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Аннотация
Reluctant to be a Pack Alpha, Micah Keeps Vigil has no hesitation about what he wants in a mate. A strong, intelligent, passionate and, most importantly, shifter female. He�s found her in photojournalist Olivia. She�s come to Micah�s lodge to write about winter sports.
Olivia isn�t expecting a gorgeous man who encourages her wilder nature with a sizzling erotic encounter in her room. Nor does she anticipate the amount of steam they generate in the sauna. With Micah�s hot body and Olivia�s innate sensuality they generate enough heat to melt the snow around the lodge.
One problem-Olivia isn�t aware she�s a shifter. She believes her vivid dreams are just that-dreams-and that her blackouts can be controlled with medication. There�s no way she�s been running through the woods on four feet! Micah has to convince Olivia to accept herself-paws and all-or lose her forever.
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Chapter One

Micah tightened his grip on the steering wheel as the truck fishtailed on the icy road. Easing his foot off the accelerator, he cursed under his breath. Should have replaced those damn tires a hundred miles ago. This blowing snow isn�t helping me stay on the road, either.
And the sex-charged dream from last night wasn�t helping him focus either. His cock twitched as he remembered the gorgeous she-wolf he�d run with and eventually caught in his night fantasy. Tante Kay could be right. It might be time for him to look for a mate. Micah lifted and lowered his hips, hoping to gain a bit more room in his jeans.
A particularly vicious gust of wind caught the edge of the tarp in the truck bed and Micah watched in the rearview mirror as it sailed off into the woods. No matter, he could always come get it in the morning. The tires slipped again and this time he couldn�t stop the truck from sliding.
He sucked in a breath, his heart racing as he fought not to tighten his grip on the steering wheel. He turned the wheel into the slide and swore violently. Taking his foot completely off the accelerator and tapping the brake were all in vain. With a shudder and a crunching of glass that caused him to wince, the truck came to a sliding halt in the ditch.
�Son of a�� He filled his lungs with air then let it out.
Micah took another deep breath then let his head fall forward onto the steering wheel in defeat, not pain. He snarled, knowing he faced a damn cold walk to the lodge. Pulling the collar of his wool coat up, he watched the snow swirling all around him. Micah shook his head. He hadn�t been home in nearly six months and now he�d been caught in what the weather forecasters predicted might be one of the worst storms all season.
Turning the truck off, he stuffed the keys in his jeans pocket and shoved the door open. Putting his head down against the icy wind, he squinted against the blowing snow biting into his skin.
Stepping out of the truck, he cursed again when the snow went right over the top of his boots. Slamming the truck door made him feel marginally better until the sound of what was left of his headlight falling onto the bumper reached him.
Three large steps brought him to the main road where he huddled into his jacket, gauging the distance to the lodge. I wish I�d remembered to leave my hat and gloves in the cab instead of in my luggage. He�d passed the turnoff to the reservation almost four miles ago, so his property line was about two more miles.
He calculated which was closer. The distance between the nearest house and his own warm bed was about equal. I�ve come this far, might as well keep heading toward home.
No moon shone, but he didn�t really need her light. In spite of the blowing snow, he could see the shadow of the trees on either side of the road well enough to know that he needed to keep between them. Debating on whether or not to take his animal form, Micah decided against shifting.
For one thing, he�d have to leave his clothes in the truck and someone who knew his truck might think he�d been a victim of foul play. For another, he didn�t know whether there were guests in the lodge or not, and it wouldn�t do for him to show up naked on the front step if humans were about.
With his mind firmly on something warm to drink and the fire he�d build in the stone fireplace in his bedroom, Micah started down the road. He hadn�t gone more than a hundred yards from the truck when he caught a scent that didn�t belong. The trees, the carrion smell off to his right, even his own wool jacket, those things he expected.
This new smell, however, brought him to a halt. Staring into the woods on his right, he sniffed the night air and waited. Now the stinging snow didn�t bother him, in fact he hardly noticed it at all.
She stepped out from between the trees, her gray fur blending with the shadows between them. He saw her nostrils flare and knew she was catching his scent just as he�d caught hers. As focused as he�d been on getting home, if he hadn�t smelled her, he wouldn�t have noticed her presence, an indication of how tired he truly felt.
The unfamiliar scent marked her as �not from around here�. It carried that trace of something extra that marked her as one of his kind-a shifter. His animal self reacted immediately with his cock jerking slightly. Micah clamped down on that reaction. No way did he need a hard-on this far from the lodge. The she-wolf dropped her head slightly. With her silver-tipped light fur, she was even more beautiful than his dream lover from the night before.
The female made no aggressive moves toward him, no submissive ones, either. She simply watched him as closely as he watched her. Micah lifted his head to test the air for sign of any other shifters. He froze when she flinched.
His cheeks tightened as the wind picked up. But the wind blew no additional information his way. Either she ran alone or had come so far from her Pack that hers was the only scent he could catch. The dropping temperature and increasing wind caused her to lift her head to scent the night air as well.
Micah clenched his fists against the cold. At his miniscule motion, she bolted. Turning quickly away from him, she ran back into the shadow of the trees, her tail flashing at him through the snow her paws kicked up. It took all his willpower not to strip, take his animal form and follow her. The similarity to his dream caused him to seriously consider stripping and following wherever she led. And yet, he was tired, cold, and more than ready to sleep in his own bed again.
If she was staying around here, he�d find her again. Her scent lingered in his nostrils. He could find her in a crowd now. He acted as unofficial Alpha in the area so she�d have to come talk to him-get his permission to run in his territory. For the first time, Micah smiled at being home.
Instead of continuing to walk toward the lodge, he broke into an easy jog. The blowing wind kept the recently plowed road relatively clear. He definitely had something to look forward to. As Micah moved down the snowy lane, he tried to remember the last time he�d been interested in a female.
Micah was far from celibate, but his relationships had always been with females who wanted mutually brief liaisons. He firmly believed in taking only one mate and, as yet, he hadn�t met her. He knew he couldn�t take a human to mate. Micah had to mate with another shifter to ensure the continuance of his unique gifts. Only one shifter in each generation of his family had his particular gift, and more than likely he�d be the one to transfer that gene, not any of his numerous siblings.
Shrugging, he turned his attention back to his journey. No need to worry about that now. He�d never found the right mate and even though the wisest old woman he knew and his grandfather kept after him, he didn�t think he would soon. No matter that they both had predicted he�d find his mate soon.
His lungs burned from the cold air, but he could smell wood smoke. Micah increased his pace. The female had to be staying close. Either on the reservation or� He took a deep breath. She might be staying in the lodge.
If so, then she could be waiting for him to arrive. That thought caused his heartbeat to increase even more than the jogging. Something about that she-wolf had his blood burning.
By the time he reached the turnoff to the lodge he pumped his legs at a full-out run. He noted that Gareth had kept the paths cleared as much as possible. His boots crunched over the ground as locks of hair loosened from his habitual braid swirled about his face. The sled dogs stirred but he sent a mental acknowledgement so that they knew it was him. A few of the new ones whined but none raised the alarm as Micah ran up the steps to the wide porch encircling the lodge.
He stomped his heels on the boards to knock the snow off his boots and shook his head and shoulders as he reached for the front door. It opened and warmth enveloped him. Micah noted Gareth�s presence with a nod and an outstretched hand. �Good to see you, little brother.�
�Welcome home, Micah. Where�s the truck?� Gareth stepped back as Micah strode across the threshold.
�In the ditch not too far from here. We�ll need to go get it and the tarp in the morning.� Micah unbuttoned his jacket, shrugging out of it and tossing it onto one of the hooks by the door. Gareth shut the door behind him and leaned against it.
�In the ditch?�
Micah heard the humor in Gareth�s voice and looked at his friend. �Yes, in the ditch. Don�t say a word about the tires. I know I should have had them replaced. What�s going on here?�
Gareth�s face twisted into what passed for a grin on his scarred visage. �It�s been pretty quiet. We�ve got one cabin rented out to some honeymooners and one guest here in the lodge. She�s a reporter or something, here to do an article on winter sports. She said she�d emailed you about it. Her name�s Olivia Decatur.�
�Olivia Decatur? She�s one of us?� The two men walked toward the kitchen in the back of the lodge. Micah was glad to see the coffeepot full and the light indicating it was on. He poured himself a large cup and turned back toward Gareth who waved off the offer of coffee. Micah cupped his hands around the mug and took a sip, letting the warm liquid ease into his throat.
�I don�t think so. I mean, I did at first, but now I just don�t know. She has the scent, but she doesn�t act like one of us. She�s been here three days and the moon was full two days ago. She wasn�t out then, at least not that I know of.� Gareth turned his head away from Micah�s penetrating gaze.
�No, I didn�t go to the Gathering. I haven�t been to one since you�ve been gone. There�s too much to do around here.� Micah let the remark slide. He didn�t want to argue or contest Gareth�s notion that no other shifters would accept him because of his scars.
�I think I saw her tonight.�
Gareth sat at the counter, not saying anything, just looking at him without actually meeting his gaze. Micah shook his hair completely out of the braid then tied it into a ponytail with the same leather thong that had been holding it in place before his run. �No matter, I�ll see her in the morning. What else is going on? How are the bookings?�
�We�ll be full in three weeks. The Gathering this past full moon wasn�t well attended because you weren�t here. As soon as word gets around that you�re back, I�m sure there�ll be some calls coming in. Everyone will want another Gathering to welcome you back. For sure, Pete will be glad you�re back. He hates being Alpha in your stead.�
Micah frowned. �You know how I feel about that.�
Gareth didn�t acknowledge his response. �I took the dogs out yesterday. They�re really starting to pull together well. I also did some repair work on the snowshoes and have all the skis ready to go. The snowmobiles are all serviced and gassed up.�
�Good work, Gareth. That�ll make things a lot easier in the next few weeks.� Micah sipped at his coffee as Gareth continued to tell him about the preparations for the winter season. Gareth seemed calmer than he had the last time Micah had been home. No fiddling with his patch or using his hair to hide the scars on his face. Maybe he�ll be able to rejoin a Pack soon.
Micah felt a great contentment welling up inside his body. Six months of the year he spent on the road, working for various bond-enforcement agencies as a bounty hunter. The rest of the time he devoted to the lodge and his business here. He wanted to end his bounty-hunting career and focus full time on the lodge. Now it seemed as though that dream could become reality.
Micah rubbed his jaw then poured himself another cup of coffee. Gareth got slowly to his feet, looking toward the back door. Micah knew he wanted to leave, but wouldn�t do so until given permission. What do I need to do to get it through his thick head that I am not Alpha? The other shifter insisted on following Pack rules here and that meant following orders from his very reluctant Alpha.
With a mental sigh, Micah nodded at Gareth. �Thank you for taking care of things around here, Gareth. I do appreciate it. Will you be back in time for breakfast?�
�Maybe. I think I make Ms. Decatur a little nervous, though, so since you�re back I may just stay away. I�ve been thinking about taking a few days off, if that�s okay with you?�
�You�ve more than earned it. Take as much time as you need. And Gareth?�
Pulling on his jacket, Gareth paused. �Micah, I already know what you�re going to say. I need to run and you know this Pack barely tolerates me.�
Micah watched out the kitchen window as Gareth moved across the clearing out back and into the woods. Something had to be done about Gareth. He had to expand his life beyond working at the lodge. If he�s running with the wild wolves, then we have a problem. Micah frowned. The way Gareth phrased it-maybe he�d already found another Pack to run with.
Surely he knew the dangers of staying too long with the wilds. He might lose the desire to ever shift back to human. Micah knew of two shifters who had done that. He�d only been a pup, but the devastation of the loss had affected everyone in the Pack from the Alpha down. Frantic meetings of the elders followed by hushed whispers and rumors among the young. Shaking his head, Micah pushed those thoughts aside. He wouldn�t let Gareth do that to himself, not if there was any way he could prevent it.
Turning the coffeepot off, Micah locked the back door, turned off the inside lights, leaving the front porch and outside security lights on, and headed up the back stairs for his private apartment on the third floor. When he reached the second floor, the scent of oranges and woman wrapped around him.
He drew in a deep appreciative breath. Sexy and sweet, this scent had to belong to the female he�d seen in the woods. Suddenly his homecoming seemed more promising than ever. Micah found himself smiling as he continued up the stairs to the third floor.
Olivia Decatur. He let her name roll through his mind again, wondering if he knew her clan. The surname wasn�t familiar, but that wasn�t so unusual. Shifters came from all over and he wasn�t vain enough to believe he knew all of their names.
Reaching his apartment, Micah stripped and headed for the bathroom. He�d use the shower to warm the outside of his body just as he�d used the coffee to warm the inside. Hot water sluiced down over his head, shoulders and back before hitting his feet and starting to thaw out his body. As he relaxed in the warmth, his thoughts turned back to his dream from the night before and the she-wolf he�d seen on the way home and then to Olivia Decatur. Perhaps it hadn�t been just a dream. Maybe it had been a sign. A sign that the woman meant just for him, the she-wolf he�d seen in the woods and the woman currently sleeping one floor below him were one and the same.
Thinking of his dream and the gorgeous she-wolf, Micah closed his eyes and put his head back. His soapy hand slid down his chest and stomach to grasp his cock. It had been a long time since he�d had sex in wolf form. His kind usually preferred to make love in human form, but it wasn�t unheard of for shifters to have sex in their animal forms. Curiosity about the she-wolf hit him hard.
She might be a redhead or a maybe a brunette. She might have a lot of curves or be very slender. His grip on his cock tightened. Holding on to his shaft, he slid his soapy hand up and down then over the head. Was she short, tall or somewhere in between? Regardless, he planned to spend more time with her-no matter what form they were in. The endless possibilities of the female form raced through his mind as his hand tightened on his dick. Stroking faster and faster from root to tip and back again, he felt his cock swell hot and heavy in his hand. He panted as he came close to the edge then squeezed the pulsing flesh to keep himself from coming. He wanted to enjoy this, not come right away.
Sliding his other hand down, Micah gripped his sac, squeezing and rolling his balls, tugging at them even as he started stroking himself again. Tightening his grip, Micah stroked faster at his rock-hard rod. Tossing his head back and stiffening his legs, he brought his fantasy lover to mind. He wanted endless curves, long legs, nipples the size of quarters that tightened to hard little nubs as he sucked at them and the wettest pussy ever. Closing his eyes, he imagined fucking her, driving into her as hard as he could, feeling her nails scoring a path over his back. He could almost see her sucking his cock, taking him deep into her mouth and swallowing as he hit the back of her throat. That was the image that pushed him over the edge.
His balls drew up tight against his body, his hand yanking at his dick and his whole body stiffened again, white ropes of cum spewing out of him. Micah stroked his cock as shivers raced across his shoulders and down his back. He felt totally drained and strangely energized at the same time. Still, he had to wonder why the image of bright blue eyes came into his mind at the very end.
Shrugging that aside, Micah turned off the water, stepped out of the shower and dried off. He turned out the lights as he left the bathroom and strolled naked across the bedroom. Clean, warm and happy to be home, he laid a few split logs in the fireplace and got the fire going. When it blazed to his satisfaction, Micah set the screen across the fire and moved to his bed.
Pulling the duvet back, he crawled into the custom-made bed. At six foot six he needed something that let him stretch out fully so he could sleep comfortably. Many cramped nights in small hotel beds while on surveillance made this a luxury he craved. Lying back, he studied the shadows on the ceiling.
Just as he started to drift off, he thought he heard the buzzer from the front door. Debating on getting up and dragging on some jeans, he waited a few minutes but the bell on the desk never rang. Figuring he must be hearing things, he settled back down on the bed. If it was guests checking in, they�d have rung the bell. If it was Gareth, he�d obviously just forgotten something and would let himself back out. If it wasn�t either of those two things, he had to have been hearing things.
He smiled in the darkness and rolled onto his side. As tired as he was, he couldn�t sleep now. Thoughts of the new shifter directly under him promised to make the next few weeks very interesting. His body reacted to her presence instinctively. Getting back out of the bed, Micah walked over to the sliding glass doors that led to his private balcony.
A glance at the digital clock on his bedside table showed it to be nearly three in the morning. The snow still swirled around outside as the wind howled. He reached up over his head, grimacing at the pops from his back. Yes, maybe the time had come to leave the bounty hunting to the younger ones who didn�t have as much to lose. I need to be here.
Sliding the door open, Micah shivered at the cold, his toes curling. Stepping out farther onto the balcony, he looked around. Despite the cold, it was prime time for a run.
Raising his arms again and tilting his face up to the sky, Micah willed the change to begin. His skin felt tight as his bones began to realign.
Fur sprouted over his body. His ears and nose elongated. His hands curled under to form paws and his body shrank. Where a man had been now stood a large timber wolf. His gray, black and white coat blended easily with his surroundings when he was in the woods, but here it stuck out.
With pure joy in his heart, he dove off the balcony with a low yip. Falling through the cold air made him wish he could fly but this was the closest he came to that sensation. Micah hit the ground hard, his front legs absorbing most of the shock, but he still felt it all the way to his tail. It wasn�t painful but it definitely rattled his bones.
Loping toward the woods gave him a sense of freedom like no other. The wind still blew, shaking snow from the treetops to land in wet clumps all around him, but this coat kept him warmer than the wool one ever could. When one of those clumps hit him near the base of his tail, Micah spun around, teeth bared, ready to fight. Realizing what had happened, his human side laughed.
Trotting easily through the darkness, Micah reached the edge of the lake that bordered his property. He knew the base would be hard frozen at this time of year, at least three feet thick. It would stay that way for some time.
There were a few ice-fishing houses out in the very middle of the lake. He paused before stepping out into the moonlight. No sense in annoying any late-night fishermen. Twitching his ears and nose, his quick sensory survey of the area let him know the fishing shacks were unoccupied.
Running along the edge of the lake, he bit at the snow, slaking his thirst, and as different scents caught his attention, he stopped from time to time to mark his territory. Finally, he flopped full-length into a snowbank. Micah rolled in the snow until the powdery stuff covered him from nose to tail. Getting back to his feet, he shook vigorously. Snow flew all around him as he jumped into the air in sheer enjoyment at being alive, whole and home again.
After he�d run the entire perimeter of his property and assured himself that everything was as he�d left it, Micah turned back toward the lodge and his waiting bed.
He noted fresh tracks. Plunging his nose into the snow around them, he picked up that oranges and female smell again. His ruff raised in anticipation of meeting her. The snow had stopped now and he sensed that it wouldn�t be very long before the sun started to rise.
Just as he reached the clearing by the lodge, he stopped. An unfamiliar feeling washed over him. It took him a moment to identify it. Someone watched him. He stood in the soft light, staring at the main lodge. A light burned on the third floor in his apartment but the rest of the lodge remained dark. So where?
Movement on the second floor alerted him. A silhouette against the curtains in one of the guestrooms. He lifted his head, staring at the window, nearly willing her to move. The female shifter, the woman known as Olivia Decatur, watched him. He wondered if she stood naked at the window or if she gave in to the human notion of sleeping in clothes. Now he wanted her to acknowledge his presence.
In spite of the fact that he�d never had to work to attract any female, Micah started to jump through the snowdrifts. He felt quite sure he looked like an idiot, but he wanted her attention. He wanted her to open the curtain and watch him. Hell, he wanted her to come outside and play with him in the snow.
For nearly thirty minutes he frolicked. He did what any male would do in the presence of a female he wanted to impress. He showed off.
When she didn�t move or show any sign of coming out to join him, Micah gave up�for now. His jaw dropped into a grin. The possibility that she might already be mated flitted through his mind, but he shook it away. Her scent had been pure female, no blending with another�s mark.
His belly tightened at the memory of that sweet female fragrance. He moved into the shadows near the lodge and around the corner toward his private entrance. Shifting at the base of the hidden staircase, he ran quickly up the stairs, entering his living room before the chill could reach his bones.
Grabbing a fleece blanket off the couch, Micah settled in front of the fireplace, poking at the embers before placing another log on the fire. His blood still ran with the warmth of the South he�d left behind. Soon he�d have no need of the blanket, but he knew he�d always seek out the sensual feeling of the soft material on his naked skin.
No longer a mystery, he had the scent of this unknown female in his head. And the Great Spirit had smiled on him by putting her in his home. For just a moment he thought about getting dressed and going to introduce himself. Then he remembered the time.
Though he knew she roamed her room below him, it didn�t seem prudent or good business to go knocking on his guest�s door this close to sunrise. He�d just nap, wait until breakfast and introduce himself then.

Chapter Two

Olivia glanced back at the window even as she pulled her robe closed. The massive wolf had intrigued her, jumping around in the snow like that. She�d awakened from another of those disturbing dreams just after two. Once again she�d dreamed of running, of chasing something small and fast, of warm blood and the scent of fear in the air.
Odder still, she�d awakened naked, though she knew she hadn�t gone to bed that way. The door to her room had also been unlocked, though she distinctly remembered locking it before getting into bed. And why on earth had her sheets been slightly damp as though she�d lain down wet from a shower?
She banished the random thoughts and poked at the fire. Such a luxury, having a fireplace in the room. Putting the poker away, Olivia wandered around, enjoying the forced air system under the floorboards that kept her bare feet warm without socks or slippers.
Having never been a real fan of winter sports, or even winter for that matter, staying in a lodge like this one was a whole new experience for her. Still, this had to be one of the nicest places she�d been in since starting her career as a photojournalist. The bed was huge. The mattress was one of those air-filled ones that could be adjusted to the individual�s preference for firmness.
The bathroom boasted a huge garden tub as well as a separate shower stall with three strategically placed showerheads. There was a double sink and a vanity area complete with soft lighting, perfect for someone to sit and put makeup on. Olivia smiled at that thought. Her makeup routine usually consisted of a mildly tinted moisturizer and a quick sweep of lip gloss.
The whole lodge boasted the most comfortable hotel furniture she�d ever sat on. The main room with its array of comfortable couches and chairs scattered about in a welcoming pattern held a huge fireplace that cut through the wall to also grace the dining room on the other side.
Small and intimate, the dining room only seated twenty people at a time. She�d been told it was reserved mainly for guests of the lodge and that the townsfolk didn�t come out this far just for dinner. Seeing as how the nearest town was about twenty miles of frozen road away, she hadn�t been surprised. As the only guest staying in the lodge proper at the moment, she�d been assured that the place would be filled in a few weeks. Olivia tapped her lips reflectively.
For her story to really pan out the way she envisioned it, she needed more people. And she needed the owner of the lodge to show up. She gave an exasperated sigh. He�d agreed to her visit several months ago during an email exchange, so she�d thought he would be here to meet her.
Even without the owner, her requested tour of the grounds had surprised her. The seven private cabins for those who didn�t want to stay in the main lodge had individual style and flair. Some could sleep as many as six while others were more intimate-obviously made for couples.
The main lodge also housed a state-of-the-art exercise room not to mention a sauna and whirlpool. The brochure in the room explained that the lodge conformed to the old Norwegian tradition of a �family-style� sauna, meaning both sexes shared the room.
Sighing, she moved back behind the desk and flipped open her laptop. The email from her editor blinked accusingly at her. She�d been here three days and hadn�t sent a word. Usually by this time she�d have at least sent an outline of her current story. Biting the bullet, Olivia sat down. She smiled again as she thought about the wolf playing in the snow.
That settles it, if a wolf can enjoy it, so can I. Tomorrow I�ll ask Gareth to take me out on one of the dogsleds or teach me to walk on snowshoes, or heck, even ice fish! Anything to get out of this blue funk. The walk she�d taken in the woods yesterday hadn�t helped much but then again, it was so bloody cold out there. It hadn�t seemed to help her insomnia, either.
This was a fairly new development, only occurring in the last few weeks. She�d be sound asleep one minute and wide awake the next with no hope of getting back to sleep. Olivia had sleeping pills, prescribed by the psychiatrist her editor had insisted she see, but she hated the fuzzy feeling they left her with.
And the other pills-the so-called mood-stabilizer ones-she detested. She slept but never a peaceful sound sleep. The dreams stayed the same no matter which pill she took.
Running through city streets if she was at home or running through snowy forests here. She could pour herself a glass of wine from the minibar in her room, but she didn�t really want that either.
Shaking off those thoughts, tucking her feet up under her in the chair, Olivia spent the next few hours working on an outline dealing with winter sports and the people who enjoyed them. She heard the floor creak above her and glanced up.
It had to be the owner, one Micah Keeps Vigil. She hadn�t been able to find a picture of him in her search, but she�d found plenty of information for an article. He�d only owned the lodge for the last ten years and he�d made it one of the premier spots for winter sports enthusiasts. The lodge offered ice fishing, skiing, skating, snowmobile rides, dogsledding, winter survival training, winter camping and many other outdoor activities that some people enjoyed.
Born and reared in Florida and having just moved to New York, she didn�t know much at all about real winter weather other than that it was really cold. Northern Wisconsin in January was quite different from southern Florida in the same month. She wasn�t sure she�d ever be truly warm again.
Olivia dragged herself back to bed just after the sun started to rise. Breakfast had never been her favorite meal of the day anyway so she figured she�d just skip it. Besides, if she didn�t show up in the intimate little restaurant downstairs, Gareth wouldn�t feel obligated to cook and Lord knows they would both probably appreciate that.
He had freely admitted when she first arrived that he wasn�t the best cook and that it wasn�t normally his job, but that the other couple who helped out were away with a family emergency.
Seems Mr. Keeps Vigil hadn�t mentioned her arrival and the newlywed couple in the only occupied cabin were making their own meals. She�d definitely have to find out more about his name. Micah Keeps Vigil, different, very different.
Olivia smiled as she snuggled into the huge bed. The flannel sheets and down comforter combined to make a nice soft nest. She closed her eyes on a deep sigh then groaned when they popped open again. No use. Instead of trying to sleep, she might as well try out the whirlpool tub in that massive bathroom.
Tossing the covers back, Olivia went into the decadent room to start the tub. She dug her favorite scented oil out of the dresser drawer and poured a few precious drops into the water. The scent of vanilla and cinnamon rose as the oil heated with the water. She went back into the bedroom and started pawing through her clothes to find something appropriate to wear.
Warmth would be the main draw. Her matching lingerie looked good, but it did nothing to block the cold. Tights and a long-sleeved t-shirt under a sweater and her favorite jeans might be enough with her jacket. She�d ask about gloves, a hat and a scarf.
With the tub full, Olivia turned off the taps, removed her robe and gown and then stepped into the tub. She started the whirlpool jets and leaned back. The soothing pulses of water hit just the right pressure points in her tired body, lulling her into a relaxed state. Her mind began to wander, dwelling on the article she would write.
Interviewing the owner of the lodge would be first on her agenda for the day, then something outdoors to get her in the spirit of things. Maybe the activity outside would also kick her insomnia in the teeth long enough for her to get a good night�s sleep.
Rolling over, Micah opened his eyes. He�d dragged his body back to bed and dozed without even realizing he�d done so. The female�s scent reached him, even this far away. She had to be doing something to make her scent stronger. Bathing? Exercising in her room? Either way, it had been her scent that pulled him out of sleep.
Just like Gareth to put an unmated female close enough for him to smell her when he first woke. Shaking his head at his friend�s eternal matchmaking, Micah chuckled. Gareth might not have been sure she was one of them, but he hadn�t hesitated in trying to capture Micah�s interest in the female. He also didn�t seem too worried about finding a mate of his own.
Micah sobered then, knowing that Gareth didn�t believe any female would want him. He�d been one of the first victims of his former Alpha�s illness. Curtis had allowed a �first blood� challenge to get out of hand. As a result, Gareth had been permanently blinded in his right eye and had scarring on the right side of his face.
Micah had offered to send him to a plastic surgeon though Gareth had refused everything but the offer of a job at the lodge. He wore a patch over his sightless eye when there were human guests at the lodge. When the guests were mostly shifters, he simply disappeared to his own cabin.
Micah stretched, feeling his muscles and sinews protesting slightly after his midnight romp. It felt good. Throwing back the lightweight fleece blanket on his bed, he got to his feet. Stretching again, he raised his hands high over his head, feeling his shoulders and spine pop. He dropped his arms, shaking them as he padded naked into the bathroom.
Stepping into his shower, he turned the water on fully. The blast of cold water caused him to inhale sharply and he exhaled in relief as the water heated. When he felt sufficiently clean and awake, he shut off the water, wrapping a towel around his waist before flipping the weather radio in the bathroom on. He listened with rapt attention as he dried off and combed through his hair.
The forecast called for more snow later in the afternoon with blowing gusts and wind chills of at least ten below zero. Being prepared for the weather wasn�t just good business, it could mean survival. Micah thought about the white world outside as he braided his hair.
Dressing casually in a pair of well broken-in polypropylene long johns and comfortably faded jeans, Micah shoved his feet into his ancient moccasins before pulling on a formfitting long-sleeved polypropylene shirt. He planned to go outside after breakfast so the shirt and long johns would be the first layer. Flipping his braid over his shoulder, he started down the back stairs.
Gareth looked up from the newspaper and his seat at the counter as Micah entered the kitchen. The coffee had just finished, so Micah poured for both of them. Taking a bracing sip, Micah started pulling things out of the industrial-sized refrigerator, glancing at Gareth when he cleared his throat.
�I called Luke from the rez this morning and we picked up the truck and your tarp. The truck�s in the big garage.� Gareth paused briefly then continued. �Listen, if you don�t need me I thought I�d take off and do some ice fishing.�
�Sure. I�m not planning any runs in the immediate future. In fact, I�m hoping not to do any ever again.� Micah turned, sensing that Gareth studied him closely.
�You�re serious about quitting? About being here full time?�
�I�m totally serious. I�m tired of being a hunter. I�d rather kick back here. When do you plan to take off?�
�Probably later this week. Thanks, Micah. I won�t be gone more than a few days.�
Gareth wouldn�t meet his eyes. Micah wondered if he was really going fishing or if there was something else going on in his friend�s head. He�d heard rumors the last time he�d been home about Gareth crossing the Canadian border, meeting with Packs there. There had also been reports of new wolf activity in that area-wolves of the canine variety, not shifters.
He listened intently as Gareth filled him in on the incoming guests they were expecting. Micah put a tray of biscuits in the oven then poured each of them a fresh cup of coffee as they discussed some cosmetic repairs to one of the cabins.
Micah glanced up just after he pulled the biscuits out of the oven. He�d heard his guest moving around and wondered if she�d join them for breakfast. She hadn�t appeared by the time he put the food on the table, so they sat down to eat without her.
When they were through, the two men cleaned the kitchen, then Gareth took off toward his own cabin. Micah watched him trudging along the freshly shoveled path, head down and hands stuffed into the pockets of his parka.
Micah spoke quietly to the empty kitchen. ��I hold the world but as the world, Gratiano, a stage where every man must play a part, and mine a sad one.��
�Merchant of Venice ?�
He nodded even as that melodious voice went through him. Micah turned slowly, not sure why he was reluctant to face this woman. Gareth had been sure she wasn�t a shifter, Micah felt sure she was.
Curly blonde hair, cut short to frame a heart-shaped face with bright blue eyes that peered at him through the thickest light brown lashes he�d ever seen. Micah felt his heart stop for a moment even as he nodded at her. Those eyes. I saw that color last night in the shower.
Micah refused to let those musings go any further. It surely wouldn�t do to greet her with a hard-on. His cock already twitched in response to this female. Her scent gave her away. The woman standing in front of him was definitely the she-wolf from the night before as well as his guest. This erased any niggling doubts. His beautiful interloper was looking at him.
Not lush then, but tiny. She couldn�t be more than five feet five inches tall and thin enough to almost make him want to force-feed her. Her hand looked small as she held it out to him, making him feel huge and clumsy as he folded his fingers around hers.
�You�re obviously Mr. Keeps Vigil. I�m Olivia Decatur. I sent you an email some time ago about doing an article on Wild Haven.�
She smiled up at him through pink lips that looked soft and inviting. They glistened and as he inhaled, he smelled cherries. Micah swallowed hard as he released her hand. �I�m Micah, welcome, Miss Decatur.�
�Olivia, please. You have a beautiful place here.�
�Thank you.� Say something, you idiot! He berated himself even as she moved over to look out the window. She was talking about the weather but Micah couldn�t make his mind work. She was incredibly beautiful and she was definitely a shifter.
Her overall scent of oranges tinged with a blend of vanilla and cinnamon floated to his nose, tempting all his senses. He could sense his animal rising as he watched her.
She wore a bright red oversized sweater and black pants that hugged her legs. Her breasts and hips were small but perfectly proportioned to her frame. He could almost feel her breasts in his palms. He knew he was being rude, but he couldn�t stop staring. She faced him with a puzzled look and Micah shook his head.
�I�m sorry. My mind wandered. What did you say?�
�I asked how long you�d lived here.�
Olivia couldn�t help but notice the way the light behind her caused his eyes to shine. They were the darkest brown she�d ever seen and though he had his dark hair pulled back into a braid, she knew it had to be much longer than her own.
�I�ve owned the lodge for nearly ten years. It is where I call home now.�
Olivia moved away from the window, hoping the shivery feeling in her spine would stop, that its cause was the cold air and not the man standing in front of her. She wasn�t promiscuous, but looking at Micah made her want to rip her clothes off and launch herself at him. Made her want to drag him down to the floor and ride him until they were both spent and gasping for air.
There wasn�t a doubt in her mind that he�d catch her if she did decide to jump him. The man was seriously huge. Well over six feet, probably closer to six and a half feet tall with yummy broad shoulders and a massive chest. Shoulders that a linebacker might envy. Olivia assumed Micah benefited from being an avid outdoorsman.
His hair shone that glorious dark brown-so deep and rich it probably looked black in certain lights. Still, variations of color shifted through his hair, making her want to touch it to see if it was as soft as it appeared.
The shirt hugged him so close that he might as well not be wearing it. Every muscle stood out, deeply defined. She dragged her gaze back up to his face, snagging on his mouth. Sensual lips, perfect for kissing, pursed slightly at her perusal. She finally raised her eyes to his and saw an answer to the heat filling her body.
He felt the attraction just as deeply as she did if that look could be taken seriously. Her brain froze. One thing she knew for certain. No way could she ever sleep with him or anyone for that matter. She couldn�t trust herself-couldn�t trust the monster who lurked in her.
�So, ten years. What did you do before you opened the lodge?� Determined to gain her footing, she dragged a standard interview question out of her subconscious. Breaking eye contact with him took more willpower than she expected, and breathing had to be seriously overrated right now.
�I was in the Army.�
She waited for him to elaborate, but he simply stood there, watching her. She had the feeling if she moved too quickly, he�d pounce. Olivia turned her head slightly so that she wasn�t tempted to keep staring at his face-or his body. Glancing outside, she noticed it had started snowing again. She latched on to the safest, most inane subject known to man.
�How long will the snow last?�
�We may be in for a blizzard.�
She knew he�d moved closer, she could feel him. No, that wasn�t quite right. She could smell him. He smells like warmth, like summer sunshine, like cookies. Cookies? Olivia shook her head slightly.
She must be hungry, though she�d never been much for breakfast. As though he�d read her mind, he moved toward the stove and away from her. As weird as it seemed, she almost missed his closeness.
�There are biscuits left from earlier this morning and I�ll make you an omelet. Will that set you up for breakfast?�
�Actually, I�d really just like a cup of coffee. I�m not much of an eater in the morning.� Olivia moved toward the round oak table in the center of the kitchen. �Would you rather I went into the dining room?�
�No.� He glanced at her briefly, a faint color highlighting his cheeks. �I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to sound so abrupt. It�s just that since you�re the only guest right now, I hoped you wouldn�t mind taking your meals in here. With me.�
It was her turn to flush with color as a sudden and not entirely unwelcome vision of stretching him out on the counter behind him and nibbling her way from his toes to his luscious mouth hit her. �Not at all. Really, though, don�t go to any trouble for breakfast.�
�Miss Decatur-�
�Olivia.� She interrupted him quickly, wanting to hear him say her name.
He smiled briefly and she knew she was in serious trouble. That look turned the lust she already felt right up to molten lava explosion time. She wondered what he would say if she just asked him to strip down so she could let her lips do the walking.
�Olivia.� The sound of her name on his lips had another shudder going through her body and this time she knew the cause to be the man standing in front of her. She dragged her attention back to him, only to find him looking at her again as if he could read her thoughts.
�Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. That�s not a myth or something parents made up. Gareth said you were interested in winter sports. If that�s true, and you plan to go outside with me later, you�ll need all the energy your body can store.�
�Okay,� she laughed, giving in gracefully, she hoped. �Okay. An omelet would be great, thank you.�
He nodded as he set a cup of coffee in front of her. After offering her cream and sugar and watching her doctor her coffee until it resembled dark milk, he turned back toward the refrigerator and started pulling covered containers out.
�So, you�ve been here for ten years and before that you were in the Army. But you don�t live here year-round?�
�Not yet. I hope to change that, starting now.� He glanced over his shoulder at her and then went back to chopping things. She couldn�t see exactly what he was doing.
�When did you open the lodge for business?�
�Six years ago. I had to do extensive repairs to the original building and then I wound up adding the third floor. The cabins have been added as funds became available for them. I think Gareth showed you a couple of them?�
�Yes. They�re lovely. Did you do the decorating yourself?� She watched the muscles in his back and shoulders move. The man was truly gorgeous.
�No, I had a professional decorator friend come in to do the cabins. As for the main building here, well, some of it was dictated by what already existed, the rest I just wanted to be welcoming.�
�You�ve succeeded.� Whatever he was cooking started to smell really good. Olivia sniffed appreciatively then picked up her coffee. �So, you opened six years ago. How long are you open?�
�The lodge is open year-round. Only four of the eight cabins are centrally heated, so they�re the only ones used during the winter months into spring. The others are used in the summer and fall.�
�Eight? I only saw seven.�
He nodded briefly, glancing at her again. �The eighth is actually Gareth�s. He built it pretty much on his own. When I need to be away, he�s in charge of things. I have a married couple who also come in to help out when we�re full.�
�You must trust him a great deal.� She glanced down as he set a plate in front of her. Shaking her head, Olivia laughed as she looked up at Micah. �There�s no way I can eat all that!�
He�d piled her plate with an omelet stuffed with onions and peppers and what she thought might be ham and then put a heap of fried potatoes on the side along with two fluffy biscuits.
�Try.� Micah sat down at the table with her, putting a matching set of salt and pepper shakers on the table. Olivia shook her head but picked up her fork.
�I won�t need to eat again for a week. Do you feed all your guests like this? I�m surprised you don�t have to roll them down the drive.�
She laughed but the laughter died when she looked up to find his dark brown eyes focused directly on her face. The sheer beauty of his features caused her breath to catch. She wondered what it would be like to just run a finger or her tongue over his sensual lips. She made herself take a breath as she refocused on what he was saying.
�They get enough exercise to make it worthwhile.� He grinned briefly, showing his teeth before his face went back to its customary impassiveness.
Olivia dropped her eyes to her plate and cut off a small bite of omelet. After tasting the first bite, it seemed as though she couldn�t get enough. With Micah sitting there beside her, telling her more about the amenities of the lodge in winter, including snowmobiles, cross-country skis, snowshoe trails, ice-fishing huts and dogsledding, she managed to eat about a third of the omelet.
Finally, she pushed the plate away, sure she wouldn�t be able to move for at least an hour and wanting nothing more than to curl up and take a nap, preferably in Micah�s lap. She raised her gaze to meet his steady one. He nodded as he got to his feet and cleared the table.
Though she offered to help, he insisted that she just sit. She was content to do so, sipping her coffee as she watched him. Micah was one beautiful male animal. He just oozed sexuality. Olivia laughed at herself. Check your hormones, Olivia Marie!
As soon as he�d finished cleaning the kitchen, he turned to her, tossing the towel he�d just wiped his hands on over his shoulder. �So, are you ready to go for a walk? Skiing? What would you like to do?�

Chapter Three

What a leading question. Shaking her head briskly, Olivia smiled. �A walk would be lovely.�
�What size are you?�
�Excuse me?� She bristled immediately. He moved closer, touching her shoulder.
�You�ll need warmer clothes, specifically long underwear. I keep a stock here for all my guests, there�s a closetful on the second floor. You�ll need to find your size and dress in layers. It�s the key to keeping your body temperature regulated in extremely cold weather.�
�Oh.� Smiling sheepishly, she met his eyes again. �A medium-unless they run big. Then I take a small.�
�I�ll let you decide.� He slid his hand down her arm, squeezed her hand then released her to lead the way out of the kitchen and up the main staircase. Olivia couldn�t help but watch him move. He was the most graceful man she�d ever seen in her life. And the way his jeans hugged his butt had to be nearly criminal.
�Here�s the closet.� He opened a door and stepped aside. She moved forward into the walk-in closet and laughed. It looked as though it held every possible color and size of long underwear. Each shelf was neatly labeled with the sizes it contained.
She glanced to the other side and laughed again. Those shelves held bathrobes and bathing suits. Men�s, women�s and even a few children�s sizes graced the shelves here. Vibrant colors and enough variety of styles to satisfy even the most hard-to-please customer.
�Bathing suits?� She tipped her head back at him.
Micah nodded. �Some people don�t realize we have a sauna and whirlpool. When they come for the winter, they�re pleasantly surprised, but usually unprepared. Of course, I have no objection to nudity in the sauna. It just depends on who else is here at the time and what their feelings are. I�m sure you�d look good in nothing.�
Olivia�s breath jumped out on a gasp. Had he really said that? He reached around her and pulled a couple of neatly packaged sets of long underwear off the shelf. �Try these. Just leave the ones that don�t fit in your room and I�ll take care of them later.�
Leading the way back out of the closet and down the hall toward her room, he spoke over his shoulder to her. �I�m going to go upstairs and finish dressing. I�ll meet you in the main room in thirty minutes.�
�Micah?� When he turned, she smiled. �Thank you.�
�My pleasure. Remember, layers. The long underwear, cotton, wool or flannel shirt and pants if you have them, at least two pair of socks, wool is best. I have hats, gloves and scarves downstairs in another closet.�
�You really are prepared, aren�t you?�
�I try to be.� He nodded at her again then turned and moved quickly up the stairs leading to the third floor. Olivia entered her room, the packages of long underwear clasped to her chest.
�What an interesting man. But really, Olivia Marie, you must get control of your hormones. Attacking your host is not a good idea.�
She stepped over to sit on the edge of her bed. Laying the packages down, she thought back to Micah�s sauna comment. Surely she�d misheard him since he hadn�t done or said anything even remotely suggestive after that. Her hand slid down her side and she shivered. What would his hands feel like against her skin?
They�d be rough more than likely. Would he run his hands over her breasts, lingering on the undersides? Or would he concentrate his touch on her nipples? Would he squeeze hard or barely cup her breasts?
Her nipples pebbled at the thought as she cupped herself letting her fingers pinch the hardening tips slightly. Heat pooled in her belly as she slid her shirt off. Olivia traced a hand down her stomach to slide into her jeans. She plucked at the lace of her panties, imagining Micah�s hands there instead of her own.
With a slight moan, she undid the buttons on her jeans to shimmy out of them. Lying back on the comforter, Olivia snaked two fingers to her clit. The warm flesh throbbed in answer to the soft pressure. With her other hand plucking at her nipples, she began to circle her fingers on that swollen, damp spot between her legs.
Images of Micah nipping her breast raised her hips off the bed as she stroked harder and faster then slid her fingers inside her warm body. She let her fingers become his cock as she stretched to thrust into herself. Moving her fingers faster in and out of her pussy, she imagined his dark hair falling forward, stroking lightly across her shoulders as his gorgeous brown eyes held her gaze. Sliding up to stroke across her clit again, pinching it lightly before moving her fingers back down.
In her mind it was Micah sliding two fingers inside her. The heat and slickness as she gripped her own fingers made her breathe harder. She wondered what his cock would feel like. Rotating her hand so she could fit a third finger in, Olivia lifted her hips, thinking only of Micah fucking her.
His cock replaced his fingers in her imagination pounding into her pussy. Olivia groaned softly. She wanted to wrap her fingers in that long black hair to pull him down for a kiss. It would be a long, hot, wet kiss where their tongues tangled together. Her other hand plucked at her nipples-one and then the other-sending frissons of pleasure that met the ones from her pussy in a molten pool in her belly.
Her heels thrummed the floor once, her hips pistoning against her fingers then Olivia muffled her cries of pleasure by turning her head into the pillows. Gasping, she let her body shudder back down to earth. A soft stroke across her clit as she withdrew her fingers from her own body caused another shiver to trace across her skin.
A moment passed then she remembered what she was supposed to be doing. With a soft curse, she jerked herself upright to rip open the long johns and get dressed. Someday, Olivia Marie, you will feel a man there again. Once you learn to control the savage inside. She changed her underwear but didn�t take time to wash anything other than her hands.
She headed back downstairs, feeling a little bit satisfied but a lot more aware. As she made the turn into the great room, she smiled. Micah leaned over the fireplace, poking at the fire. His jeans accentuated a very well-made ass. Olivia could only dream of what it might be like to be bent over in front of him.
Micah waited patiently near the fireplace. He stoked the fire and pulled the screen closed when he heard Olivia coming down the stairs. He grinned briefly at the picture she made, realizing how often he�d smiled since she walked downstairs this morning. He moved closer to the long couch and picked up the gloves and hat he�d left there.
She�d followed his advice, dressing in several layers, but he could still distinguish her scent. His eyebrows went straight up when he took a second whiff. Olivia emitted the scent of a recently satisfied woman. He allowed an internal smug male grin. She was definitely letting him know she was interested in him in a very specific shifter way.
A female used her scent to drive the males crazy. Still, he had to ask her who her Pack was before he could go there. Micah avoided Pack politics at all costs, but he couldn�t afford pissing off her family. If she had a family.
If she was Packless-that brought on a whole new set of problems. Knowing that many shifters who lived outside Packs didn�t advertise their abilities, he couldn�t come right out and ask if she was a shifter. He thought he�d be able to steer the conversation exactly where he wanted it to go without embarrassing either of them.
�Are you ready?�
�As ready as I�ll ever be. Exactly how cold is it out there?�
�The thermometer says eight below. With the wind chill, it�s probably more like fifteen below. We won�t stay out long, just enough to get some fresh air.� She gaped at him and Micah chuckled softly. �As long as you don�t have any exposed skin and you�re dressed in layers, you�ll be fine.�
Olivia nodded as she tucked her camera into a padded carrier. �I learned the hard way the first time I did any cold weather photography.� She stuffed some small disks in her shirt pocket.
�Cold kills the batteries,� she said in response to his curious look. �So I always keep extras on me. The closer they are to my skin the warmer they stay. And warm is good.�
Micah�s breath caught. Lucky batteries. What I wouldn�t give to be one of them, snuggling up to those luscious breasts. He handed her one of the wool hats he�d pulled out of the downstairs closet.
�Here, try this on.� I need to distract myself from this female before I pounce on her.
The cherry-red-colored one had drawn him just because of the color of her lips. She pulled it on, tucking her hair up under it, making sure her ears were covered. Micah moved closer, wrapping a matching scarf around her neck. He let his fingers trail across her jaw, pretending not to notice her own swift intake of air.
Olivia�s eyes seemed to double in size and he realized he still held the ends of the scarf. He dropped them and stepped back, pulling his own wool hat on. His knuckles tingled from grazing her soft skin.
She tucked her hands into the red mittens he handed her and they stepped out onto the porch. Micah pulled his fingerless gloves on then took two pair of snowshoes down from the rack by the door.
�We need to be down on the walk to do this. You don�t want to try to navigate stairs in snowshoes.�
Her smile warmed him from the inside out, shooting straight to his cock. Micah sent up a prayer of thanks that they were outside in the cold. The bitter temperatures were going to be his friend. He knelt in front of Olivia.
�The important thing is to make sure they stay on.� He cupped her calf in his hand. �You have great muscles. Do you work out?�
Her smile nearly melted the snow underneath him. �No, I just walk a lot when I�m doing my shoots.�
Micah finished fastening the snowshoes on her feet. She listened attentively as he explained how to walk in them. He pulled a pair of mittens on over the fingerless gloves after he fastened his own snowshoes.
They stepped carefully into the snow, Micah holding his hand out to Olivia to keep her from falling over. She followed his motions as he led the way around the lodge. She laughed when she wobbled and he fought the urge to step back and pick her up. The idea of her body curled in his arms raised his internal temperature to thermonuclear.
�You�re doing great, Olivia. Let�s keep this short though. It takes more out of you than you know. You need to get used to it first.� A click answered him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that he was the focus of her lens. He laughed when she gave him a saucy grin.
Micah took her down the path he knew she�d run the night before. He dropped back to be beside her but nothing on her face indicated that she remembered the evening. He wondered why she didn�t say something. He knew she�d scented him that morning. Normal shifter behavior but she was anything but a normal shifter.
They walked the path for ten minutes. Olivia�s eye rarely left the viewfinder of her camera. She seemed fascinated with the way the sunlight streamed through the snow-encrusted trees. He wondered if she would show him what she saw through that lens.
Her hair lit up as the sun touched the few exposed strands. Micah imagined pressing his lips into her sun-warmed tresses when they got back inside the lodge. Glancing at his watch, he knew they needed to head back.
�Time to go in, Liv.� Shortening her name came naturally. Rarely did he feel this at ease around anyone much less a woman he�d only known for less than twenty-four hours. She smiled at him as she obediently turned around. Or tried to.
The look of surprise on her face when she stepped on her own snowshoe and toppled over had Micah roaring with laughter as he reached down to help her up.
�Laughing is not very nice, �Mr. I Was Born Doing This�.� Olivia�s mouth quirked at the corners belying the anger she tried to lace into her words. One hand held her camera high overhead as she accepted his hand to pull her to her feet. She dusted off her shapely rear. �So I take it you have to watch your feet when you make directional changes?�
�Absolutely, and I wasn�t born here, Liv. I grew up in New Mexico. But when I found this place, this area, I knew I was meant to be here.� He looked around, taking a deep breath. �This is my home.�
Olivia stood perfectly still, a look of such yearning on her face he almost gave in to his earlier impulse to pick her up. She definitely brought out protective urges in him. Micah moved as though to draw nearer to her and tripped on his own snowshoe. Her laughter as he pinwheeled his arms to keep his balance drew him in almost as much as her scent. He gained his equilibrium again and shelved his desire for this woman. For right now, he needed to get them both back inside.
Micah chuckled as he led the way back to the front doors of the lodge. She stumbled against him just as they reached the stairs. Catching her, he reminded himself that they were outside in subzero weather and she hadn�t given him any sign of real interest yet. Still, if only she didn�t have the scarf up over her mouth. It would have been the perfect moment to kiss this fascinating female. Instead he unfastened his snowshoes then hers and hung them back up on the rack as Olivia tried to catch her breath.
They went back into the lodge and removed their outer layers. Olivia placed her camera, still in its bag, on the table.
�Do you need to warm that up?� Micah indicated the camera but Olivia put a protective hand over it.
�No thanks. It needs to do that slowly or the condensation can ruin it. I paid too much money for that baby to screw up another one.�
Micah watched Olivia shiver. �Come on, I�ll make you some cocoa.�
�It�s really cold out there.�
He steered her toward the kitchen. �You�ll warm up soon enough. In fact, you can sit by the fire if you�d rather. I�ll bring the cocoa in to you there.� He pointed toward the living room, hoping she�d refuse and join him in the kitchen.
�That would be lovely.� She smiled up at him and Micah fought the instinct to pull her into his arms and nuzzle his face into her hair. Her eyes flashed-definite interest in a shifter. He stood perfectly still to keep from drawing her into his arms and delivering the kiss he�d thought about on the porch.
Her neck convulsed as she swallowed hard. Her eyes lost the glint and she waved her hands vaguely between them as though she were warding off unwelcome feelings.
�I�ll just go wait in here.� She turned her back on him, moving into the living room.
Micah took a deep breath, closed his eyes briefly, then whirled around and nearly ran down the hall to the kitchen. The last thing he needed to do was get physical with one of his guests. However, the more time he spent with her, the more convinced he became that she was a shifter, specifically, the she-wolf he�d seen and scented in the woods.
He made quick work of heating some milk, adding cocoa powder and sugar. Stirring the concoction until it was frothy and steaming, he added a little vanilla and cinnamon, thinking of Olivia�s sweet spicy scent as he did so. Pouring the mixture into two large mugs, he moved back down the hall.
She sat on one of the large footstools near the fire, her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them. Lifting her head, she smiled as Micah came into the room. He took three steps across the room and knelt beside her stool. He handed her one of the mugs, setting the other one down on the floor.
Pulling the screen aside, he stirred the fire and placed another log on the irons. He could feel her watching him. If he turned his head just a little he�d be able to see her. Doing so, he met her eyes, caught again by their unique color. Somewhere between sky and powder blue, they sparkled like the snow outside when the sun hit it just right. For a long moment, neither of them moved, both seeming suspended as the atmosphere around them thickened.
Finally, she blinked and he was able to look away. He looked instead at the fire, feeling the heat on his face as well as in the rest of his body. Micah knew that Olivia was the source of the heat coursing through him. It had been a very long time since a shifter female had stirred him as much as this one did. He also knew from that feeling that the two of them would be lovers before she left the lodge.
Something also told him there would be more to it than that. His grandfather, the wisest shaman he�d ever known, had always told him he�d know, down in his soul, when he met the woman fated to be his mate. The feeling churning in his gut told him it might very well be the woman sitting next to him also staring at the fire.
Olivia cleared her throat, smiling as Micah settled onto the rug beside her stool. �So, thank you for taking me out today. I didn�t realize there was so much involved in walking around in snowshoes.�
�Wait until we go cross-country skiing.� Micah didn�t try to hide the humor in his voice and a slight shiver went through him when she laughed. The sound enchanted him and he immediately wanted to hear more of it.
�Oh no, I�m already sore. I remember how stiff I got the last time I went skiing. I can�t imagine how I�ll feel then.� She stretched her legs out in front of her and Micah let his gaze go from her ankles to the juncture of her thighs. He wanted to offer to massage the soreness away but wouldn�t do so until she gave him a clearer signal of her own interest.
He turned his face back toward the fireplace, unwilling to stare. Her scent reached him again, the smell of oranges wrapping around his senses.
Micah closed his eyes. The urge to pull her into his arms to softly stroke her neck then let his hands wander down the curve of her breasts nearly overwhelmed him. He couldn�t give in. He had to wait.
As a she-wolf, the first move was up to her. If she wanted him, she�d let him know. He could make his interest known, but he wasn�t usually that overt. He knew that among humans the male usually made the first move, but in shifter communities, the female would always let her desires be known.
If they were in a Pack situation, it would be different. As the dominant male, he would be the only one she could offer herself to unless he gave her permission to seek out another or if he were already mated. Since they weren�t in a Pack, he waited.
Picking up his cup, Micah sipped absently at the cooling cocoa, waiting for even the smallest sign from Olivia. The silence stretched between them and he felt her relax beside him. Finally she sat forward, putting her cup on the floor. He turned his head to watch her push her hair back behind her ears then met her gaze as she raised her eyes to his. Here it comes. Now she�ll say something and we�ll be able to make love.
�So, Micah, what do you do when you�re not here? Gareth kind of gave the impression that you were gone for several months at a time.�
He stared for a moment then blinked slowly, pulling his testosterone back under control. She isn�t interested? Damn. How could I be so wrong about this attraction?
Clearing his throat, Micah tried to decide what to tell her. He didn�t want it widely known that he was a bond enforcement agent, especially since her article would include pictures. He hadn�t fully retired from the life as yet.
�What I tell you about my other profession needs to be off the record.�
�Excuse me?� She looked him straight in the eye and Micah had to force himself to sit perfectly still. It�s not a challenge. Don�t overreact.
�I work as a bond enforcement agent, Olivia. If you spread that around and include my picture, I won�t be able to effectively perform my duties.�
�You�re a bounty hunter?�
He heard the interest in her voice and sighed. Why did people, women in particular, find that such a glamorous profession? There isn�t anything glamorous about chasing felons across the country only to turn them over to local law enforcement. Unless you like spending hours doing nothing more than watching and waiting for the prey.
�Yes.� He tried to infuse as much reluctance into his tone as he could, hoping she�d get the hint that he really didn�t want to talk about it. Fortunately, she seemed to be as attuned to his desires-at least the more passive ones-as he was to hers and she let it drop.
�Well, that�s interesting, but I�m really here to write about winter sports. So tell me, what�s your favorite winter sport?�
Micah had to bite his tongue to keep from telling her what sport he�d like to engage in with her. When he was sure he could control his unruly thoughts, he took a deep breath. �I prefer cross-country skiing.�
�Really, why is that?�
He could almost see her taking mental notes so he moved over to the desk in the corner and pulled out a notepad and pen, handing them to her. She smiled up at him from her position on the footstool, taking the paper and pen. Her smile called up those thoughts he�d just wrestled into submission. To see her face flushed with passion as he drove into her�but instead he had to satisfy her curiosity about her subject.
For the next twenty minutes, she asked countless questions about winter sports and he answered them. The clock on the mantle finally caught Micah�s attention and he rose to stretch then offered her his hand.
�Where are we going?� Though she asked first, she placed her hand in his, allowing him to pull her to her feet. He relished the small sign of trust she�d offered. Maybe she just wanted to get to know him better before making her interest in him obvious?
�It�s lunchtime. I hoped you wouldn�t mind continuing this conversation in the kitchen while I make lunch.�
�Not at all.� She followed him down the hall, the sound of her footsteps a quiet counterpoint to his own. He saw her ensconced into a kitchen chair with another cup of hot cocoa then turned his attention to what they�d have for lunch. Settling on stew, he started pulling containers of frozen stew out of the walk-in freezer.
Though she balked a bit at the size of the bowl he put in front of her just a little while later, Micah was amused to watch Olivia eat. She had no difficulty with the broth or the vegetables, but she pushed the meat aside.
�Don�t you care for the stew?�
�Oh.� Her face flushed slightly as she glanced down at her bowl. �It�s wonderful, really. I�m just not much of a meat eater. Red meat isn�t supposed to be that good for you, you know?�
�It�s venison. Venison is very healthy.� He let his face relax into a smile as he watched her tentatively spoon up a piece of meat.
�Are you serious?�
�Yes. Less fat, more protein.�
�Do you hunt?� She tasted the meat, shrugged slightly and resumed eating.
�Frequently. Game is plentiful in this area and it all depends on what is in season.�
�Do you offer hunting packages to your guests?�
�No, hunting isn�t the main draw here. Don�t get me wrong, there are several times of the year when hunters flock to the woods-deer season is a sellout time for the lodge. However, since I own a lot of acreage and I�m bordered on one side by the reservation, hunters have to have my permission to hunt around my lodge and I rarely give it. I prefer that the game roam freely.�
He knew his eyes had bled to gold as he thought about his favorite kind of hunting. The kind that didn�t involve guns, but did give his animal side some exercise. Micah wondered if she�d like to join him on a hunt sometime. It became more obvious to him that she�d not spent much time with other shifters. She didn�t react to anything he said as a shifter normally would.
�Tell me about you, Olivia. Where do you live?�
� New York, I just moved there from Miami. I grew up all over the East Coast, though.�
�Your family moved a lot?� Maybe they had been Packless.
�I don�t have any family. My mother died shortly after I was born and my father when I was five. He�d been in the Army, like you, but died of a heart attack while in the service.� She shrugged, closing her eyes briefly then opening them to smile at him. �I got lucky. I didn�t stay in the foster care system for long. I was just in two homes before the Decaturs adopted me.�
Micah couldn�t believe her parents hadn�t left her in the care of other shifters. �Weren�t there family friends?�
She shook her head. �Who knows? When my father died, we were living in Korea. The Army couldn�t find any information on his family or my mother�s so I became a ward of the state. That�s where the Decaturs found me. They were one of the best things to happen to me really.� Her eyes softened in memory.
�There was no will? No next of kin?�
�Well, it wasn�t like they�d planned to die.� She shoved away from the table and Micah cursed himself under his breath. Perhaps she really didn�t know what she was? Could it be possible? Could her parents have truly left a shifter child alone in the world? Where were her godparents?
Shifters always provided for their children. There was always someone who knew what they were, how to contact relatives, friends. They always had someone who would take care of the children if anything happened to the parents. Micah himself was godfather to several shifter children, responsible for their care should their parents die or need his assistance in other ways. It was the closest thing to a sacred duty to him.
�I�m sorry, Olivia.� Micah moved closer to her, wanting to pull her into his arms but refraining. Instead, he closed the distance with only his hand to touch her hair gently, relishing the feel of the soft strands that tangled around his fingers. �Where are the Decaturs now?�
Fear crossed her face quickly replaced by sorrow. �They�re dead. They died in a car wreck when I was thirteen. But they�d left a will. I lived with my mother�s sister and her husband. My Aunt Jill and Uncle Neal were my guardians until I was in college.
�They loved me, but it wasn�t the same. My parents,� she hesitated. �The Decaturs � death really shook them. I shouldn�t have survived, but I did. My therapist thinks that�s why�� her voice trailed off quietly as she pulled away from his touch.

Chapter Four

She shook her head quickly then stepped to his side and turned to face him. �I�m sorry. I overreacted. I guess you�ve got a close family?�
Micah took a deep breath. Olivia�s scent carried guilt but he didn�t know why. Instead of asking any more questions about her family, he let her shift the focus to him. �We grew up close, but we�re fairly scattered now. I have a large family, that�s for sure.�
�How large?� She moved to sit at the table again and he followed slowly.
�I have my mother, eight siblings and at last count-twenty nieces and nephews. My father died when I was a teenager, but my paternal grandfather helped rear us.�
She simply stared at him. He wasn�t sure if it was in awe or utter shock. �You have thirty people in your immediate family?�
�At last count. I�m sure there are more nieces or nephews by now or on the way. My siblings seem to enjoy large families. Only two of us aren�t married and procreating just yet.�
�I see. Well, thank you for answering my questions and for the stew. I really should go transcribe these notes so I don�t wonder what I chicken-scratched later.�
She stood up, stretching as she did. Micah watched her lean form move under the shirt. Her breasts. His hands ached from not being able to touch her. Still, he had to wait for that first move. Her ass swayed delectably as she exited the room.
Micah cleared the table, glad the seeming crisis had been averted but determined to find out more about Olivia�s childhood. If in fact she didn�t know she was a shifter, if that was why she didn�t acknowledge that he was, it might be interesting to introduce her to their shared world. But it was going to be hell on his hormones if he couldn�t act on his need for that sexy she-wolf.
Olivia headed back to her room full of information but she really needed to process her own reaction to her dreamy host. When he�d reached out to stroke her hair, she�d had to fight leaning into him. It just seemed like the right thing to do but there was no way she could do that.
If she let him know how much she wanted him, she knew he would respond favorably. There was no mistaking the interest in his eyes. Olivia closed her eyes as she shut her door behind her. Sagging against the wood, she released a gust of air.
�Olivia. You know why you can not have sex with that man.� Scolding herself did not help. She sat down to type out her notes, but opened up a second document on her computer to journal a bit about her reaction to him. As the first man in a while who had seriously made her want to get naked, Micah Keeps Vigil would have to be processed.
As she wrote about him, the words turned from clinical to personal to sexual. Soon she typed out an erotic fantasy where she was on her hands and knees with him pounding his cock into her as he called out her name.
�Olivia?
This time he knocked too. Olivia jumped as she realized the knock and her name were real. Slamming the laptop closed, she shoved back from the desk. Where had the time gone? Her clock showed two hours later.
�Olivia?� Micah�s voice carried through the wood. �I thought you might like to take an afternoon walk with me. I have to check some of the property and you might see a different variety of wildlife at this time of day. Would you like to go?�
He stood with one hand on the doorframe, filling the space when she opened the door. Ducking his head, he stepped across the threshold when she waved him in.
�I�d love to, Micah. Let me grab a sweater and then we can layer up for the outside.�
His approving chuckle made her belly feel toasty and warm. Once they were rewrapped for the weather, Olivia followed Micah out again in the afternoon for another walk on the snowshoes. She�d gotten the hang of them though she wasn�t quite as graceful on them as she�d hoped she�d be. But now that she was focused less on her face not being planted in the snow, she had to acknowledge the frisson she felt around this man.
As they walked up to a lake, she imagined she would feel little arcs of electricity when he would stop to point out various animal burrows, squirrel nests and the mistletoe in the tops of some of the trees. She allowed herself a moment to daydream about him holding a sprig of mistletoe over her head as he lowered his mouth down to hers for a deep, seeking kiss.
Micah didn�t just show her the animals. He told her about them. It was as if he knew them intimately-almost as if he understood their very nature. Olivia paid close attention to his words and to the man himself. She watched the fluidity of his walk, even on the ungainly snowshoes. He was definitely the most gorgeous man she�d ever seen in her life.
Her hands itched to roam all over his tall body. The thought of tracing his muscles had her biting the inside of her cheek. Not good to moan while hiking behind the man. She figured he had to weigh well over two hundred pounds, but she�d wager that not an ounce of it was fat.
She breathed deeply, the bite of the winter air causing her to cough. Micah glanced back at her, his concern fading to amusement. Olivia shook her head on a short laugh. �How cold do you think it is right now?�
�Now? Probably less than ten degrees. With the wind chill though, it�s probably eighteen or twenty below. Are you warm enough?�
�Well, my nose is getting numb, but the rest of me is warm enough.� She couldn�t stop the feeling of pure feminine pleasure that swept over her as Micah�s gaze moved from the top of her red hat to her booted feet. Her belly heated up even as her head reminded her that she could never indulge in that reality.
He tilted his head back toward the lodge and they started moving down the path. Olivia looked over to the side and stopped dead in her tracks.
�Micah,� she whispered.
He stopped, turning to look at her. Moving very slowly, Olivia gestured with one hand toward the side of the path. Micah moved back to her, staring into the woods. �Something moved. I think it was a wolf. There! Do you see him?�
�Yes.� His voice matched the quiet in hers.
Olivia stood mesmerized. She watched the edge of the woods where a wolf stood. Beside her, Micah was perfectly still. The wolf stood in profile to them, looking at them over his left shoulder for a long moment then turned and disappeared into the undergrowth.
Olivia took a deep breath then turned to face the man beside her. �Just how many wolves are there in these woods?�
�What do you mean?�
She noted that his voice sounded funny, but she plugged on. �Last night I saw the biggest gray wolf I�ve ever seen in my life in the clearing around the lodge and now this white wolf in the woods. Are there more of them around?�
�Sometimes. Depends on the time of the month-I mean year.� He shrugged. �Let�s get you back to the lodge.� She noted that his voice sounded normal again.
He led the way in silence and they reached the lodge without seeing any other wildlife. Olivia shook her hair free of the woolen hat, laughing a little at the static, and hung the hat up on a peg just inside the door.
They toed off their boots, pulled off gloves and then Micah reached out to help her with her jacket. For just a moment, she thought about doing the same to him just so she could wrap her arms around his massive chest.
She wanted to nuzzle into his neck, smell his skin and feel his arms around her. She really wanted to rip his shirt off and see if his body followed through on the promise it seemed to be making. No! No ripping. No biting or clawing either. Remember Jackson? You could do to Micah what you did to Jackson.
Visions of the flashing lights and sirens from that awful night filled her mind. Shaking her head at her own wayward thoughts, Olivia went back toward the kitchen. Micah followed her on silent feet.
Scooping up her notepad, Olivia turned to find Micah leaning against the counter. His gaze lasered straight into her core, threatening another meltdown. She faltered. �I�I think I�ll just go upstairs and put some more of these notes into my computer.�
�You should take a warm shower just to make sure you don�t get a chill. Or you could join me in the sauna.� The lazy sensuality of his voice only added to the lava forming in her stomach. But she couldn�t let him know that.
�Maybe I will. Just not right now. I really need to get these images down on paper.�
Smiling, Olivia moved past him to the staircase. She could feel Micah�s gaze on her as she went quickly up to the hallway. When she gained the privacy of her room, she leaned against the closed door for a moment, trying to catch her breath.
�Sauna? Puh-lease! If I saw him naked in the sauna I�d definitely have to jump his bones.� Olivia laughed, pushing away from the door. �And that would be such a bad move.�
Her laughter faded as Jackson �s face floated up in her memory. Her first lover, the man she would have married if she�d been able to keep herself from going wild at his touch.
Olivia swept a stray lock of hair behind her ear. They�d kissed before-even fooled around a bit and when he�d taken her to bed the first time, she�d been sure he was the man for her. She�d even accepted his marriage proposal. Then, one night, everything had changed. They�d been having sex and she�d gone crazy on him.
He�d forgiven her. Of course he�d also broken up with her. His words spoken with kindness but tinged with fear still rang in her ears. Olivia, I think maybe you need to see someone about this. It�s not normal to be so violent in the bedroom. I love you but I can�t deal with your aggression.
She�d had to agree when faced with the stitches on his cheek that mirrored the ones on his chest. And she�d had her acrylic nails removed and vowed never to wear them again. If only she�d known that uninhibited sex did that to her. Her therapist had suggested past sexual abuse that she�d buried, but Olivia knew that wasn�t it.
It was tied to the monster inside her. The one who had killed her parents. Enough! Slamming the door on those painful memories, she moved purposely toward the desk and her laptop, opening it and striking a few keys to wake it up. She paged through her notes from earlier then pulled up a blank document and started writing her article. She forced herself not to return to her earlier erotic journaling.
As usual, she lost track of time as she wrote. The light tapping on her door pulled her out of the story taking shape in front of her and back to the present.
�Yes?�
�I just wondered if you were ready for dinner.� Micah�s voice carried through the closed door.
�Dinner?� Olivia glanced at the clock on her laptop, shook her head and moved toward the door. �I�m sorry, I completely lost track of time.�
She also lost her ability to speak as she pulled the door open. Micah stood in front of her door in a blue denim shirt and jeans that hugged his hips and thighs. His hair fell loose around his shoulders and her mouth went dry as she let her gaze roam freely from the top of his head to his moccasins with a long pause at the hidden treasure behind his zipper. She finally raised her eyes to meet his gaze.
�Are you hungry?�
�Starving.� And for more than just food. Olivia knew at that moment she wanted desperately to make love to this man. The breakup with Jackson had been eight years ago. Surely she could control herself now? Lust surged up and overrode every piece of good sense she had.
The attraction raged between them. She could feel his arousal. She could definitely see his interest-hell, she could almost smell it. Smell it? That�s ridiculous, Olivia Marie. Get a hold of yourself. First you think the man smells like cookies and now you think you can smell his arousal? What is wrong with you?
She jerked her attention back to Micah with a faint smile. �I think I�ll take a quick shower, that is, if I have time?�
�Take as much time as you need. I�ll be in the kitchen.� He turned, somewhat reluctantly, she thought, then paused at the top of the stairs to look back at her. �Would you like wine with dinner?�
�That would be lovely.� She smiled at him, saw his mouth curve slightly in response, then moved to the doorway watching as he went down the stairs. Honestly, how can a man as massive as he is move so gracefully?
Olivia slowly closed the door and walked over to the armoire where she�d stowed her clothes. For some reason, she wanted to dress up a bit. Though Micah wore jeans and a denim shirt, she wanted to be a �typical� female and impress him. Knowing men were more visual than women, she�d definitely �dress to impress� tonight.
Pulling her favorite silk shirt out of the armoire, Olivia dug through her clothes until she found the slim black skirt she�d bought recently. She tossed them on the bed then dug through her lingerie until she had the pieces she wanted.
Taking the lacy bits into the bathroom with her, she raced through her shower, washing her hair and body quickly then smoothing her favorite lotion into her still-damp skin.
She made quick use of the hair dryer and diffuser, scrunching her curls and then swiping her mouth with her cherry lip gloss. She used a small amount of mascara on her lashes then pulled on the black lace thong and matching push-up bra.
Silently she thanked her best friend for talking her into buying the bra because tonight she wanted to make the most of what she had. Rolling thigh-high hose on, she smoothed her hands up her legs. Olivia studied her reflection in the full-length mirror, knowing what she�d see. A woman bent on seduction.
She ruthlessly shut down the memories of ambulances. This time would be different. This time she would control that savage thing that lurked inside her. She just hoped Micah appreciated the trouble she was going to.
Olivia stepped into her skirt, zipped it up then checked the appearance of the slit in the side as she took a step forward. Perfect. Just enough leg. She hummed her satisfaction, stopping when she realized it sounded more like a low growl. Get it together, Olivia, or you will have only yourself to blame-and you�ll have to satisfy yourself�again.
She pulled her blouse on and buttoned it with hands that shook slightly. She�d never allowed herself to even consider this-not since that night she�d terrified herself and her boyfriend. Micah-something about Micah made her crazy. That afternoon�s self-exploration hadn�t taken the edge off this attraction.
If anything, it had only added to it. Still, she�d have to keep her wild side in check. He didn�t look like the type to scare easily, but you just never knew. At least he was big enough to defend himself if she did get out of hand. Olivia glanced at the ever-present medicine bottle.
�No, no and no. I am not going to dull myself with that junk. Tonight I can handle this. I will not turn into some crazy monster woman.�
One last look in the mirror and she stepped into the heels that had cost her one and a half freelance articles. Sylvie, her best friend, called them CFM shoes. Olivia had only asked her once what that stood for, but once had been enough. �Come fuck me� indeed. She dabbed a small bit of perfume on her wrists, the base of her throat and between her breasts.
One hand on the railing gave her confidence on the sky-high heels as she descended. Mouthwatering aromas rose to greet her. She inhaled deeply and smiled. If she didn�t know better, she could swear that in all the many smells coming from the kitchen, Micah�s wove in and out. She shook her head. No way could she smell the man. She really needed to get that out of her head.

* * * * *

Olivia pushed her plate back with a sigh. �You�d better be right about me burning these calories off during the day or I�ll never fit into my clothes again!� She smiled at her dinner companion.
He leaned away from the table, rocking his chair back on two legs. A slow smile curved across his face as he nodded. �Shall we have coffee on the couch? I�ll throw a few logs on the fire if you don�t mind getting it? I take mine black.�
It felt natural to clear the dishes as Micah moved to the wood hopper to build the fire up again. Olivia rolled her neck then set the plates on the counter. She poured the coffee and turned back to find Micah right there.
�You move so fast and so silently. You nearly wore this coffee.� She looked at his hand now holding one of the cups. He�d grabbed it in self-protection. �I didn�t even know you were there.�
�Didn�t you?� His soft voice held a note of question. Olivia just shook her head and laughed at him. His eyes shifted color again. She didn�t know how he did that. She�d never met anyone with changing eyes. They seemed to catch the firelight, throwing it back at her. His eyes narrowed as his nostrils flared slightly. He leaned toward her. Instinct had her backing up until she hit the counter.
Micah slid forward, putting his arms on either side of her. She heard the clink of his coffee cup landing on the counter behind her. She should feel trapped-instead she felt the heat of his gaze burning her. Olivia tilted her head up as her tongue darted out over her lips. His eyes tracked the movement and she knew a kiss had to be next.
Instead, Micah drew soft knuckles down her cheek. �Come to the couch, Olivia. Let�s talk.�
She followed him to the sofa, drinking in the way his shoulders moved. And his ass. Olivia heard her own small sigh. The man had the nicest rear she�d ever seen. Everything about him seemed sculpted and perfect. Her nipples tightened. What would he feel like naked under her hands?
�Olivia?� Micah turned back to her. His eyes seemed to melt when he looked at her. She turned her head to the side, embarrassed by her own thoughts.
�Sorry.� She offered him a smile. �I got caught up in thinking about my article.�
He folded himself down to the couch, patting a cushion beside him. �Sit and tell me what you�re writing. I�m fascinated to hear what you have so far.�
Olivia launched into her article. She spoke for some time until the crackling of the fire distracted her. �I�m sorry. You must be bored stiff.� She smiled at Micah.
�On the contrary, I think you�re incredible. To take what we did and turn it into that is amazing to me. I can�t do that. You are a natural-born storyteller.�
Olivia felt her skin warm at the praise. �Thank you, Daddy always said�� her voice trailed off.
�Olivia?� Micah reached out to stroke her hair.
�I�m sorry. That�s so unusual for me to remember my birth father. I just had this clear memory of him laughing at me and telling me I was born to tell tales like my Babushka.�
�Babushka? Isn�t that Russian?�
�I think so. My birth name was Volksson.�
Micah jerked. �I know some Volkssons but they live in upstate New York above Buffalo.�
�Really? I tried to find family once. I was sixteen and found my adoption papers. I mean I knew I was adopted but I thought maybe I could find someone who would know.� She stopped herself. �Sorry, it was just a girl�s dream of wanting to belong to someone.�
Micah wrapped a long arm around her shoulders. Olivia let herself lean into him. �I�ve always wanted to belong to someone, you know? I had family with the Decaturs until I kill�until they died.�
Micah�s soft voice rasped in her ear. �Killed them? Olivia, you told me they died in a car wreck.�
A shudder racked her as she took a deep breath. �Micah, I was thirteen. We were driving home from a band concert. My mother and I were arguing about whether or not I could go to the Harvest Dance. I remember it all so very clearly. The moon looked like some giant spotlight and I thought if I didn�t get to go to that dance, I might as well die.
�Then I don�t know what happened. Something must have run out in the road. When I came to, I was standing by this oak tree. My clothes were ripped and torn. They were hanging off me. I saw the car. Oh god, the car.� She stuffed a hand over her mouth as tears filled her eyes.
�Sweetheart, you don�t have to talk about this. It was an accident. You didn�t do anything.�
She felt him drop a soft kiss on her head. �No, I want to tell you this. It�s important. My therapist tells me to let these things out. So I saw the car. It was upside down and there was smoke pouring out. I ran to it. I still don�t know how I did this but I got the door open and I pulled my dad out. He was�he was already gone.
�Then I got Mom out. She was still alive. But when she saw me, oh Micah. When she saw me,� Olivia curled in closer to his warmth, �she screamed at me to get away from her. She called me a monster. I knew then that I�d done something. I�d caused the wreck. She died screaming at me, Micah.� Olivia turned tear-filled eyes up to him. �And I don�t know why.�
Micah didn�t say a word. He just wrapped his other arm around her and pulled her into his lap. He cradled her head against his chest as she wept. She felt his chest rumble as he murmured soothing sounds while his hand swept across her hair and down her back. Olivia couldn�t stop the tears even though she hated the feeling of weakness. Somehow, being in Micah�s arms made it safe to fall apart.
She wept for her parents and for herself. Nothing had ever been the same after their deaths. She�d continued to have those blackouts at least once a month. Her therapist told her that the full moon probably triggered them because of the accident happening on the full moon. Olivia slid her arms around Micah, holding on for dear life. She didn�t even know when she cried herself to sleep.
Micah stood carefully, balancing her slight weight in his arms. Olivia�s head lolled against his shoulder as he carried her out of the living room and up the stairs to her room. He wanted to take her to his apartment, lay her down on his bed and simply hold her through the night. How she had to have suffered all this time.
Thinking she�d killed her adoptive parents, never knowing that her ability to shift didn�t make her a monster. If she�d been thirteen at the time of the wreck, obviously she�d gone through her first shift in the backseat of that car. Most shifters had their first experience with the change at puberty. Strong emotions, rampant teenage hormones and the full moon, all of those things contributed to the first shift.
Seeing a wolf in the backseat of a car where your daughter had just been would have been enough to cause anyone to lose control of a car. Anyone who wasn�t aware that their child-adoptive child-was a shifter, that is. Olivia�s mother had been wrong to call her a monster, but now he knew why she hadn�t responded to any of the verbal and nonverbal cues he�d tossed her way. Olivia had reached adulthood not knowing what she was, what they both were.
He put her down on the bed, lifting her body to pull the duvet and blankets out from under her. She looked so beautiful, almost ethereal there among the dark bedclothes. His hands trembled slightly as he removed her shoes. Those shoes�every male fantasy come to life, a beautiful woman dressed in silk wearing those shoes.
Hesitating slightly, he set the shoes down beside the bed. He wanted to carefully undress her, strip himself and crawl into the bed with her, giving her his warmth, the comfort of his body, the peace gained from sleeping with someone there to watch over you, but he knew she wouldn�t see it that way. She�d be horrified in the morning to wake naked beside him.
Shifters often shared space when sleeping. It wasn�t sexual, it was simply Pack behavior. He�d shared a bed with three of his brothers before leaving the reservation to join the Army.
Instead of following those instincts, he slowly pulled her shirt out of the waistband of her skirt. His intent had been to make her more comfortable, but the sight of the creamy skin at her waist set off warning signals in his brain. An overloaded libido could only take so much and the sight of Olivia in such a vulnerable position was all he could handle. Pulling the covers up to her shoulders, Micah moved across the room.
He rebuilt the fire in her fireplace, glancing over his shoulder from time to time just to ensure she slept soundly. Settling himself in one of the chairs by the fireplace, he decided to wait and watch her through the night.
Olivia shoved the covers off her upper body. She felt incredibly warm and unsure how she�d managed to make it up to her room. The last thing she remembered� Sitting straight up, Olivia felt her breath catch. The last thing she remembered was Micah pulling her into his arms, stroking her hair and back as she cried all over him. She�d told him things last night she had never mentioned to anyone other than her therapist.
She realized she was in her room and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Well, at least this time she hadn�t awakened naked. No, she woke fully clothed except for her shoes. No wonder she�d felt uncomfortable. Her skirt had become twisted around her waist, her bra cutting into her chest. Only when she�d started toward the bathroom did she hear the soft sound of someone else�s breathing.
Olivia froze, trying to calm herself. Turning toward the fireplace, she saw a definite shadow that didn�t belong. Stepping cautiously toward it, she exhaled when she realized the lump in the chair was Micah. His long legs were stretched out in front of him, his arms crossed at his chest and his head resting on the back of the chair.
He didn�t look very comfortable, but he did look incredibly inviting. She truly wanted to curl up in his arms again, only this time with both of them awake and her not crying all over him.
Olivia had never thought of herself as a risk-taker. She�d never thought of herself as particularly daring or brave, but she decided now would be the perfect time to start. Micah had shown that he had a tender side by carrying her upstairs and putting her to bed. Now she wanted to see a wilder side to him.
She knew the attraction she felt for him wasn�t one-sided. Considering her options, Olivia took a deep breath and unzipped her skirt. Pulling it off, she stood before him in the lacy thong, her push-up bra and silk blouse. Unbuttoning the top two buttons on her blouse, Olivia stepped closer to the sleeping Micah.
With one hand she reached out and touched his face. Those incredible brown eyes opened slowly, sleep clouding them. Awareness came sooner than she�d expected, but he didn�t move other than to blink at her. Olivia smiled as she moved closer. Raising both hands to her blouse, she unbuttoned it the rest of the way.
Micah sat up, his eyes gleaming as they followed her motions. Still, he didn�t reach for her, didn�t try to take over. It almost felt as though he knew how important this was to her, knew she had to do this herself. Almost as though he knew she had to take this chance, this opportunity for her own peace of mind.
Moving so that she straddled his legs, Olivia shrugged out of her shirt, letting it fall behind her as she placed her knees on either side of Micah�s legs in the chair.
Putting her hands behind his head, she tugged at the end of his braid until she could unravel his hair. She combed her hands through those silky locks and watched him tilt his head back, his eyes closing in pleasure. Leaning forward, she took advantage of his position to kiss him. Light, teasing kisses along his jaw and cheeks.
Olivia felt his hands lightly touching her shoulders, felt the warmth of his body as he pulled her closer, felt the heat in his gaze as he opened his eyes to stare at her. �Liv.� His voice came out sleep-roughened and deep.
No one else had ever shortened her name, but Olivia wanted to hear him say that again. With nothing more being said between them, she leaned forward and kissed him. Micah responded immediately, pulling her even closer, but not taking over.
She�d expected him to take control, the fact that he hadn�t told her she made the right move. His hands felt like fire though, molding her shoulders, smoothing down to her waist then to her hips as he urged her even closer. Olivia leaned back slightly, breaking their kiss and pulling his head toward her neck. She didn�t need to say anything, didn�t need to tell him what she wanted, it felt as though he could read her mind.
His hands molded to her butt, cupping and squeezing as he moved his mouth over her neck and shoulders. Olivia leaned farther away, knowing he wouldn�t let her fall. Micah licked across the top of her breasts, then between them, burying his face in the cleavage provided by her bra.
She�d never been so thankful for her friend�s insistence on that particular purchase. His hands slid up her back to the catch of the bra and Olivia let go of his shoulders long enough to slip her arms out of the straps. Micah groaned deep in this throat, the sound causing her body to tighten then respond wildly. His mouth burned a path to her breast. His hands now held her against his body as he nipped and licked his way around her breast.
�Micah, please.� She guided his head right where she wanted him, lifting her breast to his mouth, showing him where she needed him and he was more than up to the task. Taking her nipple between his teeth, biting gently then sucking her strongly. Olivia barely held in a scream. It felt so good, it felt so right. She needed this, needed him, wanted him more than she�d ever wanted another man.
Micah surged out of the chair, holding her body tightly against his as he took three giant strides to the bed. He lowered them to the soft bed without ever letting go of her, still tugging at her breast. His hair fell around them and Olivia grabbed his head, fingers tunneling through the thick strands and hanging on. Micah released her long enough to yank his shirt off and she had just a moment to see that she�d been right.
His upper body was extremely muscular and there wasn�t any hair to impede her view. She caught a glimpse of some tattoos but couldn�t tell and didn�t really care what they were at this point. He lowered his body back on top of hers, letting her feel his warmth, his strength, but not crushing her into the bed. The tips of her breasts brushed against his chest and they both groaned as he kissed her again.
Time slowed, everything faded around her as Olivia concentrated on this man, this moment. Running her hands over his shoulders and between them to touch his skin, feel his hard nipples under her fingernails, Olivia exulted in just touching him. He liked it too.
Gasping, he lifted away from her to watch her hands moving over his chest. Suddenly he rolled onto his back, pulling her so that she straddled him. Olivia sat up, running her hands from his shoulders to his waist, watching his eyes glow golden in the faint light from the fireplace.
He reached up to pull her back down then froze under her. Olivia sat back, staring at him, wondering why he�d stopped. With a deep sigh, Micah sat up with her, kissed her hard then put his forehead against hers. �I�m sorry, Liv. Someone just drove up.�
�What?�
�A car just drove up, sweetheart. I have to go downstairs.�
The reluctance clear in his eyes, Micah set her gently off to the side as he got out of the bed and grabbed his shirt off the floor. Olivia grabbed her robe off the foot of the bed and thrust into it. She turned her back to him as she tied the robe shut. Micah�s arms came around her and he pulled her back against his body. �You don�t know how much I regret this interruption.�
�Oh, I think I have an idea.� She was annoyed to hear her voice quavering. He heard it too, if the arms tightening around her were any indication.
�Liv, we will finish this. Just give me a few minutes to settle whoever this is and I�ll be back. Or, you could always go upstairs to my apartment and wait for me there?�
�Just do what you need to do, Micah. This is totally out of character for me, anyway. I think it must have been the wine and the emotional baggage I unloaded on you. I�m-�
He spun her around and kissed her. Hard. �Do not say you�re sorry. Don�t you dare, because I�m not. I want you, Olivia Volksson Decatur. I want you in my bed, or yours, it doesn�t matter which. I want to make love to you, with you.�
Micah kissed her again, gently this time. �Just wait for me, sweetheart, I�ll be right back.�
He hit the door with enough force to cause it to bang back into the hallway. The noise didn�t soothe his irritation at the uninvited interruption at all. He truly felt that he had never been this close to murder before in his life. Growling under his breath, he reached the front door to hit the porch light. All rage faded when he saw who stood on his porch.

Chapter Five

�Talia?�
�Uncle Micah!� The sobbing girl threw herself at him. He barely had time to catch her. Hugging her close, he breathed in her soft girl child scent. She wouldn�t have a truly identifying scent until puberty if the change occurred. He adjusted her weight as he peered out at the car. A woman stood beside the driver�s side.
�Micah, I�m sorry to arrive unannounced, but today was the last straw. Talia is just so unhappy with us.� The trim brunette shoved her glasses back up her nose. �We�ve tried. God knows we�ve tried, but�she needs you, Micah, and that�s all there is to it. She�s been with us almost a year. And she was with Grey and his sister before that. You remember how that turned out.� Her eyes darkened. �Talia, honey, I�m sorry you weren�t happy with us.�
The child sniffled against his neck. �I�m sorry too, Aunt Jane. Uncle Micah, can I please stay here with you?�
Micah looked down at the miniature version of Shelly. His friend and one-time lover. A woman whose life had been taken in a Pack battle by a vicious, now-dead bitch named Maggie. Talia�s eyes batted in unconscious mimicry of her mother. A woman who had named him godfather to her only child. There was no way he could refuse. Having tried to place Talia with two other shifter families, thinking she needed siblings and two parents, he knew now she wouldn�t really be happy anywhere but with him.
Sighing, he nodded to Jane. �I�ll take her from here. I never should have let her go in the first place. You, young lady, are too much like your mother.� The child�s answering giggle elicited a chuckle from him.
�I�ll leave her things in the living room and head home then.� Jane headed for the back of her car.
�You aren�t staying here tonight?� He wasn�t really surprised. Jane didn�t like being away from home for long periods. It was one reason he�d thought Talia would be happy there. A stay-at-home mom and siblings should have given her the comfort and stability she needed.
�No, I need to get back to the kids. If Talia�s forgotten anything, we�ll get it to you here.�
Micah put Talia down and stepped out into the cold to help Jane carry the child�s meager belongings into the main room of the lodge. Talia amused herself by wandering around the main floor of the lodge while the adults finished their task. Micah followed Jane out to tell her goodbye.
Jane opened the car door, hesitated, then looked up at him. The slight lift of her chin let him know she�d been carefully considering her words and how he might react to them.
�Micah, don�t foster her again. Her spirit may be broken if you do.� Her voice caught and she shook her head, taking a deep breath. �She�s so much like Shelly, but she�s just a child. She�s not ready for any more upheaval.�
With that warning ringing in his ears, he watched her drive away. Locating Talia curled up on one of the couches, he studied her sleeping form. He could only see her mother in her, no trace of her father. Shelly hadn�t told anyone who Talia�s father was. In fact, she�d left the Pack shortly after Talia�s birth and had refused all overtures from any of the males there to come back.
Picking up the sleeping child, he took the stairs to the third floor, straight to the smaller bedroom. Once he made sure she was tucked into bed and still sound asleep, he returned to Olivia�s room. The hallway stretched out before him like some endless corridor as he realized he�d been gone for an over an hour.
He reached her door but paused. His ears detected no movement. The only sounds he heard were the slow, even breathing of a very sound-asleep woman. He rested his forehead on the door. �Sleep well, Olivia. �To sleep, perchance to dream-ay, there�s the rub.��
Turning quietly, he returned to the first floor to make sure everything would be ready for the morning. Explaining Talia�s presence to Olivia would be interesting, especially given the way their relationship had progressed. Then again, this might give him the perfect opening to discuss shifter culture with Olivia. If he could convince her that she was a shifter, she might be willing to discuss staying at Wild Haven on a more permanent basis�as his mate.
Olivia woke, stretching and yawning. The silky gown she�d changed into when Micah left felt good against her skin, but since she still wore it, she felt safe in assuming he hadn�t returned to her room. Olivia allowed herself a momentary pout.
Having seen the way his eyes lit up from within at the sight of her lingerie, she�d been looking forward to his reaction to the gown. But he hadn�t returned. She didn�t hear any movement above her, but that didn�t mean anything, she had no idea what time it was.
Getting out of bed, she scanned the closet. She wanted to wear something sexy but not too sexy. If there were other guests in the lodge she didn�t want to give them the wrong impression, but she definitely wanted Micah to know what he�d missed out on last night.
Thoughts of Micah led to the discussion they�d had the night before about her past. Olivia couldn�t believe she�d opened up to him the way she had. He�d been so understanding, so concerned, and later, so passionate. Her skin still tingled and her mind kept wandering to Micah with his hair loose and his body covering hers.
Suppressing a shiver, Olivia dressed quickly, tugged her fingers through her hair and ignored her makeup. She practically skipped down the stairs, hearing voices in the kitchen. Remembering Micah�s request that she take her meals with him in the kitchen, she pushed the door open and stopped at the sight before her.
A little girl, no more than five or six sat on the counter by the sink, swinging her legs against the cabinet as she sucked milk up through a straw. She didn�t look up as Olivia entered the room, but Micah did. He turned from the stove to smile at her. Four strides brought him to her side and his warm hand cupped her jaw.
�Good morning. �O, beauty, �til now I never knew thee.��
�Good morning yourself. I see you have a helper this morning.� Olivia glanced at the child again, noticing her dark blonde hair and brown eyes. A quick look back at Micah showed an odd expression on his face. �Did a family check in last night?�
�Not exactly.� Micah kissed her cheek then took her hand. �Olivia Decatur, I�d like you to meet Talia Genaro. Talia, this is my friend, Olivia. Can you say hello?�
The child pulled the straw out of her mouth to smile at Olivia. �Hello.�
�Hello, Talia, it�s very nice to meet you.� Olivia took the little girl�s hand, smiling when she giggled at their handshake. �Micah, she�s adorable.�
�Yes she is, and hungry too. Why don�t you help yourself to the coffee? Talia, did you want to go find your books? I think they�re in one of the boxes in the living room.�
�Okay.� The child hopped down from the counter and raced from the room. Micah watched the doorway for a moment before focusing his attention to Olivia.
�Talia is one of my goddaughters. The family she was staying with brought her to me last night because the placement wasn�t working.�
�They brought her to you?� Olivia paused with her coffee cup raised halfway to her mouth. �I don�t understand.�
�Talia�s mother was�� He paused long enough to raise any number of questions as to his relationship with the child�s mother. Olivia narrowed her eyes at him. Could he be Talia�s father? If so, why had he placed the child with someone else? Why hadn�t he taken responsibility for her from birth?
�Her mother was a friend of mine, a good friend. And, no, Talia isn�t my daughter. Shelly never told us the father�s name. Since Shelly�s death, Talia has been my responsibility. I thought putting her with relatives would work, but it didn�t. The next step was a foster family. Apparently that didn�t work either, so now she�s here, with me.�
�You�re not related to her?� Olivia sipped at her coffee and moved toward the kitchen door. Pushing it open, she glanced toward the main room.
�No. I�m her guardian and godfather, that�s all.� Micah turned his attention back to the stove, pulling a tray of hot biscuits out of the oven. �I wanted to apologize for last night.�
�Apologize?� Olivia turned her attention back to Micah.
�Yes. I�m sorry I didn�t get back to your room before you fell asleep.� He moved toward her again, smiling slightly as he reached her side. �I�m sorry we didn�t finish what we�d started.�
His hands cupped her shoulders as he drew her closer to his body. Bending forward, he kissed her forehead. �I�m sorry I couldn�t spend what was left of the night making love to you.�
Olivia closed her eyes as she tilted her head back to meet his kiss. Gentle, sweet, it was the perfect morning kiss. �So am I.�
She stepped out of his arms. �What now?�
�What do you mean?� Micah turned and she felt his gaze as she crossed the kitchen toward the back door.
�Well, we obviously can�t pick up where we left off with a child in the house.�
�We�ll figure it out. After all, Talia has to sleep sometime.�
Hearing the humor in Micah�s voice, Olivia glanced at him. �You�re incorrigible.�
�No, I�m intrigued and enthralled. And we will figure this out.� Micah winked and moved to the fridge. He pulled eggs and ham out and had started the makings for an omelet when Talia came back into the kitchen, both arms full of picture books. She brought one over to Olivia and smiled.
�Will you read to me?�
�Of course.� They sat at the kitchen table while Talia picked out her favorite book, explaining in great detail why it was her favorite.
Micah watched them together-Olivia with her bright blonde hair and Talia with her darker locks. Both had delicate features, but he knew that Talia would inherit her mother�s height. He wondered if she�d inherit the shifter gene as well. Since no one in the Pack knew who her father was-he could have been human. In that case, the chances of Talia being a shifter were fifty-fifty.
That bought his mind around to the mystery of Olivia�s family. Her birth family. He needed to make a few phone calls, get on the internet and do some research through some of the Pack archives. There had to be a record somewhere of her birth, her real family, her Pack.
For whatever reason, her parents hadn�t made provisions for her and that went against everything he knew to be true of Pack wolves. If they�d been Packless, they still should have made sure Olivia was placed with a shifter family. Humans had a limited range of acceptance when it came to things like people turning into animals.
A burst of laughter from the two at the table brought him back to the present in plenty of time to turn the omelet he had started. Hopefully he could find something to keep Talia occupied while he spent time with Olivia and vice versa.
Then again, if Talia were going to be living with him full time and he could convince Olivia to stay around, perhaps he�d be better off finding something for all three of them to do together�at least until Talia�s bedtime. Micah smiled contentedly. Things looked like they were going exactly where he wanted them to go. The bell over the front door pealed.
�Olivia, will you watch the omelet? I need to see who that is.�
Micah knew who stood on the other side of the door as soon as he hit the hallway. Pete Standing Elk had come calling. Micah heaved a sigh. He�d hoped to have more time before this burden was thrust back on him. With a deep breath he opened the door.
�Ya-ta-hey, Pete. It�s good to see you. Let�s step into my office.� Micah waved the other man forward.
�Micah, I�m glad you�re back.�
The two moved into the paneled sanctuary that served as Micah�s office. Pete took the chair Micah offered but sat only after Micah had folded himself into his own leather office chair.
�Pete, I know you are here for a reason. Let�s get to it.� Micah steepled his fingers to rest his chin on them. He leveled a steady gaze at the older man in front of him.
�Brother Micah, I bring you greetings from the Pack. We are happy you have returned to us whole and sound. I am gladdened to return to you the mantle of the Alpha.� Pete rose to his feet to hold out the carved piece of wood that the local area Alpha held. It wasn�t traditional in every Pack for there to be such a token, but those near reservations usually followed such niceties. He clasped Micah�s hand firmly and stepped back. Micah rubbed his thumb over the form of the running wolf then looked back at Pete.
�Brother Peter, I thank you for watching over the Pack so well in my stead. I accept this mantle with honor and pledge to protect all within the Pack.� Micah set the small carved wolf down on his desk to look at Pete.
�Are you sure I can�t convince you to just keep on as Alpha, Pete?� Micah offered his friend a smile as he dropped out of the formal speech patterns. He asked every time he returned and every time the answer was the same.
�Micah, you know I can�t do that. Margie would eat me alive if I made her Alpha bitch. And I am just not cut out for that kind of leadership. It gives me a headache. I�ll just stay on as sheriff, run with the Pack, bust the bad guys and have a happy marriage.
�Besides, you make a better Alpha than me. Young, virile studs do so much better than paunchy, balding middle-aged guys.� Pete softened his words with a chuckle.
Micah sighed heavily. �I only take this token because you force it on me, Pete. You know I don�t want this responsibility. I will hold it until we can identify a Pack member who can wear this mantle-one who truly wants it. I just want to live my life in peace. Is that too much to ask?�
His friend smiled at him. �Micah, one day you�re going to have to realize that the Pack chooses who leads them. It�s the way of our people. We choose based on intelligence, power and presence. Sorry, but you have all of that in spades. You are the Pack�s choice and the sooner you accept that, the better it will be for all of us. Now who�s the female? I don�t know her scent. Did you bring someone back with you?�
Micah shook his head. �No, her name is Olivia Decatur and she�s a guest here. She doesn�t know she�s a shifter.�
Pete�s jaw dropped as his eyes widened. �Doesn�t know? She�s an adult and she doesn�t know? How is that possible? Why hasn�t she shifted? Where�s her Alpha? That�s criminal, Micah. Her Pack should be sanctioned.�
�Easy, Pete. She was adopted by humans when her real family couldn�t be found. You know how some Packs are. So off the radar that it�s hard for their own people to find them-much less humans. I think that�s what happened to Olivia. Good news is she knows her birth name so I�m going to do a little research to see if I can find a Pack member who remembers her family.� Micah stood up. �Let�s go find her. I want you to meet her.�
The sight in the kitchen warmed Micah to his toes. Olivia stood at the stove serving up omelets onto three plates while Talia laid out silverware. Her tongue stuck out slightly as she concentrated on the perfect placement. He could get very used to this.
�Ladies, I have someone I want you to meet.�
Olivia shook hands with Pete while Talia took refuge against Micah�s side. The child�s eyes seemed luminous as she stared at the other man. Her voice carried as she whispered to Micah, �He�s one of us, isn�t he? Is he going to take me away?�
Blonde hair snapped as Olivia oriented on Micah. She offered Talia a reassuring smile. �It�s okay, honey. Your Uncle Micah is not going to send you anywhere. And what do you mean one of us?�
Micah inhaled sharply. He should have considered Talia�s reaction to meeting Pete. And now knowing part of Olivia�s history, her immediate defense of Talia came as no surprise. Pete glanced at the two females then at him. Micah shook his head, easing Talia away from his side so he could pick her up.
�Talia, I told you. Your home is with me now. No one is taking you anywhere.� He rubbed her back as she threw her arms around his neck, hiding her face from both Pete and Olivia. Micah tried to ignore Olivia�s last comment, but knew a reckoning would come.
�Pete is the sheriff around here. He�s based in Howard, just down the road. He and his wife come here to the lodge for dinner now and then. Pete, Olivia is here to do an article on winter sports.�
There, that should get the conversational ball rolling. He knew Pete could talk for quite some time about ice fishing and snowmobiling. Olivia offered to fix him a plate and Pete grinned at her.
�No thanks. I�ve got to get to the station.� He nodded again at Micah, shook Olivia�s hand and waggled his fingers at Talia as he headed for the front door. Micah stayed in the kitchen. Setting Talia down on her feet, he moved purposely toward Olivia.
She stood in the sunlight, staring out at the woods. Talia raced into the other room, saying something about finding a stuffed animal. Micah stopped right behind Olivia. She didn�t speak, she just leaned back. His hands landed quite naturally on her shoulders and he pulled her even closer to his body, crossing his arms over her chest. She brought her hands up to rest right under her chin on his arms and sighed deeply.
�Sorry, that wasn�t really my business, was it?�
�What?�
�Jumping on your friend like that. I guess Talia�s question about him taking her away just brought up some memories for me. That seems to be happening a lot here.�
�Liv, no one is angry with you, least of all me.� Micah turned her around to face him, tracing her cheeks with his fingertips, touching her mouth and chin.
�You were protecting Talia, nothing more. Why would I be angry at that? And Pete didn�t take offense, believe me.� Lowering his head, he kissed her. Not the way he truly wanted to, but enough to drive his point across. She melted against him, wrapping her arms around his waist and clutching his shirt.
�Micah, what are you doing to me?� Olivia�s whisper reached him and he took a deep breath, savoring the scent of slightly aroused female.
�Not as much as I�d like to.� Micah stepped back slightly and smiled down at her. �Tonight, though, tonight will be quite a different story.�
He stepped away from her as Talia came back into the room. The child didn�t even slow down. Just ran right to the table with a stuffed penguin under her arm.
�Uncle Micah, do we eat penguins?�
�No, Talia. We do not eat penguins.� Watching Olivia smile, Micah moved toward the coffeepot. He refilled his cup and Olivia�s then sat at the table to enjoy his breakfast. He had the woman he wanted for his mate and a child to care for in his home. Life is good.
Breakfast over, Micah pushed back from the table. �If we all pitch in, we can get this kitchen cleaned up and then�� He wriggled his eyebrows at Talia. �Then maybe we can see about taking the sled dogs out for a run.�
Talia�s squeal of pure delight drew an answering grin from Olivia. The kitchen returned to its normally clean state in no time with all three of them at work. Talia even set her penguin up, declaring, �Emily is supervising.�
Micah felt as if his heart would burst when Olivia reached down and hugged Talia. �Tell Emily to keep a close eye on your Uncle Micah. I think he might be slacking.�
�Hey now.� Micah swung Talia up to sit on his shoulder. �You aren�t on her side, are you, Talia?�
�Uncle Micah, there are no sides in Pack.�
Olivia�s raised eyebrow and studied gaze lasered into Micah. He cleared his throat. �So who wants to go for a dogsled ride? Everyone needs to get dressed. Layers!�
The two females laughed as they raced out of the room. Talia pulled at Olivia�s hand trying to get her to move faster. Olivia glanced back at him and winked. Her gaze dropped from his head to his crotch and back, causing Micah�s heartbeat to increase.
Micah rubbed his chest as he took a very deep breath. Trying to get a normal child to filter their speech was hard enough. A hyper-aware, extremely intelligent shifter kid was a ticking time bomb in this situation. Olivia had to be told and soon before she decided Talia needed intervention or something. Heaving a sigh, he hit the stairs. No time like the present.
Olivia�s scent teased him as he moved up the stairs. He ran a hand along the wall, letting the smoothness of the wood glide under his palm. Memory of Olivia�s skin, of the feel of her body, wrapped around his brain, pulling his cock to attention as he paused outside her door. Unbidden, he remembered the smell of her arousal and that caused him to growl softly.
�Micah? Is that you?�
The door swung open and Olivia tugged him inside.
�Talia is in her room deciding what to wear. I got her started on the layers but I think we have fifteen minutes. I�ve been thinking about you.�
Wrapping her arms around him, she kissed him. Her soft arms rubbed his neck, making Micah fear for the durability of his jeans. Pressing into her, he let her feel how aroused he was. His tongue teased at her sweet lips while he rubbed his hardness into her belly. The supple give and take of her body was driving him crazy.
Micah couldn�t think. A hot, sexy woman he wanted dragged him into her bedroom, who was he to complain? Slipping one hand under her shirt, he spread his hand against the heat of her. God, he wanted to ease up higher to cup that beautiful breast he could see so easily in his mind�s eye.
At his touch she tipped her head back with a soft groan and tangled her fingers in his hair. Her voice caressed him as she whispered low, �Did you come up here to help me get dressed, Micah?�
He shook his head then nipped at her neck and worked his way as far down her shoulder as he could. Finally stopped by cloth that wouldn�t give any more, he bit just a bit harder.
�I need you out of this shirt now, Olivia. I need your nipple in my mouth-your breast in my hand-my cock buried deep inside you. I have never wanted anyone or anything like this in my life. What is it that you do to me?� Micah pressed his rock-hard cock against her more urgently. �Now, Liv.�
Olivia�s eyes grew wider and wider at each statement. Nodding her agreement, she stepped back slightly from him and grabbed the bottom of her shirt. He licked his lips as her pale flesh appeared. Her belly would be the perfect pillow for his head after he made love to her until he couldn�t anymore.
Then her bra appeared. Micah had never considered himself a fan of lingerie-it just got in the way. But the sight of those lacy bits on Olivia made his cock swell until he thought he might be shifting unconsciously.
Shifting. Micah grabbed her hands and pulled the shirt back down. �Olivia, stop. We can�t do this now. As much as I want to ram myself into you until your voice goes hoarse from screaming my name, we need to talk about something first. Besides we have to remember Talia could show up at any time.�
He flinched at the disappointment in her eyes and the shudder that hit her just after she lowered her shirt. Taking her in his arms, holding her tightly so she could feel his heart racing and his still-hard cock against her body, he laid his head on hers for a moment.
�Don�t think this means I don�t want you because I do. But we need to talk about that night your parents died.�
Her hands hit his chest, shoving herself away in a stiff-arm worthy of any football player. Micah clenched his jaw but held his ground.
�No, Micah. I don�t want to talk about that right now. Please.� She blinked rapidly, turning her head away from his gaze.
�Sweetheart, it�s okay. I know what happened. That�s what I want to talk to you about. It wasn�t your fault. You couldn�t have known. You were taken away from your kind, our kind, too young. Liv, you�re special.�
�Special? Special?� Her voice climbed octaves and decibels as she railed at him. �What is special about being the kind of person who has an insane monster inside? The kind of person who loses it so bad over not going to a damn school dance that she freaks out and causes her dad to lose control of a car, killing her parents? If that�s what you think is special, you need your head examined.�
Micah�s heart clenched painfully as her voice cracked. She glared at him. �You need to walk out of here now, Micah. I don�t know what you are playing at, but I�m not special. I am a murderer. And don�t even get me started about scaring my fianc� so badly that not only did he call off the wedding but he never spoke to me again.�
Her face crumpled into tears as she stumbled to sit on the bed. Burying her head in her hands, she whispered, �Please, just go away. Please.�
�I can�t, Liv. Not now. I can�t let you think you are a monster when you aren�t. I mean it when I say you�re special. You share something in common with me-with Gareth-hell, with Talia. You found us for a reason, Olivia. You�ve found your own kind.�
Moving to kneel beside her, he pulled her hands away from her face. �Look at me. Your hearing and sight are really good, aren�t they? And your sense of smell? I�m willing to bet you can identify a person by their scent. What about your coordination, Liv? Did you do better in school at sports than the other kids? Run longer? Jump higher?�
Her mouth gaped more on each statement. Thrusting her chin out, she bit out, �How could you know that? Did you get my medical records? How could you possibly know all of that?�
�Because, sweetheart, I�m like you. Do you dream of wolves?�

Chapter Six

Olivia scooted backward on the bed, ignoring the bunching of the spread. She grabbed a pillow, hugging it tightly to her chest.
�What do you mean �do I dream of wolves�?� The dull ringing in her ears made her feel as if she�d been hit on the head.
Micah crawled up on the foot of the bed from his position on the floor. She drew her feet up but he simply sat cross-legged in front of her. With his mouth set in a tense line and his eyebrows furrowed, he reminded Olivia of the�
�Wolf? You are telling me that you are�that I am�that everyone�� Her voice trailed off as she stared incredulously at the handsome but apparently crazy man in front of her. What he was intimating could not possibly be true.
Then Olivia remembered a dream she�d had as a small child. The dream had been of a wolf running through her backyard and transforming into her father. That, like the ones she had of herself running with wolves, was just her brain manifesting her internal beast in a way she could understand. Her therapist had assured her of that. Humans don�t turn into animals. She shook her head violently.
�No!� Flinging one hand up, Olivia bounced backward on the bed only to hit the wall. �You�re trying to drive me insane, aren�t you? Why, Micah? Was kissing you such a bad thing? Is this how you want to get rid of me?�
Micah dragged one hand through his hair as he shook his head. �No, Olivia. Remember when I said I thought I�d heard your last name before? Volksson? Do you know what that means? It means �son of the wolf�, Olivia. Many of our kind have last names that reflect their animal.�
�Reflect? Like a totem or a clan animal?� Her shoulders dropped six inches as she realized that she was overreacting. Giving a nervous laugh, Olivia reached out to pat Micah�s hand. �Oh my! You will never believe what I though you meant!�
�No Olivia, not like a totem or a�� Micah suddenly moved off the bed, his head swiveling toward the door just before it opened.
�Uncle Micah, you said we were going for a sled ride!� Talia oriented on Olivia with a pout. �You aren�t even dressed yet!�
Throwing a look at Olivia, Micah grabbed the child, lifting her high over his head. Turning her upside down, he nuzzled her hair until her giggles rang through the room. Olivia shooed them out so she could get dressed. Leaning against the dresser with one hand, she studied herself in the mirror for a moment.
�Olivia Marie, this is one weird ride you are taking. Get dressed. Write the story. Get out of here. That�s the plan.� Giving herself an emphatic nod, she skimmed out of her clothes and layered from silk long johns up to a thick wool sweater before heading downstairs to join Micah and Talia.
She couldn�t stop the grin when she saw Talia bundled to within an inch of her life. Micah�s look of determination as he wrapped a scarf around the child�s neck warmed Olivia�s heart. The man might not know it, but he was bonkers over the kid. A yearning for that kind of connection tried to make itself known and she ruthlessly pushed it aside. Entering the room, Olivia laughed.
�Trying to make Talia look like the poor kid from that movie?� Olivia staggered around holding her arms straight out from her sides. �I can�t move my arms!�
Infectious giggles erupted from Talia who immediately began mimicking Olivia. Micah grabbed for the trailing scarf but it was too late. He scrambled to his feet, chuckling.
�Fine! You do it then! And,� he waggled his eyebrows at her in a fair �evil villain� impersonation, �you are next, my dear!�
Talia screamed with glee as Olivia flung her hand up to her head. �Oh no! It�s the evil scarf wrapper!�
Micah pounced while she was distracted by Talia. Heat radiated from his arms as he pulled her against his chest. She saw a glint in his eye but before she could react, he kissed her then released her to the sound of Talia clapping her hands.
�Micah!� Olivia�s cheeks were hot and she knew she had to be scarlet.
�Here�s your coat and gloves, Liv. Grab a hat and put a scarf on or I will.� Micah scooped Talia up under one arm and headed out the door as he finished winding her scarf. Talia�s laughter echoed from the porch as Micah pretended to drop her, catching her just before she hit the snow piled by the stairs.
�Why that man!� Olivia couldn�t help it. She started to laugh. If he was trying to keep her off her balance, he was succeeding very well. The kiss he�d just given her had been a total scorcher and then he�d turned around and teased Talia. She pulled on the coat followed by the gloves. Tugging the hat down on her head, she threw the scarf over her shoulder and headed out the door.
Talia stood at the edge of the driveway, watching Micah gather up barking and bouncing dogs. He took them to the sled one at a time, checking each harness before putting it on the dogs. Olivia watched appreciatively as Micah bent over to attach the harnesses to the traces for the wicker sled. The curve of his ass in those tight faded jeans was enough to make her drool. She frowned when he turned to slide into an insulated jumpsuit. What fun was that?
�Okay, you two! Let�s go!�
Olivia followed the running Talia more slowly but her hurried steps reflected her excitement. A twinge struck her. This must be what it felt like to have a real family. Brushing the thought aside, Olivia took up a position in front of Micah. His gaze ran up and down her as he checked what she was wearing. Heat pooled in her belly when his look lingered on her breasts. She remembered what he had said about wanting her.
�This won�t do, Ms. Decatur.� His breath warmed her cheek as he grabbed her scarf to pull her close to him. �We have to make sure that delicate skin is protected.� He lowered his voice, �And I have to imagine what it would be like to have you tied up in my bed using this scarf.�
Before she could draw enough air to scold him, Olivia found herself gently pushed into the sled. The dogs were anchored somehow but she could feel the jerks and tugs as they tried to surge forward. The barking nearly deafened her. Talia clambered in place to rest between her legs and Olivia wrapped her arms around the child to hug her.
Micah covered both of them with a blanket he�d had draped over the sled. The seat under them was just a thin cushion, but no cold came through it from the snow below them.
She focused on the lead dog as Micah shouted, �Away�. Micah ran behind the sled and Olivia felt the impact as he jumped up on the runners. She leaned her head back to look up at Micah, only to get an eyeful of his erection. Olivia jerked her head forward again.
Even wrapped up as she was, Olivia could feel the bite of the wind but she didn�t care. The joy of the dogs as they ran was contagious. She watched as they headed down a path through the trees. All of the scenery seemed strangely familiar then she realized that she�d seen it in her dreams.
�Gorgeous, isn�t it?�
Micah spoke quietly. The dogs had stopped barking as soon as they�d started running. He explained that the animals would use all their energy for pulling the sled, not for barking at one another. She looked back at him, careful not to let her head brush his crotch again and nodded.
He pointed out various things including an immature bald eagle sitting high in the top of one of the trees as they zoomed down the path. Olivia almost wished she�d brought her camera, but knew the sights would stick with her long enough for her to add them to her article.
This was definitely Micah in his element. He was such an obvious part of this landscape and so comfortable here. In spite of the fact that he hadn�t been born here, this was his place in the world. Olivia felt a spurt of jealousy immediately followed by guilt. Micah couldn�t help it that he�d found the perfect home and she hadn�t managed that for herself yet.
Suddenly he pulled on the leads and called the dogs to a halt. He anchored the sled securely in the snow. Some of the dogs started barking again while others curled up to rest, covering their noses with their tails. Olivia could just tell the ones still barking were ready to run some more.
�I want to take you somewhere.� Micah helped Talia then Olivia out of the sled. Olivia watched as he spoke quietly to the dogs, patting some of them on the head, speaking to all of them as he passed them. �Follow me.�
Trees pressed in on them as they navigated a narrow path that Olivia knew she would have never seen. With Talia between them, she drank in the intoxicating scent of balsam mingled with what she now knew was Micah. How did he know I could do that though? Gotta pin him down when we get back and ask him about that.
�Oh!� A puff of white air accompanied her gasp of delight as she stepped into a huge clearing. On the far edge a large white wolf stood its ground. Olivia knew she�d have to write about how secure these animals were in showing themselves to humans. All this time she thought they�d be difficult to spot and now she was seeing her third one.
Talia glanced up at Micah who held a finger to his mouth while he shook his head. She nodded then reached for Olivia�s hand. The simple gesture brought tears to Olivia�s eyes and the knowledge that she needed to make sure Talia didn�t come to depend on her. This was just a working vacation and her editor needed her back at her desk at the end of it.
Movement caught her attention and she looked at the wolf who still paced restlessly at the edge of the clearing. It seemed uncaring of their presence as it raised its nose to sniff in the air. Olivia squinted. Did that wolf have an injured eye? She saw that the right eye seemed glazed over and there were marks on its face like some sort of scarring. That�s odd. It looks a bit like Gareth.
�Time to head back.� Micah�s voice snapped her out of her reverie and Olivia took one last look at the animal. Foolish, Olivia, just foolish. It�s just some weird similarity, that�s all. She followed Micah and Talia back to the sled.
�Hop in the basket.� Micah waved toward the sled so Olivia assumed that was what he meant. Climbing in, she nestled into the soft blankets and held her arms out for Talia to join her. The trip home seemed shorter because the lodge showed up too soon for Olivia�s liking.
�That was amazing, Micah. Thank you.� She pressed a kiss to the small bit of skin she could see on his cheek then hurried into the lodge with Talia. As soon as she unraveled herself and Talia from the tangle of layers he�d insisted on, she put a kettle on the stove. Micah�s smile when he came in after taking care of the dogs rewarded her efforts.
�I thought we�d need some hot chocolate after that.� Talia danced around the kitchen in agreement.
�What�s this?� Gareth�s voice sounded as he came in from the hallway. �Micah, who is this beauty? Surely she isn�t related to your ugly self.�
Talia screeched when she saw Gareth and buried her head in Olivia�s side. �It�s the boogeyman!�
Micah shook his head wryly. �Talia, this is Gareth. He�s my friend and he works here. Don�t be afraid of him, honey. Gareth, this is Talia. She�s Shelly�s daughter.�
Shaking her head violently, Talia wrapped her arms around Olivia. �No. He�s mean. He�s glaring at me!�
Pulling the little arms off her waist, Olivia picked Talia up. �Honey, Gareth is a good person. He just has a scar on his face. Look at him again. Your Uncle Micah and I both like Gareth a lot. I think you will too if you give him a chance.�
Gareth had stopped in the door, fiddling with the patch over his eye, letting his hair fall forward and turning the scarred side of his face away from them. �It�s okay, Olivia. I�m sorry, Talia. I forgot I might scare you. I�ll go away so you aren�t frightened, okay?�
Pain radiated from the man and Olivia could smell a bitterness in the air that hadn�t been there before. Talia squirmed until Olivia set her down.
Approaching slowly, Talia tilted her head to gaze up at Gareth. �Mr. Gareth, I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to hurt your feelings.�
The sweetness of the child�s apology caused Olivia to rapidly blink back tears. She moved the kettle off the burner and pulled cups down from the cabinet. She turned to see Gareth going to his knees in front of Talia who stood straight and tall, looking right at him.
�Will you marry me? You are the prettiest thing I�ve seen in my life.� The grin that split his face only made it halfway across because of the scarring, but Talia�s shyness melted away at Gareth�s teasing. Apparently all she�d needed was the go-ahead from Micah and Olivia.
�No! I�m not old �nough to be mated. Uncle Micah, can I ask him if he is one of us?�
Micah�s wince puzzled Olivia. She spoke then. �Talia, of course he�s one of you. He lives here just like you and your uncle. Now come help me serve everyone, will you?�
Gareth soon had everyone laughing as he told stories he�d heard from Micah�s brother Kajika on one of his visits to the lodge. Apparently Kaj loved telling tales about Micah in his youth.
�And Kaj said their grandfather threatened to skin Micah and use him for a rug when he found out how that pony got into the elders� meeting.� When Olivia and Talia stopped laughing, Gareth pushed back from the table.
�I�d better get back to work. Micah, can you give me a hand unloading the hay? And Talia?� Gareth reached out to tickle her. �Are you sure you won�t change your mind about marrying me?�
Olivia saw Micah say something to Gareth but couldn�t hear it because of Talia�s giggling response to the proposal.
�Why don�t we go take a nap, Talia?� Olivia stood up and held her hand out to Talia. She didn�t know much about kids, but she knew naps were good. And since the dogsled ride had tired her out, she felt pretty sure Talia was also feeling tired.
�Go on, Talia. I�ll come up later and if you are still awake, I�ll tell you a story about Gareth and a motorcycle.� Micah smiled as he left the kitchen with Gareth on his heels.
Olivia went up the stairs after Talia who trudged up them like her doom awaited her. The room in Micah�s apartment that had Talia�s things in it was cozy with a country charm. As she tucked the child into bed, Olivia brushed some stray hair back from Talia�s face.
�You like Uncle Micah, don�t you? You smell just like Aunt Jane does when she�s looking at her mate.� Earnest eyes stared up at Olivia making her squirm in the intensity.
�Husband. You mean Aunt Jane�s husband, honey. Mate isn�t the right word.� Olivia stood up to go.
�Husband or mate, we call them both. Does your Pack say it different?�
Olivia shivered. Was this some weird cult? �Go to sleep, honey. We can talk about it after your nap. You can help make dinner if you like.�
Closing the door, Olivia headed for her room and her computer. She had to get her impressions about the ride down while they were fresh.
Micah caught the bale that Gareth tossed and pitched it into place by the tack room. He knew his help wasn�t necessary-Gareth had done this particular task alone many times before-so he broke the silence.
�What did you want to talk to me about, Gareth?�
Gareth set down the bale he had in his hands and perched on it. The seriousness of his gaze told Micah he�d been thinking about whatever it was for some time. Rolling his shoulders relieved some of the stiffness in Micah�s shoulders from tossing the hay but not all. Gareth�s voice cracked as he started to speak.
�Look, I know it�s not my place to question you, but have you thought about sending Talia to the Pack in town to grow up in? Don�t get me wrong, Micah. You�ll be a great father to her, but kids need mothers. If Olivia is going to stick around, then she�s going to be important to the kid.� Gareth paused, taking a deep breath but still not meeting Micah�s eyes. �I think you need to tell Olivia what she is.�
Micah nodded. �That�s my thought too, Gareth. Not about Talia-she�s fine and I�ll make sure she stays fine. Liv, though, that�s a wolf of another color, isn�t it? I tried to tell her and she misunderstood me. Thought I was talking about totems and spirit guides.� Micah�s fingers tangled in his hair as he tried to comb it back from his face. �I don�t know what to do other than change in front of her.�
�It�s not just that, Micah. She could probably accept your changing. Some humans do. I mean, Slade and Tony both have human mates, right? Olivia�s not human. She�s one of us. Now that you�re back there�ll be a Gathering and you know it�ll be a big one. Everyone is going to want to see you. And the females.�
Gareth hesitated as a grimace crossed his face. �Well, you know they�re going to be all over you. And the males will be hot on Olivia�s tail. They�re always chasing any unclaimed female.�
Nostrils flaring, Micah bit out his words. �She is not an unclaimed female. She�s mine.�
Scooting back on the bale of hay, Gareth held his hands out placatingly. �I didn�t mean anything, Micah. I didn�t realize you were that serious about her.�
Micah sighed. �Neither did I. But Olivia is not fair game. Gathering or no, if any other male gets near her, I�ll tear him apart.�
He pivoted on the balls of his feet and headed back to the lodge. Time to show Olivia what he was. And more importantly, time to show her what she was. He glanced over his shoulder to see Gareth watching him.
�I�ll need you to stick around the main building for a while. Keep an ear out for Talia in case she wakes up.�
Without waiting for Gareth�s response, Micah mulled over his options as he headed back to the lodge. He knew he had to give her unalterable proof of his claims. That would be shock number one. The second shock he had planned was what had him jamming his hands into his thighs as though the repetitive thuds could ease the guilt building in him.
Forcing another shifter to change was something he did only in dire circumstances. He�d used his power to change another shifter for necessary healing when a shifter had been hurt too badly to effect the change themselves. He�d also used it on occasion as punishment. Forcing the change too rapidly could hurt.
His grandfather had driven home to him more than once that he could lose his power if he used it for ill. Many stories had been told to him about those ancestors who hadn�t heeded the warning and had been stripped of their ability, leaving their Pack vulnerable.
The lodge steps appeared in front of him too soon for his liking. He considered taking a walk-a long one, with Canada looking like a good first stop. Shaking his head, he laughed. What good is running, Micah? And isn�t that the question you ask others, not yourself?
Squaring his shoulders, Micah opened the front door.

Chapter Seven

�Olivia?� Still no response from her. Resting one hand against the frame of her open door, Micah softly spoke her name again. She was so engrossed in her writing that she hadn�t heard him the first time. This seemed to be a pattern for them. She holed up in her room writing and him standing outside trying to get her attention. Still, he wouldn�t mind vying for her attention for a very long time to come.
Stepping closer, Micah said her name with more force. A startled curse rang from her lips as she jumped and knocked over a coffee cup. Fortunately for her laptop, it was empty.
His core sizzled when she hit him with those cornflower blue eyes. Pulsing in his jeans reminded him just how much he wanted this woman. He grinned. Now was definitely not the time to shift because while it was easy to hide his erection behind denim, he wouldn�t be quite as successful as a wolf. She�d have no doubt just how happy he was to see her.
�We need to talk.�
Her laugh threw him off until she explained. �Isn�t it the woman who�s supposed to say that? And the man is supposed to run howling into the woods?�
Answering her with a laugh of his own, he reached back to close the door then covered the distance between them in two easy strides. It felt so right to fold her into his arms and place a gentle kiss on her head.
�We were talking about something and got interrupted.�
Olivia grinned as she tilted her head up to look at him. �Yes, we get interrupted a lot, don�t we? But Talia is napping now. Want to finish what we tried to start?� She nipped at his chin.
�Olivia, you don�t know how much I want to take you to bed and bury myself in your sweet warmth. But we have to discuss the fact that you are different.� She stiffened in his arms but he tightened his hold on her.
�Different just like me, Olivia. Just like me. Sweetheart, you aren�t going to get what I tried to tell you, so I�m going to show you. Promise me you won�t run, okay? Promise you will watch what is going to happen and trust me. Can you do that for me?� He pressed another kiss to her forehead as she nodded at him.
Stepping back from her, he began to take his clothes off. A grin stole across Olivia�s face. �Really, Micah, you were scaring me a bit. If that�s your idea of foreplay, we really do need to talk.�
Micah didn�t answer. Concentrating his energy, he shifted into his large black and gray wolf body. Olivia�s face went white as she took a step backward.
�What the hell? Okay, that�s a pretty good parlor trick, Micah. Where did you go? I�m assuming this animal is tame?� Her voice rose in pitch as she continued moving until the backs of her knees hit the edge of the bed. �Micah?�
Shifting back took less time but Olivia�s jaw dropped even further. �This is not funny, Micah. What�s happening?�
Taking her hands, Micah knelt in front of her. �Liv, this is me. This is us. A monster didn�t kill your parents. You didn�t kill your parents. The shock of having you change in the backseat caused your dad to lose control of the car, but you were not responsible. You should have been with a shifter family. You should never have been with humans. You�re a shifter too, Olivia.�
Blonde hair skimmed her cheeks as she shook her head. �This is too much. Too much. What are you saying? Are you telling me that you can turn into a wolf? That you�re a�� Her voice shattered on the word. �Werewolf?�
Her sweet orange scent suddenly held an overlay of the sharp smell of fear. Micah wanted anything but that. He�d rather she�d rage at him than be scared of him. Filling his lungs with a deep breath, he nodded.
�Yes. Werewolf is one name for us. We prefer shifter since it doesn�t have the Lon Chaney factor built in. We are not murderers. We don�t eat children. We don�t usually steal sheep. We live and work among the humans without them knowing the truth of what we are.�
�We. You keep using we. I�m not like you. I don�t know why you think that, but I am not one of you!� Olivia tore her hands out of his as she scrambled to her feet. Pacing back and forth, she pointed a shaking hand at him.
�Why are you doing this? Who set you up to this? Are you supposed to make me think I�m crazy? Too late. I already know that.�
Micah�s throat tightened at the tears welling up in her beautiful blue eyes. Getting up off the floor, he walked toward her but halted when she threw a hand out to stop him. How could he get her to believe him? Her knowledge of her abilities was crucial.
If she didn�t know she could shift, she would go through life with black holes in her memory and the guilt of murder weighing down her future. Worse, she could injure someone if she didn�t know how to stay with her animal self. Shifters who let their animals rule were a danger to all-especially the Packs who wanted to live in secret.
If she refused to take control of her animal and stayed here with him, the local Pack would be well within their rights to order her exterminated for the good of all. As Alpha, even an unofficial Alpha, it would be his job to carry out that order. Micah�s hands fisted tightly as he tried to calm himself. Worrying about things that hadn�t happened, that he wouldn�t allow to happen, wasted precious time.
Then he realized that telling her again that she could become a wolf was futile. He had to show her. He had to use his power and trust that he was doing it for the right reason. He had to protect Olivia from herself.
�Olivia, will you come outside with me? I want to take you back to that clearing. I can prove my words to you there. It�s a special place. It�s where the Pack comes together during a full moon and other special times. It�s where we celebrate and where we play.� He poured everything he could into the request, hoping she would hear the truth and trust him.
Dear God. Go into the woods with a man who apparently isn�t a man? Olivia questioned her sanity even as she nodded her agreement. For whatever reason, she trusted Micah. She�d always known there was something different, something wrong with her. Now here was Micah telling her-no, showing her-that there truly was more to this world than she had dreamed of.
Olivia paused a moment, fighting back a reluctant chuckle. Quoting Shakespeare only reminded her that she did dream of this. Every night she ran wild in her dreams. Wolves at her side. And if she were crazy, then she�d hallucinated the large wolf. She grimaced when she looked at the hardwood floor where a tuft of silver hair lay in mute testimony to the reality of what she tried to deny. Wait a minute.
�That wolf the other night�the one playing in the snow. That was you?�
Micah�s smile warmed her from the inside out as he nodded. �I tried everything I could to get you to come outside. I�ve never felt quite so foolish.�
It hadn�t occurred to her that he might be taking a risk telling her about himself. She took a hesitant step toward him, hating the fear she felt. This was Micah. Yes, she�d only known him a few short days but it felt like so much more. The intensity-that scared her more than his changing into a wolf.
�I�m ready then. I don�t know what to think right now, Micah, but I know that I do trust you. Not sure why, but I do. Let me bundle back up.�
So fast it took her breath away, Micah stood at her side. His lips were warm and soft as he pressed a gentle kiss against her cheek.
�I know you think one of us is insane, but I promise you, neither of us is.�
She didn�t worry about the fact that he stood there while she changed. Hearing his breath speed up made her feel powerful in a way she had never felt before. She took her time slipping into the silk undershirt, even turning to face him when she zipped her jeans up over the silk pants. She could have sworn his tongue was about to loll out of his mouth. With a nod, she headed past him and down the stairs.
�Are we taking the sled?� Olivia went for the most mundane thing she could think of.
He shook his head and handed her a pair of skis. �I�m assuming you know how to cross-country? I know you did that article on it for that New York resort.�
Her head jerked in surprise and he laughed. �Yes, Olivia, I researched you before you came to my property. Here are your poles.�
The trip to the clearing was shorter because they didn�t have to stick to the winding path. Cutting through the trees, they sliced at the snow with skis and poles. Left ski, right pole then right ski, left pole-the kick and glide rhythm was easy to fall into. Olivia had forgotten how much work it was but reveled in the clear, crisp air.
She managed to work up a sweat with the sun warming her up in her layers of clothing. Finally the edge of the opening appeared before them and Olivia kicked her skis in toward one another to snowplow to a stop. Without a word from Micah, Olivia removed her boots from the skis.
�Okay. Now what?� Suddenly she thought about what she was doing. Out in the middle of nowhere with-she looked at Micah and took a deep breath. With a man she knew she could trust. He just smelled right. Shoving her doubts aside, she moved toward him until puffs of her breath caressed his face.
�Are you going to eat me now?�
Micah�s start of laughter elicited an answering one of her own. For a minute they let the silliness of the double entendre ring through the woods. Then Micah�s face tightened as his eyebrows drew together and his lips pursed in. He huffed out a breath as he looked into her eyes.
She marveled at the myriad colors swirling in his eyes. What she had mistaken for brown was more hazel than anything else. Light seemed to flicker in his gaze and Olivia forced herself to look away.
�Olivia, what is about to happen is going to scare you. I�m going to help you change. I�m going to show you what you really are. Are you ready?� He stroked her cheek, sending heat waves to her belly.
At her nod, he unzipped her jacket. �You�re going to need to be naked for this or you�ll ruin your clothes. I promise you won�t come to any harm and you won�t freeze.�
Olivia didn�t hesitate. In for a penny, in for a pound. She followed Micah�s directions, tucking her folded clothes into a tree branch. Despite his assurance, she couldn�t stop a shiver from coursing over her body and she could feel the cold, especially in her bare feet. �Okay, I�m as ready as I�ll ever be.�
He licked his lips as he scanned her body. She noticed a change in his smell and a tightness in his pants. Then he focused intently on her and her whole world shattered. Olivia screamed as her hands begin to twist on their own. Falling to her knees, she begged him to stop but the words didn�t come out right.
Her lips elongated as her jaw jutted forward. Reaching a hand up to feel her face, Olivia cried out when a paw shot up next to her. Only her cry came out as an unearthly howl.
Shuddering, she realized the world looked and smelled incredibly different. The colors were muted into shadows. Scents assaulted her nostrils until she wanted to bury her snout in the snow. Snout? SNOUT!! Olivia jerked her head around to look behind her. A furry rump with a long flowing tail greeted her. Leaping up, Olivia whirled but the tail was gone.
A coughing sound caught her attention. Where Micah had stood was the black and gray wolf. He cautiously approached, bumping her with his nose. She shied away then realized she�d leaped a good ten feet from him. Hey, that�s not bad! Wonder how fast I can run? Before the thought fully left her mind, her feet dug into the snow as she propelled herself forward.
Air whipped around her but didn�t chill her. Olivia opened her mouth to give voice to the joy she felt. This was so very right-this was her right. The sound of pounding paws came from behind her and then Micah pulled up even with her. He shot her what could only be called a wolfy grin and surged forward. Oh no you don�t, fella. I�m built for speed.
You are built for other things too and you�re the most gorgeous she-wolf I�ve ever seen, Liv. Run with me!
Olivia didn�t question his voice in her head nor did she answer it. Instead she poured energy into her run using every bit of muscle she had to gain ground on Micah. Finally she flipped her tail as she passed him. At the next large tree, she flopped down panting to wait for him. He came around the corner at full speed.
Snow flew everywhere as he skidded to a stop. Olivia waited for him to come to a complete halt before springing to her feet. Nipping at his neck, she shoulder-blocked him then hauled furry butt back toward the clearing.
The howls of pure male frustration spurred her to greater speeds. Micah didn�t catch her again until they were both nearly to the clearing. His body check came out of the blue, knocking her off her feet. She laughed in her head as she rolled through the snow to come to a standing position again.
Who�s the fastest, Micah? She danced on her paws then bowed toward him.
You are, Liv, you definitely are. But then females are built smaller so they can run faster. Ready to go home?
Olivia shook her head at him. Go home? This is home. She wanted to run until she fell over. Chase rabbits. Plow through the snow and feel no cold. She never wanted to be human again.
Taking in a huge breath, she embraced the crisp pine mingled with other scents. Her ears toggled forward when she realized one of the scents was wolf and not familiar to her. Sidling toward Micah, she ducked her head under his neck. Touching him felt familiar. Do you smell that?
Micah�s throat rumbled as his hair ruffled up along his neck. When he pressed his jaw against the top of her head, Olivia felt immediately safe.
It�s okay. It�s just Pete.
Olivia blinked. Just Pete? Was everyone here a shifter? Even with Micah�s assurances, she tensed when the other wolf entered the clearing. With his head down and jaws open, the smaller brown wolf turned his head slightly away as he approached.
No eye contact was made with her or Micah. Rolling over in front of Micah, exposing his belly, the other wolf-Pete-waited for something. Olivia didn�t know what, but suddenly his scent changed again and he leapt to his feet. He put his head on his paws, wagging his tail at Olivia next.
Welcome, Olivia Decatur, protected by Micah Keeps Vigil.
The formalness of the tone made Olivia stop for a moment. He made it sound as if she were a part of something. Allowing herself one mental sigh, she placed that feeling where it belonged. Deep in the department of long-lost dreams. There was no place for her to call home.
Micah tells me you won a race with him. Well done. I�m happy he has someone to challenge him now. Does this mean we will see you tomorrow night? Pete dropped one eyelid at her in what could only be a wolf wink.
Dropping her jaw into a wolf version of a smile, Olivia wedged her shoulder against Micah�s. His solidness comforted her.
Thank you, Pete. It�s-ahhh-good to meet you again? Forgive me if I mess up. This is all new to me. What�s happening tomorrow night?
Micah�s voice rang in her head and she assumed Pete�s as well from the way his ears suddenly cocked forward. Don�t worry about that, Olivia. You are vouchsafed by me with the Pack. Pete will alert them to answer any questions you have. We need to go back to the lodge now. Olivia, we�ll talk about tomorrow night when we�re back at the lodge. Thanks for bringing me the news.
The brown wolf trotted back into the woods as Olivia turned to look at Micah. He stood before her human and gloriously, stunningly, breathtakingly nude. Smiling down at her, he said, �You have to shift back now, Olivia. You need to do this on your own.�
I don�t know how. Olivia sounded petulant even to herself. The idea of being a wolf forever was losing its appeal when the human side of her remembered Micah�s hands stroking her breasts and his mouth on her nipples. Turn me back, Micah. I don�t know how.
Shaking his head, Micah pulled his jeans on then smoothed his hands down his legs. �No, Liv, I can but I won�t. You have the natural ability to control this yourself. Just focus on being human again. Grab that thought and hang on to it. Then let it flow over you until you return to two legs. I�m right here, sweetheart. Nothing bad will happen to you.�
His voice eased the trepidation beginning to take hold of Olivia. She knew she�d be sweating if she were human and realized from the tightness of her bladder that peeing in fear took on a whole new meaning in wolf form. Closing her eyes, she did as Micah said.
It felt as if she were putting a puzzle together in her head. Seeing her hands as hands first and then working her way through her body, Olivia panted in her desperation to return to human form.
�I can�t do it, Micah.� The sound of her voice gave lie to her words. Olivia opened her eyes to see her hands in front of her in the snow. Taking the hand he offered, she stood up, brushing snow from her knees as she did.
�You can and you did it beautifully. Nice job for your first conscious shifting, Liv. I�m proud of you. Now unfortunately, you�d better get dressed.�
Micah�s voice rang with admiration that made Olivia glow with pleasure. Then she stopped as she pulled on her shirt. One arm in and one arm out, she suddenly got it. She had transformed into a wolf.
�Oh my God.� Olivia shoved her arm into the shirt and hurriedly zipped up her pants. �I am a mons-�
�Stop right there.� Anger crackled through his voice. �If you are, then so am I and so are Pete and Gareth and even Talia. Do you believe that?�
Talia? The little girl�s face loomed in front of Olivia. She couldn�t reconcile that sweet innocence with that of a monster. And, she nodded, neither could she put Micah or his friends in that role.
�Micah, this is so hard.� Tears burned her lids as she fought to maintain control.
His arms around her destroyed her tight hold on her emotions. She sobbed against his sweater as he stroked her head and back. His voice vibrated his chest but she didn�t listen to the words-just held on to the emotions she could feel from him. Safety. Calm. Sanctuary. Desire.
Desire? Pushing herself back from his chest, Olivia tipped her face up to his in wonder. �You still want me?�
Breathing deeply through her nose, she smiled. Cinnamon raged spicy and sharp in his scent. Stroking a hand against his cheek, she smiled at him. �What is it about me crying that gets you all hot and bothered, fella?�
A shudder shook her when he stroked the back of her hand where it rested on his face. She felt as though she�d never been truly touched until this moment with this man. Rising up on the balls of her feet, Olivia wrapped her arms around Micah�s neck to pull him down to her. She wanted to fall into his luscious soft mouth and drown.
Micah�s responding groan along with the press of his erection told her all she needed to know.
�It�s my turn, Micah. I want you now.� Olivia reached for her zipper only to be stopped by Micah�s hand.
�Liv, it�s below freezing out here. You don�t know how to control your body temperature yet. We need to go back to the lodge.� Dipping his head, he tasted her again. �We need to go back right now so I can taste the sweetness I can smell between your legs.�
Micah stepped away from her and went for his skis. As he kicked the supports into place, he bit his lower lip and looked at her.
�I�d love to have you in the sauna. Hurry, Liv, before I explode.� His words floated back at her as he began to push toward home. Olivia scrambled to catch up to him. It took her a few minutes, but she did manage to draw even with him.
Shooting her a look that reminded her of the one she�d given him as a wolf, Micah bent his head as he put all of his muscles into what had suddenly become another race.
Her laughter split the quiet when she realized she was up to the challenge he presented in more ways than one. Olivia suddenly felt more at peace than she could ever remember. She gritted her teeth as she set her pace to catch up and try to pass the handsome man.
Even though she failed to win this race, Olivia felt like a champion since she was afforded a view of Micah�s ass and strong legs pumping up the path in front of her. Letting her mind wander as she followed, Olivia imagined the way those muscles would work as he stroked into her.
Smoke billowing from the main chimney was a welcome sight. Olivia kissed Micah in congratulations. �Well done, Micah! But next time, if it�s a fair race, I think I�ll win.�
His grin was infectious. �I don�t doubt that, Liv. A man has to take advantage where he can. You�re good on those skis. Your rhythm is very natural.� His voice dropped as he leaned in to whisper, �And I can�t wait to feel your rhythm under me. Come join me in the sauna, sweetheart.� Nipping at her chin, he shot up the steps and into the warmth of the lodge before she could think of a rejoinder.
Olivia stacked the skis against the porch then toed her boots off at the door. Padding in stocking feet, she eased the door open looking for Micah. No sign of him, but she self-consciously sniffed the air to catch his scent and follow him to the back of the lodge.
She went into her own room and removed all her outer layers. Just to ensure there isn�t any interruption this time. I want to make love with Micah and the fewer clothes I�m wearing, the easier that�s going to be.
Slipping into a silky robe, she felt the material brushing against her semi-aroused body and bringing her senses to a fever pitch. Tightening the robe, she left her room and followed the discreet signs leading to the sauna.
This room more than any other gave off an old-world feel. Dark paneling lined the walls and the heat from the enclosed section in the middle of the room felt almost stifling. Olivia smiled at the trail of Micah�s clothing leading straight to the closed door.
The solid wood door stood as a silent boundary. Placing her hand on the door to push it open, she hesitated. If she went in, her life was going to change in more ways than just finding out she could grow a pretty tail. It was a pretty tail. I wonder what I look like as a wolf. Shoving that thought aside for later, she opened the door to the sauna. Steam billowed out around her and then Olivia caught her breath at the absolute feast set before her.

Chapter Eight

Micah lay on a towel on a wide wooden bench. His body had started to gleam with moisture from the heat in the sauna. He leaned up on his elbows to smile at her, his cock rising to greet her. Olivia licked her lips and saw his cock respond. Micah�s scent filled her nostrils and she quickly ripped her robe off, tossing it on the floor and stepping into the warm, dark room.
Sitting up, Micah held one hand out toward her. Olivia put her hand in his, hoping, praying she could keep her beast at bay. Then again, Micah has his own beast. What is this going to be like? Making love to a shifter?
�Stop thinking so hard, Liv. There�s just the two of us in here. Nothing else, no one else. Just you and me. Come closer, sweetheart. You are in control.�
She let him pull her so that she stood between his legs. The temptation was too much and Olivia reached out to run her hand over his hard rod. Micah immediately put his head back, letting out a groan of pleasure.
She whispered softly, �Show me what you like, Micah.�
His hand covered hers as he showed her the pressure he liked best. The muscles in his thighs twitched when she ran her other hand down from his balls to his knee and back up again. When she lightly scratched her way back up, she thought he might levitate.
�Let me do this now. You can watch, but you can�t touch.� A sly smile accompanied her quiet demand. The answering flash of gold in his eyes as he moved his hands up to rest behind his head rewarded her. Olivia felt a surge of power well up within her. For a moment it scared her then she remembered that he was like her. Her passion wouldn�t scare him.
�Liv, you are thinking too much. Please, sweetheart, don�t stop. I want to touch you so badly. I want to flip you over and drive my cock into your sweet pussy. I can smell you, Liv, and it�s driving me crazy.�
That last ended on a low growl as she refocused her attention on Micah�s shaft. The heat of his cock filled her palm as she smoothed up and down the velvet-covered steel. He shivered when she leaned over him to lick the tip. His hands came down, almost touching her head, then fisted at his sides. Musk and salt sang in her nose as she slipped her lips over the head then released him. Pulling back, Olivia reveled in the soft groan from Micah.
His hands flexed at his side as if he were straining against an invisible bond. Gold gleamed at her as his eyes lit from within. Momentarily she wondered if her own eyes did the same. Then she bent down again to swallow him into her mouth. She tried to keep her lips tight around him. When her teeth scraped him, his hips drove up.
�Liv, please. I need you. Let me touch you. Let me fill your pussy with my cock. Please.�
Lifting her head, she stroked her hand over his cock, Olivia marveled at the control he�d once again given her. She�d expected someone Micah�s size to always want to be in control, but he�d surprised her yet again. Suddenly he covered her hand again.
�You have to stop, sweetheart. I�ll come if you don�t.� Micah pulled her closer, kissing her chin, her cheeks and finally her mouth. �I can�t take your lips on my cock with your ass in the air like that. All I want to do is spread your legs and lick you until you scream my name.�
�You cheated, Micah.� She murmured the words against his lips as he kissed her.
He chuckled as he lifted her up from in front of him. His strength amazed her as he twisted to seat her next to him on the redwood sauna bench. �I know. You make me not want to play fair, sweetheart.�
Olivia made her own sound of pleasure, leaning close enough to feel the heat of his body and the sweat from the sauna. She turned into him and Micah cupped her breasts. Threads of pleasure wove through to her belly as he nipped at her lips while his thumbs rolled her nipples into hard peaks. The hair on his neck tickled her fingers as she stroked his neck and shoulders.
Then Micah surged to his feet, wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her into the air again. He laid his head against her breasts as he held her tightly-almost like he was afraid she would disappear. �Liv, I-�
He stopped, making Olivia nearly weep to know what he�d been about to say. Then he put her gently back down on the bench. The towel under her felt soft, the air warm and thick as Micah surrounded her with his body.
Olivia ran her fingers through his hair, gripping it tightly as he moved his mouth down to her breasts. She guided him toward one nipple and he immediately took her up on her invitation. Not wasting any time, Micah sucked her softly then harder, nipping with his teeth then soothing with his tongue.
�Open your legs, sweetheart. I want to feel your heat, I want to taste your sweetness.� Micah licked his way down her body, pushing her legs farther apart to accommodate his broad shoulders.
�Micah, please.� Not sure quite what she asked for, Olivia tugged on Micah�s hair again. He laughed as he nuzzled her then all laughter stopped as he licked her core. Olivia lifted her hips, wanting to feel him inside her. �Yes, oh yes, right there.�
�God, Liv. You taste sweet.� Micah licked all around her opening then thrust his tongue deep inside her body. Olivia arched her back, one hand tweaking her nipples, the other holding tightly to the back of his head.
Micah watched her carefully, saw when he found the perfect spot and concentrated on making her squirm. Olivia had to be the most beautiful woman he�d ever seen. In ecstasy her skin took on a rosy glow, her blue eyes reminded him of a perfect summer sky and her scent filled his head and his senses.
Growling against her pussy, Micah sucked at her clit, pushing two fingers into her body, curving them slightly as he pulled them out and listening to her cries of pleasure. Olivia pumped her hips, her grip tightening on his hair and her other hand pinching hard at her nipple. He moved his other hand up to pinch the neglected nipple and Olivia screamed out her release.
Before he could temper his thoughts, even analyze what he was doing, Micah flipped her over onto her stomach. Olivia groaned and pushed her rear up slightly. Micah grabbed her hips, pulling her toward his very eager body and guiding his cock with one hand, slid inside her wet, welcoming body.
Olivia threw her head back at his first thrust, then dropped her shoulders back to the bench. Micah covered her with his body, pushing hard and fast into her then pulling almost all the way out and reentering her slowly.
He leaned back again so he could watch his cock disappearing inside her body. Olivia pushed up again then looked at him over her shoulder. �Micah, more, more.�
�Yes, Liv, more.� Gripping her hips, he started a pounding rhythm. Sweat poured off his body and hers, making his hold on her slip. Olivia reached back, grabbing his hand and pulling it toward her breasts. Instead of letting him cup her breast, however, she pulled it farther up her body as he continued to take her. Micah felt his eyes roll back in his head when she sucked on his forefinger.
He came with a shout, pushing deep inside her body, feeling her contract around him and feeling the scream she blocked with his finger in her mouth. Olivia let go of his finger and dropped her head back down onto the towel. Micah slowly pulled himself out of her body and sat down before his knees gave out.
He knew they couldn�t stay in the sauna much longer, but at the moment, all he could really concentrate on was breathing. Liv lay on her stomach, one hand by her head, the other still holding his hand. She opened those beautiful blue eyes and smiled at him and Micah felt his heart start pounding.
Olivia was his mate, his love, the woman he wanted for his own for all time. Now how to convince her that they could share a life? Share the joys of being shifters, share the feeling of freedom and happiness from being a wolf and a human and share the rearing of children, Talia among them. He had to convince her to accept her wolf, then he�d work on convincing her to accept him as her life mate.
First though, he had to get her to the Gathering so the others in the Pack could meet her. If Pete had said even one word to his mate Margie, the entire Pack knew and probably the ones two states away. Margie did love to tell a good story. Micah smiled down at Olivia.
�Tomorrow night is a special night for our kind. There will be a Gathering. Though it�s not a full moon, it is important. All the members of the local Pack will be there.� At her flinch, Micah smoothed his fingers down her head onto her spine. �Let�s move out of here and go talk.�
Olivia wondered if Micah had some superhuman strength. First he fucked her nearly senseless, then he just sat there as though he could go again. A motion caught her eye as his fingers traced her flesh. His legs are shaking. Ha! Not so tough-just better at hiding it!
�Where do you want to go to talk, Micah?� Olivia reached out to slowly drag her fingers down his thigh. His shudder brought a very self-satisfied grin to her lips.
�Liv.� He grabbed her hand. �If you do that, we won�t leave the sauna and that would be bad for both of us. Come with me.�
Wrapping the towel around her body, Olivia shook her hair out of her eyes and followed him. Micah picked up his clothes and her robe on the way out of the sauna room.
�Normally, we might take a cold shower or dive into a snowbank or,� he grinned at her, �we might shift and go for a run. But for now, all I want to do is curl up in your bed with my arms around you. We can let Talia have dinner with us in the room. She�d like that.� He paused with a wary look in his eyes. �It�s good for our young to know they have adults they can trust.�
Olivia�s throat suddenly felt as if it were slamming shut. Talia needed what she hadn�t had as a child. Nodding at Micah, she motioned for him to lead the way. Fearing if she spoke her voice would betray the hot, sharp, almost jealousy she felt, Olivia remained silent until they reached her room.
Micah seemed almost shy when they got there. She went in but he didn�t follow.
�What? Are you also some kind of vampire?� Olivia laughed as she tugged him into her room. �C�mon, you already know you are welcome here and you�ve been in before.�
�That was different. Now you know what you are and there are rules about a female�s room. Liv,� Micah�s voice deepened as he focused an intense gaze on her. �In the Pack, the female has a lot of power. If you told me to leave, I would have to. And there�s no such thing as vampires. That�s just a story someone made up to scare children.�
She couldn�t help it-she laughed so hard she cried. Waving a hand at Micah�s puzzled look, she gasped, �A werewolf is telling me vampires are fictional characters. That�s rich. Don�t you see the irony?�
His head cocked to the side for a moment then a smile split his face. �Yes, I see your point. Still, as far as I know, vampires do not exist. But if they did,� he stroked her cheek, �I would kill them if they wanted to harm you. I�� His voice trailed off.
�What, Micah?�
He just shook his head and pulled her in for a kiss. She sighed into the heat of him, returning the soft kisses. There was no urgency from him. Just a long, deep kiss that spoke to her of safety and belonging. She pulled back slightly. It was almost more intimate than making love.
�Micah? What were you going to say?� Still, he shook his head. Nothing she did coaxed the lost phrase out of his mouth, so she turned the covers down on the bed.
�Come take a nap with me?�
He nodded. Olivia dropped the towel and crawled onto the bed. Micah tossed his clothes over a chair and joined her. When she lay down on her side, he fitted his body behind hers, wrapping his arm securely around her middle. Olivia sighed and smiled.
She could feel Micah�s heart beating, his comforting scent filled her head and when he nuzzled into her hair to kiss her head, she felt better than she had in ages. With the steady sound behind her and his warmth all around her, it didn�t take Olivia long to fall asleep.
Micah propped himself up slightly so he could see Olivia�s face. She slept peacefully, her body pliant in his arms. He meant what he�d said, he�d fight any foe to keep her just this way-at peace and in his bed. With a smile, he sent a mental query out to Gareth.
Where are you? He got a mental picture in reply. Gareth had taken Talia with him to the rez. She was playing with one of Pete and Margie�s grandchildren and they�d be home in time for dinner.
Grinning, Micah lay back down to stroke his hand down Olivia�s side. She sighed and rolled toward him. Cupping one of her breasts, Micah closed his eyes. He jerked to wakefulness when the bell over the front door rang. Sliding out of bed, he glanced at the bedside clock to see that several hours had passed.
Pulling his jeans on and grabbing the rest of his clothes, Micah went back over to the bed. He leaned over to kiss Olivia, smiling when she stretched and opened her eyes.
�Did you sleep well?�
�Better than I have in ages. Where are you going?�
�Gareth and Talia are back. I�m going to run upstairs for a quick shower then go down to start dinner.� When she smiled and threw the covers back, Micah backed away from the bed.
�Don�t tempt me, Liv. If I shower with you, either here or in my room, I�m going to want to make love to you again. That will make both of us very late for dinner. Besides, Talia is going to want to tell you all about her afternoon at the reservation.� With a final regretful look at her lovely nakedness, Micah leaned down for another quick kiss.
�I�ll make it up to you later.� He smiled and left her room before he lost his resolve. Running up the stairs, he carried that last sight of her with him. Open arms, open smile and hopefully an open heart, one open enough to accept him and the future he wanted to offer her.
Damn, I forgot to talk to her about the Gathering. I need to do that after dinner. Micah took the fastest shower he�d taken in ages, dressed quickly in clean clothes and headed for the kitchen. A nice juicy steak would be good for dinner. Hopefully Liv had worked up just as much of an appetite as he had and Gareth was always hungry. He assumed Talia would eat her fair share.
As he rummaged in the fridge to find what he needed for dinner, Micah picked up the sexy orange scent of his mate. My mate. That�s what she is. Mine. It shook him to his core to hear those words in his mind. He turned to smile at her and found her standing inches from him.
�Very good, Liv.� She�d managed to sneak up on him. Not many shifters could accomplish that so his pleasure was very real. The Great Spirit had chosen his other half very well. He circled her with his arms, pulling her in for a kiss. Breathing deeply as her lips moved under his, Micah decided he now knew what made Tony and Malcolm smile the way they did. I am in love.
�What�s got you so happy, Micah?� Olivia ran a hand through the hair he�d left unbraided. Her fingers tugged, gently pulling his hair and arousing him more than he thought possible. Pressing his urgent need against her, he shook his head.
�That�s for me to know and for you to find out, sweetheart. Now go over there and set the table before I forget that Talia and Gareth could be in here any minute!� Swatting her ass, he noted that she could stand to gain a few pounds.
As if on cue, the two he mentioned came into the kitchen laughing. Anyone would think they�d been friends forever the way Talia swung on Gareth�s hand. Micah noted the look of peace on his friend�s face and knew he had to do something about Gareth. He needed a child of his own to make him look that way all the time.
Love is turning me into a matchmaker already. Micah pointed at the two.
�So tell me about your day, Talia. Where did you go?�
Talia�s story began with Gareth taking her to the reservation on a snowmobile and had his name peppered throughout. She talked nonstop until Micah put the food on the table. The meat disappeared quickly with even Olivia eating her share. As the dishes were cleared, Gareth excused himself. Micah didn�t have the chance to pin him down about the Gathering the next night.
Turning to the shorter of the two blondes in his kitchen, Micah tipped his gaze down to her.
�So, short one, would you like to have your dessert in Olivia�s room? I thought the three of us could make s�mores.�
Talia�s eyes lit up as she danced around the kitchen clapping her hands. �Yes, yes, yes! Are we gonna roast the marshmallows and everything?�
Working as a team, the three of them gathered up the necessary fixings for the treat with Micah grabbing three metal skewers on the way. They settled in Olivia�s room where Micah let Talia be in charge of roasting the gooey globs of sugar.
�Micah, is it wise to feed her this much sugar this late?� Olivia made him proud, sounding like such a concerned parent.
�Oh, it�ll be all right. It�s not like she has school tomorrow. Although,� Micah glanced at Talia, �I do need to set up something with one of the home-schooling moms around here. Can�t have her going without an education.�
Olivia leaned into Micah with a soft sigh. �I love how you take care of her. I can�t help but wonder if I had��
Wrapping an arm around her, he finished her sentence. �If you�d had a guardian or a godparent? I�m sure you did, sweetheart. It�s pretty much a given in our culture. And I am still looking for your people.�
Her face pensive, Olivia nodded. �I know. It�s just that I can�t help but feel a little envious. She knows her place in this world and I am just beginning to figure mine out.�
Micah kissed the top of Olivia�s head, taking in her scent. Part of him wished she had known the life Talia would know. Another part of him recognized that he might not have met her if she had been given a proper shifter childhood. Words seemed useless, so he just lifted her chin up a bit to place a soft kiss on her lips.
She sighed happily as she burrowed just a bit closer to him. Talia brought them her perfectly done marshmallows. Black on one side and still cool on the other was apparently the standard in six-year-old marshmallow-cooking school. Olivia sat up to put together the pieces of the s�mores. Even though she insisted they not eat them on the bed, Olivia seemed to enjoy the time with Talia. Micah was happy. All is right with my world.
As soon as Talia dropped into a sound sleep, Micah put her in Olivia�s bed. Turning to Olivia who sat on the floor in front of the fire, he cleared his throat.
�Liv, do you remember Pete asking you about tomorrow night?�
At her nod, he continued. �There are times when all of the local shifters have a get-together. As I told you earlier, we call it the Gathering and it�s a time to meet any new shifters as well as run with our kind. Will you join me tomorrow night and run with me?�
Blue eyes gazed at him for what felt like hours, then she nodded. �I�ll try, Micah. I can�t make any promises, but I�ll try.�
�Good. What about going ice fishing in the morning?� She nodded her assent and they settled comfortably in front of the fire. With the warmth of the fire and the scent of the woman beside him giving peace to his heart, Micah felt his eyelids drooping.
He tried to rouse himself in order to take Talia to her own room, but the lethargy stealing over his senses wouldn�t even let him get to his feet. Olivia seemed to be having the same problem. A soft sigh from his side caused him to look at her. She slept curled into his body.
Knowing there wasn�t any way he would make it up the stairs, Micah managed to get slowly to his feet with Olivia in his arms. The distance to the bed felt more like a mile than just a few steps, but he laid Olivia down next to Talia. Turning back to the fireplace, he let a massive yawn split his face before he put another split log on the fire, pulled the screen shut then turned and crawled into bed with Olivia and Talia.
Neither of them stirred as he wrapped his arm across Olivia�s body and pulled Talia closer. Sighing deeply, he let his eyes close again, pushing aside any worry about Olivia�s reaction to a Gathering or the Pack�s reaction to her. They�d accept her, he knew that, he just wondered how many males he�d have to warn off.
Dawn hadn�t broken when Micah opened his eyes. He smiled to find Talia lying across both himself and Olivia. She�d pillowed her head on Olivia�s stomach while he had her feet just under his ribs. Moving slowly, he got out of bed to stand at the side, watching his mate and his child sleep. Contentment filled him along with a sense of sheer wonder.
How could he ever put words to this joy? The entire world needed to know about this feeling. Explaining shifter mating rituals to Olivia would be interesting, but it was a task he looked forward to. For now, though, he�d get his �girls� up-it was definitely time to go ice fishing.
Micah leaned over and kissed Olivia awake. She opened those gorgeous eyes and smiled at him then looked down at the child sleeping so trustingly on her stomach. A look of surprise followed by longing filled her face and she looked back up at Micah.
�Good morning, Liv. I promised to take you ice fishing, right?� Micah tickled Talia until the child squirmed and woke laughing. She hugged Olivia then turned and raised her arms to Micah.
�Uncle Micah, what are we going to do today?� She asked no questions about waking with them, so Micah assumed Shelly had let the child sleep with her on occasion or that Jane�s family frequently shared a bed. It wasn�t an uncommon practice in Pack-reared shifters.
�We are going ice fishing, but you have to get up and get dressed quickly. We need to be out on the lake soon. I�ll go down and make us some breakfast sandwiches. You and Liv need to dress warmly. There are some ice skates in the closet downstairs too, if you want to see if you can find some in your size.�
�Yay, yay, yay! Ice fishing and ice skating. Hurry up, Olivia!� Talia jumped up and down on the bed before making a mad dash for the door. �I have to get dressed. Hurry, hurry!�
Micah laughed as he turned back to Olivia. �I think she�s a little excited. Now for a proper �good morning�.�
Kneeling back on the bed, he gathered Olivia into his arms, watching as her lips curved into a smile. She wrapped her arms around his neck and welcomed him back against her body. Micah kissed her with all the love he felt for her, stroking across her tongue with his, holding her close against his chest and feeling her fingers tangle in his hair.
He broke the kiss with a soft groan. �If I don�t go downstairs right now, I�m going to make love to you again and that might be awkward with Talia being so excited about the day.�
�I know.� Olivia smiled a very female smile at him. �Micah, we have tonight. I want you in my bed tonight.�
�Liv, don�t say things like that to me.� He put his forehead against hers and sighed heavily. �I want you.�
�I can tell.� She ran a hand between their bodies to cup his cock. Micah took a deep breath and groaned softly as she stroked him. He wanted her hands on his body, her mouth on his cock, his cock in her body-he wanted it all.
�Stop, sweetheart, we have to get up.� Micah rolled over, pulling Olivia with him so that she lay on his body. She rubbed against him with a truly wicked smile.
�Just a taste for later, Micah.� Olivia kissed him this time. Kissed him as though they were the only two people on the planet and they had an entire lifetime to enjoy one another. She raised her head to stare at him. Micah saw confusion in her gaze, but she shook her head as she slid seductively off his body. �Until later.�
He let his head fall back on the pillow with a groan as she waltzed into the bathroom. Getting to his feet with his cock at attention took some effort on his part. Only the thought of Talia interrupting them kept him from joining Olivia in the shower.
Resigned to dealing with a painful erection for a while, Micah limped toward the door and headed for the kitchen. He heard Talia singing from the third floor and laughed as he walked down the stairs. Life is definitely good.
He had reason to rethink that after some time on the ice. Olivia and Talia had laughed as they walked out onto the frozen lake. They�d both wondered if the ice would break under them because of the cracking sound it made as they walked on it.
They�d liked watching him bore holes in the ice with his auger. Olivia hadn�t been able to take her eyes off him and Micah had been very grateful for his coveralls as they hid a multitude of sins, including his body�s immediate reaction to her gaze.
However, sitting on a short stool and watching the girls shiver as they sat around the holes waiting for the elusive fish to bite wasn�t much fun. Apparently today would not be a good day for ice fishing after all.
Gareth had mentioned the possibility of purchasing or building an ice-fishing house and Micah had dismissed that idea until now. Watching Olivia and Talia, seeing how little they were enjoying this particular experience, he wondered if being inside a cozy, warm ice house would have made a difference.
�Okay, that�s enough. I don�t think we�re going to have any luck with the fish today. Did you find skates to fit?� Talia jumped up, dropped her pole and ran for the sled Micah had used to cart their supplies out onto the lake.
�Yay! Skating.� Olivia and Micah followed more slowly. He took her gloved hand in his and even though he couldn�t feel her skin, he smiled.
�Can you ice skate, Olivia?�
�Me? I don�t know. I�ve never tried.� When she smiled up at him, he chuckled.
�This could be very interesting.�
Olivia wobbled as her feet hit the slick surface. If Micah�s arms hadn�t been around her, she knew she would have been on her rear. His rumbling laugh pulsed through her as he coached her on how to best navigate on the blades. Talia dashed across the ice as though born to it.
�The last foster family had a budding competition ice skater so they were at the rink a lot. Looks like Talia has some natural talent as well.�
Watching the child take the ripples in the lake ice in stride, Olivia didn�t even notice when Micah pulled away from her a bit. Suddenly she looked down to see her own feet gliding.
�It�s a little like cross-country skiing, isn�t it?� Turning her head to Micah, Olivia lost her balance and went down hard.
�Yes, but the ice isn�t as forgiving as the snow. Are you okay?�
Narrowing her eyes at his obvious difficulty in hiding a grin, she took his hand. �Fine. I think you need to hold my hand until I can get my ice legs as it were.�
His eyes softened as he squeezed her hand pulling her up. �Liv, I don�t want to ever let go of your hand. You are so important to me.�
Her heart tightening in her chest, Liv changed the subject to Talia. She didn�t want to hurt Micah, but she didn�t know how to deal with this emotion she felt. Seeming to understand, Micah let her lead the conversation away from the idea of forever.
Soon she felt like she had the skating thing down but she didn�t let go of Micah. Talia joined them to grab his hand while the three of them zipped across the edge of the lake. Even the occasional snowdrift or ice wrinkle didn�t take Liv down. She had so much fun that when Micah said it was time to head back to the lodge, Olivia considered joining Talia�s whine.
�Talia, tonight is a Gathering so Liv and I need to nap as much as you do.� He flicked where her nose would be on her face mask. �And you get to go hang out with the other cubs at Margie�s. I hear there will be pizza and movies and no bedtime for you guys.�
The child�s face brightened at the thought of going to see her new friends again. Olivia�s stomach roiled at the idea of meeting all those strangers in four-legged form. Can I do this and not embarrass myself-or worse, Micah?
The snowmobile ride home didn�t help her anxiety. As the trees whipped past, fear after fear piled up until she knew it wasn�t just the motor making her shake. Why am I such a coward? Olivia Marie, get it together right now. Micah will be with you. It will be okay. Nothing bad will happen.
With the lodge in sight, Olivia breathed a sigh of relief. Talia leaned against her so heavily that when she looked at the child�s face she was not surprised to see the six-year-old sound asleep.
�Apparently snowmobile rides are a lot like car rides.� The tenderness in Micah�s voice along with the gentleness he showed as he scooped the sleeping child up made tears well up in Olivia�s eyes. He makes such a good parent.
Once Talia was tucked in bed with Olivia assisting Micah in making sure the covers were snug around her, the two adults turned as one to head downstairs. Olivia led the way with her hand tugging Micah along behind her. She wanted to spoon into him and let the tiredness that the activity brought on-and the fear it enhanced-melt away.
�I�d like to make love to you, Liv, but let�s save our energy for tonight. It�s going to be your second change in as many days so you need to be ready for that.� Luckily Micah echoed her own thoughts about just going to sleep.
Olivia woke later with Micah still curled around her, his warmth comforting her. She stirred enough to roll over, studying him in his sleep. Strong jaw, high cheekbones, thick lashes and that lovely mouth. Thinking about his mouth could only lead to one thing. Olivia slid closer to kiss him.
Micah woke smiling. He brought one hand up to frame her face and kissed her again just as the bedroom door banged open, hitting the wall. A six-year-old bundle of excitement landed right in the middle of the bed, bouncing on Micah�s side.
�Hurry up, everyone�s going to be there before us and I can�t wait for pizza!� Talia bounded off the bed just as quickly as Olivia and Micah laughed together and got out of bed. Within thirty minutes they were piled in Micah�s truck for the ride to Pete and Margie�s. Talia talked nonstop from her booster seat strapped securely between the adults.
After they�d dropped her off and Micah had introduced Margie and Olivia, they headed back to the lodge. He explained that they�d change into wolf form at the lodge so they could safely leave their clothing in a warm and accessible place.
�There will be about thirty there tonight, Liv. Don�t be nervous, they�ll all want to sniff you, just to figure out who you are. Stay by me and you�ll be fine.�
Olivia kept her second thoughts firmly to herself. I want to do this, don�t I? I am a shifter, right? I should be looking forward to meeting others like me.
Still, as the turnoff to the lodge appeared, she felt her heartbeat increasing and her blood pumping faster. �Micah, I don�t know if I can do this. What if I want to stay a wolf?�
�Sweetheart, stop worrying so much. We�ll run with the others for a while then we�ll come back here together. Just stay with me, Liv, everything will be fine.�
Micah pulled the truck to a stop and she saw Gareth standing on the porch. He waved as they got out of the truck and moved toward them.
�Gareth, you�re coming tonight, right?�
�No, I don�t think so.� Olivia watched the way his gaze bounced off Micah�s face and to the ground between them.
�Gareth, you need to be there tonight.�
Olivia watched him carefully. Gareth sighed, shaking his head, then took a deep breath. �I�ll go.�
�Thank you.� Micah touched the other man�s shoulder briefly then turned back to Olivia. �Let�s go inside for a bit, we still have about twenty minutes.�
Nodding, she followed him inside. Gareth stood on the porch for a few minutes then came inside. She felt the tension surrounding Gareth but had no idea why he didn�t want to be with the other shifters.
Though they sat in fairly companionable silence, Olivia�s curiosity got the better of her.� Gareth? May I ask you a question?�
He glanced at her almost with a sideways sweep of his eyes then he did the same to Micah. �Micah?�
�Gareth, Olivia is with me. If you are comfortable answering her questions, feel free. You don�t need to ask my permission.� Micah clipped the words out as if he was annoyed by something but Olivia didn�t know what that might be.
�Go ahead, Olivia.� Gareth kept his eyes lowered as his shoulders seemed to creep higher up his neck.
�I don�t mean to make you uncomfortable, but why don�t you want to be at the Gathering tonight? I know why I don�t, but you? Aren�t these your,� she stumbled over the word, �Pack?�
With a sigh, Gareth swept a hand through his hair. revealing his scarring and the patch over his eye for a moment before letting the hair curtain back over the destruction. �This isn�t really my Pack. I have friends here and I acknowledge Micah as my Alpha even if he doesn�t accept that, but I�m not really accepted among the Pack.�
A low growl came from Micah who softened it with a grin that was just shy of a grimace. �It�s not that I don�t accept it, Gareth. I can�t. Or I couldn�t. I was working two jobs-here and all over the country. You know that better than most.�
Olivia interrupted. �Micah? Pete acknowledges you as the leader and so does Gareth. I imagine that there are others as well?�
�We all do, Olivia. There is not one shifter among the Pack who will be at tonight�s Gathering who doesn�t accept Micah as our Alpha.�
The quiet after those words stretched out until Olivia couldn�t stand it. She smiled softly at Micah. �Well, I think there is one who doesn�t accept him as Alpha.�
Gareth�s menacing roll of sound made the hair stand up on her neck. �Who is it? I�ll challenge him in a heartbeat.�
�Gareth.� Olivia held her hand up. �I�m talking about Micah.�
The stunned looks from both men was too much for her. Giggles burbled up as she covered her mouth with both hands. She imagined they looked like they�d seen a two-headed moose in the living room with the way they stared. Then they both joined in her laughter-Micah first closely followed by Gareth.
This time the silence that followed was softer. Olivia felt less tense. But when Micah got to his feet she felt her stomach clench. �It�s time, isn�t it?�
He nodded at her. �Yes, Olivia. Time for the Pack to meet you.�
She wondered why he phrased it that way. It seemed to be more about her meeting the Pack. The question she had asked died when Gareth stood up as well. Without another word, both men started undressing. Not being as comfortable with group nudity as they obviously were, Olivia moved behind one of the tall chairs.
Her hands shook as she slipped her shirt off. The pants seemed to cling to her legs, making her struggle to get them off. She might have asked for help removing her bra, but Micah already stood before her in his beautiful wolf form. She watched as Gareth flowed into his own wolf-self.
The white wolf she�d seen it the woods really was Gareth. The scars he hid under the patch he wore stood out on his wolf face. One blue eye and a cloudy white eye marked him for sure. Micah stood several inches taller in wolf form than Gareth, but as she looked at the size of their chests, she could see that Gareth was about equal to Micah in total size.
A cold nudge on her hand broke her reverie. Micah�s moist nose insistently poked at her hand. She gave in to his pleas to scratch him behind his ears. Her tension was broken by the very doggy look of satisfaction he got leaning into her fingernails. Then he moved away and gave a sharp commanding yip. Olivia nodded in response.
Closing her eyes, she concentrated on shifting. She heard Micah mentally encouraging her but lost her focus when howling sounded outside the window. Micah bounded toward the window then looked back at her. Gareth had moved to one side of the chair and a silent communication passed between the two of them.
Watching Micah push the partially opened window up with his nose, she realized she was holding everything up. �Micah, you go ahead, Gareth and I will be right behind you.�
First he shook his head, but she put her hands on her hips and glared at him. �Go on, now. You watching me just makes me nervous. I promise I�ll be right behind you with Gareth.�
He came toward her, nudging her hand with his head then staring up at her. She got the message to hurry and smiled. �I will.�
Micah jumped out the window and the howls sounded again. This time he joined in. Olivia shivered and concentrated again. Her muscles shuddered as she tried to recall what wolf had felt like to her. Her bones ached. She could almost feel them reorienting in her body. She opened her eyes to see the floor much closer than it had been and a quick look at Gareth confirmed that she�d managed the change on her own.
Are you ready, Micah�s Olivia?
She knew the words came from Gareth. What an odd turn of phrase. I am ready, Gareth. Please don�t leave me.
His gentle shoulder bump made her feel calmer. He led the way toward the window and they leapt out to race toward the clearing. Gareth might only have one eye, but he could jump and leap over any obstacles that appeared in their path just as nimbly as she. They reached the edge of the clearing and Olivia felt overwhelmed by the variety of scents surrounding her.
Each wolf had their own unique scent. She picked Micah out of the crowd immediately, his cinnamon scent teasing her nose as Gareth�s earthier pine scent seemed to fade. Olivia realized a group of males had detached from the larger group in the center of the clearing and had headed toward them, heads down.
Gareth stopped, so she did the same. The leader of the four wolves halted in front of them, growling at Gareth and ignoring her. What do you think you�re doing here, Scar-face?
I�m here for the same reason you�re here, Luke. To welcome our Alpha home. Gareth�s voice sounded calm in her head. Olivia looked between the other wolves and Gareth, wondering why they were giving him a hard time.
No one wants you here, Scar-face. You offend the Alpha with your presence. Get lost. With that, three of the wolves attacked Gareth. Olivia yelped and ran toward Micah. She glanced back once to see Gareth holding his own against the three, but when the fourth wolf, the one he�d called Luke, joined in, Gareth went down. The snarling and growling had pulled some attention away from the center of the circle and Olivia saw Micah surrounded by female wolves.
She forgot all about Gareth in that moment. Those bitches were trying to get Micah�s attention and she wouldn�t have it! Olivia growled low in her throat, surprised at the sound she made, but meaning it nonetheless. She ran toward the closest female, snarling and nipping at her tail. The females scattered, yipping as they went while Micah waited calmly for her.
Olivia bumped his shoulder with her head and Micah rubbed his jaw along the top of her head. I�m glad you�re here, Liv. Meet the Pack. Everyone, this is Olivia Volksson Decatur. She is my guest and under my protection.
Just as he finished addressing the group, the four wolves who�d run Gareth off came rolling and tumbling into the main group of wolves. Micah turned his head toward them and Olivia followed his gaze to see a streak of white disappearing between the dark trees.
Micah, they attacked Gareth-they may have hurt him. Her shaking was echoed by the growl that rumbled through Micah as he left her side, stalking toward the four.
What did you do, Luke? The gamboling stopped as Micah approached the four smaller wolves. The hair stood up on the back of his neck and he felt another growl deep in his chest. Luke had been harassing Gareth for some time now. He and his friends were the main reason Gareth never felt comfortable joining the Gathering.
Micah knew the truth behind their posturing. As a wolf, Gareth was almost as big as he was, much bigger than these four now cowering before him. Luke raised his head momentarily then pushed at some snow with his nose as he whined.
I ran off the scarred one off, Micah. I thought, as your lieutenant, it was my place�
Micah rammed into Luke, upending him in the circle and holding him down with both paws across his chest and his mouth open around Luke�s neck. The gang of Betas backed down immediately going to their bellies, tails and heads dropping in submission and Luke, after a brief startled yelp, held perfectly still.
My lieutenant? Do you honestly think I would allow a bully like you to be anything in any Pack structure? Gareth is my friend, Luke. He is my second-in-command in the human world and Pete is the highest-ranking wolf when I�m not around. What gives you the right to make yourself my second here? If you or your friends attack Gareth in or out of the circle again, you will all answer to me. Are we clear?
He shook the other wolf once just to make his point. Micah knew he had the attention of every wolf at the Gathering so he took yet another opportunity to defend Gareth.
He knew the others, especially this group of youngsters, assumed that because Gareth only had one good eye that his stature in the Pack was lessened. Micah knew that because Gareth had grown up in a Pack and fought his way to become one of the Beta males in Curtis� old Pack that he could hold his own, half blind or not, against any one of these new-to-a-Pack wolves.
Yes, Micah. I�m sorry. I won�t attack the scarred one again.
His name is Gareth. Use it. With that Micah released Luke who immediately flopped onto his belly and as soon as Micah turned his head away, jumped to his feet and ran, tail tucked between his back legs, back to his friends.
Micah turned back to the rest of the Pack only to see Olivia standing frozen in the middle of the group of unattached females. She shied away from contact with all of them. Her head went up when he caught her eye, then she turned and ran from him as well.
He focused on the female running away from him, from the Pack and caught her thoughts. Monsters, all monsters.
Growling out his frustration, Micah took off after her, throwing a thought at the Pack as he left the Gathering circle. Thank you all. Be free, my friends. Enjoy, I�ll be back.
Liv might be small and quicker on her feet, but Micah had desperation on his side. He had to convince Olivia to accept this world. It was just as much a part of him as the human world and it was for her as well. She needed to accept the animal behavior, the Pack structure if she was ever going to accept him. And he wouldn�t have anyone but her at his side.
Micah skidded to a halt at the side of the path. Olivia stood beside Gareth, her sides heaving, both from exertion and the anguish he could feel rolling off her. Gareth looked at him then turned his head slightly to the side.
Gareth, are you all right?
I�m fine, Micah. This is really nothing new. I�m just going to say goodnight now. Micah watched Gareth limp off. He took note of the fresh wounds on the other wolf and knew that none of them were life-threatening. Gareth would heal, physically, with his next change. The attack by the Betas was just another strike against Gareth ever feeling comfortable with this Pack. It was a problem he�d have to address in the very near future, but for now, Olivia was more important.
Olivia, why did you run?
I can�t deal with that, Micah. It�s just not right. I don�t know how to deal with it. All of my dreams, the running, the fighting. I even dreamed of chasing a rabbit. Oh God, Micah, the sound that rabbit made. I can�t do that, I can�t be that. I can�t be a wolf. I�m not good at it.
Moving slowly, Micah rubbed against Olivia�s side. Sweetheart, stop. Take a deep breath and think about this for just a minute. Before you knew what you were, your subconscious wolf mind took over, but here you are, in wolf form, having a conversation with me. If your human mind weren�t in control, do you honestly think we�d be talking right now?
He bumped her with his head, playfully butting into her. Olivia growled softly then sighed, shaking her head. She looked surprised when she continued to shake, all the way to her tail.
There is much joy in this form, Olivia. There are so many things we can do as wolves that we�d never do as human. If you chase a rabbit, even if you catch and kill it, it�s because the wolf in you has taken control for that brief moment in time. You can control the wolf. You can still be human in this form, but it�s easier sometimes to let the wolf out, to let it run free and not worry about your human form. We call it moonlust and it usually happens to young wolves. The more you shift, the more time you spend going from human to wolf and back again, the more control you�ll have over your animal self.
For now, let�s just concentrate on the joy. Run with me, Liv. Run with me in the moonlight, under the blanket of darkness. Run with me and feel the freedom in this form. Micah moved slightly away from her, wagging his tail, giving her his best wolf grin. Olivia stared at him for a long moment.
You�ll help me get back to my human form if I get distracted?
Micah stopped wagging his tail, stopped moving altogether. You have to do it yourself, Liv. You have to learn to control your shift.
But you�ll stay with me? Her head dropped as her ears shifted back against her skull.
Micah felt physical pain when he looked at the unhappy she-wolf in front of him. He would do anything to show her how beautiful she was to him in both forms. Yet he feared it might not be enough. He wanted to tell her he loved her-that he claimed her as his. Instead he mouthed her muzzle gently. Yes, I will stay with you.
Then show me this world, Micah. Convince me that I�m not a monster, that we�re not monsters who only want to rip and tear at one another and at smaller animals. Her head lifted slightly as her tail swept up from the ground. When her ears pitched forward toward him, understanding broke through his animal mind.
Olivia feared the �monster� who lived inside her because that�s how she had always seen her wolf. A monster who killed her parents, the monster who caused the Beta males to attack and hurt Gareth. A monster who craved fresh meat-that also explained why she had refused to eat meat at first.
Run with me, love, feel the joy in this form. Feel the freedom. Follow me. Micah set off at an easy trot. They circled around the other wolves to a spot high enough to overlook the Gathering. He sat and waited patiently until Olivia joined him. Look at them, Liv. They�re not monsters. They�re just wolves having fun. In their human forms they�re doctors, lawyers, waitresses, housewives, factory workers, real people. Tonight, though, tonight they�re wolves, they�re free and they�re loving the weather and the night. �And the wolf behowls the moon.�
I do love a man who knows his Shakespeare.
Micah knew she didn�t mean love the way he wanted her to but he let the words warm his soul anyway. They watched the other wolves for a few minutes, then Micah led the way around the clearing, back to one of his favorite paths. Trotting side by side, he and Olivia covered quite a bit of ground. He showed her his preferred spots along the path, where she could get a drink of fresh water from the one still-running stream because deer frequently crossed there and kept the ice from getting too thick.
For several hours they ran as wolves and Micah could feel Olivia relaxing into her form, accepting the enhanced eyesight and sense of smell. Finally she looked at him. Her teeth gleamed white as her jaw dropped open. His heart tumbled again when she gave him a wolf grin. Her voice teased him as she challenged, Race you back to the lodge.
Micah let out a huff of air. Before he could respond, Liv broke and ran, ears back, legs churning over the uneven ground. The sight of her silky tail streaming out was more than he could resist. Micah stayed hot on her heels. Pine trees flashed by. More than one rabbit took off in terror only to pause when it realized that it wasn�t the object of the chase.
Her laughter rang in his head. Her human smell mixed with her muskier she-wolf scent. Micah didn�t ever want to smell anything else in his life. More, he could feel her down to his marrow. Mine. That one word kept repeating in his brain as they ran.
Time to show you something you missed, Liv. Micah felt her curiosity as she loped behind him. Her chuckle burbled in her head.
I never noticed this before! It makes perfect sense though. A dog door.
Micah snorted. Wolf door, please, my love.
He felt her mood shift immediately and cursed himself for letting the endearment slip. He knew how he felt but she wasn�t ready yet.
Micah, I�m- 
It�s okay, Liv. Cutting off her soft words, Micah shifted.
�Do you want me to wait for you?�
At her nod, he leaned against the kitchen counter. �When you are human again, I want you to come to my room, please. And understand that is a big step for us, for you.�
Olivia shuddered in front of him, easily sliding into human form. �Wow! That wasn�t as hard this time, Micah! I did what you said and put the puzzle back together.�
She stared at him then. �Go up. I�ll join you in a bit. I need to think about some things first.�
Micah could smell Olivia on the other side of his door. He waited impatiently, knowing she had to come through it on her own. Suddenly that closed door represented all that he�d shut out of his life for so many years. It was as if he�d been waiting for that perfect woman, his mate, to show up.
For a moment, Micah indulged in the daydream of introducing Olivia to the Pack as his mate. Shaking his head, he realized that would make them see her as Alpha bitch. His cock pressed against his belly like some insistent fist. She was perfect as his mate and he didn�t want to share her with the Pack that way. Just another reason for him to find someone else to take over as Alpha.
Picturing Olivia naked, he silently urged her to come through the door. He�d never made love in this bed. That had always been somehow reserved for the woman who would be his mate. For Olivia if she would just push the door. He thanked all that was holy that Talia was with the other children at Pete and Margie�s. He didn�t want any interruptions tonight.
What he wanted was a petite blonde who could run the woods of his home-their home-with him. One who could give voice to her joy as she surged past him in a race he couldn�t have possibly won. Remembering her beautiful wolf form brought a smile to Micah�s face. Are you ever going to come in?
He lay facedown seemingly relaxed on the bed, wondering if she would overcome her fear and give in to that sweet tangy desire he could smell. A click of the door opening made his senses leap though his body remained still. Sprawled on his stomach, one arm under the pillow bunched under his head, the other hanging off the edge of the bed, he hoped he presented an unthreatening view. If he rolled over now, his cock would probably grow to meet her at the door.
Suppressing the nearly overwhelming need to take her in his arms, he allowed her to look at him. He imagined he could feel her studying him and warmth swept his body. Tracking her movements by sound, Micah heard her come to the foot of the bed. The click of a shutter caused him to raise his head.
�Don�t. I need this memory of you like this.� Olivia�s voice held tension, but Micah thought he detected sadness as well. Need this memory of me? Sweetheart, I am going to be so indelibly stamped on your brain that you will never forget me. Obligingly but with great difficulty, Micah held his position.
He counted the whirrs of the camera as she took picture after picture. He wondered what she looked like-did her head turn? Was her hair caressing the camera? Did she have her tongue stuck out like Talia? With difficulty he obeyed her hissed command to �Hold still, Micah�.
The passion in her voice and his own observations from the past few days told him how much her she loved her work. Micah flinched. His mind had gone right to the thought he didn�t want to acknowledge. But does she love me?
Micah rolled slightly and looked at her through the curtain of his hair. She snapped another shot of him but he could see her smile behind her camera.
�I want you under me, Liv.�
�Oh.� Olivia let the camera dangle from her hand as she moved closer to the bed and ran her fingers from the bottom of his foot up to his butt. She felt his muscles clench and shrieked as he grabbed her, pulling her over his body and onto the bed.
�I didn�t think your magazine was into nude shots.� Micah kissed her between his words, ending his statement close to her ear then sucking her earlobe into his mouth.
�They aren�t.� Olivia could hear the breathless tone in her voice, amazed that he could arouse her so easily, so quickly. Micah had pushed her robe open and moved his mouth to her collarbone. �Those are for me.�
Micah rumbled a laugh against her body even as he licked a path from her shoulder to her breast. Olivia moaned softly as she reached for the nightstand. She put the camera down then put both hands on Micah�s head. She felt her body warming, felt her nipples tightening just as he cupped her breasts. His hands were so large, so strong. He pushed her breasts together gently then licked across the tops of them.
�I�m glad you followed me up those stairs, Liv. We won�t be interrupted tonight. Talia�s with the other cubs until tomorrow. Our time is now and I plan to make full use of it.�
With that he dropped his head back to her breasts. Micah cupped her, pushing her breasts together and licking and sucking at her nipples until both were hard nubs vying for his attention. Olivia tugged at his hair and Micah chuckled as he continued to suck, bite and pinch her nipples. He slid down her body, his goal obvious.
Olivia spread her legs, bending her knees as Micah opened her pussy. He licked once from the bottom of her slit to the top then pushed her legs open even more as he delved deep with his tongue. Dropping her head back on the bed and tugging at her distended nipples, Olivia gave herself up to Micah�s ministrations. He thrust his tongue deep then tickled her clit with the very tip of his tongue.
His fingers dug into her thighs as he fucked her with his tongue, sliding down to rim her rosebud, then up to lick and suck at her clit. Olivia wanted his cock where his tongue was, she wanted him to fuck her hard and fast, to pound her into the bed, to cover her with his warmth. She wondered if he�d been holding back and that was the last thing she wanted him to do.
It amazed her that someone as handsome as Micah could want her as much as she wanted him. Tangling her fingers into his hair and forcing his head back, Olivia met his eyes. �Take me.�
�Liv��
�No! Take me.� She wiggled under him, wrapping her legs around his hips. She could feel his erection, he was there, right at her entrance. Olivia kept one hand in his hair but ran the other down his back, her nails scoring a path to his butt.
She saw his eyes narrow, watched his nostrils flare and heard a low growl. For a moment she wasn�t sure who had growled, then it didn�t matter. Micah moved his mouth to hers even as she pulled him into her body. He sheathed himself deeply inside her on the first thrust.
It should have hurt, he was so large but she dripped with desire from seeing him waiting for her on his bed and from running with him. Olivia pulled her mouth away from his, tossing her head back even as she dug both hands into his butt, urging him to move. His cock pressed against her walls as he buried himself in her. She clenched her muscles to hold him there and was rewarded by his nipping at her lips.
Micah growled, this time she knew it was him, and pulled nearly all the way out of her before driving back in, high, hard and fast. Olivia opened her mouth to pant as he started a hard and fast motion into her body. Sensation rode her as heat built up inside her body. She clamped her mouth on his chest to thwart a scream. Her teeth dug into his flesh. Micah stiffened for just an instant then moved faster and harder than before.
Olivia kept her mouth on him even as she gripped his butt, urging him deeper into her body. Her hips slammed up into his, answering his urgency with her own. She tasted blood as her climax erupted, filling her with heat. She cried out, throwing her head back and digging her heels into his legs.
Micah growled again then dropped his head to her neck. She felt his teeth close on her neck, felt him pumping faster, just moving his hips now, the rest of his big body covering her like a blanket.
A stuttering cry of ecstasy escaped her as his teeth broke through her flesh-as she felt him stiffen and explode inside her. He was so deep she could swear he was touching her womb. He pulsed again and again inside her, not moving anywhere else. Finally, he collapsed onto her, then immediately rolled onto his side, releasing his hold on her neck and inhaling sharply.
As stunned as she was, Olivia reached a shaky hand out to touch his chest. Micah was breathing hard, his heart pounding against the wall of his pecs. She could hear her own breathlessness-feel her own heart pounding as well. She�d marked him, more than that, she�d made him bleed. A perfect imprint of her teeth, just above his right nipple, the deeper marks still trickling blood.
The shock of that sight spawned more shock. He�d bitten her as well. Olivia raised her hand to her own neck. Just where her neck met her shoulder, a tender spot. She touched it gingerly, felt the blood, then raised her shaking hand to her face.
Micah caught her hand in his, bringing it to his mouth. He gently licked her fingers, then nuzzled her, licking the area he�d bitten. She flinched and he faltered slightly, then continued.
�Micah? Why did I do that? Why did you�you bit me!� She struggled then, trying to get away from him. Micah rolled back on top of her, holding her still without hurting her, calling her name soothingly until she met his eyes again.
�Easy, Liv, easy.� She took a deep breath, felt him do the same. His eyes changed, turning more gold than brown. He smiled slightly as he soothed her with his touch. �It�s okay, love, really, everything�s okay.� Suddenly his smile widened.
�I want you on top of me.� He flipped them in the bed, faster than she�d have thought possible. Micah lay below her, holding her still, holding her against his chest. He smiled and traced his hands up and down her sides until Olivia could think of nothing else but filling herself with the erection that hardened so quickly between them. But there was something she wanted just as much. Sliding her hands down his broad chest, skirting the mark she�d left on him, Olivia teased his hard nipples until they budded under her fingers. Tweaking and scratching across them with her fingernails, she watched Micah�s eyes flash.
Leaning forward, Olivia licked first one nipple then the other, much as he�d done to her earlier. She traced an imaginary line between his nipples with her tongue, then slid farther down his body so that she straddled his thighs. She was eye level with his gorgeous cock, still shiny from their combined fluids. Not so tentative this time, she reached out to touch him. Micah covered her hand with his, again showing her just how he liked being touched, then let her take control, moving his hands up so that they rested under his head. His eyes never left hers as she sat up and took just the head of his cock into her mouth.
Micah�s eyes fluttered but never closed as she sucked at him. Sliding her open mouth down his cock to the sparse hair at the juncture of his body, she stroked her hand over him in opposition to the movement of her mouth. Micah�s balls caught her attention next, she licked at his sac, feeling it tighten and draw up at her movement. Sucking him into her mouth, she heard as well as felt him groan.
Olivia moved her mouth back up Micah�s cock, sucking at the head again, then opening her mouth as wide as possible and relaxing her jaw to take as much of him in her mouth as she could. Micah jolted, his hands tightening in her curls, his entire body going tight beneath her. Olivia reveled in the power she held over him in this moment. Now, right now, there was nothing more important than giving him as much pleasure as he�d given her.
She sat up to get a better look at him, then gave a shy grin as he shook at the touch of her hand on his cock. �Now please, Olivia.�
His plea shattered her. She�d worry about biting and clawing later. Now, right now, she wanted to be full of Micah again. Rising up on her knees, she crawled up his body and leaned forward to kiss him as she positioned herself over him. Holding his gaze with hers, she tilted back to open her folds for him. His gasp thrilled her as she dipped her fingers inside her own pussy.
�Want me, Micah?� Olivia couldn�t be bothered with being amazed by the wanton woman taking over her body. She plunged herself down on his cock while pushing her fingers into his mouth. The warmth of his tongue pulling the moisture from her fingers matched the pulse of him inside her. Her nipples sprang up as his fingers tweaked at her breasts.
�Ride me, Liv, hard.� His words sent her over the edge of the world again. Olivia braced herself with her hands on either side of his head as she pumped her hips wildly. She leaned back, feeling him deep inside her body and felt his hands at her hips, supporting her, helping to raise and lower her on his hard cock. Olivia opened her eyes to see Micah staring where their bodies were joined.
�You�re so beautiful, Liv. You�re taking me so deep and you feel so good.� She leaned forward for a kiss and found herself caught. Micah put one hand on the small of her back and the other on the back of her neck. He held her against his body and pumped his hips hard and fast.
Olivia moaned her release into his mouth, spurring him on even more. Giving another hard thrust, Micah growled out his own release. For a few moments nothing else mattered as they both struggled to slow their breathing. Olivia felt herself drifting toward sleep.
�Run with me again.� His voice pulled her back to wakefulness.
�What?� Olivia managed to lift her head enough to free her lips so they could move.
�Come for a run with me.� Micah rolled so that his body was over hers supporting his weight with his knees and hands. �It�s nighttime now. There�s enough moonlight to really enjoy it. Come for a run with me.�
�Can�t move.� Laying her head back down, she felt the bounce of the bed as he laughed.
�No, you�ll be fine once we�re running.� He playfully nipped at her jaw. �Come with me, love, come run with me.�
She felt something stirring in her body, an almost primal urge but she tamped it down. Micah stared at her, waiting for her answer. Olivia shook her head. �I can�t. What if I want to stay a wolf again?�
She shoved on his chest. Micah obligingly moved off her. Olivia walked into the bathroom and shut the door. She took a deep breath then moved closer to the mirror.
God what is that? That�s not a hickey. That is something much more. She studied the mark he�d left on her neck, just where it met her collarbone. It wasn�t bleeding now. Probing it, she found it tender to the touch-the mark of his teeth still visible. A scent hung in the air that wasn�t Micah but was-only more primeval than the smell he usually gave off.
She shuddered as she remembered she�d marked him as well. Olivia had never been into pain, had never bitten anyone in her life intentionally. Flashbacks of what she�d done to Jackson reeled through her mind. His horror matching hers when she realized she�d drawn blood. His rejection of her-would Micah reject her? No, she couldn�t understand why she�d bitten Micah, but she knew he hadn�t minded. Her biting him had spurred him on, sexually.
Olivia wrapped her arms around her waist as she sank down on the floor. Biting Micah had seemed like the thing to do. She�d wanted the taste of him in her mouth, in her system. �God, what�s happening to me? First he has me eating venison, then turning furry and now this. I�m turning into a cannibal.�
�Carnivore, love.� She didn�t jump at his voice. She�d known he was there without even acknowledging it. Micah wrapped his arms around her and picked her up off the floor. He carried her back into the bedroom then into his living room. She stayed curled up as he sat down with her, wrapping both of them in the fleece throw from the sofa.
Olivia sniffled and scrubbed her hands over her face then glanced at him. �What do you mean?�
�You�re a carnivore, love, not a cannibal. You�ve been denying yourself the pleasure of meat for some time and your health has suffered. Since you�ve been here, since you�ve been eating properly and getting some exercise your body is recovering.�
She gave him a glare along with a pout. �You�re going to keep force-feeding me, aren�t you?�
He laughed as he hugged her tight against his chest. �I haven�t forced you to do anything, love, much less eat.�
�Why do you keep asking me to run with you? You know I�m not into running as exercise.�
�I mean as a wolf, Liv.�
She stiffened then pushed out of his arms and away from him. Micah sat perfectly still as she paced in front of him.
�That�s not possible. You know it�s not. Okay, so I can do that. I�ve decided I don�t want to do that. It�s not normal.�
Micah�s eyes widened as his nostrils flared. �What do you mean you�ve decided? You only recently learned how to shift. It�s not a decision you have to make, it�s part of your life, part of you. You enjoyed yourself, Olivia. I was there. You are a beautiful she-wolf with a sunlight and gold coat. We ran together.� Desperation made his voice pitch sharper than she�d ever heard. �You are like me. You are one of us!�
Her voice rose as her back and forth pattern speed increased. �I�m not like that, it�s not possible. I can�t do that. I�ve made my decision and that�s final. That monster, yes, monster.� She flung a hand up to stop his response. �That is why my parents died. Who knows, maybe I killed my birth parents too. I have blackouts, you know.�
�Not anymore.� His voice broke again. �The blackouts won�t happen now that you know what you are. But Liv, you�ve got to learn to control it. If you don�t��
The words trailed off into silence as he stared at her. Olivia tried to fill in the blanks. If she didn�t, what? She�d kill again? Her throat began to close as her eyes burned. Shaking her head, she turned away from him.
Micah got slowly to his feet. He didn�t know what to do, what to say to ease her distress. It hurt him somewhere deep inside that she refused to accept what she was. Finally he reached out and pulled her into his arms, holding tightly to her. The tears startled him at first, but he sat back down, holding her in his arms, letting her cry.
She�d marked him and she had no idea what that meant. He knew, though, and the fact that he hadn�t been able to stop himself from marking her in kind shamed him. She wouldn�t accept what she was, wouldn�t fully accept her nature, how could they tie themselves together forever as mates under those circumstances? Until she accepted what she was he had no business claiming her as his mate.
His shifter heritage was strong-a part of who he was, a big part of his life. He�d always known he�d have a shifter mate, someone to share every facet of his life. To have found her and have her not accept what she was�it was unbearable.
Olivia finally slumped in his arms, sleep a welcome relief to her. He held her still, staring down at the woman he loved. A faint smile curved across his face when a soft snore escaped her. She was so precious to him, so beautiful, and now so much a part of him. How was he going to let her go? He knew she�d leave, knew she wouldn�t even try to accept the truth.
Micah tightened his grip and his resolve. He got slowly to his feet, moving toward the bed with his precious burden. He put her down, tucking her in and smoothing her hair away from her face. Placing a gentle kiss on her forehead, he backed away from the bed, his eyes still on the woman sleeping there.
Micah pulled on a pair of jeans and his moccasins and left the room, making his way to his study. It was late, too late, really, to call, but he knew his grandfather would be awake. And the time difference gave him a little leeway. Stoking the fire with one hand, he hit a speed dial on his portable phone.
�Ya-ta-hey.�
�Grandfather, it�s Micah.�
�Grandson, it has been a long time. What troubles you?�
Micah smiled, just like the old man to get right to the heart of the matter. �I�ve found a mate, Grandfather. A shifter female named Olivia.�
�You wake an old man in the middle of the night for this? Call me back when the Blessing Way needs to be sung. Call me back when she is pregnant with my great-grandson.�
�Grandfather, there won�t be a Blessing Way. She doesn�t accept what she is, what I am. She fears it.� Micah waited through the silence, waited while the clock over the mantle ticked the passage of time. When his grandfather spoke again, his voice sounded older, tired. Micah had heard this tone before, when his grandfather spoke of visions.
�She will be made to understand. She will face an unexpected challenge and she will triumph. Keep the faith, Micah, keep your love strong. Keep your heart strong. She loves you, this woman?�
�I think she does. She hasn�t said the words.� Micah settled more comfortably in front of the fire.
�Have you?�
�No, she won�t hear them from me right now. But I do love her. She is mine, Grandfather, just as I am hers.�
�For this I�m thankful, Grandson. You will bring this woman to see me soon. We will celebrate the Blessing Way.�
Micah smiled, knowing his grandfather wouldn�t sleep any more, that he�d be out wandering in the desert and then returning to sit in the sweat lodge before dawn singing and praying. �I will, Grandfather.�
He hung up after the old man disconnected, then sat staring into the fire. An unexpected challenge? What would that be? Surely his grandfather knew that since he�d claimed Olivia as his mate, Micah wouldn�t allow her to face any problem alone. Maybe the old man�s visions weren�t quite up to par anymore. He�d turned ninety this past summer.
Micah put the phone away and stretched out on the floor in front of the fire. He�d let Olivia sleep for a bit then wake her with breakfast in bed. Grinning, he thought of some rather creative uses for the homemade maple syrup he would warm up just for her.
Pushing the shifting could wait for now. He�d let her get used to the idea. They still had to talk about Talia as well. If Olivia were going to accept him as mate, she�d also have to accept shared responsibility for Talia. They�d become an instant family and he wasn�t sure how she�d feel about that. His thoughts chased one another much like the young wolves chased their own tails until sleep claimed him. Dreams of running with Olivia soothed his worried mind.
It hurt to open her eyes. Olivia scrubbed a fist at them in hopes of knocking the salt loose. Painfully she pried one open then the other. Micah was not in the room but his scent lingered. Rolling on to her stomach, she winced when the bunched blankets hit the sore spot on her neck. She scooted off the bed and stretched.
�Oh God, what have I done?� Her heart hurt when she realized that she�d done what she�d sworn she�d never do again. She�d drawn blood during sex. And then, instead of leaving as she should have, she�d made love to him again.
And he�d held on to her instead of pushing her away. Soothed her with gentle touches and strong arms while she�d cried herself to sleep again. Her life was spinning out of control. First this attraction to Micah then the knowledge of what he was-what she was-and then the blood. Olivia shivered as she wrapped her arms around herself.
�This ends here and now. I won�t let this take over my life. I can�t hurt Micah like that.� Olivia shoved away the knowledge that he�d obviously liked it and returned it. That didn�t matter. He was just responding to her uncontrollable urges. With a firm nod, Olivia slipped out of Micah�s room and headed to her own.
She stopped by Talia�s room, pausing at the door. The slow, even breathing of a sound-asleep child greeted her. Gareth had obviously brought her home earlier since she hadn�t been here when Olivia had cried herself to sleep in Micah�s arms. She wondered if the child had even awakened during the trip. Resting a hand on the door, she whispered, �Love you, Talia. Grow up strong and know who you are.�
Tears traced warmth down Olivia�s cheeks as she unplugged her laptop to secure it in its case. She made a call to the car service that had brought her to the lodge then opened her suitcase. As she folded her clothing into the bag, she tried not to notice the occasional water spot. I swear! You�ve cried more here than you have since Mom and Dad died. Swiping a tear from the edge of her mouth, Olivia closed the suitcase.
Leaving the silk long johns on the bed along with the cap and scarf, she wheeled her suitcase into the hall then picked it up for the suddenly endless trek down the stairs to wait for the car. She knew she�d have to confront Micah. No one could leave or enter the property without him being aware of it.
He stood in the doorway to the kitchen, a silent statue with arms folded over his chest. His hair hung loose around his face and though his pose might have looked casual, she could smell his tension. The air hung heavy between them as she put her luggage by the front door.
�You�re leaving?�
She�d have had to be made of stone not to hear the hurt and disbelief in his voice. His fingers curled around a loose thread on his sweater. She watched as he pulled at the string, almost as though he was trying to pull her back to him. Olivia fought the urge to tell him to stop-it wasn�t her place. She had no right or reason to tell him to do anything. Micah released the string to rub lightly at his chest, reminding her of where her teeth had been scant hours before.
�I have to. I have to finish my story. I can�t stay here. I can�t be what you want me to be.� Words tumbled over each other as she pulled every sad excuse from her repertoire. Turning her head didn�t alleviate the incredible searing pain that blazed through her.
Hurting him was the last thing she wanted to do. Which, she reminded herself, is precisely why you�re waiting for a cab to take you as far from him as possible.
�Why, Olivia? Why are you running? How long can you run from yourself?� He unfolded his arms and walked toward her but stopped when she took a step back. �Liv, this isn�t right. You belong here, with me, with Talia. You�re one of us.�
�No!� The violence inside her projected into that one syllable. �No, Micah, I am not one of you. Maybe, maybe if I�d been with the right family, maybe then all of this would make sense. All it makes right now is crazy. And I can�t afford crazy in my life. Do you even know how much money I spent in therapy? On medicine to keep me sane?�
Olivia backed farther away from him until she hit a wall. �I can�t, Micah, and I won�t.�
A sigh ripped from his lips as his shoulders sagged. �Then that�s that. I can�t make you stay, Olivia. I can�t make you want to be with me.� His voice faded then came back. �I can�t make you be one of us. What about Talia? Will you leave without saying goodbye?�
Tears misted in her eyes. �Tell her I love her and I�ll call her, okay? I can�t say goodbye to both of you. I�m not that strong.�
His chin sunk to his chest then he leveled his gaze at her. �I will always welcome you at my side, Olivia. The mark you left on me will never fade nor will your presence in my heart. I will always-�
A honk from outside interrupted him and Olivia didn�t wait for him to finish. She couldn�t hear him say those words. If she did, she might stay. Instead, she grabbed her luggage and fled as though the hounds of hell were at her heels.
Micah didn�t follow her to the car although she half expected him to. Or hoped. No, not hoped. That implied she wanted to stay and she couldn�t. She wouldn�t trust what was inside her ever again. Leaning back against the vinyl seats, Olivia gave in to the tears she�d held back in front of Micah. She was leaving the man she loved-the child who had stolen her heart when she wasn�t looking. She was leaving the only real home she�d ever found.
Micah stood in the lifeless kitchen until he could no longer hear the motor. Until he was sure he wouldn�t shift and chase her down to drag her back. The savage beast wailing inside him begged him to go after his mate. He had to resist. She had made her choice. Now he had to piece his shattered world back together.
Setting himself to start breakfast, Micah turned to the coffeepot and caught a movement from the doorway.
�Micah? Is everything okay?�
Gareth�s voice carried compassion. Micah knew he knew everything wasn�t okay. Lifting his head, he stared at his friend.
�She�s gone.� The stark words raked razors down his throat but they had to be said-had to be released so he could begin to deal with the loss of his mate.
�I know, Micah. I knew when I hit the door. You want to talk about it or do you want it to be business as usual? Your call.�
The unexpected sympathy knocked Micah off balance. He sought for control as he took a breath and sent the unsteadiness deep into his soul where he could deal with it later.
�What do you have for me, Gareth?�
Gareth read him a few messages that had come in on the answering service, then dove into some repairs some of the cabins needed. Micah tried his best to focus, but couldn�t.
�Sorry, Gareth.� Micah�s words halted Gareth�s seemingly unending litany of things to do. �I know I said business, but I can�t focus. I�m going for a run. Will you keep an eye out for Talia? She should be up soon.�
Not waiting for a response, Micah shed his clothes on the way out. He knew it was irresponsible but he also knew Gareth would pick them up. Right now he didn�t care about fair or right or anything other than running until the pain was gone. He thought he might have to run until he collapsed for that to happen.
He found no joy in the wind whipping past him because there was no sunlight-coated female at his side. That brief moment of joy seemed long gone in the face of this emptiness. Tilting his head, he gave voice to the grief he felt as snow whipped past his churning paws. Answering howls told him his Pack heard but wouldn�t interfere. They grieved with him even though he didn�t accept his place as Alpha and even though they didn�t know the true source of his grief. The thought humbled him.
Racing against the loss was a losing battle and Micah finally admitted that to himself. He slowed to a lope and turned back for the lodge. Talia. He had to let Talia know. Then he had to convince Olivia of what he knew to be the truth.
He could no more live without Olivia than be without his true nature. She�d just have to get used to him and Talia being around. He had to go to New York to convince her to come back to them. He and Talia needed Olivia.
With the lodge in sight, Micah trotted into the barn to shift and dress. He always kept spare clothing in there. Talia was a shifter but she was still a little girl. No need to educate her on the niceties of the human male form just yet. He slid into jeans and a sweatshirt then braided his hair back off his face.
Gareth met him in the barn. �Micah, we need to talk about those messages.�
Catching a different scent on Gareth, Micah challenged him. �You�ve been running with another Pack? What is this? Don�t talk to me about business, Gareth. Who do I smell on you?�
Head turned and eyes down, the other man stuttered, �It�s not what you think. They aren�t Pack. They�re wild. I ran with them just to feel�� His voice trailed off.
�Dammit, Gareth, how many times have we talked about this? This Pack doesn�t care about your scars. I won�t allow it. You know that.�
Gareth�s voice weighed heavy with pain. �You won�t allow it, Micah? That�s great. Don�t you see? They don�t accept me for who I am. They accept me for who you are. That�s not a Pack. That�s pity. And it�s not what I miss, what I want or what I need.�
Slashing his hand down, Gareth turned his back to Micah. Shoulders sagging, he whispered, �Like you, I grew up in a Pack, Micah. I�ve only ever lived with other shifters. Now none of them will accept me. Even the kids are scared of me. You saw how Talia was at first. It wasn�t until you told her not to be scared that she even came near me. Dammit, Micah, can�t you see? I have no place in this world that you haven�t made for me as Alpha of this Pack.�
It was automatic. �I�m not Alpha, Gareth. And they would accept you if you would let them get to know you. You�re practically a lone wolf now. And you know the Pack definitely won�t allow that.�
Gareth laughed bitterly. �I�m the lone one? You just told me for about the hundredth time that you aren�t my Alpha. So how can you speak for this Pack? How can you stand there and tell me what they will and won�t accept? Until you take your rightful place as our leader, as our Alpha, Micah, you have no right to tell me mine.�
Turning on his heel, Gareth faced Micah and looked him in the eye. �Yeah, Micah, I mean that. I�m not challenging you, we both know that would be total stupidity on my part, but until you accept your place, I can�t see you giving me any more advice or guidance. You�re avoiding your responsibilities to the Pack but expecting them-me-to go along with your decisions.�
He shook his head, looking down at the ground again. �I�m done. I need to get away from here for a while. I�ll ask Jonah to come in from the reservation to see to the things that need to be done around here. He�s not busy and he�s learned a lot from working with me while you�re gone. Just got one person moving in over there and they won�t be here for a few months. As soon as things are settled with him, I�m leaving.�
Micah opened his mouth then closed it. In a strange way it made sense to him. Gareth was right. Micah paused-or had been up until a few days ago when Olivia and Talia had shown him what Pack could be. Stretching his head up and back, he rolled his shoulders.
�Then go, Gareth. But don�t run with the wilds again.�
�Why not? They give me more acceptance than I�ve found recently among my own kind.�
Watching his friend leave only increased the pain he felt. First Olivia leaving him and now Gareth choosing this time to call him on his lack of leadership. He knew in his heart that there was a point to the accusation. By not holding councils or participating in Pack Gatherings other than the full moons, he continually fought the yoke of leadership.
Biting back the howl of frustration bubbling up inside him, Micah headed for the lodge. He had to tell Talia about Olivia-had to make a six-year-old understand why her friend had left without saying goodbye.
And then he had to concentrate his energy on getting Olivia back. Only then could he figure out his place in this Pack, whether he was truly fit to be their Alpha or if he should insist on turning that responsibility over to someone else.

Chapter Nine

Tires crunching on the snow alerted Micah to a visitor. Who the hell is that? I canceled all the reservations. Dammit, if that�s Pete come again to tell me I need to step in as Alpha, I swear I�ll shift and bite him so he can�t sit down for a week.
Micah swiftly scented for Talia. Telling her about Olivia had been hard, but they�d settled into some semblance of a routine. Assured she still napped, he hit the front door with an exasperated expulsion of air.
If he�d been in wolf form, his ears would have flattened against his skull. His lips did curl back in a snarl as his nostrils flared-what the hell was Frank LaBec doing in Wisconsin? And what was he doing in Micah�s territory when he was the leader of the Turn Skin Pack in New Orleans?
Micah stood rooted on his front steps, fists clenched as the car stopped. I do not need this now. Missing Olivia for the past two weeks had turned his emotions raw. Hell, he�d even snapped at Talia the night before.
With one hand held out, he rumbled, �Don�t get out of that car, Alpha. I don�t want Turn Skins on my land or near my family.�
The man half in and half out of the car shook his head. His shoulder-length blond hair was tied back and he wore an open black overcoat under which Micah could see a conservative pinstriped tailored suit. Heaving a sigh, he shot back at Micah, �This is Pack business, Alpha. My Pack and yours. If you don�t want fair warning, I�ll leave.�
Micah�s shoulders tensed as the hair on the back of his neck stood up. �Pack business? What business does your Pack have with mine? Speak your words, Alpha. Make it worth my while not to stuff you back in that overpriced rental and kick your ass all the way back to the airport.�
The challenge hung in the air as Frank stared at Micah. His chest moved in steady breaths then he slammed the car door shut and moved to the front of the vehicle. �I am here on behalf of my Pack to discuss the living arrangements of Curtis� heir, Micah. In case you have any doubt, I�m talking about Talia Genaro, Shelly Genaro�s child.�
Before Micah could speak, Frank continued. �I�m as shocked as you are. But we need to talk, you and I. The Pack wants Talia at the mansion to rear as our own.�
Without thinking, Micah charged Frank. Grabbing Frank by the lapels of his suit, he raised the other man a few inches off the ground so that their faces were level. Nose to nose, he snarled, �You have lost your ever-loving mind, Frank and you could lose your life. Talia is my goddaughter-no, she is my daughter. Shelly gave me custody. Now get off my land and out of my territory.�
Micah bit out the last words in careful pieces as if Frank might misunderstand the importance of what he was saying. Not letting go of the suit, Micah backed Frank up.
�She is mine. Do not even think about pulling anything like kidnapping her or harming her in any way. If any other Turn Skins set foot on my property, I will shoot them dead.�
He knew exactly what affront he�d offered. To shoot another shifter without a fair fight animal to animal was a grave insult but Micah didn�t care. Nothing and no one, especially not those lowlife Turn Skins, will harm my daughter. It shook him to the bone to realize that he considered Talia his as though he�d created her with Shelly.
Surely she hadn�t slept with Curtis-not sweet, gentle Shelly. She�d refused to talk about Talia�s father. Said things would never work out between them so she�d declined the offer to be his mate. It couldn�t be. And the Turn Skins were ultimately responsible for Shelly�s death. The Alpha bitch at the time, Maggie, had truly killed her, but none of the rest of that Pack had tried to stop her.
Micah glared at the shifter in his grip. The fact that Frank had not fought back, only grabbed Micah�s wrists was telling. As if he had too much to lose by letting Micah throw him off the land. He relaxed his grip, eliciting a sigh from Frank.
�Look. You don�t think I�d fly to Minnesota and then drive four hours into the middle-of-fucking-nowhere Wisconsin in the freezing-ass winter just to fuck with you, do you? Do you really think I value my life that little? Let us come in out of this ridiculous cold and sit down to discuss this like civilized beings, Micah.�
Frank pushed himself back from Micah and brushed at the lapels of his suit. �Can�t believe you wrinkled my suit. Do you have any clue how much this cost me? Now can we go in? It�s too cold out here even for my shifter blood.�
�We?� Micah�s nose twitched as two others exited the car. A human male and-Micah took another deep breath-a shifter female stood at the front of the vehicle. His nostrils flared as he took in her scent.
�Julia? You�ve gone to the Turn Skins?� Turning his head slightly to look at the classy blonde were-leopard, he wondered if he was losing his mind. �Does Tony know you�re here?�
�Tony is the one who suggested I come, Micah. He heard about this situation and asked me to intervene.� Julia came forward to take his hand. He stared into her concerned green eyes. �I�ve looked over the paperwork and it�s not good. Judge Lowery appointed me guardian ad litem at my request and Tony�s. I�ve left several messages on your voicemail. You should have known we were coming and why.�
A fist clenched relentlessly around Micah�s heart. Tony Pantera, his closest friend in New Orleans, knew about this? Why hadn�t he called? Then he remembered Gareth mentioning the messages. Only he�d been too immersed in losing Olivia. Had his losing control cost him his daughter as well? Micah waved a hand toward the lodge then followed the three into the warmth of the kitchen.
Once inside, he signaled a watchful Gareth to go upstairs and keep Talia out of sight. Gareth hadn�t finalized his plans to leave yet, but it was only a matter of time. Micah had asked him to stay until spring. Luckily they�d worked out a few signals in case silence was necessary.
Gareth gave a short nod, lips curling in disgust at the scent of his former Pack as he backed up the staircase. Micah waited until he was out of sight before pointing to the chairs.
�Sit. Get to the point. I have better things to do than listen to the lies of a Turn Skin.�
Frank surged to his feet but Julia placed a well-manicured hand on his arm. �Sit, wolfboy. Let me handle this.�
Micah felt some amusement at the look on Frank�s face at being coolly ordered to heel like he was a pet dog. But the Turn Skin leader sat even as he snarled at Julia. �Then state your piece, kitty-girl, and be thankful I don�t chow down on you.�
�I don�t do interspecies dating, Frank.� Julia flipped her hair over a slim shoulder as she turned to face Micah.
�Micah, this is serious and this is real. It�s an Alpha emergency that you ignored. Now the courts have made their initial decision and Talia is to go back to New Orleans with Frank.�
Micah would have come across the table if it hadn�t been Julia. As it was, his fists clenched until his knuckles cracked. He knew her and trusted her work as a top-notch criminal litigator. Added to that, Tony had asked her to come-that alone made his stomach threaten to rebel. If Tony had become this involved this quickly, he really had done himself no favors by ignoring the phone calls from New Orleans. As Julia continued to speak, her words seemed to reverberate in his brain. Talia. Turn Skins. Compound. Loss. Loss. Loss. How much more did they expect him to endure? His mate was gone, and now they wanted to strip him of his child as well?
Julia finished her statements and waited. The silence in the kitchen jerked him out of his tail-chasing spin. Reading the documents she placed in front of him, Micah tried to find a loophole, an escape clause, anything that wouldn�t result in Talia being taken away from him today. Not today-not ever. He didn�t think he had the strength to watch another love leave. But there were no outs, no places for him to run on this one.
�You are telling me�� Micah heard his voice break and growled. �You say Talia is Curtis� daughter? That he and Shelly were lovers? And because of some will you just found, the Turn Skins, now called the Compound Pack, have guardianship over her?�
Julia sighed. She spoke slowly, gently, �No, Micah, not exactly. Yes, she is Curtis� child. We found letters from Shelly confirming that. Wolfboy here is the anal type and has been going through all of the paperwork Slade never worried about. Talia has been remanded by the courts back to the Compound Pack. I�m here to make sure she�s properly taken care of. I�ll also help you find a good lawyer.�
Micah blinked rapidly. He hadn�t shed tears since his father�s death, though the pain he felt now tossed him back to that time. �Lawyer? Why do I need a lawyer?�
Frank barked a sharp sound of disgust. �What�s happened to you, Micah? You can�t invoke Pack law on this one. Because you ignored all the overtures we made, this is in the Louisiana court system. If you want to challenge for joint custody, you�re going to need a lawyer.�
He leaned in close. �A very good one. Don�t think I�m here of my own accord. I work for the Pack will. And my Pack wants this child. They think she won�t learn about Pack law with you. They see you as a lone wolf, Micah.�
The words burned into Micah�s brain. He�d said the same to Gareth not so long ago. And a month ago the Compound Pack would have been right. He hadn�t wanted the responsibility of his local Pack. He didn�t have a mate or a child to worry about.
Olivia and Talia had changed all that. For a brief moment he wished the old Turn Skin Pack still ruled. They would have just tried to steal Talia. Then he could have used the rage building in him to destroy them. But with Frank at the helm of the newly named Compound Pack, things had changed.
For them to approach him this way-legally-that took the wind out of him. Numbly he nodded at Julia. �Let me tell her.�
And he turned to Frank with a sneer. �Prepare for the fight of your life, Alpha.�
Micah held on to a post on the porch as the car pulled away. He could still hear Talia crying for him. Even though he�d told her he would come for her, she�d clung like a drowning child to a life raft. Rubbing his arms where her fingers had dug in, he let himself weep.
A hand on his shoulder brought him back to the painful realization that this wasn�t a dream but a true nightmare. He looked at Gareth.
�What are you doing here, Gareth? I thought you would leave too.�
�Not now, Micah. I took some time to clear my head and let you see the truth in my words. I�m sorry for what�s happened. Some of those messages were from Julia. I expected you would get them when you checked the phone.�
Raw with grief, Micah rasped, �I didn�t listen to them. I didn�t want to hear Olivia saying she needed me to return her things.� He looked up at Gareth. �She left some clothes here, you know. And now they�ve taken Talia.�
�I know, Micah. What are you going to do about it? You know you can�t do this alone.� Gareth stared at Micah briefly then looked away. �You have to step up to the plate, Micah. You�re going to have to get help from the Pack on this one.�
�I�m going to go to New Orleans. I will bring Talia home even if I can�t bring Olivia back. I can�t lose them both. And don�t talk to me about this Alpha crap. It�s not important to me at this moment. Getting Talia back is what matters.�
Heedless of the disbelief in Gareth�s face, Micah went inside to make phone calls and start redeeming favors owed. He would do whatever he had to do to get his daughter back where she belonged. With him. Then he would go convince Olivia where she belonged. But first, he had to get Talia.
That day seemed endless but finally he put the phone down, assured that he had the best possible legal team available on such short notice. He still had plenty of friends in New Orleans, some of them members of the Pack trying to steal his daughter. Those he hadn�t called, but he�d reached almost everyone else he knew in the Crescent City and solicited their advice and help. Only one person hadn�t answered his call and he wasn�t a legal aide.
No, that particular wolf was a swamp-dwelling bad boy who Micah intended to use if the courts didn�t see things his way. He clamped down on what was right and what was wrong. Talia was his Pack and he would have her home no matter what.
He went upstairs, knowing that sleep would not come easily. Toying with the idea of a whiskey nightcap, Micah shoved the thought aside. He didn�t need sleep badly enough to self-medicate. He was no weakling to use that crutch.
Morning sun burned against his lids. Micah groaned as he forced himself out of bed. Three hours of sleep would not make him the most intelligent shifter in the world. He vowed to try to sleep on the flight he�d booked that afternoon. Once he was in New Orleans, he could make himself rest so he wouldn�t snap under pressure.
At the kitchen table, hot coffee in hand, Micah jotted down a list for Gareth. Micah grimaced as he shoved his hair back. When a family had booked one of the cabins for the spring, there�d been an affirmative answer for their question about other kids for their daughter to play with. Shaking his head, he clenched his teeth. Talia would be here. There was no other possible outcome.
Micah raised his head, glancing toward the front door. He moved toward the porch and watched as an unfamiliar car pulled up to the front drive. A small smile broke across his face as the driver exited the car. Well, I�ll be damned. Speak of the devil and that swamp wolf shows up on my land. Tall, tan with brown hair falling below his shoulders, the driver stared at the front door for a moment until the passenger door of the car opened.
Micah watched as the small auburn-haired woman got out of the car. She smiled at the man, said something he couldn�t make out and then moved to the back car door. The man shook his head at her, opening the back door on his side of the car. Within moments the couple was heading toward the lodge, the man carrying a child carrier and huge diaper bag, the woman holding two toddlers by the hands.
Micah opened the door just as they stepped onto the porch. The woman released the children to throw herself against his chest with a huge smile as the man behind her growled softly. Micah knew it was instinctive, knew it wasn�t a challenge, so he ignored it to hug the woman briefly.
�Hello, Joie, Slade. Welcome.�
�Micah, it�s so good to see you!� Joie�s soft Southern accent charmed him, as always. Slade simply nodded, uneasy with the relationship they were still carving out after nearly three years. Besides, he had a hard time with other Alphas and he was out of his element on Micah�s territory.
�How are you? It�s been way too long, you know. Tante Kay asks about you all the time.�
�How is your godmother?� Micah smiled at the memory of the ancient traiteuse who lived deep in the bayou.
�Kay�s fine. She sent you some herbs. They�re in the trunk. Had a hell of a time getting them on the plane. Damn drug-sniffing dogs.� Slade�s gravel-laced voice gave evidence of his discomfort. A soft squawk from the carrier drew Micah�s eye to Slade�s burden and to the twins who stared up at him with matching grins. He moved back, opening the door wider for the family to come inside.
Micah swung one of the toddlers up in his arms as she stepped over the threshold and looked into eyes as green as moss. �Hello, little sister.�
He couldn�t stop his grin as the child�s twin brother tugged at his pants leg. Micah scooped the boy up in his other arm, seeing the same green eyes in this face. �Hello, little brother.�
�They�re twenty-one months old now and growing like weeds. This one has just hit eight months.� Joie reached over to touch each of her children and then looked up at their father. �We wanted to let you see them and share our news.�
The curly redhead looked deeply into his eyes. �Micah? What�s wrong? You�re in pain.�
�You�re pregnant again?� Micah ignored the healer�s insightful words and redirected the conversation.
�I hate it when you do that,� Slade grumbled even as he slipped his arm around Joie. �Yes, she�s pregnant again, just barely, and for whatever reason, she insists that we ask you to be godfather again.�
�I would be honored, thank you.� Micah knew the pain of loss Joie had suffered and knew her joy at being able to carry Slade�s children. Apparently, from the rapid growth of their family, Slade had settled surprisingly well into fatherhood. Either that or he just couldn�t keep his hands off his mate. Micah knew the feeling. He looked at both of them then turned to lead the way into the living room. �Come in, make yourselves at home.�
He set the twins down long enough to start removing the snowsuit from his goddaughter. She smiled and waved her arms around, babbling as only a toddler could as he took her snowsuit off.
Slade had stopped just inside the door, his eyes taking in the d�cor even as he scented the air. Micah waited for the question he knew the other man would ask. As a human, Joie wouldn�t recognize the scent, but Slade would.
Sure enough, a grin started across his face and he turned his gaze to Micah. �Where�s your mate, Micah?�
�Mate? You�re mated? Oh Micah, how wonderful!� Joie rushed across the room but stopped short of hugging him again. Her eyes were thoughtful as Slade took a seat and helped his older son out of his snowsuit before pulling the baby out of the carrier, removing his snowsuit much more deftly than Micah had for their sister.
Slade hugged the infant against his chest as he spread a blanket out on the floor. He set the baby down on his tummy, patting his diapered butt softly. The boy raised his head and shoulders up then started scooting around on his stomach. Micah envied his friend�s ease with the children.
Micah watched the twins toddling around the living room then met both Joie and Slade�s expectant gazes. �She�s gone.�
�Gone?� They spoke together. Joie�s voice held sympathy-Slade�s surprise.
�Yes. She went to New York.� Micah got to his feet and headed toward the kitchen. �I�ll go make sure your room is ready and then I�ll check on dinner. Make yourselves at home, enjoy the fire. There are some toys in the wooden box against the wall.�
He moved swiftly out of the room, not willing or able to talk about Olivia leaving just yet. He knew there would be questions, especially from Slade, but he wasn�t ready to discuss it. He wanted to bring up Talia but didn�t know how.
Despite his reluctance, he sighed when Slade walked into the kitchen. Giving the beef stew another stir, he glanced at Slade.
�You let her leave?�
�I had no choice.�
�Bullshit. She�s your mate. She�s a shifter. Why�d you mate with her if you were going to let her leave you?�
�She doesn�t accept what she is, what we are.� Micah shrugged, forcing his pain back down deep where the other man couldn�t sense it. �She has a life elsewhere.�
�So you�ve tied yourself to a woman who wants nothing to do with you? And I thought I was the screwed-up one when I left Joie. Oh, and who was it who told me what a jackass I was? Wasn�t that you? Wasn�t it you who told me I should go back?�
Slade pushed away from the doorway to stand in front of Micah. �You don�t practice what you preach, Shaman?�
The emphasis and insult he put into the word had Micah�s ire rising. Only Tante Kay Joie�s godmother called him Shaman on a regular basis.
�Leave it alone, Slade.�
Slade bristled. �You�re such a fraud, Micah. Here you are, screwing up your own life but you can preach to the rest of us about how to live?�
�I said leave it. I have other worries. My child is also gone.� Micah slammed his hand down on the counter, growling low in his throat. Slade answered the growl with one of his own, in spite of the fact that he was in Micah�s territory. The two men, nearly equal in size, were inches away from one another.
�Both of you, stop it!� Joie�s voice cut into the charged atmosphere. She ran across the room, grabbing her husband�s arm and yanking hard.
�Stop it! I put you back together twice, you stubborn jackass. Don�t make me have to do it again. Besides, I don�t have my medicines with me. Stop it, right now! Malcolm Slade, you stop it! Micah, you had a child with this woman?� Joie�s stunned look seared Micah.
�No, the child is not mine by birth. She was Shelly�s daughter. Shelly and apparently,� he growled at Slade, �apparently Curtis was the father. Had you done your duty by your Pack as Alpha we would have known this by now and none of this would have happened. Talia wouldn�t be at the Compound Pack now.�
In spite of his aggression, Slade gently shook Joie off his arm to shove Micah hard in the chest. �My fault? How is this my fault? You can�t keep your woman or your kid and I�m to blame? Yeah, fuck you, Micah.�
Joie grabbed Slade�s arm again. �You do one more thing to push Micah over the edge, Malcolm, and I�m never sleeping with you again, you great big couchon! And I�m gonna make any stitches I have to take in your sorry hide so tight you won�t be able to bend.�
Slade pushed her behind him, never taking his eyes off Micah. Micah heard her cursing in French, saw Slade�s lips twitch as his anger and frustration disappeared even as his mate pummeled his shoulders with clenched fists. Micah�s own emotions settled to a low simmer. It constantly amused him how easily Joie pushed her much larger mate around, but he knew he�d have been the same if Olivia had stayed. The two women were about the same height, just as he and Slade were separated only by a few inches.
Thinking of Olivia in that light made him realize that he�d been about to come to blows with a man he�d like to consider his friend. Taking a deep breath, but not taking his eyes off Slade�s, Micah backed up a step. Slade raised his head, nodded once, then stepped back himself, pulling his wife around in front of his body and wrapping his arms around her.
�Shh, it�s okay, baby.� Slade leaned down to kiss her neck and Joie stilled, her tirade against both of them stopping as abruptly as it started.
�You�re not going to fight?� She glanced up at her mate, then at him and Micah smiled briefly.
�No. My apologies to both of you. I�ve never fought with a guest in my home and I don�t intend to start today. I�ll check on your room. I leave for New Orleans in four hours. You are all welcome to stay as long as you like. I�ll let Gareth know you�re here.�
He left the room without looking back, the low murmur of Slade�s voice following him. Micah had no doubt that Slade was explaining things to Joie. He only wished someone would explain to him how he could have let his mate leave. He should have convinced her to stay. But short of tying her down on his bed until she accepted what she was, what else could he have done? Now he�d lost his daughter as well.
Soft footsteps and the light fragrance of lilacs told him Joie had followed him.
�Micah, I�ll be going back to New Orleans with you. Tante Kay can watch the babies. You�re going to need your friends close. Malcolm has some business to take care of and he�ll join us when he�s done.�
The steel under the soft voice reminded him that if Joie Landry Slade could wear a wolf like Malcolm Slade down, it would be best for him to just smile and agree. So he nodded his head as her red curls bounced with her responding head toss. Flipping around on her heel, the petite redhead went back to her family.
Micah began to wonder if the world had tilted on its axis when later that afternoon he sat at the wheel of Slade�s rental with Slade�s wife and children packed in around him. Standing on the porch, Slade cupped his mouth and yelled, �You let any harm come to my family and I will tear your head off. Have a good trip.�
The sincerity and incongruity pulled a chuckle from somewhere deep in Micah. Joie looked at him and patted his arm, �You don�t worry now, cher. We are gonna fix this right up.�
Slade stood on the porch until he couldn�t hear the car anymore. He knew Micah would protect his family and he knew better than most that Joie could take care of herself, but this was the first time he�d ever spent any significant time away from her or their children. He missed them already. Determined to make it as short a time away as possible, he slammed back into the house and grabbed the first phone he came across.
�Yeah, I need a cab and a flight to New York today. Can you make that happen? Good.� Hanging up, he paused to run a hand through his hair. One hurdle down, let�s get on with the next one.
He went to find Gareth who sat at the kitchen table looking shell-shocked. He didn�t know much about Gareth, only what he�d heard when he�d first moved in with the Turn Skins. Gareth had left the Pack a few months before his arrival.
�Gareth, here�s the deal. I�m going to New York to try to straighten Micah�s bitch out. You need to tell me how to find her and then you need to put out a call to Micah�s Pack. He might need some backup in New Orleans, whether he wants it or not. For pretty fucking obvious reasons I won�t be able to set foot on the grounds.�
Gareth didn�t ask questions, he knew Slade was officially dead to the Turn Skins. He just nodded and went to work. Slade wasn�t surprised. In spite of Micah�s claim not to be a Pack Alpha, the loyalty Gareth and the other shifters in the area felt for him marked him as Alpha whether he accepted the title or not. Slade listened in as Gareth made a few phone calls, alerting several people in the area to what was happening.
Armed with a work address and phone number, Slade paced restlessly, his mind on his family and the task he�d given himself until the cab to the airport arrived. Micah had saved his ass more than once. It felt good to be able to pay him back at least a little, even if he didn�t know it was happening.

* * * * *

�Olivia Decatur?�
�Yes? May I help you?� Olivia looked up at the stranger standing in her office door, unsure why he was there. He�d only told her assistant the matter was a private one and that he�d take just a few minutes of her time.
Olivia held her breath as he moved into the room, looking at the pictures on her walls before stopping to look out the window at Manhattan. He wore jeans, a formfitting t-shirt and tennis shoes and had a heavy leather coat over one arm.
The way he moved reminded her so much of Micah she had to catch her breath. The pain in her chest at the thought of Micah faded slightly as the stranger faced her again.
�Somehow I figured you�d be a hell of a lot bigger.�
�What do you mean?�
�I just thought anyone who could break someone like Micah would have to be more,� he smiled, showing his teeth and his flashing eyes, �Amazon sized.�
�You know Micah? Did he send you here?�
�I�m no one�s errand boy.� Olivia watched his eyes flicker, saw them turn almost gold before going back to their normal brown. �Micah and I are�� He hesitated, his lip curling slightly as he seemed to carefully choose his words.
�We�re friends for lack of a better word. I�m Malcolm Slade. Most people call me Slade.�
He picked up a small jade statue from her bookshelf, turning it over in his hands before placing it carefully back in the same spot on the shelf.
�Why are you here, Mr. Slade?�
Grinning, he faced her fully. �You do have spunk, I�ll give you that.�
Olivia took a deep breath as he dropped his jacket and pulled his t-shirt off. �What in the hell are you doing?�
She noted the tattoos on both arms and on his chest. She saw a circular mark on his chest, like the one she�d left on Micah. His brown hair just brushed his shoulders as he bent forward to push his jeans down and toe his shoes off. She couldn�t help but notice that he went commando and that he was built a lot like Micah. Jumping to her feet, she grabbed the phone to call Security.
�Don�t panic, Olivia. I�m only here to show you something. I�m definitely not into blondes. Besides my mate would have my hide, literally, if there was anything else on my mind. That mark on your neck, it�s been aching, hasn�t it?�
�What do you mean?�
�The bite mark, the one Micah put on your neck, the one I can smell from here. It�s been aching lately, hasn�t it?�
Despite her reluctance to give this stranger any personal information, Olivia nodded. He huffed out a small laugh. �Yeah, that�s what happens when you�ve been away from your mate for too long. We mark one another as mates, it�s expected we stay together. That�s one reason I never marked a shifter bitch. Hell, never wanted to mark anyone until I met Joie. She might be human, but she�s mine and I am most definitely hers.�
With that, the man disappeared and a large gray and black wolf with luminous gold eyes stood in his place. Olivia sat heavily in her chair. She�d known, as soon as he walked into the office, she�d known by his evergreen scent alone. But still, seeing it again caused her breath to catch, her heart to race and a longing to fill her from the souls of her feet to her throat. She wanted to see Micah, not this wolf. She yearned to let her own wolf loose and run through the woods again.
He shook from head to tail and changed back into a man. She saw the mark on his chest, an almost circular mark on the left side of his chest, right where she�d left a mark on Micah. Dressing just as casually as he�d undressed, Slade pulled a chair up to her desk and sat. Propping his feet on the edge of her desk, he put his hands behind his head.
�Yeah, Shifters, like real wolves, mate for life. Being away from your mate this long has made your mark hurt, Micah�s hurting too, I imagine. Once we mark one another, the idea is that we�re together for life. Unless you release him from the mating, admit you both made a mistake, he�s in it forever.�
He moved his hands from behind his neck as he stared at her. �If you�re away from your mate for more than a day or two, the mark will hurt. If you�re away for longer, the male will get sick. Not sick enough to die, but sick enough to wish he would.�
Olivia started to say something, but he kicked his feet from her desk, startling her back into silence. �That goes away, or so I�m told. See, even if you break up permanently with Micah, he�ll never mate again. You�re free to do whatever you want with whomever you want. One of the perks of being a female shifter, I guess, but once a male is mated, he�s done. No other female will satisfy him, sexually, physically, in any way. Basically, we get screwed in the deal and not in a good way.�
A solid thump echoed as he balled his hand into a fist to strike her desk. �I�m going to share a little bit of wisdom with you, Olivia. Something our mutual friend said to me a couple of years ago. Something that opened my eyes and set my feet back toward my destiny. He looked me right in the eye and asked me how many times I could reinvent myself before I forgot who I was.�
Her breath shuddered as she tried to suck in a lungful of air. Slade growled softly, but when he spoke, she heard pain in his voice. �Now I want to ask you, how long can you run until you don�t have anywhere else to go? You�re one of us, how long is it going to take you to accept that? You marked Micah as your mate, Olivia. You let him mark you as his. Now you�re condemning him to be alone, to be in pain for a very long time and you don�t give a shit.�
�That�s not true.� Olivia got deftly to her feet, unwilling to let him intimidate her. �I do care for Micah. I care more than you could possibly know. But I�m not like you.�
�Bullshit. You�re a shifter. You�re a wolf.� He laughed softly, but there wasn�t any real humor in it. �Hell, you�re a real Alpha bitch, even if you don�t acknowledge it.�
He leaned forward then gave a short bark of laughter. �Think about this, your staff is scared shitless of you, none of them will cross you, especially when you�re on the rag or just pissed about something. You�ve scared the shit out of men twice your size, gotten them to back down from you when there�s an issue you�re really passionate about, and if you ask them, they�ll tell you it�s something about your eyes.� At that, Slade�s eyes started to glow.
Olivia watched, fascinated and angered at the same time. �Get out.�
�Not fucking likely, babe, not until you hear what I�ve got to say.�
�I�ve heard what you�ve said. You�re telling me I�m a shifter, like you. The same thing Micah told me. I refuse to accept that.�
�Refuse to accept it?� Mockery clear in his tone, Slade lunged to his feet, leaning over the desk so they were face-to-face. �You can�t refuse something that�s an integral part of yourself, Olivia. You can�t refuse to be a shifter. You can refuse to be stupid, but you damn sure can�t deny your own nature.�
He growled-a dark, contemptuous sound. �Try it. Take off that starched shirt and change your life. You don�t have a clue what true freedom is, what true power is. Micah offers you his life, his world and you�re throwing that away for this? You�re content to stay in this stinking concrete jungle when you could be so much fucking happier in the middle of the woods with someone who loves you? You�re fucking stupid.�
�I am not stupid.� They were both breathing hard. Olivia felt anger rise up inside her. Black emotion roiled just beneath her skin, clawing to get out. She wanted to lunge at him, to bite and tear. To make him back down and leave her alone.
Before that feeling would have sent her running to the medicine cabinet or the shrink. This time she didn�t cower away from it. She didn�t reach for pills like she would have. Instead she met his eyes dead on. She stood her ground.
He held her gaze. His lips twisted as he rasped out. �Prove it. Strip and shift.�
�Get out.� Olivia picked up her phone. �I�m calling Security.�
�Don�t bother. Just do the man a favor and release him from the mating. He won�t accept it, but do it anyway.� Slade stormed back to the office door. He yanked it open then turned to face her again. �Micah deserves better than you. And he needs to be free of you so he can focus what energy he�ll have after that on getting his kid back. If not for him, do it for Talia.�
He exited, slamming the door behind him. Olivia sank down into her chair, shaking. She replaced the phone in the cradle, folded her arms on her desk, put her head down and sobbed.
A few minutes later, she sat up, wiping her face. Slade was right. The past two weeks she�d felt like she was walking through a fog. Micah did deserve better from her-better than her.
With that in mind, Olivia picked up her phone again. �Kim, get me a flight to Minneapolis, Minnesota, please and book me a car with four-wheel drive. I�m taking some personal time. I�ll let you know how long I�ll be gone no later than tomorrow.�
Setting the phone down, Olivia replayed Slade�s last words. What had he said about Talia? Talia was gone? She snatched the phone back up and dialed a number she�d partially been punching in for several days. This time she hit the last number and let it ring.
When Gareth answered, her heart broke again as he filled her in on what had happened to Talia. Olivia�s mind raced-Talia needed to be with Micah as much as Micah needed that child. With a determined thank-you, Olivia hung up the phone then dialed her assistant again.
�Kim, cancel that Minneapolis flight. I�m going to New Orleans. I�ll still need a car but you can cancel the four-wheel drive.�

Chapter Ten

Micah shook his head as he helped Joie pick up luggage. They�d needed special assistance to get on and off the plane but Joie acted as if it were old hat. He supposed it was to her but he found it nerve-racking. All he wanted to do was to get to the hotel and then meet with his lawyers.
Two days before he could get in front of the judge. Not even having a shifter judge could take away the heavy case load. His lawyers had done everything they could and he supposed that in the legal world, this had been lightning fast.
Micah grabbed the twins, one under each arm, and headed out the door to hail a cab. A sharp whistle got his attention. The sight of the small, plump woman flagging him down from the old boat of a car was a welcome one.
�Kay, it�s good to see you. I wish the circumstances were better.� He released the wiggling children into the care of their great-godmother and turned to find Joie on his heels.
�Tante, sorry for the short notice. Here�s Emil. You kids behave now or I�ll feed you to the gators when I get home.� Gales of laughter gave proof to her parenting skills. Micah leaned down to Kay who bussed him on the cheek.
�Shaman, what you done got yourself into is not as bad as you think. I�ll be praying for you and that woman of yours.� Tante Kay gave him a wink and slipped back in behind the wheel.
�Joie, you tell that rascal of yours my boat needs a tune-up when he gets back, now, you hear? Now we�re going home and out of this noisy city.�
Micah got in line for a cab. All he wanted right now was to be back in the frigid Wisconsin weather. This so-called Louisiana cold didn�t qualify. He shrugged out of his leather jacket with a curse. Where had his life gone so wrong? From the carefully planned retirement to this insane grief he felt, Micah wondered if he was losing his mind.
Pain shook him. He needed Olivia badly. It wasn�t right for new mates to be apart. The bonding energy might never complete its cycle. He knew where she was though so that much of the bond had taken. Had hers? Did she feel him under her skin the way he did? Clenching his fist, Micah turned away from Joie so she wouldn�t see his anguish.
Finally they were next in line at the cab stand. Handing Joie in, he helped the driver load the luggage. Once he gave the address for the hotel, Micah leaned back with a sigh. His phone vibrating in his pocket jolted him out of his reverie.
�Why aren�t you here?�
Micah sighed into the phone. �Tony, I�m going to a hotel. I�m in no mood to be around others. You and Carly enjoy each other. I have to do this on my own. Thanks.�
Joie laid a hand on his shoulder. �Are you sure that�s a good thing? You know Slade and Tony have worked out their differences.�
�Yeah, I know, Joie, but I don�t want to bring them in on this. Carly�s trying to get her own clinic going and they�ve got the baby to rear. And I don�t want you in this either. I let you come with me because I knew I couldn�t stop you. But I can and I am putting my foot down here. This is my battle. Let me fight it on my own.�
The exasperated sigh from his side told him this wasn�t going to be easy. �Micah, you can�t do this on your own. You told me on the plane that they were taking the lone wolf angle on this. Don�t you see you are setting yourself up to fail? Are you really as stubborn as Malcolm?�
The words hurt but Micah ignored the pain. He had to do this on his own. Talia was his and he would retrieve her. He�d make the judge see that he was not a lone wolf just because he refused leadership of a Pack. That didn�t matter, he couldn�t let it matter.
Finally he got to the hotel and left a very unhappy Joie in the cab. He�d paid the fare to take her back to LaPlace. The prepaid tip had guaranteed the cabbie�s agreement to the out-of-area drive.
Throwing his coat down, Micah tipped the bellhop and closed the door more firmly than necessary. All he wanted was a few moments of peace and quiet. He had to think. Had to get his head on straight. His phone buzzed again, denying him that silence he sought.
�Micah Keeps Vigil,� he barked the words into the phone. �What?�
As his lawyer delivered the hearing details, Micah felt his knees go out from under him. The bed protested as he sat down heavily and he wondered if the Great Spirit were testing him for some reason.
The hearing would be held at the compound. Fist balled, he slammed it into his thigh. This was bad, very bad. Using Louisiana law and shifter authority, the Compound Pack lawyers named the hearing site using a little-known law about child custody hearings being held in nonthreatening venues.
�Hell.� Micah bit off the curse as he stood up to pace the room. He had to think. This changed everything. Looking at the phone on his bed like it was a snake, he realized he had to call for help. With the hearing being held at the compound, the Turn Skins would be out in force. He needed the backing of his Pack in spite of his desire to do it all himself.
Growling, he resisted picking the cell up immediately, knowing from past experience that in this mood he might crush it into useless bits. Micah hit his leg again and winced. Bruising himself was not going to help this situation. He�d lost Olivia. He would not lose Talia and not to the Compound Pack.
With a deep breath, he pulled in as much calm as he could, forcing the overwhelming desire to shred something to flow out on the exhalation. Five of those cleansing intakes and releases allowed him to gain a modicum of calm. He picked up the phone and started methodically going through his phonebook.
By midnight Micah knew he�d have friends at the hearing but he didn�t know if it would be enough. If the judge deemed him a lone wolf, he knew he would never be able to rear Talia and it would be at the whim of the Compound Pack shifters whether or not he could even visit his child. My child. Mine. The thought reverberated through him shaking him to his core.
When had this all happened? He tried to look backward to see if he could fit the pieces together, but when Olivia�s face floated in his memory, he closed his eyes. Thinking of her only hurt-his heart as well as other unanswered desires his body still demanded.
Newly mated shifters had a honeymoon period for a reason and he�d been denied his. If he�d been a different kind of wolf, he might have been able to hit a bar or call an old friend here in New Orleans to find temporary relief. But Micah had never been that kind.
A soft knock at the door put him on full alert. Who could be at the door at this hour? A quick scenting brought a smile to his face. He opened the door and dragged the visitor in.
�Tony!� Micah pounded his friend on the back. �I told you not to come. You are such a cat. You don�t listen worth a damn.�
�Dogs come when they�re called. Cats take a message.� The raven-haired man grinned as he quoted an old joke. �So what do we need to do to get ready for the day after tomorrow, Micah? Carly told me not to bother coming home until we had a strategy. She�d be here but she�s home with TJ.�
Micah let Tony distract him with tales of his terrible almost-one-year-old before pulling out a notepad. �Let�s draw it out, Tony. Like we used to.�
The two bent their heads together to begin to list every player involved as well as their angle. Once they knew why the Compound Pack wanted Talia, they could plan their attack.
At one point, close to three in the morning, Micah rubbed his neck and leaned back from the desk. Heaving a sigh, he looked at his friend.
�You know, life was certainly simpler when they kidnapped our people and we went in and kicked ass and took ours back.�
Tony shook his head. �Never thought I�d hear you say that, Micah, but you�re right. The Turn Skins are different these days. Hell, I don�t even call them that much anymore. They are the Compound Pack now. Frank�s done a damn good job of turning that Pack around. I�ve heard they are having some money issues though.�
Tony hit himself in the forehead. �That�s it, Micah. Money. I�ll bet Curtis left money to Talia and they want to control it.�
�Money? You think this is about money?� Micah growled fiercely. �They can have the money. I don�t need it. I can take care of Talia without that old bastard�s money.�
Snarling, he swept the notepad off the table as he jerked to his feet to pace angrily. Money? They�d taken his child for money? Rage built inside him until his ears rang from the pressure. A hand on his arm nearly threw him over the edge until he realized that Tony was still there.
�Micah, pull it together. We�re just speculating here. We don�t know why they want Talia. We can�t waste time worrying about what we don�t know.�
Slowly nodding his head, Micah tugged himself back to the hotel room. His wolf wanted to kill something-he couldn�t afford that energy expenditure right now. Sitting back at the table, Micah reached down to return the notepad to the table.
�We have a strategy. We know we have allies coming. Now we wait. So go home to your beautiful mate.� Micah heard his voice splinter. �And I�ll get what sleep I can. I�ll see you in the morning.�
Tony headed for the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. �Micah, I know you�re mated. I can smell it a mile away. I don�t know why she�s not here, but I�m guessing there�s a good reason?�
Micah sighed. �That�s a long story. Suffice it to say she doesn�t want to be what she is-a shifter. I can�t worry about her now though. She�s safe in her office in New York. I�ll deal with her once I get Talia back.�
�Shouldn�t she know about Talia, Micah?� Tony�s tone wasn�t harsh but the question lanced through Micah. He swept a hand through his hair and nodded.
�Probably but it�s too late now. I�ll tell her once this is all over and I have Talia back. Then I can work on bringing Olivia home.�
Tony nodded. �Okay, mon ami, you know what�s best, I guess. Get some rest.�
Micah flipped the privacy latch on the door after Tony left. Was he right? Did Olivia deserve to know about Talia? Mulling it over for a few moments, Micah realized he agreed with Tony. He picked up the phone and hoped Olivia was still an early riser.
When the call went straight to voicemail, Micah hung up without leaving a message. Then, cursing himself for a fool, he called back and left a short statement about what had happened. He told her he would call her when everything was straightened out. Even to himself he sounded like someone trying to convince themselves of a long shot happening.
Micah stretched out on the hotel bed. When his feet hung off the edge, he groaned and flipped to his side to draw them up. Closing his eyes firmly, he waited for sleep to come. He dozed fitfully until his alarm went off.
Sitting up he thanked the years of surveillance that had taught him to grab sleep no matter what was going on. Feeling as rested as a few hours could make him, he put in an order for room service and got in the shower.
The remnants of his meal were being wheeled out when Tony poked his head in the door. �Ready?�
Micah glanced around the room to make sure he had everything and headed down to the car where a familiar blonde woman and a short brunette male waited. �Carly, Nolan, it is good to see you.�
Nolan threw his arms around Micah, hugging him fiercely before stepping back. �I had to come see you, Micah. I won�t go onto the grounds with you, but I�ll be waiting for word. You need to come by Animalia before you go home. I know, bring Talia in for dessert after the hearing. I�m sure I can whip up something she�ll like.�
Micah smiled and put a hand on Nolan�s shoulder. �Thank you, little brother. You can be sure we�ll stop by the club before we go home. I�ve missed your �touff�e.�
Nolan grinned and stepped back, giving his place to Tony�s mate who also wrapped Micah in a tight hug before touching his face with one cool hand and looking straight into his eyes.
Dr. Carly Pantera smiled gently. �It�s good to see you and I wish it were under better circumstances, Micah. You need to stop by New Orleans more often. Enough of that, now let�s go get your daughter.�
The cool determination of the human did more to build Micah�s confidence than anything else the day had brought so far. She�d faced the Compound Pack under the misguided angry rule of Slade, so for her to willingly return was a statement of her loyalty and courage. She and Tony were indeed well matched.
Thinking back over their combined past with the Turn Skin Pack, Micah still marveled at the changed wolf that Slade was. His tiny human wife had turned him around completely. He wasn�t nearly as angry or bloodthirsty as he�d been then. By the same token, Micah also understood the pain that held his friend Nolan. The Turn Skins had killed his mate, Derik, and he still struggled with anger against them. Nolan waved as they got into the car to head to the hearing site. Looking out the back window, Micah watched Nolan�s head drop as he turned to cross the street to his own car.
The trip to the compound was quiet with each lost in their thoughts. Micah tried to imagine his world without Talia. Though she hadn�t been with him for long, his life had become so much more vibrant with her in it. The fact that she and Olivia had come to him so close together, a mate and a child to bring up, making them an immediate family, had to be a sign from the gods that they were truly meant to be together. The sobering vision solidified his decision to get his child back one way or the other. If he had to, he would steal her and disappear on one of the reservations.
He knew his way around reservations, having grown up on one, and knew he could easily take Talia and no one would ever find them. Those who lived on the reservations wouldn�t tolerate interference from outsiders and he could go far enough away that no shifter would ever find them. Shaking his head, Micah pushed those thoughts aside. He didn�t want that for Talia, though, to live in shadows and fear. He wanted to bring her home, hear her laughter ringing through his home and be able to tuck her in at night and watch her grow. First he had to get his daughter, then together, maybe they could convince Olivia that she belonged with them too.
Tony turned into the familiar drive. Micah nodded as he noticed the shifters guarding the gate. Though they wore security company uniforms, he knew they were members of the Pack living here. Their scent alone confirmed that fact. The men suffered a brief pat-down search and when one of the guards turned toward Carly, Tony couldn�t stop snarling at him as his wife was subjected to the same. Only her quiet reassurance held him back. Micah didn�t even feel the body scan. His every fiber was set on getting into the house and getting this hearing over and done with. My daughter belongs with me.
Search completed, the guards told them the hearing was in the great room of the white mansion. Carly reached for Tony�s hand and he brought it up to his mouth for a brief kiss. Micah wasn�t sure who was comforting whom and wished he had the support of a loyal mate as he walked through the doors of what had most recently been hell.
�Can you get me to this address?� Olivia shoved the paper under the nose of the cab driver.
He nodded and tossed her carryon on the backseat. She watched the city change from modern to quaint to narrow row houses and then to large spacious holdings as the cab took her to the place Gareth said the hearing was. Clutching her purse, she flexed her fingers, trying to relieve some of the tension.
Climbing out of the cab, Olivia didn�t wait for the driver to unload her bag, she yanked it out of the car herself. She pushed too much money at him and faced the guards at the gate. Guards. Why are there guards? Shaking the useless worry away, she strode up to the gate.
�I�m here for Talia Genaro�s hearing.�
One of the men lifted his head scenting the air. �You smell like one of us but I don�t know you and you aren�t on my list. If you want in, you need to show what you are.�
Olivia gasped. �What? You want me to change here in the open?�
The man scoffed as he pointed toward a small guardhouse. Jerking a finger at it, he clipped out, �Go change in there if you are shy. No one is going to see you out here but Pack anyway.�
A statue might have been more mobile than Olivia in that moment. Her feet had frozen to the ground. Surely her heart had stopped beating as well. There was no way she could shift. She�d sworn to never turn from human to wolf again.
I can�t do this. I have to do this. Micah needs me. Struggling with her fear was only half of it. Olivia swallowed heavily. What if she failed? What if she couldn�t shift? Would these men harm her? Would Micah lose Talia because she was too scared to try?
Olivia, get a grip right now. You are going to walk over there and do this. She remembered the freedom she�d felt as a wolf. And she thought about how much she had wanted to stay in that form that first time. Now her fears were twofold. If she did manage to shift to wolf, could she shift back? Micah had been there to help her-to encourage her-both times.
A tear tracked down Olivia�s face as she opened the door to the small building. If she couldn�t help Micah, he might lose the child he loved. And, if she allowed her heart to open that much, the child she cherished as well. She loved him too much to let that happen. It was time for her to overcome her terror and embrace the beast inside her.
Stepping inside, she laid her tailored jacket on the desk and followed it with her skirt. The rest of her clothing followed, then Olivia stood there shivering in the damp air. Focusing on the feeling she�d had before when shifting from wolf to human, Olivia closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
And nothing happened.
Her eyes flew open in horror to see her well-manicured nails in front of her instead of furry paws. Squinting her eyes shut again, Olivia tried to will herself into wolf form again and on opening her eyes again, was still met with her human self. Pacing in the small room did little to alleviate her fears. She could feel her heartbeat increasing and in spite of the chill in the air and her nudity, she felt sweat starting to break out on her forehead.
�Monster.� She whispered the word to herself. Clenching her teeth and her fists, Olivia strode back across the room. For so long she�d kept her fears about the monster living in her body at bay-through therapy, medication, meditation and everything else she could think of or had heard about. To consciously reach for that monster�
Not a monster�not really�Micah isn�t a monster, Gareth and Talia and Pete aren�t monsters. They�re my friends and, they could be my family�
That thought-so out of the blue but so bone-shakingly true-nearly tripped Olivia as she crisscrossed the small room.
�Family.� That word she said louder than the previous one. �My family is a bunch of doctors, lawyers, waitresses, housewives, factory workers, real people who just happen to be wolves too.�
As soon as she gave voice to what Micah had told her that night of the Gathering, Olivia knew. She belonged with them, she belonged with Micah and Talia and the rest of the wolves in Wisconsin. Stopping in the middle of the room, she glanced outside. A long tree-lined drive led the way to the man she loved and the child she wanted to claim. All she had to do was be true to herself, true to her own nature, accept who and what she was.
�Okay, Olivia, okay. You can do this.� Coaching herself out loud helped a bit. She searched her mind for images of wolves, imagining herself running in the woods, remembering seeing Micah playing in the snow, running with Micah, making love with Micah, seeing the pride on his face when she�d shifted. A ripple pulsed through her body at the sight of a blonde wolf in her mind and she knew she was seeing her wolf form for the first time. A smile crossed her lips as she reached for that form with her whole being. She could do this. Micah believed in her. She believed in herself.
Another ripple ran through her body, she could feel her skin and bones realigning, felt a slight sense of falling. This time the shift didn�t feel as strange to her although Olivia still didn�t like the elongating of her face into the muzzle of her wolf self. Still, she gave a brief howl of triumph only to follow it with a yelp of frustration when she realized paws would not open the door. Throwing her body against the wood, Olivia gave voice to her situation.
�All right, already! Shut up, will ya?� One of the guards stood at the door. �So, are you going in like that or as your two-legged self?�
Olivia�s answering snarl sent him stumbling back a few steps. Once he was out of her sight, she focused on what Micah had said before. Just put the pieces of the puzzle back together, Liv. Remember yourself human. Concentrating again, she willed herself back to human form.
The joy she felt in finding her human form much faster than she�d found the wolf spurred Olivia. Dressing quickly, she returned to the gate. �Now tell me where Talia and Micah are.�
With a knowing grin, one of the guards jerked a thumb toward the house. �In the door and to your left. Great room. Hearing�s been going on for forty-five minutes though. You�d better hurry.�
�Your Honor! It�s clear this shifter is not fit to be this child�s guardian. Surely her mother would not have wanted a man who would so casually mate and mark another and then let her leave him to rear her only child? Surely she would want the security of a real Pack for this poor orphaned child.� The words rang in the room as Micah�s nails dug into the arms of the chair where he sat.
The Pack had set the great room up as close to a courtroom as they could. The judge, also a shifter, sat in the front of the room and another shifter worked the steno machine. For all intents and purposes this was a legal proceeding and Micah had never felt more out of his element.
The judge nodded. �Is this true, Mr. Keeps Vigil? Smell would tell me that you are bonded, but I can get no aroma of your mate. Why are you here without her? You have no Pack, no mate. Are you a lone wolf, sir? Remember you are under oath.�
Micah stood. The air crackled with the anticipation of the Compound Pack. He could see Frank smirking at him and knew the bastard was smelling victory. His friends sat silently waiting for him to call them to his defense, but he felt mute. The judge was right. What kind of man was he who wouldn�t take up his role as Alpha-who lost his mate because he couldn�t convince her to accept his life? Opening his mouth, he began to declare defeat.
�You are right, Your Honor,� was all he got out before another voice interrupted him.
�No, actually, Your Honor, you are wrong. Micah does have a mate and I�m here now. Where I was is really not important. All that matters is that I am right where I belong. With my mate.� The feel of Olivia�s hand tucking into his made Micah want to howl with joy. He couldn�t help but turn to face her, he wanted desperately to pull her into his arms.
�Olivia? What are you doing here? Did you get my message?� Micah heard his own voice break and felt torn between his desire to sweep Olivia into his arms and his anguish over losing Talia. Turning to the judge, he began to speak again.
�Your Honor, I�d like you to meet my-� But another voice rang out.
�Pack, Your Honor. He�d like you meet at least part of his Pack. I am Gareth Volpe, this is Pete Standing Elk and his mate Margie and we represent the forty-seven members of the Wild Haven Lodge Pack from Howard, Wisconsin.� Gareth paused to stare straight at Micah, standing with his head up and not trying to hide his scars or the patch over his eye in any way. �We�re Micah Keeps Vigil�s Pack.�
Micah swallowed hard, nodding at Gareth standing unflinching in front of his former Pack as the room filled with whispers. Pete and several other members of the now named Lodge Pack stood at Gareth�s back, all of them smiling at Micah and Olivia. Olivia put her arm around Micah and turned him back to face the judge as angry voices erupted from the room. The Compound Pack shifters stood to challenge the strangers in their midst. The judge bellowed over everyone until order could be restored. The burly were-bear judge glowered around the now-silent room. �Another outburst like that and I�ll shred the lot of you. No one does that in my courtroom, do you hear me? No one.�
At the thundering echo of his roar every shifter in the room managed to find their seat. Even Micah swiftly sat, pulling Olivia into his lap. She tucked her head under his chin and whispered, �I�m so sorry, Micah.�
He silenced her with a kiss. A cough from the front of the room reminded him where he was so he raised his eyes to the judge.
�Given the overwhelming last-minute evidence, Mr. Keeps Vigil, I must reconsider my lone wolf statement. For you are certainly overwhelmed with Pack for a so-called loner.� The judge leveled a cold look at the compound�s lawyers. �I suppose there is a good reason for that vicious accusation?�
Only stuttering and stammering came from the compound side with Frank snapping at his legal help, his smirk nowhere in evidence now. Even when they pulled it together and tried to regain their momentum, it was clear that the judge�s favor was for Micah. Though the judge retired to another room to deliberate, the decision came as a surprise to no one when he named Micah guardian. However the Compound Pack was given visitation rights which did not make Micah happy but he knew he would deal with that as it came.
Finally the moment came when Talia was released from the room she�d been held in. Her tear-stained face nearly broke Micah�s heart as she flung herself into his arms. She leaned from his arms to Olivia. Olivia returned the fervent hug with whispered promises to never leave again.
�Livia? Will you be my new mommy?�
Olivia stared at her for a moment then swallowed. �If Micah still wants me, yes, baby, I will. I will try to be the best parent I can be, but you will have to help me, okay?�
Micah shook his head. �As if there were any question about that, Liv. You belong with me, we all belong together. We�re a family.�
Sniffling, Talia nodded then paused. �Livia? Are you gonna have a boy or a girl?�
�What?� More than one voice exploded on that question.
With careful questioning and Julia�s equally sensitive nose, Olivia�s pregnancy was quickly confirmed. Wrapping his arms around his mate and his child, Micah tipped his head back and let loose a howl of pure joy.
It didn�t take long for the courtroom to empty. Though Tony and Carly offered the new family their guestrooms, Micah opted to take his mate and child somewhere he knew they could all be alone for a bit. He and Olivia had some unfinished business, something he intended to take care of as soon as he could get her alone.
They returned to his hotel where Micah upgraded his room to a suite with two bedrooms. Eating their first meal together as a real family, Olivia and Micah kept touching one another�s hands or faces while Talia sat safely between them, talking a mile a minute about what she wanted to do as soon as they got home. Micah felt his heart swell as he realized he would soon be taking both his mate and his daughter home-to stay. It didn�t take long for Talia to start yawning and for Micah and Olivia�s glances to become more yearning. As soon as the child�s head bobbed for the second time, Micah scooped her up into his arms and carried her into one of the bedrooms.
Tucking Talia safely into one bed and waiting until he knew she slept deeply, Micah watched his mate and his daughter. He couldn�t believe Olivia had come back the way she had. He had a feeling he owed a debt to a certain surly shifter-or more likely, that their slate was now even. Catching Olivia�s gaze, he nodded toward the other bedroom.
She took his hand as they walked into the other room, closing the door behind them. Olivia turned to face him and Micah smiled slightly. �Liv, sweetheart, we really need to talk.�
�Micah, honestly, you talk more than any man I�ve ever met in my life! You want talk, okay, I�ll give you talk. I�ll start. I was wrong. It was stupid of me to run from you, from what we had-or what we almost had. But you were wrong too. You were wrong not to tell me what it meant when I marked you. You were wrong not to tell me what that meant for you when I left you.�
Olivia punctuated each of her statements with a finger to his chest. Micah backed up as she took the initiative, tossing words at him like knives, each sentence cutting across his senses. When his back hit the wall, Micah grabbed Olivia�s fingers to keep her from drilling into his chest any more.
Pulling her unresisting body into his arms, he stopped her tirade by kissing her. Olivia opened to him immediately. Yanking her hand out of his, she wrapped both arms around his neck and stroked her tongue across his. Micah slid both hands down her back to her ass, pulling her close and lifting her so that her pussy rested right against his suddenly raging hard-on.
�We�ll talk later.� Olivia�s laughter filled his heart as he quickly stripped her of her suit then removed his own clothing. Dragging her down onto the bed with him, Micah stroked his hands and his mouth over her skin, drawing her scent into his lungs and his heart.
Olivia�s hands streaked across his shoulders, her nails curling into his skin, scratching up his neck. She tugged at his braid until she had his hair completely loose then stroked his scalp. �I missed you so much, Micah.�
�I know, love, I know.� Micah opened his mouth over her breast, sucking her nipple deep, savoring her taste. She arched under him, holding his head tightly to her. Micah ran his hands over her stomach and down to the curls on her mound. Stroking his fingers through the dampness, he parted her with his fingers, sliding across her clit and just pushing the tip of one finger inside her. Olivia spread her legs immediately, holding tightly to his head as he continued to nip at her breasts.
Bringing some of her own body�s moisture out to ease his path, Micah pushed his fingers deep into her body then out to tease across her rapidly hardening nub. Olivia pulled hard on his hair, yanking his head up so she could kiss him.
�Micah, I need you. I need you so much.�
�Not as much as I need you, Liv. You�re mine. Mine now and forever.� Without waiting any longer, Micah drove his cock deep and hard into his woman, his mate. She grabbed his ass, digging her fingers in and pulling hard on him.
�Yes, yours. And you�re mine, all mine, now and forever.�
�Forever.� Micah withdrew then drove in hard again. Olivia lifted her hips, taking his thrusts, meeting them with her own ardor, wrapping her legs around his to hold him against her body.
She kissed every part of him she could reach, then trailed her tongue over the mark on his chest. Micah felt an almost electric jolt go through his body and dropped his head to her neck. He found the mark he�d left on her and licked it, sucked gently. Olivia cried out then covered the mark on his chest with her mouth. She sucked and Micah lost control. He pushed his hips forward as far as he could, felt his cock touch her womb and felt his seed spewing out, coating her channel. Olivia gasped for air and he felt her reach completion as he continued to jerk against her.
Collapsing onto his mate then quickly rolling to the side so he didn�t squish her, Micah stared down into Olivia�s dazed eyes. The smile she gifted him with would stay with him for years to come. Olivia snuggled up closer to him and sighed. �Micah, when can we go home?�
�Soon, love, very soon. There are some people here I want you to meet first.�
�When can we run, Micah?�
He leaned back to stare at her. �Run?�
Olivia got to her hands and knees, leaning over his body much as he had hers some time ago. �Yes, Micah, run. When can we run together?�
The grin that broke across his face felt as though it would split his skull. �As soon as you have our child, my love, I�ll take you for the run of your life. We�ll run all night if you want.�
�I want, Micah. I want to run through the woods with you, wake with you, sleep with you for the rest of my life.�
�Olivia, you�ve taken the words right out of my mouth and I�ll never let you go again.� And he proceeded to kiss the breath right out of her.
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