing he wanted to do to her and would do to her for the rest of his life should have been forbidden. The cinnamon and nutmeg smell of her enchanted him. He wanted to taste her. Placing one knee on the bed next to her, he lowered his head and kissed the highest curve of her rear, kissing his way downward until his tongue was buried deep in her pussy. He lapped at her in slow, but firm strokes, letting her warm honey coat his tongue. Her whole body was trembling against him. Her clit pulsed against his tongue. She arched deeper, grabbing and pulling at the sheets on his bed. He couldn’t help himself and growled into her pussy. She let go…waves of energy traveled across both of them.

      While she was still shaking and high on a climax, he spread her legs wider and buried himself to the hilt. Over and over again he drove into her, intent on giving her as much pleasure as she could handle and then some.

      “Mine,” he growled, climaxing long and hard.

      “Yes, Garrett. I’m yours.”

      That was all the confirmation he needed. He wasn’t going anywhere. This was his home. Autumn was his woman. His true mate. His everything.
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      All of Brock’s brothers filed into an empty LIVE Nightclub. The one they called Raoulf headed straight for the unmanned bar and made himself a drink. The club had closed over an hour ago and only a few drunken patrons and what looked like the cleaning crew remained.

      “Whatever you do, don’t kill my dad,” Chelsey said.

      “That was never the plan,” Alpha Dane said. “Besides, we’re used to getting our way without ending lives. We have other methods.” He slid onto a bar stool next to Raoulf. “Isn’t that right, Raoulf?”

      “Dang straight,” Raoulf added, taking a shot of whiskey. He still hadn’t removed his hood, which told Chelsey that either he still didn’t trust her or didn’t want to see all of his face.

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “Do you really want the answer to that?” Brock countered, leaning back on the counter on his elbows.

      She tossed her purse on the bar and slid on a stool. “Are all the crimes and threats and stuff necessary?”

      “We’ve asked your dad nicely and we’ve even warned those crooked town cops to stay off our lands. They’ve been using physical force of their own trying to keep us from bringing a stop to the eminent domain proceedings. Some of the human hunters in the area have even gone as far as hunting with rifles on the land. None of us have been shot yet, but other small animals and prey haven’t been so lucky. The carcasses are left out in the open for us to see. They weren’t killing for food.  These were just senseless killings…almost like planting warnings for us to find. We traced the bullets to one single manufacturer in Texas. This is the last step,” Dane said.

      Chelsey frowned. “I’m sorry that all of this is happening, but I promise you that my dad has nothing to do with planting carcasses. But what do you mean? The last step before what?”

      “Before we get what we want, of course.” Dane shrugged. “For him to stop the eminent domain proceedings. If we lose this tract of land, we’ll be losing a lot of hunting grounds. Just in case you haven’t noticed, we are shifters. We shift and run as a Pack there. Some of us even live out there. Stripping the land will also push out other animals that have taken up shelter there.”

      “Is that another way to say that if the County wins, your food source will disappear?” she inquired.

      Dane pressed his lips together in a grim line, and then said, “You learn quickly. It’s been a little over thirty years since shifter existence was revealed. Some of us haven’t blended into human society. Some of us never will. Therefore, that’s what uncharted, and supposedly, uninhabited tracts of land—like the one they’re looking to confiscate—is used for. Wolves live there, they hunt there, they eat there. I’m sure you know that it’s not wise to mess with wolves and their right to eat and live in their natural habitats.”

      She swallowed. Yeah, she fully understood now. “I understand where you’re coming from. What do you have on my dad?”

      Dane narrowed his gaze. “Why should I tell you?”

      “Because I agreed to help. Whatever it is you have or took from my house, I want you to give it back,” she said. “I’m sure my dad will settle this without this last ditch effort to bribe him by using me.”

      “The plan was never to use you,” Dane said, his gaze sliding over to Brock. “But it just so happens that you’re now connected to Brock. And actually, we don’t need to use you at all.”

      Chelsey sighed. “My dad has held the seat less than a year. I assure you that he means no harm to the shifter community. I’ll try and help y’all, but I won’t stand against him.”

      “Understood,” Dane said. “Your dad isn’t the only official in this town pushing this agenda, but he sure does sign off on them.”

      “So tell me…” She crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s your plan now that you have me?”

      “That’s the thing…” Dane shrugged. “We’ll have to find another way to get your father’s attention in honor of respecting you now that you’ve bonded with my brother.”

      “What other ways?” she asked, suspiciously.

      “You’ve got a lot of questions.”

      “You’re the one who ordered a raid on my house. Since this involves my family, I think I should know. And…like I said, I want to help your cause. I came with you willingly.”

      “You came because there was no way you would’ve been able to run from Brock,” Raoulf countered. “You have his scent all over you, sweetness.”

      Chelsey blushed. Brock’s scent was all over her, but so were his hands…among other things. Big things. A hard fleshy thing in particular. She bit her lips as heat rose up her spine and fanned across her neck.

      “Now that it’s obvious to all of you that Brock and I had…were together and something happened between us, can I suggest that you not make any more adverse moves against my dad. There’s gotta be another way.”

      “You’re right. And yes, we’ll find another way. Working with your dad is what we’ll deal with,” Dane said. “Focus on your mating with my brother and leave this to us. We never planned on harming you or your dad. What we do plan to do is defend and keep our properties.”
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      Chelsey moved across the small living area of Brock’s home, taking in his choice of furniture and setup. The space was devoid of clutter. The two bedroom, two bathroom log cabin sat on a small lot adjacent to one of the town’s biggest ponds. The Aspen Valley nature park that she had always wanted to visit was just five miles up the road. When her dad had first been elected as Governor, the privately-owned park was one of the first places she’d had on her list to explore. Unfortunately, even after her family was settled in at the mansion, much of her free time had been devoted to preparing for her last semester of college and she never got around to visiting.

      “Is this where you live?”  she asked.

      “Yes. When I’m in town.” He shrugged out of his leather jacket and hung it on the coat rack beside the door. “My brother Garrett lives close by. He’s never home, though.

      “It’s so secluded,” she said. “Don’t you get lonely.”

      “Not really. I prefer the seclusion. Besides, if I want company, I can just race across town. Doesn’t take very long.”

      “Right. With you being a wolf shifter and all that, I bet you travel back and forth through the woods so easily. Where do you spend most of your time when you’re not in Aspen Valley?”

      “On the road mostly dealing with matters outside of the Pack that affects us.”

      “Isn’t this eminent domain thing a Pack issue?”

      He sat down in a chair and took off his boots before answering. “Yeah. I was in Jersey when Dane called me about it. This is a big deal since what they’re trying to take makes up the bulk of our acreage.”

      “And you need places to…just be a wolf and not a man. Right?” She smiled, her gaze running across his body. “I get it.”

      Brock grinned. “Do you now?” He stood up and crossed the small distance between them. He took a seat on the sofa’s armrest, grabbed her hand, and pulled her between his legs.

      “I’m trying to, at least,” she said.

      “Does it bother you that I’m both wolf and man,” he asked.

      “It amazes me that you’re both,” she replied.

      With him being so close to her, her temperature rose. Even now as he stood in close proximity to her, she realized how much she’d missed his touch. If she had listened to her instincts and returned to LIVE nightclub, she would’ve missed Brock showing up at her house. Would she have seen him again in that case?

      “Now that we’ve been outed, we have to protect our own at all costs. There are still some who seek to get rid of what they fear,” he said. “In the beginning, they tried to destroy us. They feared those who could shift between wolf and man at will, but it was our job to make them understand that we weren’t rabid or out to kill. We’ve been living alongside humans for a very long time. We’ve come a long way, but still, we’re not granted some of the same rights as humans.”

      Chelsey stroked the left side of his face with her palm. His stormy, blue eyes met hers and suddenly she remembered what had drawn her to him that night at the bar.

      “You’re just as human to me as any man I’ve ever met,” she said.

      He grinned. “That’s because you haven’t seen my animal yet.”

      “I felt him the other night. When we were…together.”

      “Yeah,” he breathed. “I’m sure you did. And now you’re wearing my mark as a result of that.”

      “Who gave you permission to mark me anyway?” she asked, running her finger down his chest and reminiscing on the hardness of his flesh against her hands.

      He gripped her hips and brought her closer. She made no moves to shy away when he dragged his lips along the outer edge of her ears. She trembled within his embrace, heat rising up her spine with every stroke of his nose against the most sensitive area on her neck.

      “I would ask your forgiveness, but I find satisfaction in knowing that you’ll be mine to please forever,” he told her.

      “I…” She sighed.

      She’d never been one to tell a man how much she needed him even if it was just for sex. For idiot sakes, she was supposed to be the independent, don’t need handouts or a man type of woman that her mother raised her to be. But she also went out and got what she wanted, even if it involved doing something out of the norm. Like going to a bar seeking out a one night stand. Her one night stand had turned into a serious revelation. One she didn’t quite understand yet. A revelation that would take her some getting used to. The one truth that she did understand was that she wanted Brock.

      “What is it? What are you thinking about?” he asked, kissing her skin softly.

      “About how my life literally changed overnight.”

      “This changes things for both of us, Princess.”

      “I’ve just never had anyone like you, and I’m not saying that just because you’re a shifter. Maybe it’s because you’re older, mature, and you know how to treat women. I don’t know. I feel like this is all too good to be true.”

      He pulled back and found her gaze. “You’re correct in that I’ll always treat you the way a woman should be treated. With love. Respect. Like she’s the only person on this planet that matters. But you’re different, Chelsey. To me, you are my true mate. The only woman that will satisfy my wolf. The only woman that I’ll always run to no matter what or who tries to separate us. It doesn’t make sense now, but what does make sense is that you’re wearing my birthmark. That’s not by accident. That’s fate.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “You do want this, don’t you?” he asked, confusion flashing across his face for a brief second. “You do want me, right?

      “If I told you how much, would you use that against me?”

      “Not against you. However, I would use it to your advantage,” he said, pressing his lips to hers, letting his words brush against them. “I’ve been wanting to get you alone for hours now.” He nipped the column of her throat. “I couldn’t wait until the Alpha was done going over our plans. My mind should be focused on our objective, but instead, all I can think about is you.”

      She gasped when his lips molded against the underside of her chin.

      “It’s funny because I wanted to go back to that nightclub so many times. I kept telling myself you weren’t going to be there and that I was just being too greedy and that was all the sex I was going to get.”

      “Things would’ve been different,” he replied. “I was concerned when you didn’t show up.”

      “Show up where?” she asked. “You mean you went back to the nightclub?”

      “I did,” he said, sheepishly. “I was banking on seeing you. I left thinking that I hadn’t lived up to your expectations.”

      “You exceeded them.” She chuckled. “If you were worried about your ability to deliver, you shouldn’t be. I left right away because I was a little overwhelmed. I just didn’t think a man like you would want to be bothered with me. You’ve got your life figured out, yet I haven’t even decided where I’m going to live once I graduate in December and I have less than four months to choose. I even have intern offers I haven’t even entertained.”

      He took her hands in his and gave them a reassuring squeeze. “You just take things one day at a time. No need to rush anything.”

      “That’s what my dad has been trying to tell me,” she said before she could stop herself. “Oh…I guess you don’t want to hear about my dad right now.”

      “No, it’s okay. People disagree all the time. We’re just trying to get your dad as the governor and the people behind this issue to listen to us and understand why their plans won’t be beneficial to the environment as a whole.”

      “He’s a good person,” she said. “It can be a little difficult to change his mind once he’s made it up. He’s set in his ways most of the time. He spent twenty-five years as an attorney and prosecutor before he got into politics.”

      “Hmmm, he’s a smart man then?”

      She nodded.

      “Chelsey, I’m not asking you to stand against your dad, but what I am asking is for you to stay with me. Don’t leave me because of this.”

      “You have nothing to worry about, Brock, because I don’t want to leave you,” she said.

      Chelsey closed the short distance between them and kissed him. He felt like hot, hardened granite stone against her. Her knees grew weak as Brock took her lips over and over again. If it wasn’t for his strong, thick arms holding her securely she would have collapsed right before him. Actually, she wouldn’t have minded being on her knees with his rock hard length against her tongue. She needed to feel him, more of him. She broke the kiss to lift up the tail-end of his shirt to reveal the hard planes of his chest. He took the hint and pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it out of their way.

      She pressed her lips to his chest, tracing her fingers along the hardened lines. Before she could go any lower, he slipped his fingers under her chin and lifted her upward, capturing her mouth again. They kissed with urgency and desire. The emotions flowed from her to him and back again as they shared this intimate moment alone. Her sex heated between her legs and her clit pulsed excitedly in anticipation of the pleasure he could give her.

      His cock had hardened so much that it felt like a rock pressed firmly against her belly.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” she mumbled against his lips. “Take me again, Brock.”

      “That’s always been the plan,” he murmured against her neck, his tongue leaving a hot trail along her throat.

      His hands slid up under her top and he pulled it over her head. He took his time disrobing her until only her panties remained. Her heart pounded impatiently, but it seemed that he couldn’t get enough of kissing her. He worked his lips and tongue expertly across her neck, her shoulders, and her breasts. She tucked her fingers down into his waistband, unable to resist the lure of taking his thick shaft within her grip and doing with it what she wanted. The thought of having Brock when she wanted and where she wanted excited her. She’d never had a man that was so eager to please her before. It was a good thing that she visited the nightclub on the night she did. She would have never found Brock and would have been lost in a sea of men who left her unsatisfied. With Brock, she felt safe and secure, and almost like a piece of her was restored each time she thought of him.

      Chelsey undid his fly, eliciting a deep groan from his throat, and then wrapped her hand around him. Her fingertips almost touched as they curled around the thick meaty base. Her pussy clenched as the memories from their first night when his thick cock pushed into her for the first time. She ached just thinking about Brock filling her up completely.

      She dropped to her knees and covered his cockhead with her hungry mouth, flicking the seam with her tongue and drawing slow, deliberate circles under the crease.

      “Chelsey,” he groaned and grabbed a fistful of her hair into his palm.

      He thrust his hips forward, pushing at the back of her throat. Just as she was enjoying being on his knees and being the ultimate source of his pleasure, his shaft tightened against her palm and against her tongue. She tried to anticipate the moment of his orgasm but then she became more focused on an ulterior objective: giving him as much pleasure as he could take. The streams of molten liquid that pulsed from his cock took her by surprise. His cum felt like honey against her tongue. She milked him, enjoying every last drop. He remained perched on the edge of the sofa, panting and looking under his dark, hooded eyes in disbelief as she pleased him. After only a few moments, the veins on his shaft began to fill with rabid desire again and his cock lengthened. All she wanted to do was please Brock, but he had other plans.

      In one effortless motion, he rose from the chair lifting her with him. He carried her in his arms to the next room and then dropped her on the edge of the bed. He kissed her momentarily before standing back and admiring her body, his gaze landing on the mark more than a few times. He removed the rest of his clothing as he studied her. He was a masterpiece…and the most perfect man she’d ever been with.

      Once he was naked, he bent down and hooked his thumbs around the waistband of her panties and removed the final garment from her, baring everything to his inspection.

      “Is this what you’ve been craving, Princess?” he asked, grasping his cock in his palm and stroking slowly. His gaze was firmly planted on her body.

      “Yes.” She licked her lips, giving him a come hither stare.

      This time, when he approached, he sat on the bed next to her and pulled her leg across him.

      “Then take what you need.”

      She straddled him, propping herself up on her knees. Pushing him back down onto the bed, she positioned herself and effortlessly slid down the length of him one inch at a time. He grabbed her hips, assisting her in taking him deep and to the hilt. Her pussy adjusted to his big size and the more she stayed connected with him, the better she felt. She ground her hips sensuously back and forth until he was coated with her arousal.

      She rocked into him, riding him into ecstasy. He groaned aloud as she set the tone and rhythm. She felt a sense of ownership as he relinquished control which was something he hadn’t done on the first night. His mark heated and tingled under her skin, as though it was further ensuring that the emblem was permanent. Soon she came undone, coming with so much force that it surprised her.

      After her climax, he picked her up and laid her out on the floor on a soft plush carpet. He lifted both of her legs up and propped them onto his shoulders and then dove into her again without missing a beat. Pain and pleasure roared through her as he pumped into her with vigor. She couldn’t remember the number of times he brought her to climax over and over again in that position, but by the time his hot seed flooded her she was completely spent. And only then did he cradle her gently in his arms and place her in the middle of his bed where he joined her. She remained in his arms all night long, clinging to him. This time, she wouldn’t leave his side. Something had definitely changed between them. As she drifted off to sleep, her head on his chest, the mark on her arm continued to blaze hotly under her skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          30

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      “Do you mind telling me what happened to the security footage from yesterday?” A stern look passed across her dad’s face as he leaned against the doorknob with his arms folded over his chest. “Everything’s been erased. Either that or the thing glitched again.”

      His expression reminded Chelsey of all the times he used to ground her. Only this time, she was too old for his tough parenting tactics. She was literally counting down the days until she could get an apartment of her own—away from campus life and away from the scrutiny of her dad. Her privacy had always been paramount for her, so she’d known earlier on in her life that a career path in politics wouldn’t be a good fit for her. She needed a job where she didn’t have to live up to anyone’s expectations. Some days, she didn’t know how her dad coped—but somehow, he did.

      “Maybe it glitched…” she replied.

      On Chelsey’s demand, Pack Alpha Dane and his brother had returned everything they took that night. She hadn’t thought to check the security cameras, so the lack of footage from yesterday probably meant that Brock’s brother had done something to the cameras prior to breaking in.

      “Well, did the electricity go out or anything?”

      She continued to stuff her clothes into a suitcase. “I told you. I wasn’t here all night last night. I rested a little, got up, and got ready for a party. And then I left.”

      He narrowed his gaze and pressed his lips together in a scowl. Chelsey wondered if he detected her slight variation about what happened the previous night. There wasn’t much she could get past her dad—the former prosecutor who was now the devoted, hard-working Governor.

      “You weren’t interested in Aspen Valley’s nightlife when we first moved out here,” he stated, suspiciously.

      “Well Dad, this town isn’t exactly known for its nightlife. Everyone my age hangs out in the clubs and bars of nearby cities. Too bad I just figured that out. That information could’ve saved me a lot of lonely nights last year when we first moved out here.”

      “And maybe I withheld that information on purpose. Some of these bars should be shut down after learning what goes on the inside of them,” he said, reluctantly. “Whose party was it?”

      “What party?”

      “The party that you said you went to last night.”

      “Oh…that party,” she said. “It was a private house party near Aspen Lake. I don’t really know the hosts personally. I learned about it through some old friends.”

      That was only half the truth. A party had occurred that night, but fate had other plans for her.

      “Just be careful going out alone like that. By the way, why are you packing so soon if you’re not due back to campus until Monday?” he asked.

      “I have some things to take care of before my classes start up again,” she replied.

      Truthfully, the only other thing she was pressed to take care of was the urgent need to get back to Brock. She didn’t know how she would feel when she left him on Sunday to travel back to college. What was wrong with her? She’d never been this attached to any previous dates or boyfriends? In fact, she wasn’t even ready for the time commitment that being in a steady relationship would warrant. She was attracted to Brock on both a physical and emotional level, but something about being in his presence and in his arms made her open up in ways that left her feeling vulnerable but safe. Was she ready for this? Was she ready to wear his mark?

      Her dad must have sensed her change in demeanor. “You want to help others but it looks like you’re rushing back to campus before your break is up and I’ve barely gotten a chance to sit and have a talk with you. Do you need my help with anything while you’re here?”

      She stopped packing long enough to give him a kiss on the forehead.

      “The only thing I need your help with is what we talked about. The holidays are coming up and I’ll be back home and we can have dinner and do all the chatting you want,” she said.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about your post-graduation plans, but I guess we can hold off that discussion for another month or so,” he said.

      “Nothing’s changed. I’m still weighing my options.”

      “You are planning on moving back into Aspen Valley, aren’t you?”

      She shrugged. “That depends on where I’m offered a position at. I have at least one out of state offer on the table.”

      “Out of state, huh?” He gnawed wearily at his bottom lip. “You know, there’s a part-time position at the Courthouse that’ll be vacant right around the time of your graduation. I think it’ll be a good fit for you, even if it’s just to try out different career paths. Why don’t you apply?”

      “Thanks Dad. I know this is your last ditch effort to keep me within arms reach, but it’s time that I made decisions for myself. Even if they're bad ones. Besides, I have a few offers already to entertain.”

      He sighed heavily. “Alright. You know I’m here to help if you need it.”

      Chelsey was a little relieved that he was done grilling her about her career choices, but then he returned to the dreaded topic about the break-in.

      “You know what? I can’t ignore my gut instincts. I’m going to have to report my suspicions about someone possibly breaking into here to the police. Just last week some local high schoolers broke into Gerald’s vacation home. The one right across the street from us. Nothing was stolen and the suspects claimed they were just looking for a place to crash for the night after drinking. They must have known Gerald wasn’t living there at the time. And you know what’s really odd about what I saw here?” he continued. “I don’t remember leaving my office door unlocked.”

      Chelsey swallowed and turned to face him. “Was anything missing?”

      “No, I did inventory. Things weren’t where I remember them being, but I was also in a rush when I left here the other day. Are you sure you didn’t go in there to use the computer or anything?”

      “No. Or maybe I did and I just don’t remember,” she said.

      “Possibly. Well, I’m going to go get those security cameras fixed.”

      “At least nothing’s missing, but you know what else is really odd…?

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I’m hearing rumors that you’ve made a group of people very angry because you and the other city council members are threatening to take their land and demolish what’s left of it.”

      Dad grumbled. “I make a lot of people angry, Chelsey, but that doesn’t stop me from doing my job.”

      “Does your job include putting dozens of Tellevue County residents out on the streets?”

      “That tract of land is nearly ten percent vacant. That’s a very small portion of Tellevue County.”

      “Who told you that the land was only ten percent vacant?”

      “No one has to tell me anything. There are maps to tell us these things and the most recent County census report has been released. Besides, the tenants will get a reasonable token as soon as they vacate. It’s all part of doing business.I’ve conducted deals like this before with wolf shifter packs like the one here in Aspen Valley. Sometimes they win. Sometimes they lose.”

      “You’ve conducted deals with them?”

      Chelsey had to admit that politics weren’t really her thing, so she hadn’t been keeping up lately with what her father was doing or who he made deals with. After almost flunking out of her last year of college do to the stress of her parent’s nearly splitting up, she’d made a promise to herself to focus on nothing but her grades and her health.

      “Yes, I have,” he replied. “Like I said, it’s the way business is conducted in this State.”

      “What kind of deals have you conducted with local wolf shifter packs?”

      Dad pulled out a desk chair from under the table and sat in it. “There are things that you’d never understand, Chelsey. You were only a child when these shifters began coming out. Back in our hometown where you were born, half of our police force was made up of shifters. One thing wolf shifters do exceed well at is protecting territories and securing borders from threats entering the State or, in that case, the town. We almost never had the use for police dogs because the wolf shifters were our eyes, ears, and nose…and they could talk. They picked up on everything. They kept our streets safe and drug-free. While I was a member of the city council, I did a number of things to help the shifters improve their way of living. Some of that included lawmaking that would allow them to repurchase or outright take back most of their hunting grounds. I funded some of their projects with private loans from my bank.”

      “I remember when you used to work for the city council. I was just getting ready to graduate middle school at the time, but I didn’t know you were involved with wolf shifters on that level.”

      “I was, but for the most part shifters don’t like to be governed by humans. We established what laws we could that were inclusive of the shifter population.”

      “So that means you once cared about their way of life. Don’t you still do?”

      Dad paused a moment before saying, “I tried to keep the reason for me and Priscilla’s rocky marriage away from you. You had a lot on your plate with entering your Senior year of college.”

      Her heart grew heavy at the mention of her parent’s marriage which was hanging on by a thread. She sat on the edge of her bed, facing her dad.

      “I think it’s time you tell me,” she said. “I’m not a little girl anymore. I understand about relationships and marriage and all that.”

      “Yes, I know that. Your mother and I stayed together for a long time because of you. We wanted what’s best for you and we still do. I love your mother very much and I’m trying and willing to work things out with her. She’s just not very forgiving.”

      “What does she have to forgive?”

      “A whole lot.” His shoulders slumped and his eyes shifted across the room. “There was this woman. I would go on lunch dates with her. She was just someone that worked on the city’s council with me. Name’s not really important now, but I’m sure if you researched you could probably put two and two together. Your mother got the wrong impression and thought I was sleeping with her. We never slept together, but I had to admit that I was emotionally involved with the other woman to the point where anytime I’d meet her for coffee or anything, I’d tell your mother I was at work or having the beer with one of the guys. I was doing a lot of nice things for this woman—paying her bills and buying her things when she claimed to be going through hard times. Your mother had some of my credit card bills that attested to that.”

      “Mom thought you were cheating,” Chelsey stated.

      “She did. It took me a while to realize that’s what it was. I was untruthful and lying to myself and to her, which was nearly the same as cheating. My…friendship with this woman was cut short when your mother hired an investigator to look into my extracurricular activities. That investigator was a shifter and he helped her catch me in numerous lies. Your mother confronted me while I was at the spa with the woman.”

      Chelsey swallowed and bit her lip. It was enough to make her angry. “This is the first time hearing the truth behind what caused the disconnection between you two. Mom hinted that there may have been another woman in the picture, but she didn’t come right out and say it and I didn’t want to open up any wounds for her by asking.”

      “I know and I’m sorry. We decided together that you didn’t need to know the details. It was something Priscilla and I tried to fix. And for a while after that, we were working things out, but I don’t think she’s ever gotten over it.”

      “Well, it hasn’t even been two years. It almost seems like yesterday when you two told me you were going to marriage counseling.”

      “Right. If time is what she needs, I’ll give her that,” he said.

      “And you’re holding a grudge against all wolf shifters because of something you were caught doing? By one of them?”

      Dad lowered her head. “Unfortunately yes. This shifter may have been moonlighting as a private investigator, but he was also working in the special police force at the time. The same police force that I pushed because I wanted to help bring jobs to the shifter community.”

      “I see.”

      “But honey, that’s not what this eminent domain proceeding is all about. I didn’t target shifter land because of my past transgressions. I’ve been in communication with Midway Industries for several months now regarding their plans for Aspen Valley.”

      “Midway Industries?” she mumbled. “That’s the same company who makes custom weapons, isn’t it? Rifles and guns, right?”

      “Yes, it is. They’ll bring jobs and money to the entire County, not just Aspen Valley. It just so happens that the tract of land that would most benefit them is remote and virtually uninhabited, but unfortunately, the wolf pack has made claims that it’s not.”

      “Haven’t you listened to them?” she asked.

      “There’s no evidence. No homes, no cars…nothing indicates that this area has become the permanent resident of any of them.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “Dad? These are wolf shifters we’re talking about. They live in homes too, but they also run free through the woods. Do you really think they’re going to cut down all those trees to build homes instead of preserving their natural habitats?”

      “This isn’t the only tract of land they have access to in Aspen Valley,” he countered.

      “Apparently they’re adamant about keeping this one. I visited the area. What may look like dozens of miles of forest and barren acreage to you, is home to them. Is money more important than retaining the natural resources of the state and the respect of the citizens, including shifters?” she asked.

      Dad frowned. “You’re barking up the wrong tree. We won’t demolish everything. Midway Industries will do everything they can to salvage what they can. They’d like to acquire the land but would rather not deal with the local shifters.”

      “They don’t want to deal with them because maybe they know they’ll be met with opposition. Do you know what Midway Industries is known for? Clearing out forests to use in their weapons manufacturing operations and then building huge retail centers that drive the local shops out of business. Is that what you want for Aspen Valley?”

      “I want to do all I can for the local economy. My term is up next year and I doubt I’ll be running again. Why are you so concerned about this?”

      “Because I actually have friends who live out there,” she stated. “These investors from Midway Industries aren’t concerned about Tellevue County. They’re just concerned with their bottom line. Who’s going to piece our County back together when Midway Industries exhausts all we have and then moves onto the next money hungry politician?”

      Her dad gave her a side-eye that rivaled all others. “Are you calling me money-hungry? There’s a time and place to question me about things, but this issue isn’t up for discussion—certainly not with my daughter.”

      “So you’re going to let this happen?”

      “Plans have been underway for months. The President of Midway will be flying in  from Texas next week to get some signatures and it’ll be a done deal.”

      “Unless the wolf pack can prove their case, right?” she inquired, hopefully. “Because what it seems to me is that someone on your council has made it their priority to keep the wolves quiet and at bay.”

      He rose swiftly to his feet. “You have a lot more things to worry about, Chelsey, and this isn’t one of them.”

      “Please Dad.  I’m just asking you. I promised my friends that you’d at least listen to what the leaders of the wolf pack have to say. I know sometimes you have to make decisions that won’t benefit everyone, but please…for me…”

      He frowned.

      She approached him. “I told them you’d at least listen to what they have to say. Your staff won’t even direct the calls to you.”

      “Who would like to speak with me?”

      Chelsey rushed to her purse on the nightstand and pulled out a business card from it. She handed the card to her dad with shaky fingers.

      Her dad inspected it and read the name aloud. “Dane Magnus. I’ve heard of him.”

      “Then that’s great, right?”

      “Not sure, but he seems to have a fondness for acquiring real estate.”

      “They said—I mean, my friends said that he’d like to talk business with you.”

      “I’ll call him,” her dad stated. “In the meantime, I don’t want you conducting any more business on my behalf. That’s my job. You’re my daughter and you shouldn’t be doing anything to jeopardize your safety in my name.”

      “Understood.”

      “Besides, if you want to play the part of a nice politician, you should seriously consider the job I mentioned,” he said, grinning.

      “I have seriously considered it,” she said. “For right now, just consider me the friendly mediator between the wolf faction and the money hungry politician.”

      He chuckled. “Mediator, eh? I think you should seriously consider that as a career path.”

      “I just might.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          31

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Chelsey had watched the sunset many times before, but never while sitting by the lake and never with anyone else. As she rested back against Brock’s chest and threaded her fingers with his, she felt at peace, and nothing—not even the new chapter of her life that she’d be entering shortly—could take this moment of happiness away from her. It was too bad that she had to leave to soon to head back to campus. Even with the current dilemma surrounding Brock’s pack and her dad’s involvement, all she could do was think about what the next days, weeks, months—even years would hold for them.

      They were seated on a blanket beneath a tree that had previously shaded them. The descending sun faded into the horizon, displaying a mix of muted orange and red colors. Mingling with the smell of freshly cut grass and a calming breeze was the spicy, irresistible essence of the man embracing her. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

      “I could sit out here forever,” she said. “I’d forgotten how relaxing being with nature could be.”

      “It’s the small things like this in life that are worth living and fighting for,” he said. With his finger still locked together, he lifted their hand and kissed the back of hers.

      “Thanks for bringing me here. When I first met you, I would have never guessed that you were the type of man to enjoy anything other than your Harley or going to the bar.”

      “Looks are deceiving,” he replied. “When I first saw you, I didn’t think you were the type to hook up with guys at the bar.”

      She chuckled, a heated blush fanning across her face. “It was my first time doing that. I figured that I didn’t have anything to lose. But actually, I gained something.”

      “We both did,” he said.

      “About us…” she started.

      “Yes…?”

      “How certain are that I’m your…how did you put it the other night…intended?”

      “There isn’t a thread of uncertainty left in me. My birthmark would never have transferred to you if you weren’t. We’ve been identifying our mates this way since the beginning.”

      “What if I had chickened out? Because I almost did. What if you and I never met that night?”

      “Fate would’ve brought us together again and again until the mating was confirmed. But understand that meeting an intended mate isn’t a privilege, it’s a gift. Some of us never meet our mates. And some of us are more attentive than we realize. The attraction was there the moment I saw you, so I guess it holds true that we’re drawn to our mates in ways we can’t deny.”

      She sighed. “I don’t know if I can be the woman you want. I—”

      “You are the woman I want. You don’t even have to question that,” he said.

      “I barely know where I’ll be living in three months,” she replied.

      “With me, if you want. Or I'll come to you.”

      “Isn’t it too soon to be moving in together?”

      “If you say so, but I'm sensing that our connection is deeper than I first thought,” he replied.

      "The mating and all that, right?"

      "That too, Chelsey."

      "Wait…there's more to this that you're not telling me?"

      He traced the back of her neck with the tip of his nose. "I hope so. We can go at your pace, but know this, Chelsey: you are mine. Completely and utterly mine. I’m already committed to you because I know the value of a true mate versus someone I was with just to pass the time. I’m ready and I’ll be waiting when you are.”

      She smiled. “Well, that’s romantic.”

      “It’s the truth. You’ll do what you planned to do before we confirmed this. You’ll graduate, weigh your career options…whatever you need. We’ll handle everything together. Just know that I want to be in your life.”

      “Hmmm…whatever I need?”

      He pressed his lips to the back of her neck and kissed along her nape. “Whatever. You. Need.”

      She lifted to her knees and spun around to face him. Only seconds passed before their lips met with an urgency that seemed to grow every moment she stayed with Brock.

      They were so consumed in their public displays of affection that they barely heard Brock’s phone ringing beside them. Whoever it was called back a second time.

      Brock parted from the kiss and picked up the smartphone from the ground. “It’s Raoulf,” he said.

      “Your brother, right?”

      He nodded and answered the call.

      She was already straddling him and didn’t want to stop their intimate session, so she continued teasing him with kisses to pass the time. He didn’t seem to mind.

      “I’m kind of busy right now…” Brock told his brother. “Well, when is he coming back? Look, I can’t afford to get arrested again. Las time I walked away with a slap on the wrist.…This sounds more long term to me and I don’t have the patience right now for it….I can get it to you tonight. Can you meet me at LIVE?…Right…Okay….”

      By the time Brock got off the phone with his brother, she’d gotten them both hot and bothered.

      “If you keep this up, Princess, I’ll be taking you out here on the ground,” he groaned, pressing his mouth against the column of her throat.

      “You wouldn’t…?”

      He chuckled.

      “You would,” she said, pressing her sex against his arousal. “Well in that case, why don’t you take me back to your place so we can get you taken care of?”

      “That’s my intention. I’ll need the bed for what I’m going to do to you tonight. There’s no way I’m going to let you go back to campus unsatisfied. But first things first…I have to go drop something off to my brother at LIVE.”

      She frowned and groaned.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t be long. Wanna come?”

      “Yeah, I do,” she said. “I could use a drink anyway.”

      He grabbed her hands and helped her up. “Let’s get a head start then. The rest of the night will be ours.”
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      LIVE Nightclub had a private back entrance. About a dozen patrons were seated out on the back deck drinking beer, chatting, and laughing loudly. Only a few of them were women. When Chelsey walked up with Brock, she expected to feel out of place and unwelcome, but the opposite happened. Brock was well known by nearly everyone in the crowd, and he greeted them as he walked through the tables.

      “Hey Brock. Didn’t know you were back in town. What’s happening?”

      A slim, tattooed guy with a goatee pushed off of the railing and extended his hand. They greeted each other with something that looked like a cross between a handshake and a fist pump—maybe both.

      “Hey Archer. I’ve been busy,” Brock said. “I see that you’re still holding it down out here.”

      “Of course I am. Leo pays me well to bounce for him,” Archer replied, and then his gaze landed on her. “Busy indeed, eh?”

      “Archer, this is Chelsey, my intended.”

      “Lucky you.” Archer grinned. “So it’s true what they say then? The bad guy always gets the good girl.”

      Brock chuckled. “I guess you can say that.”

      “Um…nice to meet you,” she said, anxious to redirect the attention from herself to Brock.

      They held a few minutes of light conversation before Brock excused himself by saying that he’d only stopped by to drop something off. He then led them to the far back corner of the deck. There was a sole male sitting at a large table big enough to seat four, but what was really strange to Chelsey was that he was the only one there. He was wearing a black hood that covered his eyes and his gaze was directed toward the table. Both of his hands were on his mug of beer. It almost looked like he was meditating or deep in thought about something. Odd…this wasn’t exactly the type of place Chelsey would think someone would go to meditate or seek solitude.

      When Brock held out a chair for her to sit down, she realized that the lone man was Raoulf, Brock’s brother. Just as Brock took his seat, Raoulf lifted his attention, his gaze roaming back and forth between herself and Brock.

      “Hello Brother,” Raoulf said, removing his hood. “You’re a little late.”

      It was the first time that Chelsey had seen his full face and she didn’t know whether to run or blush. The man was dangerous-looking and attractive. Brock and his brothers had stellar genes, that was for sure.

      “Yeah well, I wasn’t exactly in a rush to get here either,” Brock said.

      “I can tell why,” Raoulf stated.

      Other than the same facial structure and hardcore mannerisms, the two brothers had a lot of differences. Chelsey thought Brock was dark and mysterious, but after seeing Raoulf, she now deemed Brock a saint. Maybe because she knew that she could trust him now and that he was no longer a stranger. Or maybe it was because the contrast between the two brothers was like night and…midnight. She hadn’t been paying Brock’s brothers any mind during the aftermath of the raid on her dad’s home. Plus, they’d all been trying to hide their identities and wearing hoods similar to what Raoulf was wearing tonight.

      Raoulf had jet black hair and brushed the top of his shoulders and eyes the color of jade. He had what looked like an old scar down the side of his face.

      “Has my bro been giving you any problems, Chelsey,” Raoulf asked her.

      “No…just the opposite actually,” she said.

      “I bet,” he replied and then turned back to Brock. “I talked to Dane this morning. He thinks he can handle situation number one, but in the meantime, I’ve been called to handle situation number two.”

      “Hmmm, if it ain’t one thing it’s another,” Brock said.

      "Yeah, exactly…" Raoulf's eyes landed on Chelsey again and his nose flared."And from the way I sense things, you've got a heck of a year coming up."

      "So it seems," was Brock's quick reply. “Can you believe my luck?”

      “I most certainly can. You deserve this,” Raoulf commented. “Did you bring it?”

      Brock pulled out a black satchel from his leather coat pocket and pushed it across the table to Raoulf. Without looking at it or opening the satchel, Raoulf stuffed it into the inside of his jacket pocket.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Brock commented.

      “You know me well enough not to question my strategies,” Raoulf replied.

      Chelsey didn’t know what the heck they were talking about, but even if she were privy to any of their inside knowledge, she doubted that she’d understand. She had to remind herself that Brock was in an alternate line of work. And, of course, she’d never forget that he was more animal than he was human.

      “I’d come with you, but now isn’t a good time.”

      Raoulf flipped his hood back over his head. “No brother, don’t explain anything. I understand completely about who and what you must cherish now.”

      His green eyes paused on her for a while before landing on the table again. He tilted his mug of beer to his lips and guzzled it down in just a few gulps. “Time for me to go,” he said. “Too many eyes in this direction now that my famous brother has arrived.”

      “Well, I just can’t help it. I’m just that dashing,” Brock joked.

      “And I’m the rebel without a cause.” Raoulf rose and grabbed his helmet. “Tell Dane I’m outta here, will ya?”

      “Take care, little brother.”

      “Ditto.”

      Raoulf left the area, leaving Chelsey and Brock alone at the table.

      “Well, that was…interesting,” she said. “But I had no idea what you were talking about. You were speaking in codes.”

      He grasped her hand in his. “Someday, I’ll tell you all about it, but the rest of this night is about us. Remember what I told you?”

      “Yeah,” she said, then leaned over to meet his lips with hers. The kiss was short and sweet, leaving her wanting more.

      Somehow she managed to forget about where they were to focus on what she needed the most. Brock lifted her as if she weighed no more than a feather and sat her on his lap. Her sex pulsed against his arousal and her lips burned as he kissed her hungrily over and over again. They were so absorbed in the taste and feel of one another that they barely noticed when a panicked hush fell over the crowd. Police sirens blared in the distance, growing louder as they approached the nightclub. Only then did they pull back from their intimate embrace. A couple of folks began to flee the area. One took off on his motorcycle and a handful took to the dense woods behind the building. The police cars coming to a screeching halt near the club must have been the backup because several un-informed and armed policeman rushed onto the deck.

      “Everybody freeze! Stay where you are. Hands up and don’t make any sudden moves. That includes transforming if you happen to be a shifter. Just don’t do it.”

      She’d never had a gun pointed at her and fear forced her to remain still as the policeman had ordered. She was still straddling Brock’s lap, but the heat between them had vanquished and all that remained was Brock’s frustration and her fear and confusion.

      “Dang it,” Brock muttered behind her.

      “What’s going on?” she asked Brock between clenched teeth as the cops began I.D.ing everyone left out on the deck.

      “I have no idea,” he replied.

      “Hey! You two!” a cop shouted at them. “Separate.”

      Slowly, Chelsey removed herself from Brock’s lap and turned around only to find herself face to face with one of her dad’s friends and colleagues. His eyes narrowed and a flash of recognition crossed over his face.

      “Chelsey?” he croaked.

      “Detective Paulman?”

      “What are you doing at this nightclub?” Mr. Paulman’s attention shifted from her to Brock who hadn’t moved a muscle since the gun had been pointed at him.

      She swallowed. “Um…” How did she explain the impossible to a man who wouldn’t understand?

      “Your ID?” the detective demanded of Brock.

      “I’ve done nothing,” Brock said, flatly.

      “We just got here. We were just sitting here. What’s going on?” Chelsey asked.

      “It doesn’t look like you were just sitting here,” he stated. “We’re looking for a jewelry thief. A witness claims to have spotted the suspect here.”

      “Just in case you’ve noticed, pal, I don’t exactly have a bag of jewelry lying around anywhere,” Brock offered.

      “ID,” the detective demanded once again.

      Brock grumbled in indifference but produced his ID anyway.

      “Brock Justice,” the detective made a quick gesture to another cop behind him. “Cuff him.”

      “What the heck?” Chelsey exclaimed.

      “What the heck, indeed. Does your dad know you’re out here with a shifter and a criminal?”

      The cop grabbed hold of Brock and just like the detective ordered, applied handcuffs.

      “Please, stop! What are you doing? He’s been with me all evening. He’s not the jewelry thief.”

      “No, he’s not. But he’s dang sure worse than a jewelry thief.” He turned to Brock. “Brock Justice, you’re under arrest for trespassing, theft, and vandalism. You have the right to remain silent…”

      “Everything will be fine, Chelsey,” Brock reassured her as he was read his rights. “It’s nothing new for me. You just stay strong.”

      “But you’re…” Before she could finish her sentence, a cop shoved him forward and led him away from the deck.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “My job. I do believe I owe it to Governor Canon to let him know what kind of trouble you’ve attracted. You’re coming with me,” Detective Paulman stated, taking her by the arm.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Honey, I don’t think I want to know, but I do know that I want to keep my job. Your dad’s a friend of mine, but he can also cut me off from my check. I have an obligation to steer you away from this place. Let’s go.”
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      “Are you out of your mind, Chelsey?” Her dad ran his fingers through his hair and sighed harshly. “You were at a shifter nightclub?”

      “Yes. So what? It was a nightclub. I go to them all the time on campus. Does it matter who owns it?” she replied.

      “Theoretically, yes,” he countered. “I don’t know any of these people and, quite frankly, the security is a little lax. There’s an ongoing criminal investigation involving this club right now. What does concern me is Paulman’s account of how he found you.”

      He scoffed and then continued, “He said you were in a very intimate position with this man. Do you know those shifters sold sexual services out of the back of this joint? How could you even go there to begin with?”

      Her dad’s accusations and questions had gotten out of hand. She was seriously overwhelmed at this point, and the fact that Brock was arrested and she was somehow held here to be questioned made the whole situation worse.

      “Look, I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

      “Is this why you wanted me to make a deal with the Alpha of the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack? So you can be with this guy?”

      “I asked you to do this because your reasons for following through with eminent domain proceedings are very unethical. Even if they were my enemies, I wouldn’t wish for them to lose their homes because of one greedy corporation.”

      “This is insane and very embarrassing,” her dad exclaimed. “Do you know that Paulman asked me if you were working at the nightclub as a sex worker?”

      “What business is it of his if I was working there or not? I went to enjoy myself.”

      “Enjoy yourself? With your legs wrapped around a man several years older than you?”

      “He and I…are dating.” If she told her dad that she was presumably a shifter’s intended mate, he’d flip out right where he stood. She had a right to choose her own boyfriend and lover, but what she didn’t appreciate was being reprimanded at the local police station like she was a common criminal for making out with him and minding her own dang business.

      “I’ll explain everything to you soon,” she added. “I’m sick of the third-degree treatment from both you and your detective friend. Even if I knew every single detail about Brock, I wouldn’t tell them anything. I asked them for a lawyer. I wasn’t expecting you to come here and bail me out.”

      “I’m glad you know your rights, but I’m your father and you’ll explain everything to me right now starting with how you got involved with the same man whose brother wants to dictate how I handle my business.”

      Chelsey sat back in the uncomfortable chair and diverted her attention to the drab gray cinder block walls. “You wouldn’t understand if I told you how.”

      “Oh, I’ll understand completely if you’re straightforward because right now you’re not being straightforward.” He slid a manila folder across the table to her. “Your trouble-making, shifter boyfriend has a rap sheet bigger than the size of this County. Thank goodness none of this has reached the press. You can also thank Detective Paulman for that. He’s managed to keep the reporters away.”

      She swallowed but didn’t move to look inside the folder.

      “I’m also highly suspicious of why you’re suddenly interested in this eminent domain case. I thought I could make a deal with Mr. Dane Magnus like two civilized beings, but I don’t think that’s going to happen now that I know that one of his brothers has been playing games with my daughter.”

      “It’s not like that. We’re not playing games, dad,” she replied. “And you’re not telling me anything that I don’t already know. I got involved with him because I wanted him.”

      Her dad’s eyes bulged. “So you know that this guy is a criminal and you’re hanging out with him willingly?”

      “Whatever he’s done in the past, I don’t care.”

      “Take a look.” He gestured toward the unopened folder on the table.

      This wasn’t supposed to end up this way. She didn’t want to learn about Brock by flipping through his criminal records.

      “Not only is this guy a seasoned criminal, he’s also an outlaw. Nothing good could come of any relationship with him.”

      “You’ve never even spoken to him or asked his side of the story!”

      “Now that I know what he’s capable of, I’m not sure I want to. Aren’t you concerned about your reputation?”

      “If having the kind of reputation you’d like me to have means that I’m going to be miserable trying to defend it for the rest of my life, then no, I’m not concerned about what others think of me.”

      Her dad sighed heavily and folded his arms over his chest. He then rubbed at his chin before saying, “I called Priscilla while I was waiting to come speak with you. She seems to be on board with my decision that you stop seeing this criminal immediately.”

      “How dare you two discuss my personal relationship behind my back? Just in case you haven’t noticed, I’m an adult. I’ll be twenty-three soon and I have no intentions of moving back home.”

      “What you don’t understand is that your reputation isn’t the only thing on the line?”

      “You should be concerned with your own reputation as it stands,” she countered.

      He pointed at the folder on the table. “And you’re not concerned about his reputation then?”

      At his inquiry, she looked down at the table and ran her eyes quickly over the documents and list of accusations and charges against Brock Justice.

      Assault. Trespassing. Petty theft. Aggravated kidnapping. Grand theft. Resisting arrest.

      She slapped the folder close and pushed it back across the table. She couldn’t read anymore.

      “Tell the Detective to release me from custody. It’s against the law to hold me here without charge,” she stated.

      “It wasn’t the Detective’s idea to hold you here, Chelsey. It was mine. I needed to make sure the man in the next holding room hadn’t kidnapped you against your will. They’re known for doing that.”

      Chelsey swallowed a gasp and then spoke once she’d regained her composure. “Now that you know he hasn’t been holding me against my will, you can let him go.”

      “No. Unh-uh. It won’t be that easy for him. Mr. Brock Justice already had a warrant out for his arrest,” he said.

      “A warrant for what?”

      “Disarming and assaulting a police officer.” Her dad pushed the file folder back over and flipped a few pages before stabbing his finger on the center of a paper.

      Her gaze flew across the details. “It says here that Brock was at a friend’s house when he got into a fight with the officer. After the altercation, he shifted and fled the area.”

      “Go on. You’re missing pertinent facts.”

      “It says…” She stopped cold when her eyes reached the condemning evidence. “Oh…” She read on…

      The victim (Officer Ferrell) claims that the suspect, Brock Justice, engaged in sexual relationships with his wife on several occasions. Office Ferrell was off duty but in uniform at the time of the altercation. Injury report attached.

      “So there you have it? Your shifter boyfriend lacks moral judgment. I haven’t been the greatest husband in the world to your mom and I’m working on that. I’ve seen how I’ve hurt her and wouldn’t want the same heartache for you. I agree that you’re an adult, but I’m still responsible for what happens to my daughter. It’s up to you to take what you can from this and make an informed decision.”

      Chelsey swallowed. “I just want to leave.”

      “Before you go, I’ll need you to sign something for me,” her dad stated. “Apparently, Brock has called his lawyer and they’re waiting in the other room to discuss a deal.”

      “A deal?” Her breath quickened as confusion set in.

      “Several deals actually. It’s quite simple.” Her dad rose from his seat. “I’ll get Detective Paulman to let them know we’re ready.”

      Anxiety rose in her chest. “Ready for what?”

      “To fix this mess.”
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      Chelsey walked over to the other holding room with her dad, the family lawyer, and a member of the city’s council. She was in a state of denial about everything that had happened tonight. One of the best weeks of her life had proven to be both unpredictable and eye-opening. Yes, she’d gotten her man, but it seemed that everything was working against them to try to keep them apart.

      Brock, Dane, and an older male she didn’t recognize were already in the other room. Some legal papers and a few pens were in the center of the table waiting for them. Brock was still in handcuffs. The moment she entered the room their gaze met, and despite the mute expression on Brock’s face, his eyes lit up. All she wanted was to leave this place with Brock. What her dad saw was a hopeless criminal, but in Brock, she witnessed a soft-hearted man capable of love and being loved. Brock was a man who fought hard for whom and what he wanted, even if it meant having his reputation burned in the process.

      Everyone was introduced formally. She’d met them all at least once before, except for the Aspen Valley Wolf Pack lawyer, Mr. Johnston. Mr. Johnston seemed a little worried and anxious about something, but his monotone statements and knowledge of the law as it pertained to his client’s rights were on point. His extensive expertise even had Mr. Neilson, who was her family’s lawyer, taken back.

      Mr. Johnston shuffled around a few papers as he spoke. “…which leads me to demand that my client is released immediately and that all pending charges against him be dropped.”

      “On what grounds?” Detective Paulman demanded.

      He placed a paper firmly down in front of Paulman. “According to this written and notarized statement from Officer Gordon Ferrell, he instigated the argument and threw the first punch that led to the altercation on January 7 of this year. A motion for summary judgment has been filed.”

      “Wait a minute. Your client has been evading arrest since the incident,” Paulman countered.

      “I don’t know about you, Detective Paulman, but I wouldn’t easily hand myself over for unfair charges brought against me. And with all due respect, it’s not against the law to have sex with the wife of a police officer—a fact that my client wasn’t made aware of at the time. It’s not against the law to defend oneself while being pistol-whipped in the face repeatedly by a man of the law.” He slid photos across the table of Brock with bruises to his nose and eyes. “Here’s another statement from a witness who was there that night that says several guests at the house gathering tried to stop the fight, but an officer of the law insisted on…hold on, let me read the exact statement… ‘leash and beat your rear like the mangy mutt you are’. My client could’ve very well torn Officer Gordon Ferrell to pieces, but I think he displayed better judgment in this case. Don’t you think? Consequently, I was looking into some other information and discovered that several DUI charges had been dropped against this officer of the law in the past. Ironically, the most recent charge had been a month before he got into an altercation with my client.”

      Detective Paulman pushed back from the table. “This has nothing to do with the fact that he put Ferrell in the hospital that night.”

      “My client knocked Officer Gordon Ferrell unconscious. That put an end to the fight. If not for that, continuing to fight could’ve led to more serious injuries…like death.”

      “All these things like dropped DUI charges have nothing to do with what happened that night,” Paulson stated. “Your client here has a healthy criminal record leading back to his teenage years. And prior assault charges abound…”

      Mr. Johnston cleared his throat. “I’m aware, but the frivolous charges that you’re holding him on have been disputed. I know you flunked out of high school, Detective, but it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to evaluate the hardcore evidence. He shouldn’t have even been arrested. I’ve pretty much rambling on in here with concrete findings that I didn’t even have to share with you. I should also remind you again that I haven’t slept in almost twenty-four hours. I was supposed to take my medication thirty minutes ago with food, and yet I am still here over this matter. I don’t have time to fuss and knicker with you at this hour, Detective Paulson. Uncuff my client.”

      With a dumbfounded look on his face, Paulman turned to Mr. Neilson for support.

      “Unfortunately, Detective, I don’t represent Officer Ferrell. I’m here on behalf of the Governor concerning his daughter.”

      Paulman nodded. “Very well.”

      The room went silent for a several minutes before Detective Paulman excused himself and stated that he would discuss with the Sherriff. When he returned, he had a set of keys in his hands and unlocked Brock’s cuffs.

      A breath of relief rushed from Chelsey and she had a hard time containing her joy. Brock didn't even try to hide it. His grin spread from ear to ear and his attention remained on her and her alone. Until her dad cleared his throat.

      Before making his exit Paulman stated, "Alright, you lawyers can have the room for no longer than an hour. More than that and my boss will get suspicious." He eyed Brock. "You got off the hook this time. Next time, it won't be so easy."

      "Noted," Brock said.

      Chelsey looked from her dad to Brock questioningly, wondering why they were seated here when they were more than free to leave.

      "Now that we're all here together, I don't think we need to wait until next week to have a formal meeting. We might as well get this issue with the land you so desire to keep out of the way," Mr. Neilson stated. He began by opening his briefcase and then passing what looked like a one hundred page packet to Mr. Johnston.

      "Save the formalities, Mr. Neilson," Alpha Dane said. "We reviewed the documents yesterday morning right after you sent them, and once again while we were waiting for Mr. Paulson to release Brock from the holding cell. I want our land, free and clear. Let's just get to it and sign."

      "Oh, but there are some things Mayor Canon would like to stipulate before he signs anything free and clear."

      "And that is…?" Dane inquired.

      Her dad cleared his throat. "After speaking with you, I thought you could be someone that I could have a healthy business relationship with as far as my plans for this town, which aligns with your plans for your Pack. However, I can’t sit around and pretend to be pleased about my daughter being harassed and pursued by a criminal."

      Her face heated in embarrassment when she realized what this was all about. "Dad!"

      "No Chelsey," he interrupted. "This is business and this is necessary."

      "Your accusations of harassment…are they warranted?" Mr. Johnston asked.

      "I'll call it like I see it," her dad countered. "I don't want her around Mr. Brock Justice period."

      "This is absurd," Brock protested. "What does this have to do with the prior agreement you made with Dane about our land?”

      "Oh, it has everything to do with our agreement," her dad replied. "Before I sign anything, I want an agreement from you that you'll leave my daughter alone."

      "No!" Chelsey stood. "You don't get to make that call."

      "Sit down, Chelsey," her dad ordered.

      "I'm not sitting anywhere. I told you what Brock meant to me. How could you try to manipulate any of us over something like this?"

      "I think you know why. You're my only daughter. My only child. And you have your future ahead of you."

      "Exactly Dad. My future. I just can't be--."

      "Chelsey," Brock called out.

      Even with the anger welling up in her heart, the sound of Brock's voice changed her entire perception on everything. She turned her attention to him.

      "Everything's going to be okay," he reassured her.

      It was as if he was telling her to let it be. To let it ride. Did he really mean it?

      "Why?" she asked.

      When he didn't answer, the lawyer began speaking again. She slumped back in her chair, her mood a mix between furious and hurt.

      "As my client mentioned, he will sign the agreement to stop the eminent domain proceedings if you agree that Mr. Brock Justice will leave his daughter alone," Mr. Neilson stated.

      "That's easier said than done," Dane said. "You don't understand what's happening between them."

      "Here's what's happening between them…," her dad interjected. "A grown man, half wolf in his mid-thirties is preying on my younger daughter. After he's used her, he'll run on to the next one. I may not know your ways, but I've heard enough to know that you wolves don't stick around."

      "That's not true, Governor Canon. Your daughter is the center of my world."

      "She can't be the center of your anything if your Alpha wants this piece of property. Certainly, there are more than enough she-wolves for you to chase after on it. My decision is final. In exchange for your agreement to leave my daughter alone, I will stop the proceedings and never look back."

      Dane sighed harshly and sat back in his chair. "But what if--"

      "It's my final offer, Dane Magnus. You've fought for your land and I'm willing to hand you the trophy. I'll fight for my daughter's well-being and future."

      "Don't do it," she urged. "I don't agree. I won't stay away."

      "You'll stay away alright. I'll be hiring you a bodyguard to see to it. You could’ve gotten yourself into some serious trouble tonight out there at that nightclub."

      “I would never let anything happen to her,” Brock countered.

      Dane and Brock exchanged long knowing glances.

      "Give us a few minutes," Dane said

      He and Brock got up and huddled in the opposite corner of the room. She couldn't make out what they were saying, but by the look that crossed their lawyer's face, she could tell that he picked up on everything. After all, he was a shifter.

      Several minutes passed before they sat back down.

      To Chelsey surprise, Dane pushed the thick packet back across the table to her dad's lawyer.

      Mr. Neilson shrank back in surprise. "What now? Don't you accept the terms? Certainly, you want your land back."

      "No deal, Mr. Neilson…Governor Canon. We've decided we'll go head to head with the corporation who has an interest in our land. We tried to reach an amicable agreement, but it seems we'll have to get our land back by other means."

      "What? So you're doing this so you can continue leading my daughter astray?" her dad protested.

      Brock leaned forward in the chair. ”I can sit here and lie to you, Governor Canon, and tell you that I'll leave your daughter alone. Truth is that I can't. Because I don't want to. Because it would literally be impossible. As much as I want you to sign your name on the dotted line and give our Pack the peace of mind we need about the future of our land, I want to be in your daughter's life more. I want to be there for my future babies. The answer is no. I can't stay away from your daughter. She is my mate. She will be my wife. And she's pregnant with my child."

      "Wh-what?" Her dad shot up out of his chair.

      Chelsey gasped and swallowed the huge lump that rose in her throat. She clutched her belly as she tossed Brock a questionable look.

      "How do you know?" she asked.

      "We're wolf shifters, Chelsey. We smell the changes already happening in your body. And just as sure as I can tell that you're mine, I know that you've conceived."

      "This is unbelievable!"

      Her dad pounded his fist into the table right next to her and she jumped.

      The audible growl from the other side of the table rumbled through the room. She didn't have to look up to confirm that the warning came from Brock.

      "Dad, please." She touched him lightly on the arm. "I've had enough of the arguing for one night. Quite frankly, I don't want to spend my night down at the police station. I'll come home and we can talk about this together."

      "This is shocking. Whatever you do, don't bring him along with you. I'm in no mood to make any deals with the man who knocked up my daughter." He backed out of the room with haste.

      "We'll be in touch, Mr. Johnston," Mr. Neilson said, before following her dad out of the room.

      Dane and Mr. Johnston left the room as well.

      Chelsey rushed into Brock's embrace, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face against his chest. "I was so scared for you."

      "Don't be," he mumbled into her hair. "I'll never leave you alone."

      She lifted her chin and held his gaze. "You're not bluffing, are you? Am I really pregnant?"

      "I wouldn't lie to you. I wouldn't lie about something like that. Depending on how accurate early detection pregnancy tests are these days, you might find your answer waiting for you as early as tonight."

      "I trust you," she said, pressing a single kiss to his lips. "I just can't believe the embarrassment that I just went through."

      "Dads are always protective and I don't blame him. It just looks like I'll have a heck of a lot more convincing to do than I'd initially anticipated."

      She swallowed. "Yeah, but he'll come around."

      "I do hope so."

      Dane stuck his head back in the room. "Hey Brock, we've gotta clear the room."

      Brock wrapped his arm around her waist. "Let's get out of here."

      Chelsey walked across the police station flanked by two wolves, Brock and Dane. Her dad was nowhere to be seen, but she could make out his anxious voice in one of the closed offices. She didn't have the energy to argue with him anymore tonight. Not with what she'd found out. As far as she was concerned, her top priority was bringing a healthy baby into the world. She smiled at the thought of being a mother. She'd always wanted a huge family, but never thought she'd be so lucky so soon.

      Dane had a driver waiting for them outside of the police station. She got in the backseat with Brock and they drove off.
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      Chelsey woke up the next morning to the sound of Brock's cell phone ringing on the dresser. The bed shifted and the warmth of Brock's arms left her when he moved to answer the phone. She could barely even remember coming to Brock's home and entering his bed. The stress of last night had worn her out. On top of that, her body was going through some interesting changes.

      She rolled over and wrapped her arms around him as he was finishing up his phone conversation.

      He kissed her forehead. "Hope you're all rested up. We've got a bit of a journey ahead of us."

      "We?" She pressed her palm against his chest and lifted herself up a bit. "What do you mean?"

      "Your first day back is tomorrow, isn't it? I wouldn't want you to miss any of your classes."

      "You're going with me?"

      "Why would I not? With you carrying my baby, I think you'll need the support and someone to take and back and forth to doctor's appointments. Especially the ones where I get to see our little one on ultrasound."

      She smiled. "Someone's a little anxious, aren't we?"

      He chuckled. "Yes, actually I am. This means the whole world to me. Everything that’s happened to me lately. Finding my true mate and learning that she's carrying my child. I just never thought it would happen to me."

      "We're both lucky then. I just wish I didn't have to go back to that cramped apartment. But with only a few months left, I can't really complain."

      "Dane just called to inform me that Garrett’s in town again. With the exception of Raoulf, who just picked up another assignment, we're going to try to get together real soon."

      "You should. I remember you saying how you guys don't get to meet up often because of your job responsibilities," she said.

      "Yeah, this is a nice window of opportunity since I don't plan on staying in town either over the next couple months. He tells me there's another stable Wolf Pack near your campus. They're a friendly bunch and wouldn't mind me staying on their turf temporarily. I'll see what they have in terms of home rentals out there, and that way I can stay close by, and of course, you can totally ditch your apartment to come keep me company."

      "That sounds like something I totally would do," she said, tracing the hardened muscles of his upper chest.

      “And I have more good news. The main reason Dane called was to let us know that the eminent domain proceedings were halted early this morning," he said.

      "What? But I thought…"

      "Yeah, I thought after we disappointed your dad that we'd have to fight for our land another way. Mr. Johnston pulled up the documents to confirm and it seems that your dad's signature is on the documents."

      She sighed. "About last night. I know he'll come around. He can be a hard rear sometimes and he's kind of set in his ways."

      "You don't have to explain. If it were my daughter, I'd respond the same way. I'll just be prepared to prove myself to him. I don't want to be the person who comes between a father and his daughter."

      "Don't worry. I have to prove myself to him all the time. He won't understand this mating thing. That one will take time."

      "Certainly. Would he understand if you became my wife sooner rather than later?"

      Chelsey blushed. "Brock, are you asking me to be your wife?"

      "That’s exactly what I'm asking, Princess. You will be my wife, won't you?"

      Her belly chose that moment to growl in hunger and they shared a laugh.

      "Does my acceptance include breakfast in bed?" she asked.

      "Anything for my mate and mother of my child."
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        Four Weeks Later

      

      Chelsey held the cell phone between her ear and shoulder. "Yes, Mom, I'm eating healthier now. You and Dad don't have to worry about that. Brock's been making sure of that. I'm gaining weight faster than I did my freshman year and Brock here claims it's sexy."

      "Sounds like you've got yourself a good man. I can't wait to meet him."

      Brock came up behind as she stood at the counter kneading some dough in preparation of dinner and kissed her temple. He smelled of fresh pine soap. She took a peek behind her and almost swooned at the sight of him wrapped in nothing but a towel. His skin was still glistening with water droplets from the shower. His hair was damp and slicked back. With one hand on the handset, she tugged at the towel, revealing the sizable package she'd been craving all afternoon during her class lectures.

      She bit her lip and held back a gasp as he pressed his body against hers and bent his lips low to tease and sensitive skin above her collarbone.

      "Tell her I can't wait to meet her either," he whispered.

      "He says he can't wait either, Mom."

      "I'll have time to brush up on my cooking skills before you guys get here. It's been so long since I prepared a dinner," she said.

      "That's okay--"

      Chelsey was cut off the moment Brock slipped his hands under her skirt. He pulled her firmly against his hardness. His mouth never left her skin. His breath fanned across her neck. He left heated trails along the column of her throat as he kissed and caressed her there.

      "What was that? You sound a little breathless. Make sure you're not overworking yourself either," her mom said.

      "I'm fine," Chelsey breathed. "I'm not overworked at all."

      Brock's eager fingers flittered across her hip. She caught his hand and held it before he got her too worked up.

      She covered the receiver and told him, "Give me a minute and we'll finish this."

      "Will be ready when you are," he said in a low, husky voice and then sat at the kitchen table with erection on full blast and all.

      "Is that Brock?" her mom asked.

      "Yes, we're having an early dinner," Chelsey replied.

      "I'm impressed that he moved out there just so he could be with you while you finished college. All and all, I'm glad you don't have to do this alone."

      "That definitely makes things less stressful for everyone. Looks like we'll be back in town just in time for Halloween. I hope you brought some chocolate back with you from Germany."

      "As a matter of fact, I did," she said. "But come home soon before your dad eats them all. I think he's gone through a box of them already."

      "Tell him to lay off my sweets," she joked. On a more serious note, she asked, "How are you two?"

      "We're getting along for now," she said. "I guess I have you to thank for that. After hearing how happy you are with Brock, we thought we could use some positive energy between us. Especially now that we'll be grandparents next year."

      "I'm so happy for you two. So Dad's been getting adjusted to that notion without fuss then, right?"

      "He's very happy about becoming a grandfather. He had a meeting with that other shifter you were telling me about. The leader. The Alpha. David? Daniel?"

      "Dane."

      "Yes, that's it. They're talking about doing something similar to what he did for the wolf packs in our hometown."

      "So, I've heard," Chelsey said, turning back around to steal a glance at Brock who was still sitting naked at the kitchen table snacking on a few pieces of the raw veggies she'd used to make the salad.

      "You know what, Chelsey. I'm going to let you two lovebirds go. I'll call you tomorrow and let you know how I did with my job interview at Tellevue County Library.”

      "Good luck, Mom, but I know you've got this one in the bag."

      "Take care."

      "Your mom sounds nice," Brock said after she disconnected the call.

      "You were listening, weren't you?"

      "I couldn't help it," he said. "My sense of hearing isn't average by any means."

      She walked toward him. "You know what else isn't average…?"

      "What's that?"

      He grasped her about the thighs, slid his hands upward, lifted her dress and revealed that she wore no panties. She pressed her lips down to his and straddled his lap. She was already wet and ready for him and she took him with ease. He groaned his pleasure.

      "I think you know," she said, pushing herself down to the hilt over him until she was filled completely.

      "Does this please you?" he asked, gripping her about the hips and directing her pussy up and down over his steely shaft.

      "Yes," she moaned.

      "That's perfect, Princess. You're so perfect for me," he groaned, resting his head against her breasts before lapping at her nipple with his tongue.

      In the privacy of their home, and where no one could ridicule or interrupt them, they made love. If this moment was any indication of what her future would hold, she was the luckiest woman alive.
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* * *

      
        Dane Magnus fought for and won the position of Pack Alpha, but to legally inherit the land left by his late human mother, the shifter needs to marry a human. His plan is easier said than done, especially when not just any woman will do.

        

        Trina Daniels needs six figures to pay for her dad's surgery. Money she doesn't have. She's willing to do whatever it takes. Even if it means pursuing drastic measures, such as entertaining a scandalous, but lucrative offer by the womanizing Dane Magnus.

        

        One steamy night leads to another. With the mate bond intact, there’s nothing either of them can do to tame their luscious desires.

        

        But when outsiders begin to threaten their lives and their chance at happiness, they only have each other to rely on.
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

      

      "Ms. Daniels, I’m calling to tell you that we won't be able to ship your last order to you."

      "What?" Trina's eyes widened and her mouth fell open. "Hold on a second." She dropped a set of keys and handbag on the counter and took shallow breaths in an attempt to calm her escalating pulse. She pressed the cell phone to her ear to make sure she was hearing correctly. "Did you just say that you're not shipping my order?"

      "That's correct. We weren't able to ship your order."

      "There's a large convention in town all next week. I need those supplies on time to run my business."

      The sound of the representative typing rapidly on the keyboard came through loud and clear. "We tried to process your credit card for payment three times between yesterday and this afternoon. Your bank declined all three transactions. Do you have another form of payment?"

      Trina's heart dropped to her stomach. "You're kidding, right?"

      There was money in her checking account. She'd just deposited the business earnings last week. How could the bank decline her purchase?

      "I'm sorry, Ms. Daniels. Maybe there's a misunderstanding. You should call your bank. We can hold your order for an additional three business days so you can get this straightened out. I've notated on your account that you need the supplies as soon as possible. Just call us back when you have a valid form of payment and we'll expedite the shipping for you free of charge."

      "Thanks," she grumbled.

      Trina sighed in resignation and disconnected the call. Her laptop was in the back of the store and she rushed through the swinging panel doors to get to it. Her dad's old operating system couldn't power up quick enough and she drummed her fingers on the desk in the little back office as the CPU hummed to life.

      This was ridiculous.

      Last month she'd sat down with her accountant and they'd forecasted every single expense for the upcoming month. She'd gone completely broke before due to lack of budgeting and she promised herself that it would never happen again. But here she was…again.

      Yet, once Trina was logged onto her bank account she realized her mistake. Her bank balance was lower than it was supposed to be. How could she have forgotten that she'd purchased emergency medication for her dad two days ago?

      Money was tight these days and Trina and her father had been living from paycheck to paycheck for the last few months. As soon as earnings from the dry cleaning business rolled in, they rolled right out. Up until now, she'd succeeded in staying out of the red. It hadn't always been this way.

      Her dad's untimely car accident had changed everything for them last year. The terrible crash had resulted in both of his legs being amputated. Without adequate health insurance or savings, the medical bills skyrocketed as a result of his recovery and the surgery. Trina's refusal to place her parent in long-term care led her to make the life-altering decision to quit a six-figure job to return home and help him through recovery.

      The physical therapy, medications, and top-of-the-line prosthetics were expensive. The family dry cleaning business kept a roof over their head and food on the table, but month after month she pinched from her own retirement savings after all their credit cards were maxed out to pay for his care.

      Trina picked up the purchase order for the overhead supplies for next week and compared it to her bank balance. She was a little over one hundred dollars short, which was enough reason for the bank to decline the charge.

      She sat back in her chair and released an exasperated sigh. Something had to be done—fast. There was another ten days left until the end of this month and judging from the amount of money in her account, it was barely enough to get by and run a business.

      The bell chimed over the entry door to the store. The first customer of the day. She should have been delighted to start the week off with the boost in earnings local businesses expected to bring in during the big convention coming to their small town of Cross City, but this morning's news had already put a damper on her spirit.

      "Hello," the customer called out.

      Trina rose from her chair and went to greet the customer, a middle-aged women with a pile of dresses in her arms. "Good morning. How may I help you?"

      "I need these dresses cleaned and I'd like to pick them up in two days."

      "No problem." Trina zoned out as she wrote up the order.

      The woman looked around the shop nervously as Trina keyed the information into the system.

      "How will you be paying today?"

      There was a spark of gold around the woman's irises and her pupils narrowed as she observed Trina. It wasn't a natural reaction, but Trina had witnessed this type of response before. The woman must have picked up on how aggravated she was. Aggravated was an understatement, to say the least. But the reaction wasn't completely out of the norm. Her non-human customers were always very wary of their surroundings—just like the woman standing here.

      Before Trina could stare anymore, the woman averted her gaze, looked down at the counter, and held out her credit card. "Credit, please."

      On the card was an emblem in the corner unique to the non-human population in America, which confirmed Trina's suspicions. The woman was a shifter. Thirty years had passed since it had been discovered that shifters lived among them. To this day, no one could determine if the discovery of two wolf pups and a human-like baby left inside a bassinet outside of a church was by accident or intentional. Many concluded that some poor mother couldn't care for her child, so left the responsibility with the church. At the time, no explanation as to why the wolf pups were in the bassinet with the baby—except to keep it warm—was given.

      The wolf pups were released to a wild life conservation center, but the baby was taken into the custody of Child Protective Services. When doctors investigated her DNA in an effort to find the parents, the results revealed some not-so-human qualities. The information was leaked by a scientist and the government had no choice but to reveal that non-humans lived among us. Just like the woman standing in Trina's dry cleaning store.

      The woman cleared her throat and thrust the card toward Trina again. "Don't you still accept our payments?"

      "Sorry, yes I do."

      Trina completed the transaction at the cash register.

      When the woman left the store, she grabbed her cell phone and thumbed through the phone log in search of the number to her retirement fund servicer. The last time, she'd told herself she wouldn't take another distribution, but if she didn't do something she and her father could end up living on the streets.
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* * *

      
        Trouble in Aspen Valley and a threat to journalist Cassie Grey's life leaves her no choice but to seek refuge. At the advice of her brother, she agrees to lay low in a mountain-side cabin owned by his best friend Luke.

        

        While staying with Luke, Cassie sees past his serious demeanor and becomes infatuated by his rogue grin and rugged good looks. She also senses something purely animalistic about him. His panty-melting stares are just as potent to her as his lingering caresses. She wants more than his promise of safety. It doesn't matter that he's ten years older than her. She knows a real man is what she needs. She can't fight the need to have him all to herself—she doesn't want to.

        

        Wolf shifter Luke Lombardi is a man of his word, but Cassie's sexy curves and teasing touches are driving him to distraction. He's supposed to be looking out for her, not wishing she was his. By Luke's standards, she's barely legal and out of his league, but she doesn't seem to care. His control is fading…especially when all he wants to do is lay claim to the mate he's always desired. There's just one more obstacle: revealing his secret could mean losing her forever.
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        CHAPTER ONE EXCERPT

        

      

      "Ma’am, have you got anyone you can stay with for a while? A friend or relative?"

      "Um…" Cassie Grey exclaimed as she sat outside on the step leading to her townhouse.

      The police officer continued to stand over her. He wrote something down on his notepad as he waited for her to answer. The portable radio hooked to his belt buzzed to life, requesting responses and giving out locations to other incidents.

      She couldn't believe this was happening…

      Even though it was in the middle of the night, some of her neighbors began to come outside to investigate. For the past two years, Cassie had been renting this townhome unit. Nothing like this had ever happened. But she was no stranger to the world of crimes and various scandals in Aspen Valley and other surrounding areas. Just yesterday she was helping a lead news anchor with the live reporting of a story just outside of a food mart that had been robbed. And today… she had just become the main victim of a similar crime. Cassie couldn't believe her luck.

      "Do you at least have somewhere you can stay for the night?" the police asked, raising his voice a little louder this time.

      "I think so," she replied.

      The police officer looked at her with his eyebrows drawn tightly together and his lips set in a frown. "It's not safe for you to stay here alone right now, so is that a yes or no?"

      "Yes. I have a relative here in town. My brother."

      "His name?"

      "Neil Grey," she said. "Look, I just need to collect some of my things before I leave."

      The police officer nodded. "No problem. Get what you need, but please be careful. Our team is still collecting evidence. We should have the police report ready in a few days for you and your landlord. And for the threat you received, we'll likely need more time to gather and process leads. We'll find this guy. Don't worry."

      She hoped so. Her life wasn't the only life at risk. And whoever had written the threatening note, affixed it to an eight-pound rock, and hurled it through her living room window had made it clear that he was serious.

      Cassie walked over the threshold into her home where the detectives worked side by side as they looked for clues and took pictures. Maybe she was lucky to even be alive. The perpetrator could've done more than break through a window in the middle of the night.

      She hurried down the hall and grabbed a large suitcase from her closet where she began picking out clothes and shoving them inside. As she packed what she needed, she pulled out her phone and dialed her brother's cell.

      "What the heck, Cassie? Do you know what time it is?" he answered groggily.

      Cassie also heard the voice of a woman in the background asking, "Who is that?" Probably his girlfriend. Every month he had a different one, but that was beside the point.

      "Neil, I need a favor," she said. "Someone left a threatening note in my house. I'm wondering if I can crash at your place just for the night." She was under-reacting, but she didn't want to rile up her brother.

      "I'm up now! What happened?"

      Now that she had his full attention, she knew he'd never let her live this one down. There was a time when her one and only brother monitored her every move.

      When their parents got on board a plane nearly nine years ago to vacation overseas only to meet an untimely demise in a crash, Neil had turned into the strict older brother who thought everyone—and everything—would strip his only living family member from him. It had taken him a while to realize that she was moving into adulthood and to loosen up a bit. Now that she was twenty-one and had her own place now, she'd just experienced what real freedom from an overbearing brother felt like. But after what just happened, she had no doubt that his overprotective ways would return.

      After the call, Cassie's thoughts trailed back to the moment when she lifted and read the note from the rock.

      -Your article about how these animals pretending to be humans shouldn't be treated "inhumanely" was rather interesting. But really? THEY'RE ANIMALS! If you don't like how we protest, GET OUT OF OUR TOWN! Or I have an even better idea. Meet me at the county zoo where I can gut you and then throw you in a cage of lions. I hope you've got life insurance-.

      It took her almost no time to come to the conclusion that her stalker was mad that she was connecting telling clues on a case surrounding the shifter murders. Someone didn't want to be ousted or caught. The note had been very telling. Her stalker was the real animal here and he deserved to be locked up in prison.

      Cassie was committed to this case. One threat wasn't going to stop her from finding the real truth. But now she had another goal: staying alive.
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