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Book Six in the Were Chronicles Series.

A pack divided…brought together by love.



Nikki Stratton returns to her Pack to find it split in half between the new Alpha and the older members of the Pack. Worse, there is talk about her oldest brother challenging for the Alpha position. Taking matters in her own hands, she meets with the Alpha’s brother RJ. She had no idea they would end up on the floor of his shop—hot, naked and sweaty.



RJ Cross supports his brother one hundred per cent, so when Nikki contacts him to find a solution to the Pack’s problems, he is relieved. He might even be able to come up with some decent ideas if he could keep his hands off Nikki.



As final preparations begin for the taking of the shifter world, Nikki and RJ must use everything at their disposal to bring their Pack together…and hopefully get their happily ever after.
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Chapter One







Late March and it was already ninety degrees in south-east New Mexico. Nikki Stratton groaned as the air conditioner in her old Jeep barely managed to cool the interior of the vehicle.

Thirty-two years old and she’d been called home like a teenager. She resented the fact that she had let her older brothers demand her appearance and was still disgusted with herself for not putting up a fight.

She continued to speed down the interstate towards her home town. Both dread and anxiety sat in her stomach. A new Alpha had been named for her Pack. Since she still maintained Pack status, she had been beckoned home to welcome him and the new members he had brought to join their family. That was what she supposed, anyway. It wasn’t like Brandon had actually told her why he wanted her home. He’d just stated she needed to leave the next day. Justin hadn’t given any hint either—had just told her the new Alpha would take over this week and she needed to come home.

It wasn’t even that she didn’t want to be there. She had planned to take a vacation and spend some time with her siblings soon, but being ordered home left her feeling like a cub again. She loved her brothers but sometimes it was more about the Pack than their immediate family.

Her oldest brother Brandon was town Sheriff and enforcer of the Pack. Her other brother Justin was a teacher, both in public and in Pack life. Their wants and needs had been built around being able to serve their fellow wolves. Nikki just wasn’t born that way. She liked to be free, to travel and be on her own. Unusual for a wolf, yes, but not unheard of. Away from home, she had not only met other wolves who felt like she did, but other shifters, too—felines, birds, and even a very nice shifter bear family. Nikki felt more at home with them sometimes than with her old Pack. 

Her family had never understood her independence but at least they’d always supported her. She really couldn’t bitch too much about it. And she was starting to feel guilty and just a little childish about her feelings. Except…she liked her life. Now she worried that her carefully constructed way of life was about to change. Why else would she have to come home? With no choice in the matter? They’d never asked that before.

The exit sign for their town came up and Nikki had to fight the urge to keep driving. She slowed to make the curved side road that would take her straight into downtown Midessa, a small, private cotton and farming community close to the Texas panhandle.

Little had changed in the year and a half she’d been away. She’d gone to the big city of Houston, Texas, to attend college and had never moved back. Oh sure, she’d made certain that she returned every few years or so, but she wasn’t ready to settle down quite yet. And living in Midessa would ensure that would happen.

The welcome sign on the county line drew a sigh from her. She felt like a different person when she was there. Always having to defend her nomadic ways and trying to explain why she wasn’t ready for a mate or children yet.

Yet, if she was completely honest, it felt good to know she always had a place to come back to. Yes, even if she never said it out loud, sometimes she missed her family.

She let up off the gas pedal even more to drive in at the posted thirty-five miles per hour. She wouldn’t put it past Brandon to pull her over and ticket her if he caught her speeding. She chuckled to herself—it had, in fact, happened before.

The library was closed already, reminding her that at six on a Sunday night she wouldn’t have to worry about running into too many people. The café was open and had a half-full parking lot. But the other buildings—post office, salon, thrift store—were dark and locked up tight. Lights blazed to the right. Of course the Sheriff’s office was open. Like the café, it was an all-day-and-night business. Not that there was a lot of crime, but put a group of secretive wolf shifters in a community and you were bound to have several paranoid people. She happened to be related to one.

As if her thoughts had brought him out, she watched as the front door of the Sheriff’s office opened and Brandon stepped out.

His dark brown hair looked to be several weeks past a trim and reached over his ears. His strong muscular shoulders and arms bulged from his khaki uniform shirt, while his long legs ate up the ground as he made his way to the street. He turned and his green eyes flashed as he spotted her vehicle. The grin he sent her was so much better than the pictures she carried, she couldn’t help but smile back.

He wrenched the door to her Jeep open before she’d even parked. She slammed it into the P and turned the key right before he pulled her out and into his arms.

“Hey, sister,” he greeted her, squeezing tight.

“Bran!” she managed to squeak out.

He chuckled and set her on her feet. “Let me look at you.” He did the customary check she went through every time she came home. He ran his hands over her head, down her hair to her face, finally resting on her shoulders. 

He nodded. “You need to eat more but you look good.”

She rolled her eyes. She hadn’t expected him to say anything different.

He grinned and threw an arm around her neck, yanking her close once again. “I was just headed to meet Justin for a bite. Now you can join me.”

She groaned. After driving for a day and a half she really wanted to rest. 

“Oh, don’t complain. You need to eat. Then Justin can grab a ride home with you instead of waiting on me.”

He slammed her vehicle door closed before he led her away. It didn’t escape her notice that he didn’t lock it up—something she could never do back in Houston.

She let herself be dragged down the street heading back to the café she’d passed on her way into town. She let her eyes roam over the stores as she passed and noticed a new flower shop, tattoo parlour, and dry cleaners.

“New businesses?” There hadn’t been any new shops in the entire time she’d grown up there.

“Cameron started working with the new Alpha to bring his Pack members here before he stepped down. He wanted us to be comfortable and see the plus side of adding to the Pack,” Brandon explained.

“How many did we add?”

“Over fifty.”

She gasped. That was almost how many the Pack had had before. In a matter of a few months, the pack number had doubled.

“It’s a good thing,” Brandon responded to her reaction.

She noticed he’d said that with more feeling than normal. Either he was still trying to convince himself or there were already problems. She’d have to talk to Justin about it later.

Justin didn’t usually try to keep her out of what was happening, thinking he was protecting her like Brandon always did. Not all the time anyway.

She knew her brothers couldn’t help it. Brandon had raised his two younger siblings since he’d been barely an adult. Their father had left them as soon as he felt they were old enough to be on their own. The loss of his mate had been just too much for him to live with. 

She wanted to remember good times with her parents but as she got older, she found it harder and harder to bring up those memories.

Just as they reached the door to the café, she was greeted with a shriek and an armful of woman. Chuckling and glad she still remembered the scent of her best childhood friend Sabrina, she grinned.

“Nik!” Sabrina held her close.

“Hey there, honey.” She hugged her friend back.

“I can’t believe you’re back. I was just saying the other day that you haven’t come to visit in forever. You haven’t even meet little Julian yet.”

Since she was still being squashed, she gently tried to extract herself from her friend. Sabrina didn’t seem to want to let go.

“Baby, give her room to breathe or you’re gonna make her pass out,” Sabrina’s mate Max said, coming to her rescue and pulling her friend from her.

Sabrina laughed. “All right.”

Nikki smiled and looked over her friend. Sabrina had grown to be such a lovely woman. Short-cropped blonde hair, styled and sassy, fit her petite frame and her quirky personality.

But it was the glow in Sabrina that warmed her heart. She looked so happy.

“We have to catch up. Oh, we have so much to talk about,” Sabrina said as she grabbed Nikki’s hands.

“Oh yes, and I’ll finally get to meet baby Julian and see Jesse and Jeremy,” she agreed. She still talked to her oldest friend as much as she could, but with two busy lives, work, family and everything else, it had been too long. “Why don’t you bring the kids over for breakfast in the morning?” 

“A breakfast cooked by someone else?” Sabrina asked with a smile. “We are so there.”

Nikki nodded and pulled her friend in for another hug. “Eight o’clock—don’t be late.”

Sabrina agreed then let her mate lead her across the parking lot.

“She looks so great,” Nikki told her brother.

“She’s happy,” he answered simply. “But I want to know why you’re not making your favourite brother breakfast?”

She slapped his stomach as she pulled the door open. “Justin can eat if he wants to.”

Brandon growled and reached for her. She laughed and jumped out of the way, bumping into someone.

“Oh sorry,” she murmured as she looked up. She actually had to tilt her head back to see the man in front of her.

“Oh, no problem at all,” he responded with a deep rumble that vibrated the air around her.

Her breath caught as she stared up at the man. Dark, almost black hair hung over his dark eyes. His lips tilted up at the edges in a small smile as he moved to the side. 

She didn’t even realise she had moved closer until Brandon touched her lower back, breaking her attention on the stranger.

“RJ.” Brandon greeted the stranger. Nikki didn’t miss the tension in her brother’s body or his tone.

“Good evening, Sheriff.” The man nodded. “Ma’am.”

Nikki snorted. “Ma’am?”

Amusement shone in the stranger’s gaze. “Well, if I knew your name…”

“It’s Nikki Stratton,” she replied, holding out her hand.

He took it and winked. “RJ Cross.”

Electricity sizzled from her fingertips up her arm. She was locked into that dark gaze and her body tingled with need. His dark eyes sparkled back at her.

“Now that everyone’s met, can we go eat?” Brandon snapped from beside her. 

She sighed and removed her hand from RJ’s hold. “Well, I guess I’ll be seeing you around town,” she told the handsome stranger. She really, really wanted to see him again.

“Oh, I can almost guarantee it.”

Nikki didn’t want to leave his presence—there was just something about the man that called to her. But with her brother tugging at her arm, she allowed herself to be manhandled into the café.

She could feel RJ’s eyes on her as she was forced away from him.





Chapter Two







RJ Cross watched the young woman until she disappeared to the back of the café. The smile fell from his face once she was out of sight. Without question, she was one of the most intriguing women he’d ever laid eyes on. 

Her long dark hair was streaked with blonde, which added an attractive touch. Her green eyes had sparkled and her slender body was just to his liking. But being a Stratton was an added complication. 

He and Brandon Stratton hadn’t started on the best of terms. He shook his head and started back down the street to his shop. Instead of going inside, he walked to the back where he had his Harley parked.

He was glad he had decided to stop at the café before going home. Running into Nikki Stratton was a pleasant twist to the already long day.

He climbed on his bike and started it up. The rumble and vibration under him felt good and he took off towards the main street.

The small community he’d moved to with his Pack was a pretty piece of America. The Pack had come from the mountains of Colorado, and he’d worried that his family and Pack members wouldn’t adjust well. The last eight years spent in the military had kept him from having a place. His older brother had asked for him to come home, and RJ had known it had been time. He’d met some great people along the way, but he wanted to settle down. To be a part of something else. So it was great that, so far, most loved the town they had found, including him.

The quick ride to the house he was staying at with his brothers ended, and he thought about riding around for a little longer. He enjoyed driving the long, empty roads throughout the territory but he had business to take care of. 

He parked under the carport between the two trucks that had beaten him home. The lights were on in the front windows as he made his way across the wood porch. He let himself in and was greeted by the coolness of the air and the sound of a ball game on the television in the den.

He followed the noise to the doorway where he found his two brothers. His eldest brother was lounging in one of the leather chairs, legs spread as he slouched, drinking a beer.

RJ’s younger brother had his head buried in a book as he sat on one side of the large couch. He ruffled his ‘little’ brother’s hair as he stepped beside him and dropped down next to him.

“Hey!” Ben grumbled, not looking up from his book.

RJ grinned as he met Dylan’s gaze. 

Dylan smiled and shook his head. “How was work?”

RJ just shrugged. Opening a tattoo shop in a small town might not work out but he enjoyed his art and didn’t really need to work anyway. “Had a couple people drop by, but no new customers. I think they wanted to check out the new Alpha’s brother more than any art.”

Dylan nodded. “Give them time. The town will open up to us.”

RJ hoped he was right but that wasn’t his biggest concern. “I stopped by the café tonight.”

Dylan must have caught something in his tone because he switched the game to mute and sat up straighter.

“I overhead two men talking about the ceremony,” RJ told him.

Beside him, Ben put his book down and shifted towards him. Now he had both their attentions.

“They suggested there might be a challenge after the ceremony.”

Dylan sat back, and RJ let the man think. The rumours about a challenge had started to build in the last few weeks. Now just days before the ceremony, they had picked up even more. It had always been a possibility when Cameron King had asked Dylan to take over as Alpha that a challenge would come from someone who wanted the top position.

There were only two ways to become an Alpha of a Pack—to be appointed or to challenge the standing Alpha. Cameron King was an honest, kind, and well-respected Alpha. Dylan was new to the territory. An unknown. 

“Any idea who?” Dylan asked quietly.

RJ ran his hands roughly over his face. This was the tricky part. He didn’t want to add to the gossip but he had to protect his brother. “Talk is Brandon Stratton.”

Dylan didn’t look surprised. “I thought it would be. He is the closest wolf to matching my strength. Cameron did tell me he spoke with Brandon when he started to think about stepping down. Let him know about me.” RJ waited for his brother to continue. “At the time Brandon didn’t want the position. Said he wasn’t born to lead and knew it.”

“Doesn’t mean he didn’t change his mind,” Ben spoke up for the first time.

Smaller than his two brothers, Ben Cross was the quiet and peaceful one. He’d been born with the ability to calm those around him. It was what made him such a good diplomat for the Pack.

“Yeah, it’s one thing to not want to be Alpha and another to have someone else come in and take over,” Dylan agreed.

“The thing is,” RJ interrupted, “Brandon might not like it, but I don’t get the feeling he’s planning on challenging you. He hasn’t exactly welcomed me, but he doesn’t go out of his way to make up conflict. Other than the argument when I first reached town, he has been somewhat civil.”

All three of them sat in silence, thinking their own thoughts for several minutes, before Dylan spoke again.

“Well, there is nothing we can do until the challenge is issued. Just keep an ear out.”

RJ tilted his head in agreement. They had to wait. Nothing more to do. He might not like it, but it was Dylan’s call. “I’m going to head up to shower.”

Ben picked his book back up and sent him a wave of his hand but Dylan still stared at him. “Is that all?” he asked quietly.

RJ didn’t know how he did it. His older brother was always able to tell when something was going on with one of them. He thought about telling him about Nikki but didn’t want to add to his brother’s worries. And maybe he wanted to keep her a secret just a little bit longer.

He could still smell the citrus from her shampoo, feel the softness of her hand in his, and wanted to enjoy the moment before he had to deal with the tension between the two families.

“For now,” he answered his brother vaguely.

“I’m here if you need me,” Dylan told him before reaching for the remote again.

RJ headed up the stairs to the first room down the hall. He liked being closest to the stairs in case of problems during the night. He had served as an Enforcer in his Pack as well as the Pack in the military, which was actually a shifter unit. There had been a mixture of species but they had been run like a Pack. He still thought of them that way. 

But after his latest mission to protect the feline Prince and the battle once he’d been rescued, RJ had needed some time off. Dylan’s call that he needed him home had come right when he was looking for an excuse.

Everyone could tell that Dylan had been born a natural leader, and when their Alpha had heard Cameron King wanted to retire, he had suggested a meet between the two men.

Their Alpha Craig was a good man and had several sons who would be able to lead their Pack into the future. Dylan would never have challenged them if they ran the Pack fairly, and Craig knew it. Craig had been offered a position on the Alpha council and as any good leader would, had suggested some changes before he’d left. One of them had been for Dylan and Cameron to meet, Craig believing that Dylan should get the chance to lead his own Pack.

So Craig had urged Dylan to meet with Cameron and had even talked several others into joining the Pack Dylan would lead. More had come than any of them had thought. Craig had understood and encouraged them all. He wanted his Pack members to flourish but with over two hundred shifters under his command, he knew there were some wolves who couldn’t reach their potential in such a large group.

Moving to the new territory was a great opportunity for them all.

His room was dark and cool as he pushed the door open. He’d brought his furniture from the childhood home they’d lived in all their lives. He missed the old house and was glad he had something to remind him of home. He had a small apartment above his shop in town but he had yet to do more than move in a couch, futon, and odds and ends. It was convenient if he worked late or needed to grab a shower, but he liked being home with his brothers. Plus, until he knew all threat to Dylan had passed, he would stick close.

He tried to picture Nikki there with him in his bedroom. Would she find it too masculine, or would she see the beauty of the stained wood the way he did?

The large four-poster bed dominated most of the north wall. He was a tall man at six–foot-five. He liked to have plenty of room to sprawl out. 

But thoughts of having Nikki on every inch of the bed had his cock coming to attention and throbbing.

He could just see her spread out in the middle of the bed. Legs open and inviting, arms stretched above her head, her body arching in need.

He pulled his black T-shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off his boots and socks. The desire he had clearly read when he’d locked gazes with her had tempted his control. And just the one touch they’d briefly shared had sent his blood boiling.

He wanted her hands on him as he caressed that sweet skin.

He stood but couldn’t resist dropping his hand low to play with the zipper on his jeans. He wanted more than just her hands, though. Her mouth, with her easy smile, had been made for pleasuring a man. 

He groaned as he pictured her on her knees in front of him. Oh yeah, he could almost feel the warm, wet tongue tracing his balls before sucking him in.

He manoeuvred out of his jeans quickly until he stood stark naked, panting with need. He licked his palm then started to stroke himself, each rough tug drawing him closer to completion. It had just been his hand for too long, and now that he’d found a woman who called to both the man and wolf, he was quickly ready to explode.

He concentrated on each detail of Nikki Stratton as he urgently played with himself. Oh, he couldn’t wait to mark her with his mouth, his teeth and his cum. Bend her over the bed and pound into her just as he sank his canines into the back of her neck.

It was the last fantasy that sent him over the edge. His seed shot out as he pumped his cock and almost collapsed at the intensity of his orgasm.

He dropped back on the bed and smiled.

Complications be damned. Nikki Stratton would be his.






Chapter Three







Nikki had enjoyed dinner with her two brothers. Justin had delighted her with stories of both his second-grade class and the pre-teen wolves he taught. Brandon had remained quiet throughout most of the meal.

She bided her time until Brandon was headed back to the station and Justin sat in the passenger seat of her Jeep.

“What’s going on?” she asked her brother as she turned south off the main street to where their small home was. It was obvious that she had been brought home for a reason. Brandon had always been the adult, but the tension in him was new. Something big was going on.

Justin sighed and looked out of the window. “The ceremony in a few days is getting people worked up.”

She darted a look at him but he still faced away. “It’s not like we didn’t know it was going to happen.” Brandon had called and told her Cameron was stepping down. He had explained about the new Alpha coming and how their community would grow.

“Yeah, but knowing and it actually happening are two different things,” Justin told her.

Nikki guessed she could understand that. “Have you met the new Alpha?”

“Once. He seemed like a good enough guy,” Justin admitted. “But he’s not from here.”

“Well, Cameron has already picked the Alpha and it was agreed upon by the council,” she reminded him. “What is there to do?”

“The new Alpha could be challenged right after the ceremony,” Justin informed her quietly.

Her hands jerked and the vehicle swerved. She righted the steering wheel. “Shit, a challenge?” 

She’d never seen a challenge but knew enough about them to know that a challenge for the position for Alpha would be major. Some of her friends had told her stories about the Pack being taken over. The Alpha who was beaten never lived.

“Who would be stupid enough to challenge the Alpha?” she asked.

When Justin just turned and met her stare she knew. “Oh, good God! He can’t!”

Justin just shrugged. “I don’t think he even wants to. But he’s getting a lot of pressure right now.”

And suddenly she understood. She wasn’t home just to welcome the new Alpha. She might be saying goodbye to her own brother.

Tears pricked her eyes as she peered out of the windshield. The sights that surrounded her were so familiar, but they didn’t soothe her like they normally did. Now they made her feel sick.

They’d lived there since her grandfather had joined the small community and had brought his young mate back home. Her grandmother’s family had been part of the territory for several decades. 

The wide open space that expanded for miles and miles was home. But home also meant family. Her family was just Brandon and Justin.

“We can’t let him,” she practically yelled in the small, quiet confines of the vehicle.

“We don’t have a choice. If he decides to do it, we have to support him,” Justin murmured.

She couldn’t believe her ears. Could Justin really believe that any good to come out of the challenge? She pressed her lips together and glared over at him. The pain on his face brought her up short. If he knew, how could he back Brandon?

“Justin?”

He held up a hand stopping her. “Talk to Brandon. He knows how I feel already and he needs to know your thoughts also. But no matter what he decides, we will stand behind him.”

Nikki didn’t say anything, unsure what could actually be said. She turned down the gravel road that led to their cabin. It was only a half mile to the house and the entire time her mind ran though several possibilities. All ended with her losing so much.

She pulled up to the front of the house and heard the barking. The sound brought a smile to her face. Faced with so much new information, it was good to know some things didn’t change.

She opened the driver’s door without waiting on Justin. She braced her feet shoulder-width apart and waited as the barking came closer. 

A black streak raced from around her house before she suddenly had a full-blooded sixty-pound black Lab on her. 

“Hey, Bear.” She rubbed the dog from his large front paws on her shoulders down his back. She received several wet kisses as welcome.

Justin’s deep laugh came from in front of the house. “Guess he missed you.”

She glanced over and her heart swelled. It was obvious the dog wasn’t the only one. She wanted Justin to wrap his arms around her and tell her it would be okay. Instead, she let him turn away.

“Justin?” she called out before he could make it up the steps.

He turned and raised an eyebrow in question.

“What’s the new Alpha’s name?”

“Dylan Cross.”

She didn’t hear him walk into the house, couldn’t hear anything over the pounding in her ears. She pushed the dog off her and sat down heavily on the bottom step.

“Christ. Cross?” she whispered to the night.

Bear lay at her feet and licked her hand. She had no idea what that meant.

Obviously her brother hadn’t liked the man she’d met at the café. The hostility had been easy enough to read. But was it because he was related to the new Alpha or something more? She normally wouldn’t have thought anything about getting involved with someone her brother didn’t approve of. In fact, that had been how she had picked her high-school boyfriends. But this was something else entirely. Not only was her body practically vibrating at the thought of him, her wolf—who typically stayed mostly silent—was scratching and clawing at her to go find him.

She could almost taste the strength that had come from the stranger. He might not have been Alpha material, but he had been dominant. And if he was related to the Alpha that didn’t speak well for any challenger.

Brandon had always been quick, strong and smart. But she was scared to death it wouldn’t be enough this time.

She buried her hands in Bear’s thick fur. “What in the world are we going to do?” she asked. Of course, the dog didn’t answer.

The wind picked up, forcing her to go back to her Jeep and grab her bag. Bear stayed with her and she was glad for the company. She walked in the front door and the feeling of being home hit her at once. Her eyes blurred from the memories that assaulted her. The living room still had the old worn furniture that had once belonged to her grandparents.

The light was off in the dining room and further back to the kitchen but she knew no changes had been made there either.

The stairs still creaked as she made her way up. She smiled, jumping over the seventh step—the loudest—that had given her away more than once when she’d tried to sneak out as a teen.

She passed Brandon’s and Justin’s rooms on the way to her own. Justin’s light shone under his door, but she wanted a little time alone to think things through before she spoke with him again. There had to be something she could do to help Brandon.

Her room hadn’t changed a bit in her absence, and that was both comforting and sad. Would it really hurt her to come back more than once every couple of years? While she had been travelling and working, her brothers were trying to figure out the future of the Pack.

She really felt terrible that she hadn’t wanted to come back. Brandon and Justin had obviously needed her.

Hoping a hot shower would clear the exhaustion from travel and help her think more clearly, she dumped her bag on the bed and grab her shower case from it. She had the master bedroom with the bath inside, while Brandon and Justin shared the other bath in the hall. She had told one of them to take her room so they could have the private bath, but Brandon had ignored her and Justin had said as soon as she was mated he would.

She’d answered in that case it would still be hers for a while.

She turned the hot water on and began to strip. Stepping inside the stall, she sighed and let the steam and heat relax her. Starting to wash her hair, she thought about the man she had met earlier. RJ was the kind of man that you would notice from down the street—his dark good looks, height and build, and tattooed arms.

She hummed to herself thinking how damn good-looking he was. Just the kind of guy she usually found herself attracted to.

Oh, not normally as attracted as this, but it had been a long while since she had been with another shifter. She craved the dominance male wolves had in them, but in the people she surrounded herself with she rarely found what she longed for.

She filled her hands with body wash and ran her hands down her neck to her chest. Her breasts felt heavy and she wished there was someone in the shower with her. Of course that made her think about RJ again. His large hands would be able to cup her perfectly and his wide smooth lips would feel fantastic against her skin.

She moved her hands lower until she skimmed against her mound. She slipped a finger lower, rubbing her clit hard.

Spreading her legs, she leaned against the wall of the shower. The stall was too small for two people, but she could still imagine RJ on his knees in front of her licking her folds.

Her imagination and own fingers brought her to the fevered edge she craved. “Oh God,” she murmured, sliding two fingers deep inside her pussy. Pumping in and out, she trembled…almost right…there…

A flash of RJ holding her against the wall, his deep voice telling her to come, had her finally falling over the edge.

Spent and warm, she turned off the water and wrapped a towel around her body. She had a lot to think about. Maybe she would catch a little nap before Brandon came home.






Chapter Four







Dylan was already gone by the time that RJ made it down the stairs the next morning, but Ben was dressed in his suit drinking a cup of coffee.

“’Bout time,” his younger brother complained. “I’ve got to get to work.”

RJ frowned as he reached for a clean coffee cup. “So what’s stopping you?”

It wasn’t like he usually got up with his brothers. He liked to work late and had never been an early riser. He enjoyed having his own business so he could set his own hours.

“Because I wanted to talk to you,” Ben told him as he stood and rinsed out his coffee mug. RJ moved to the kitchen table his brother had just left and took a seat, waving his hand so Ben would get on with it.

“One of the women I work with said that the Stratton sister was coming to town,” Ben informed him.

RJ froze. He wasn’t sure where his brother was going with this.

“From what I understand, she keeps Pack status but hasn’t been home in over a year.”

As casually as he could, RJ leant back in his chair. “And?”

“You don’t think it’s funny that the ceremony and maybe challenge are only days away and she is suddenly back here?”

Now that he thought about it, yes, it was a little strange, but he didn’t want to admit it to his brother. “What? You think she’s part of the challenge?”

Ben shook his head. “No, of course not, but it doesn’t mean they’re not up to something.”

RJ thought about it, but really, what could the young woman do? Besides she had flirted with him the night before. Plus she hadn’t even blinked at his name when he had told her he was a Cross. He would almost guarantee she hadn’t a clue about his family.

Almost guarantee. He was pretty good at reading people but he had been distracted by her.

“I’ll see what I can find out,” he promised. He had already planned on it. 

Ben’s shoulders relaxed and he felt guilt turn his stomach. He should tell Ben about meeting Nikki Stratton. But instead he watched his brother pick up his briefcase and waved goodbye.

“Where to start?” he asked the empty room. He would treat it like any other investigation as an Enforcer. He picked up his coffee cup, topped it off and made his way to his laptop. He would run some basic searches on Nikki Stratton.

He would know where to go from there once he knew more about the woman. Stepping into his bedroom, he couldn’t help but remember the fantasies he’d had about her. He’d woken hard and needing and had had to jerk off again before he’d gone in search of his morning caffeine.

One way or another, he needed to decide what to do about her. He couldn’t keep her from his family for much longer.



* * * *



Nikki had slept like the dead. She’d meant to be awake when Brandon had got off shift but she hadn’t heard a thing once she’d passed out in bed. Upon waking, she had been thrown for a minute before she could place where she was. Then the memory of the trouble they could be in had her stomach in knots as she had dressed for the day. 

She looked forward to seeing her friend again but she now wished she hadn’t invited her to breakfast. She needed to have a conversation with her brother.

She moved quietly around the house, starting the coffee pot and turning on the television before she started breakfast. 

She was just placing the cinnamon rolls in the oven when Brandon appeared in the doorway. She poured him a cup and set it on the bar between them.

He grunted his thanks and took a seat.

Gently placing the spatula she was holding onto the counter, she leaned against the bar.

Brandon drank half the coffee before he glanced up at her.

“Justin told you?”

Nikki nodded. Guess it was going to happen now. “How could you even consider it?” she asked softly.

He looked down and rubbed the side of his mug. “I hadn’t really. Some of the older members approached me and I figured they were just upset and would get over it.”

“But they didn’t,” she guessed.

“No, as the ceremony gets closer they are getting more desperate. Word is that Dylan Cross will fill his inner circle with his own wolves. Cameron had discussed that some of our Pack would be involved, but I guess Dylan is backing out on that. So we would be losing the Pack and that scares people. Especially if the shifters do go public soon as planned. If I don’t do it, then someone else will.”

“Someone not as strong as you,” she filled in.

He didn’t answer so she just watched him, the man who had been her mother and father for the last twenty years.

“Do you even want to be Alpha?” she asked when he remained silent.

He looked up and she read the answer in his eyes. He didn’t but he felt trapped.

She walked around the counter and wrapped an arm around his neck. “I don’t want to lose you,” she whispered into his ear.

He hugged her tight and they just held each other. Nikki couldn’t believe this was happening. She had to find a way to save them all.

“We’ll figure it out,” she promised.

He gave her one last squeeze before letting her go and standing. “In two days? I’ve been trying to come up with another way for months now. And I don’t want you to get involved. I just wanted you home. I wanted to have some time with you.”

She bit her lip at the lost look on his face. She had never understood before how much responsibility her brother carried.

“I love you.”

He smiled, just the corners of his lips curving up. “I love you too. I gotta get ready for work. Just yell when breakfast is ready.”

She watched him go. There had to be something she could do.

She didn’t have long to think about it before the back door open and the whirlwind of her best friend entered. Hands full of bags and children, Sabrina swept in, distracting her from her problems.

Breakfast was a noisy but wonderful event. The kids had woken Justin up, so he’d made it down right behind Brandon. They shared a look of worry but both remained quiet.

Both men eventually left for work, leaving the women and kids. Sabrina ushered the two older kids into the den to watch television as Nikki sat with another cup of coffee at the table holding baby Julian.

Sabrina topped off the mugs before sitting down beside her.

“How are things around here?” her friend asked.

Nikki was glad she had brought it up. She didn’t want to confide too much but she needed to talk to someone. “As well as can be expected.”

Sabrina sent her a sympathetic look. “I know a lot of the other members of the Pack are worried, but I don’t know that a challenge is the way to go. Cameron is giving his blessing for the new Alpha. He has been working on the transition being as smooth as possible. I think it was a great idea of Dylan Cross to bring the Pack members in before he took over so everyone could merge together.”

Nikki was glad her friend agreed. “How’s it been around here since the new members came? Any problems?”

“No, as far as I’ve heard, they’ve brought in more money, businesses, and are a pretty good bunch.”

“Then why all this talk about the challenge?”

Sabrina shrugged. “It’s mostly the older generation. You know how they are about change. And this is a big one.”

“Yeah, but Cameron wouldn’t bring someone in he didn’t trust. It couldn’t have been easy to decide. He even consulted the Alpha council.”

“I know. But you know how it is. So much has happened within the shifter world in the last few months. Talking about going public, the feline Prince being kidnapped, and now a new leader here. They are just trying to control something.”

Nikki thought about the new information. “Does Cameron know? He should be able to do something.”

“I don’t think so. He wouldn’t want a challenge. He would for sure try to talk to Brandon. But what can you say? I haven’t actually heard if Brandon is going to challenge. Just the rumour that he should.”

“Someone has to tell Cameron,” Nikki insisted.

“And if Brandon doesn’t challenge it could put him in jeopardy. What would you do in his position? He can’t act on a rumour.”

“What do you know about the new Alpha?” 

“Just that he was an Enforcer at his old Pack. He showed all the signs of being a great leader but their Pack had several wolves descended from the Alpha who would want the position. To be an Alpha, he had to go somewhere else.”

She had to ask, Nikki knew, but she dreaded bringing up the name. “What do you know about his brother, RJ Cross?”

Sabrina grinned. “Good-looking, smart, but a little rough around the edges. He owns the tattoo parlour in town, drives a Harley, and has every woman in town lusting after him.”

“Hmm,” Nikki murmured, not exactly happy that the thought of every woman in town making eyes at the stranger made her feel extremely jealous. Damn, she’d just met the guy.

“He has another brother, too,” Sabrina informed her.

“Really?”

“Younger than Dylan and RJ. He works at the paper with Max. Max says he’s quiet and keeps to himself. Nice and wicked smart.”

“So both the brothers already work in town?” That was good information. If she wanted to protect her brother, she needed as much information as she could find on them.

“Yep, why? What are you going to do?” Sabrina asked with a nervous laugh.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Well, whatever you do, it has to be quick,” Sabrina told her, standing. “Not everyone wants a challenge, but if there is one, sides will be drawn. Brandon would have the entire town on his. That’s a lot of pressure.”

Picking up the mugs and a few plates from the kitchen, Nikki agreed silently. If she was going to help, she needed to get started.






Chapter Five







RJ was impressed with the number of articles written by Nicole B. Stratton. She had travelled to several countries, writing about what she saw and bringing awareness to the many cultures that were ignored around the world. It was obvious the woman was good at what she did and truly enjoyed it.

It also raised the question—why would she put that on hold to come back home? Why now? And would she be leaving soon?

The last question was purely personal. He wanted to see more of the woman and knew one taste of her was not going to be enough. 

The alarm on his watch beeped and he glanced at the time. It was already late morning and he needed to get into town to open his shop, even if the people who came in the shop only wanted to check out the new Alpha’s brother.

He stuffed the articles in his top desk drawer before logging off his computer.

He showered quickly before dressing in a faded pair of jeans and a black T-shirt. His custom boots and jacket followed. Locking up behind himself, he wondered what Nikki was doing that morning. 

If she hadn’t known who he was the night before, surely she did by now. It might make it more difficult to get closer to her but he was a determined man. 

He wouldn’t trade on his feelings for her to get information on her brother, but a woman with the integrity to write the articles he’d read couldn’t be behind a hostile takeover.

And a challenge would be just that. Cameron had chosen his brother to lead the Pack. It angered him that the old Alpha’s wishes were not being respected, in addition to the fact that he wouldn’t stand for any threat against his family.

The hum of his bike was loud in the quietness of the yard. He drove slowly and carefully towards town. Brandon Stratton had already pulled him over once. It had been a tense battle of strength between the two men. RJ knew the sheriff had been testing his control. Pushing his buttons to see what he would do. 

He had managed to hang onto his wolf and not give the sheriff what he wanted. After taking the speeding ticket, he had been almost certain he’d briefly seen respect in Brandon’s eyes but couldn’t be sure.

He took the side streets until he reached the back alley in which he parked. He entered his shop through the back door and flipped on the lights. The shop remained neat and clean from the night before. 

His footsteps echoed as he crossed the front entry to the windows and doors. He opened the blinds, letting the bright sunlight in to gleam against the stainless steel countertops. He was just reaching for the ‘Open’ sign when he spotted her. 

She crossed the street with long, confident strides. He smiled as he watched her. She was dressed in almost identical style to his. Faded jeans, a snug, fitted black T-shirt, with black sneakers. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail and he could almost imagine hanging on to her hair as she went down on him. His cock rose and he licked his lips in need. 

He wasn’t surprised when he realised she was heading in the direction of his shop. 

Everything he had learnt from the internet made him think she would attack any problem head on. Hopefully he could get her on his side. Not against her brother, but against a challenge.

He unlocked the door and pulled it open when she was still several feet away.

Surprise crossed her face before she wiped it with a look of determination. She nodded at him as she passed beside him to enter.

He closed the door behind her, leaving the sign on ‘Closed’.

She walked around the shop, taking in his pride and joy. He let her prowl and admired her as she roamed. After several minutes, she paused and turned to him.

“We have a problem,” she told him.

“Just one?” he asked, crossing his arms.

She laughed. “One problem at a time, I think.”

“Okay.” He waved to one of the couches. “Have a seat.”

She sat down and he chose one of the other chairs so he could be directly in front of her. He wanted to sit close but he wasn’t sure if he did that he would be able to keep his hands off her.

It was better that he put some distance between them, for now anyway. She smelt clean and fresh. He closed his eyes briefly and breathed in deep, pulling her scent inside him.

When he opened his eyes, he saw her staring down at her hands.

“Which problem would you like to discuss today?” he asked. He didn’t like the thought of her being upset. The urge to join her on the couch was strong once again.

“Our brothers.”

He tensed. He didn’t mean to but it was a reaction he couldn’t hide. As soon as he did, she shifted away from him. He took several deep breaths in hopes of calming himself and putting her at ease.

“I have heard rumours,” he admitted, not wanting to give too much away until he knew her stance. “It concerns me.”

“It concerns you? That’s all you have to say? Just an everyday nuisance?” she accused. “Don’t you want to do something to stop it?”

He laughed. This spitfire of a woman was sure intriguing. “You’ve been here, what? Twelve hours? I have been here for weeks. In all that time, not one person has asked my opinion. And if they did, I would tell them that Cameron chose his replacement and the members of this community need to accept it.”

She frowned and shook her head. “What’s your brother going to do about it?”

“What’s my brother going to do? Are you saying Brandon is going to challenge?”

“No!” she practically yelled. She caught herself and cleared her throat. “No, I’m not saying that. But there are people in this town who don’t want your brother to be Alpha. He needs to address it.”

He was amused. Even though the entire situation was serious, he admired the woman sitting across from him. “My brother plans on accepting the position of the Alpha of the Midessa pack as requested by the current Alpha Cameron King,” he told her formally. “He does not have to prove his worth to anyone and does not have to ask permission. This has already been decided.”

She snorted. “Nice. Nicely worded.”

He was glad she appreciated it. 

“And you know that was a bullshit answer. I didn’t expect that from you. Maybe from Ben, but I thought you would shoot a little straighter.”

He tensed and a growl slipped out. “What do you know about Ben?”

“Not much. Doesn’t seem like anyone knows much more than he keeps to himself and he’s very smart.”

Her words filled him with pride. Ben was smart, even though that was why he kept to himself so much. Being bullied as a kid would do that to you. Dylan and RJ had done their best to protect him, but they hadn’t always been around.

“Dylan hasn’t been around much, either. Spending all his time with Cameron,” she commented.

“He does have a new Pack to learn about,” RJ replied easily.

“Then there’s you. You placed yourself right smack in the middle of town, you mix with the community and stay visible. Like you’re trying to take everyone’s attention from your brothers.”

She was smart. But so was he. “And you. The big-city girl comes home, asks around about the Cross brothers, and thinks she knows it all?” he questioned.

She shook her head. “No, I don’t know it all. But I do know that in two days, one way or another, we will have a new Alpha. If there is a challenge of any form, it will tear this town apart.”

He sighed because she was right again.

“And if he is challenged?” she asked. “What happens if that does happen?”

That was a tricky question. He knew what he thought Dylan would do but he didn’t think she would like that answer. “I can’t answer that. You would need to ask Dylan.”

She pressed her lips together before sucking her bottom lip into her mouth in thought. His cock responded immediately as he stared at her mouth. Damn it, they were having a serious conversation and he still wanted to mount and claim her.

Just the thought that she was brave enough to ask questions no one else had made him want to strip her naked and pound into her.

She licked her lips and he stifled a groan.

The fantasy from the night before came back. Her on her knees in front of him, pleasing him with her mouth and hands. His cock was leaking against the front of his jeans and he shifted, trying to relieve some of the pressure.

Her cough brought his thoughts back to the current time. When he glanced back at her, she was staring at his lap. His erection was obvious under the zipper of his jeans.

“Really?” she asked, peeking up at him.

He grinned and winked. “What can I say?”

She chewed on her lip more and he groaned.

Her eyebrows drew together in confusion.

“Stop with the lip thing! You’re killing me here.”

Her eyes widened. “Hmm,” she teased, and darted her tongue to swipe at her lips.

He wasn’t a saint. His control could only be tested so far. He jumped off the chair and was on her instantly. He straddled her legs and pushed her back against the couch.

“You’re playing with fire, Nikki Stratton,” he warned. Any indication she wanted this to go forward and he would be all over her.

He jerked when she ran her hands up from his knees to his waist. 

“Oh God, just kiss me,” she told him, tilting her head back.

“Hell yeah.” He celebrated for a quick second before leaning down and slowly closing the distance between their mouths.

She arched up, trying to meet his lips. He grinned as he cupped the side of her face. “Are you sure?”

She growled and tightened her hands, now resting on his upper legs. “Stop teasing,” she demanded.

He had no idea where he found the gentleness with which he kissed her. Their mouths met and she opened under the pressure of his. Their tongues touched tentatively at first then more forcefully.

She responded beautifully, reaching up and pulling him closer so his hard cock brushed over her stomach. He moaned at the friction and she swallowed the sound.

He closed his eyes and let himself go, kissing and rubbing against the woman under him. It wasn’t until he felt her push him back that he realised she had been yanking at his shirt trying to get off the cotton material. 

He leant back quickly and ripped the shirt over his head before removing hers as well.

She traced the tattoo over his heart before leaning forward to lick at the eagle. He shivered at the feel of her tongue on his skin.

“Marine,” she murmured against him.

As gently as he could with shaking hands, he held her head to him. She left the eagle to run her tongue down his pecs, over his nipple, to the tribal tattoo that covered his left side.

His erection pulsed in need as she continued on exploring. Finally, before he blew, he slipped off her and guided her to lie down on the couch.

He kissed her again, enjoying the taste of coffee and pure woman. It was heady, this need that she had awakened in him. He wanted to worship her from top to bottom.

Just as slowly as she had done to him, he learnt every inch of her. Using his hands and mouth, he teased her soft skin, causing goosebumps to pop up. 

She lifted enough to help remove her white silk bra and pressed against his hand when he cupped her sex through her jeans. He could smell her arousal. She was wet, ready for him. She scratched her short nails down his arm as he snapped the button on her jeans and slowly unzipped her pants. He let her toe off her tennis shoes and he yanked her socks, jeans and panties down until she lay bared for his eyes to feast on.

He bent and placed soft kisses on her stomach before moving lower. At the first swipe of his tongue through her juices she cried out. When he ran his fingers between her folds, she gasped before he opened her and mouthed her plump pussy, causing her to buck and grab at his head. He pleasured her, drawing out her climax, until she dropped back on the couch spent.

“Not nearly done with you,” he warned her as he got his jeans open and pushed them down. He fought with his boots and socks before finally managing to get free of them. She watched with heavy eyes full of lust.

He climbed back to his knees and scooted closer to her. 

“Mmm, yummy,” she said before crawling off the couch and pushing him back. He hit the floor still reaching for her.

“I knew you would be big and hard. Just perfect for me,” she admired, and stroked his cock. He lifted his hips into her touch. “I have to taste you.”

He cried out when she swallowed him down her throat. He tried not to buck, really he did, but she was using her tongue under the head of his penis and he couldn’t help it.

“Uh!” he called out as she took him deeper.

She slipped her hands beneath him and gently urged him to move.

As carefully as he could, he plunged in and out of her hot mouth. His control was close to snapping when she moved one hand to his balls and rolled them. 

It was too much too soon. He couldn’t hold back any longer.

“I’m gonna,” he warned, thrusting faster even though he wanted to be buried inside her. But that would have to wait.

She hummed her permission and sucked him down. He came, white explosions behind his eyes, and she swallowed.

She licked him clean before sitting up and propping her chin on her hand. “Well, that wasn’t the way I thought this conversation would go.”

He laughed and gathered her to his chest to bask in the afterglow. He held her close, stroking her hair and praying they would be able to find a solution to the Pack problem. One afternoon and he knew that the woman in his arms was his. He would not let her go.






Chapter Six







Nikki couldn’t believe she had agreed to meet RJ at the old bar at the edge of town. She’d managed to avoid both her brothers after her morning romp with RJ but guilt ate at her.

She was supposed to be trying to find a solution to the challenge problem, not sexing up a member of the enemy camp.

But really, it wasn’t like the Cross brothers wanted a challenge, right? They had just as much at stake as anyone else.

She and RJ had at least agreed that a challenge was the last thing anyone wanted. She would have liked to discuss more in the privacy of his shop but an old military buddy had called and RJ had needed to answer the phone. Plus, by that time she had already felt guilty about throwing herself at him. 

She pulled up in front of the old barn that had been converted into a bar and sighed. She knew her brothers wouldn’t understand but she just couldn’t stay away from RJ. Not only was she hoping for a solution to the Pack issue, but she just wanted to spend time with him.

As she’d lain in his arms and he’d told her he wanted to see her later that night, she hadn’t been able to meet his eyes. It wasn’t that she regretted what had happened between the two of them but she did have to look out for her family.

RJ had forced her chin up and when she’d lifted her head, she had been able to clearly see how important it was to him. She’d reluctantly agreed to come all the way out here. Away from anyone who would question the two of them being together. Give them time, he’d said, to figure out their next move.

As she’d expected, his Harley was parked close to the door. She parked her Jeep and stepped into the warm night air. Even at ten in the evening it had to still be in the eighties.

The music was low and the smoke thick when she opened the doors. Not too many people there at this time of night on a Monday. She ignored the four men playing pool and walked to the back booth where her date waited.

Not that this was a date. Or maybe it was. She didn’t have any idea. He smiled and slid out of the booth when she reached the table.

The kiss she received was just shy of erotic and had her toes curling.

“I’ll get you a drink. What’s your pleasure?”

She nearly said he was but swallowed it at the last minute. “Light beer on tap.”

He nodded and guided her to the seat he had just vacated.

She put her purse against the wall and watched as he walked to the bar. He wore tight black jeans and now that she knew what was under them, her mouth watered for another taste of him.

He cocked his hip against the bar as he ordered, surveying the room. When two beers were set in front of him, he pulled out his wallet and paid, before turning back to her.

His white shirt stretched tight against his chest and she had to curl her fingers up to stop herself from reaching out for him. He wasn’t the first good-looking man she’d ever run into or even dated, but there was something about RJ Cross that just sent shivers of need down her spine.

He plopped the drinks down and joined her in the booth. She shook when he tugged at the bottom of her black skirt.

“And just what do you have under this?” he whispered in her ear.

She sent him what she hoped was a sexy grin and reached for her beer.

“Ah, something to find out later,” he teased.

If his hand kept going up her thigh, it wouldn’t be much later. She took several large gulps to try to cool her heated body.

He chuckled and nipped at her ear. “Slow down, honey. I don’t want you too drunk for what I have in mind later.”

She almost choked on her drink. 

He kissed the side of her neck before leaning back and reaching for his own beer.

Nikki took a deep breath in relief. She wasn’t too far from jumping him there in the bar and that wouldn’t be good.

“We need to talk about our brothers,” she told him. She was determined to find some sort of solution.

He raised his glass and tilted it to her. “You need to convince your brother not to challenge Dylan.”

“Yeah, why didn’t I think of that?” Nikki rolled her eyes. “It’s not that simple and you know that.”

He shook his head. “But it is. Dylan was picked by Cameron King. The Pack needs to respect his wishes.”

“The Pack is worried. They don’t know your brother, your family, or anyone else. They have the right to be concerned,” she shot back.

“If they believe in Cameron, why are they questioning his choice? I’ve met the man several times and I don’t see him turning his Pack over to someone who will lead them down the wrong road. Do you even know why they don’t accept Dylan?”

She shook her head. 

“That’s bullshit then. He’s a good man, and he will be a great and fair leader.”

“He’s new and different.”

He snorted and took a long drink.

She didn’t want to fight with RJ but he had to see where they were coming from.

“So instead of using these last two weeks or even the few months we’ve been here getting to know the future Alpha or asking questions, they come up with a conspiracy to get rid of him.”

“It’s not a conspiracy,” she argued, even though it did kind of feel that way to her too.

“They had their time to talk with Cameron. To ask questions. Instead they wait until days before the ceremony before they start speaking about a challenge?”

Nikki sighed. She could see where RJ was coming from. But that didn’t help. “If Brandon doesn’t challenge then someone else will.”

With a jerk of his shoulder, RJ sat forward. “Fine, but it’s all bullshit.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “It’s nothing against you or your family.”

RJ snorted. “Yes, actually it is. Dylan is meant to be the Alpha. But dividing the Pack was never meant to happen. Even if Dylan wins the challenge, he will constantly be reminded he’s not from here. How is that fair?”

“He had to know coming here something like this might happen.”

“No,” he interrupted. “We were told we were wanted here. That it had already been decided. Dylan doesn’t deserve this.”

“What about his inner circle? Is he only using the wolves he brought with him?”

RJ shook his head. “I don’t know. I do know that Cameron and Dylan have discussed it, but that is something that we’d have to ask him. Why?”

“Just some rumours that Dylan is using this to bring his Pack up and leave the original Pack in the dust.”

“Dylan wouldn’t do that!”

Nikki pushed her drink away and sank back against the back of the booth. “This isn’t going to work. If we can’t agree, then we will never get the Pack to.”

When he put his arm around her shoulders, Nikki cuddled into him. The kiss to the top of her head gave her hope. 

“I think the majority of the Pack, both new and old members, are okay with it,” he told her. “Just a handful of the people, really, have any concerns. Besides, we’re more involved than the others. It’s our brothers who will be hurt.”

She gave into temptation and ran her hand over his chest. “So what do we do?”

“I don’t know. Dylan is worried about it and it sounds like Brandon is too. Maybe they should just get together and have it out before the ceremony.”

Nikki thought about it. “That is a good idea, unless they kill each other before the ceremony.”

RJ’s thumb on her bottom lip surprised her. “You’re doing it again.”

She swiped at his thumb before sucking the digit into her mouth. She watched his nostrils flare. 

“Fuck, baby,” he panted at her.

She grinned and let go.

“Can you get Brandon to our house tonight?” he asked, trying to get back to the point.

She hesitated before nodding. “Yeah, if I don’t tell him where we’re going, I think I might manage it. I’d have to bring Justin too. This is a family issue.”

“Okay, that will work. Ben will be there, so three of you and three of us. It’s fair and we can all sit down and hash this out. There is only one more day. We need to do it now.”

She glanced at her watch. It was half after ten. “Midnight?”

“Yeah, that will work,” he agreed. He dropped his hand back under the table. “We should probably get going.”

“Yeah,” she breathed as he nuzzled her neck while slipping his hand under her skirt.

She spread for him until he was teasing over the flimsy material she wore for panties. She was already wet for him. “RJ, please.”

“Let’s go!” He grabbed her hand and pulled her from the booth.

She laughed and stumbled as he continued to drag her through the bar. They hit the door and ran out into the night. 

“Where are you parked?” he asked, lifting her off her feet.

She held onto his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist. “Who cares?”

He chuckled as he walked farther from the bar. “I see it.”

She was busy kissing and biting at his neck so she didn’t really care if he found the car or not. Just the taste of him was breathtaking. His salty skin called to her. Reminded her of how much she had enjoyed him earlier.

“Baby, if you keep that up we aren’t going to make it to the Jeep.”

“Uh-huh,” she murmured. Really, all that they needed to do was get to a flat surface. She wanted him inside her this time. She squeezed his waist and he groaned.

Happily, she went back to sucking at his neck.

She grunted when her back hit the side of her Jeep.

“You drive me crazy,” he told her and slammed his mouth down on hers.

She slid lower, rubbing against his hard body. “Want you…please…need you,” she managed when they broke away to breathe air in.

“Christ.” He glanced around the empty parking lot before opening the passenger door and pushing her inside.

She giggled as she fell back into the seat.

“Gonna be quick,” he warned, leaning over her and pushing her shirt up.

“Don’t care,” she promised, already starting to unsnap his jeans.

They managed to move clothes out of the way enough so he was pressed up against her.

“Look at me,” he demanded, just inches from taking her, his cock hard and pulsing at the lips of her pussy.

She lifted her head. His eyes held the power of his passion and she shivered. “RJ, now!”

He slammed inside, going deep with the first thrust. Her breath caught and she clawed at his back. Perfect, what she needed.

“Oh fuck, you feel good,” he told her as he started to pound into her.

She tightened around him and lifted her hips to meet each wild, passionate plunge. This was what she craved, what she longed for on those cold lonely nights. Someone to take her. Someone to swamp out all of her feelings and just demand a response.

“Yes! Yes!” she cried out as he rode her hard. She ran her hands over every inch she could touch, his head, his shoulders, chest, and stomach. The ink on him rose and shimmered as they moved in sequence. 

“Mine, all mine.” He spoke each time he buried himself back inside. 

She heard him talking but couldn’t concentrate on the words. The feel of him inside her, the sight of the pleasure on his face, and the fierceness in his eyes was mesmerising. The pressure built until she couldn’t stand it.

“RJ, please!”

He grabbed her face and their eyes locked. “Mine,” he growled.

His eyes were almost wolflike and his teeth became elongated. She knew the wolf was close to the surface. Her own animal was clawing to get out. To be claimed.

“Yes,” she told him. There was no doubt she belonged to him one hundred per cent.

He snarled, throwing his head back, slammed inside.

“Yes!” she cried again as she exploded. Her orgasm tore through her body. She clutched at him, pulled, tried to anchor herself.

He followed her over the edge, spilling his seed inside her, marking her with his scent.

Long minutes went by as they both tried to get their control back. 

He planted both hands on either side of her head. He waited until their gazes locked. “You know what this means?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah…” She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

“I will mate you, Nikki Stratton. And soon.”

She had no doubt and that scared the crap out of her.






Chapter Seven







Freshly showered, nervous, and almost desperate, Nikki drove down the empty roads with Brandon beside her and Justin in the back seat.

She had expected more questions but the men must have seen something in her face that convinced them that when she said they needed to come with her, they did.

She needed to tell them about her and RJ. She should prepare them. Her fear was that her emotions were too all over the place to hide once she was in the same room with the man. 

But every time she opened her mouth, she couldn’t get the words out.

“Nik,” Brandon called softly. “What is going on?”

She had to give him credit that he had remained quiet for so long. In only a few more minutes, they would pull up to the house RJ and his brothers shared.

“I need you to trust me, Brandon. To know that I love you more than anything.”

He covered her hand that was on the wheel. She released her grip and held onto him. “You’re scaring me,” he said, kissing her hand.

“Brandon, please trust me.” She made the turn to the Cross house and felt him tense next to her.

“What are you doing? Nikki, why are we here?”

She shook her head and continued to drive.

“Stop the car,” he ordered.

It took all her willpower to remove her hand from his hold and put it back on the wheel to continue towards the house.

“Nicole Stratton, pull this car over!”

She whimpered at the tone, her wolf wanting her to obey the dominant with her.

“Please, Brandon.” She pressed her foot down on the gas pedal, moving them quicker before she lost her nerve. The house came into sight, with RJ standing on the porch.

She pulled up in front of him and took a deep breath. “Just come inside. Talk to Dylan, work this out.”

Brandon growled long and low.

“Oh shit!” Justin barked a laugh from the back seat. “This is actually a good idea.”

Brandon snarled at him and wrapped his hand around Nikki’s upper arm. “What were you thinking?”

She shook, his fury hard for her to handle, but she had to try.

“Get us out of here,” he demanded, shaking her a little. He was still in control, making sure he didn’t hurt her, but she still wanted to roll over for him.

“Too late,” Justin piped up from the back seat. “Look.”

They glanced towards the porch where two other men had joined RJ.

“Just talk to him,” she begged her brother.

“Come on, man.” Justin gripped Brandon’s shoulder. “It’s a good idea.”

Brandon moved quickly, throwing his door open then slamming it closed. Nikki and Justin scrambled to catch up. They met at the front of her Jeep.

Nikki looked over the two men she hadn’t seen before, but her eyes were drawn to her lover. His gaze flickered to her but settled on Brandon, his body full of tension. No one moved for several moments.



RJ watched as the three Stratton siblings stood together, Nikki placed between the two brothers just like he and Dylan had put Ben.

No one moved or spoke. He’d convinced Ben to help set Dylan up to meet with Brandon but now, with the tension flowing through all the shifters, he had to wonder if it had been a good idea.

Nikki’s distress was evident in her face and it was all he could do to not go down and comfort her.

It was Ben who broke the silence.

“Please, won’t you all come inside so we can talk?”

Brandon glanced to his siblings before he nodded and started to the house. RJ never took his eyes off Brandon, though. Brandon, for his part, looked loose and relaxed, but RJ could tell he was just as wary.

Ben turned and led the way inside. Brandon, Nikki, and Justin followed with RJ following, and finally Dylan.

The biggest room was the den and that was where they headed. 

“Please sit and be comfortable,” Ben invited.

Brandon took one of the recliners, Nikki sat on the couch, while Justin shifted nervously from foot to foot. 

“I just put some coffee on, let me bring it in,” Ben stated once everyone was in the room. 

“Let me help you,” Justin offered.

Dylan took the recliner across from Brandon. RJ squeezed his shoulder as he passed and sat on the fireplace hearth across the room. He hoped by taking himself out of the situation Dylan and Brandon could work something out.

“Thank you for coming,” Dylan started until Brandon snorted.

“Like I had much of a choice?”

Nikki pressed her hands together in her lap, looking guilty. 

Dylan sighed and leant forward. “It seems to me my brother and your sister had a little more sense than us. We should have met earlier.”

Some of the fury seemed to leave Brandon as he took deep breaths. Brandon looked over at his sister, and RJ watched as they locked gazes. Brandon’s eyes narrowed before he looked over to him. It was clear when Brandon realised something more was going on.

“You son of a bitch!” Brandon yelled and launched himself at RJ. 

RJ took a hard knock back as Brandon’s fist hit his chin. His head snapped back and he tasted blood in his mouth. He vaguely heard Nikki scream and Dylan holler as he shook his head. He managed to block the next punch to his head but missed the left to his stomach.

Dylan pulled Brandon off him and pushed him across the room to face off with him. From the corner of his eye, he could see Ben and Justin rush into the room.

“Brandon, stop!” Nikki tried to grab her brother but he pushed her back.

RJ growled but Dylan blocked his path. “No, we finish this now. If you have a problem with my family you come through me,” Dylan told Brandon.

“Is this going to be how you run the Pack?” Brandon spat at him. “You have a problem and you send in one of your brothers to seduce an innocent?” Brandon accused.

“No!” Nikki gasped.

Dylan obviously was caught off guard because he took a step back and faced him. “RJ?”

RJ shook his head. “It’s not like that. Come on, Dy, you know me.” Dylan stared at him as he searched RJ’s face for something. Finally, he nodded.

Dylan turned back to Brandon. “I do know my brother. And whatever you think, you have it wrong. But this isn’t about them, it’s about us. Do you want to challenge me? You want to do this now?”

Brandon still fumed. “Fuck you. This is about all of us. If I didn’t want to challenge you before, you crossed a line tonight. She”—he pointed at his sister—“has nothing to do with this.”

“Brandon—” Nikki started. 

“No, I don’t want to be the damn Alpha. I never did. But I won’t let this Pack belong to someone with such little consideration and respect. This is just too much. Do you know what is going to happen in three months when we go public? No, none of us do. We have to trust our leader.”

Brandon grabbed Nikki’s arm and pulled her towards the door.

“Wait!” Nikki dug her heels in. “Just listen to me.”

“We’ll talk about this in the car or at home. We’re leaving now.” He tugged her again.

“We’ll talk about this now,” Nikki argued and yanked her arm from his hold. “RJ didn’t seduce me or whatever you think.”

“Nik, this isn’t the time or place.”

She shook her head and sidestepped his reach to stand by RJ. She didn’t look at him as she addressed the room.

“RJ didn’t do anything wrong. Dylan and Ben didn’t even know we were coming up with this. Can we please just sit down and try this again?”

“Brandon…” Justin moved from the doorway to his brother. “We need to hear Nikki out.

Brandon looked torn but eventually he nodded. Ben gripped Dylan’s shoulder and led him back to the chair. 

Once Brandon and Dylan were settled back in chairs and Ben and Justin on the couch, Nikki bit at her lip. RJ wanted to reassure her, pull her into his arms, do something to help. But he stood silent while she worked out what she wanted to say.

He was so proud that the woman he would mate had stood up for what she believed in. 

“First, let me clear up one thing. I went to RJ,” Nikki told them. “I’m sorry, Brandon, but I couldn’t let the Pack pressure you into doing something you didn’t want. I understand you have to look out for the Pack. But you’re my brother and I have to look out for you.”

Brandon opened his mouth but promptly snapped it shut. Instead of speaking, he just nodded.

“I knew you didn’t actually want to be Alpha. I also know that Dylan doesn’t want to meet you in a challenge. A challenge would leave one of us”—she gestured between her and RJ—“without one of the people we love the most.”

RJ held out his hand. He’d let her talk, but he needed her to know that he was behind her.

She clasped his hand in hers. “Yes, I didn’t expect the complication of my feelings getting involved when I went to talk to him. But they did.” She smiled up at him. “We have to work this out. It’s about more than just the Pack. It’s about our families coming together.”

“Our families, Nik?” Brandon shook his head. “You’ve been here two days. You can’t just come in and fix things.”

“Why not? No one else was doing anything. You talk about what happens when we go public. You’re expecting the worst. You always do,” she accused.

“I’ve kept you safe, haven’t I?” Brandon snapped back.

“Yes.” Her voice softened as she let go of RJ’s hand and knelt in front of him. “You have. But you also taught me to stand up for what I believe in.”

Brandon ran a hand over his face roughly. “Even if I don’t challenge, I know someone will,” he said tiredly.

“Can I ask a question?” Ben asked from the couch where he and Justin had settled. “Who approached you to challenge?”

“I can’t…I can’t tell you. It wouldn’t be fair to him.”

“But it’s fair to let him pressure you to challenge an appointed Alpha?” Nikki questioned.

“Let’s start this way,” Dylan offered from across the room. Everyone looked over at him and he smiled. “Let’s look at the issues. Issue one is I support the shifters going public.”

Brandon shrugged. “I see both sides of the argument. But I guess I have been lax in supporting it, so that is what’s brought up the most. And I don’t honestly think that is what this is about. I think they’re using it as an excuse. They are more worried about losing the ear of the Alpha. Especially when you decide on your own inner circle. That will leave a lot of us out in the cold.”

“Okay.” Dylan leant forward. “Cameron had agreed to go public, and when I accepted the Alpha position I kept the agreement. I have also discussed my inner circle with Cameron and he has agreed. You can’t tell me that Cameron would have been challenged.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Brandon conceded. 

“So what else is the problem? Me being a stranger? Cameron spoke to several of you, from what I understand, about bringing in an outsider.”

“He did,” Justin spoke up. “To all of his inner circle plus several of the younger wolves who were dominant.”

“Did he contact the elders of the community?” Dylan asked next.

“Not until he’d decided on you,” Brandon answered.

“Now, I’m not trying to get out of you who approached you, but I would bet it was one of the elders. Maybe an elder who is worried if you don’t challenge me his own son will,” Dylan guessed.

Nikki gasped. RJ raised an eyebrow and she shook her head. “You can’t protect him forever, Brandon. I know he was your best friend, but he’s not the same kid you grew up with.”

“I know.” Brandon sat back. “I know.”

The room fell silent. “Have you tried talking to him?” Nikki finally asked.

“Yeah, couple of weeks ago. He says Dylan will take us in the wrong direction. But the thing is…he never said anything against going public.” He looked over at Dylan. “I wasn’t born to lead, I know that, but I don’t want to see my Pack split in half either.”

“I don’t want to see that, either. It’s not only me, but my family and my friends. I want this Pack to be strong and flourish,” Dylan told him with conviction. RJ was proud of his brother.

“Then let’s figure out what to do,” RJ suggested and received nods of agreement. 






Chapter Eight







The plan was simple. So simple it might just actually work.

Get everyone involved who would support them, and spread the word that the Pack needed to stick together and support Cameron’s decision.

Cameron and Dylan went to the diner for breakfast before making the rounds around town together, while Ben and Nikki wrote articles for the paper to publish the next morning, RJ would speak to the new Pack members asking them to mingle with the older members, and Justin talked with the kids at the school and in his shifter classes.

Hoping the support of the Pack and bringing everyone together before the ceremony would calm the waters, they all worked hard to do their best.

Once Nikki had turned in her special edition article, about her hope for the future under Dylan and her support of the Cross family, she walked out of the office and headed downtown.

She waved at Sabrina and Max, who were posting flyers of the pre-ceremony barbeque on shop windows. Ben had come up with the idea of getting the Pack together before instead of just after the ceremony, and Nikki thought that was brilliant. The youngest Cross brother was smart as a whip…and, if she wasn’t mistaken, taken with her own sibling, the middle child. Justin had been sending sly looks Ben’s way also. It would be fun to see where that went.

She’d learnt from her time away that you couldn’t judge people by how they looked or any preferences they had. If her brother was interested in Ben, she was a bit surprised but already liked Ben a lot. One thing Cameron had always preached was acceptance. She had a good feeling Dylan would continue with that lesson.

She crossed the street a few stores before RJ’s tattoo shop. He stepped out, holding the door open as another man walked out. The stranger was shorter than RJ but had the same muscular build. His hair was buzzed and the Marine Corps tattoo down his left arm that matched RJ’s had her figuring this was one of RJ’s military buddies. 

RJ glanced up when she got to the sidewalk and the smile he sent her was so bright she felt her breath catch. God, he was handsome.

He held out a hand and drew her in up against his body before taking her lips in a sweet, deep kiss. She moaned, pressing closer, feeling him wrap both arms around her waist.

A throat-clearing broke the sexual haze and she pulled back from RJ but didn’t look at the stranger yet. 

“I needed that,” she whispered against her lover’s lips.

“Me too,” he agreed and turned her towards the stranger, who was grinning ear to ear.

“This is one of my best buds, Mike Jackson,” he informed her. “Mike, this is Nikki Stratton.”

Mike held out his hand. “RJ’s barely talked about anything else on the phone. It’s funny how your name keeps coming up in every sentence.”

Nikki laughed. “Well, honestly, I’m not gonna complain about that.”

RJ blushed a little and shuffled his feet. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

Mike and Nikki shared a laugh at his expense.

“Ben and I finished our articles. They’ll be in the paper tomorrow. I just hope we’re doing enough,” she shared.

“I think it’s a good plan. Uniting both Packs. Even if there is a challenge, maybe the aftermath won’t be so bad,” Mike offered.

“I guess we’ll see soon enough.” She shrugged.

“We’re heading over to the café for lunch, join us?” RJ asked.

Nikki glanced at her watch. She needed to meet Justin in an hour. “Sure, I have time.”

They started down the street. RJ still had his arm around her waist and she enjoyed the casual touch even though she had never been one for public displays of affection. Maybe she just had never been with the right guy.

“So, Mike, where is your Pack?” she questioned RJ’s friend.

“Northern California. I haven’t been back in a couple years. The last mission…made me miss it, though,” Mike admitted.

RJ stiffened against her.

“Mission?” 

He shook his head. “That’s something we’ll have to talk about in private.”

“Oh.” Nikki wrapped her arm around his waist. It hit her that she really didn’t know RJ well. Oh, she knew he was loyal to his family, was smart, good looking and hot as hell, but the real part of him, what was deep down? There just hadn’t been time.

He kissed the top of her head. “There’s time,” he whispered.

She hoped there was. But with all of the drama that had happened since she’d come to town, it felt like she’d been there months already instead of just a few days. And she had plans, future assignments that she had moved aside to come home. 

She pushed those worries away for now. She had more than enough on her plate. Besides, when this was all over, she wasn’t even sure where she and RJ would stand. She shook the thoughts from her head and concentrated on the story Mike was telling about the mating ceremony he had come from. She listened as she learnt about the town of shifters and the new wolf and bobcat couple.

“A wolf and a bobcat,” she mused. “I bet that was interesting.”

RJ chuckled. “Gray is a good guy. Helped us out with a situation and still managed to get the girl.” 

Nikki grinned up at him. She got his point. “Well, talking about getting the girl…” She reached up to grab the back of his neck when she was interrupted by a growl.

“Well, looky here, boys. Nikki Stratton is back and playing in the gutter.”

She twirled around and faced the speaker.

“Samson,” she greeted politely. She nodded at his two friends. 

He sneered back. “Didn’t your brother teach you any better than to hang out with trash?”

She gripped the back of RJ’s shirt when he moved forward. 

“You got a problem, man?” RJ snarled.

She noticed Mike moved a little to the side and straightened his shoulders, bracing his feet. RJ vibrated in fury next to her. Crap, she didn’t want a brawl in front of the café the day before the party to unite the Pack.

“Yeah, I got a problem. You. You and your brothers.” Samson’s lip curled. 

Nikki stepped into Samson and RJ. “That’s enough. Why don’t you just keep going, Samson?”

He snorted. “I see where your loyalties are. Brandon knows about this?”

“Why? You gonna tattle on me?” she challenged. She wasn’t afraid of him. Brandon and Samson had been best buds until they’d reached high school. After that time, Samson had changed, turned into a bully, and Brandon had spent less and less time with him. “Don’t forget, Samson, I grew up with you. I know all your secrets, too.”

Samson shook his head. “Bran was always too easy on you, should have turned you over his knee, maybe I’ll do that myself.”

RJ surged forward. “Touch her. I dare you.”

Samson’s eyes narrowed. “You think I’m scared of you? I’ll touch who I want.” 

To prove his point, he grabbed her left wrist. She managed to hold off RJ with her right but barely. It was Mike who moved the quickest. He had Samson’s free arm back and angled. Samson hissed.

“Why don’t you just let her go?” Mike suggested calmly.

Samson released her and turned on Mike. “You’ll regret that.”

Mike shook his head. “Get out of here, man. You’re making a scene. Just go and get control of yourself. Sober up some. I can smell the alcohol on you.”

Samson brushed past them and headed off, cursing them and making threats. Nikki looked up into the wide café windows and saw several tables staring at them.

“Damn it,” she muttered and dropped her head.

“Asshole,” RJ grunted, still watching Samson as he crossed to an old Chevy truck.

“Hey.” She yanked RJ forward by his belt loops. “Let it go.”

He frowned and twisted his neck. “He fucking put his hands on you.”

She held up her wrist. “And I’m fine. But now we have to go eat and make sure we show a united front.”

He glanced up at the café. “Shit.”

She moved up to her tiptoes. “We need to choose our battles. If that’s how he acts tomorrow, we may have some problems, but I didn’t realise how far gone he was. If he challenges Dylan, he won’t win.”

RJ threw his arm around her shoulder and herded her to the café door with Mike following behind. “Can’t believe your brother was best friends with that dick.”

She sighed. “He actually used to be pretty nice. They stopped hanging out when they were still in school here. My second year in college they had a final falling out. Bran never told me what about, though.”

“Well, let’s try to enjoy our lunch,” RJ suggested, opening the door. 

There was still a fire in his eyes but she let it go. It was going to be a long day.






Chapter Nine







RJ blew out a heavy breath as he locked the shop door for the night. Other than the encounter with Samson Lewis in front of the café, the day had gone pretty well. He’d spoken with every member of his old Pack who had come to town with them—almost fifty members. Several of the kids and teenagers had already made friends and found their place. The adults had all brought in new businesses or had found work. He hadn’t realised how much his Pack had already started to mingle into the established one. 

He felt better knowing that Dylan did have some support if in trouble. Just a few of the older families didn’t want an outsider leading them.

But in the upcoming months they would need a strong Alpha in charge. The Alpha council had already set the date when the world would know for sure that shifters were among them. 

“Hey, handsome,” he heard behind him. “Can a girl get a lift?”

He spun around and grinned. Nikki leaned against a street lamp, her smile welcoming. He strode to her and laid his mouth over hers. She opened for him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, and pressed close. 

It had only been six hours since he’d kissed her goodbye but his blood boiled and need clawed at him. 

He yanked her forward, his lips still devouring her, until his back hit the door he’d just locked.

She hummed and nipped his bottom lip. “We have a little time before meeting the others.”

He liked the way she thought. He quickly unlocked the door and pushed her inside. She laughed and, walking backwards, started to lift her shirt over her head.

“First one naked gets to be on top,” she teased.

He didn’t care who was on top as long as he got her bared before him. So he pounced and helped her undress. They fumbled a little when her jeans caught on the shoes she still hadn’t removed. They laughed and tugged them off together until she was finally undressed.

“Now you,” she murmured and reached for his belt buckle.

“In a minute,” he told her and gently pushed her back onto the couch. He fell on top of her and started to kiss her once again.

He mapped her body with his hands, learning where she was sensitive and how much pressure she liked. She arched into him, dragging her nails down his back.

“RJ…please.”

He just chuckled and continued his assault, feeding on her ripe breasts, full and begging for attention. She liked the way he flicked her nipples with his tongue if the volume of her moans was any indication.

He trailed his mouth down her stomach as he slipped his fingers inside. Her pussy, already wet and swollen, called to him. He buried his face in her sex and breathed deep. Her scent beckoned to every part of him. Man and wolf both wanted to claim her. To mark her where no other person would ever lay a hand on her again.

He licked at her, slowly at first, but as she spread wider for him, he just feasted, nibbling until her shouts of ecstasy bounced off the walls. When she climaxed against his mouth, he sucked down her sweet essence. 

But it wasn’t enough. He pulled away from her and flipped her over. She landed with her knees on the floor next to the couch and her stomach pushed into the leather. He held her down with a hand on the back of her neck while he released his raging hard-on with the other.

His wolf howled at the show of dominance and submission. 

And she arched her back, moaning and begging for him to take her. 

So much, so much emotion, so much passion. There was no doubt that the woman under him was meant to be his future. He slid inside her little by little, drawing out both her pleasure and his. 

Her body welcomed him. 

He withdrew slowly then slammed back inside.

“Yes…yes,” she urged him on, still drunk on passion.

He growled and let himself go, pounding into her, lifting her hips and claiming her body like he wanted to do to her soul. Nikki met him thrust for thrust. The slaps of flesh coming together and their cries of joy filled the room. His orgasm came too quickly. She yelled, clamping her inner muscles around his cock, and pushed him hard over the edge.

He collapsed over her back, panting in her ear until she started to giggle. He rose slightly and brushed her sweaty hair out of her face. She grinned up at him.

“Just keeps getting better and better,” she said, her voice husky and pleased.

He laughed, pulled out of her gently and fell back down, leaning against the couch.



* * * *



RJ kept Nikki’s hand in his as they walked up the steps to his house. He could hear voices in the living room as he led the way through to the den and had to smother a grin when he walked in and saw Justin leaning close to Ben on the couch. They were alone in the room and RJ knew what would happen if they thought they still were.

“Hey, guys,” he greeted them and watched in amusement when they jumped apart. He heard Nikki smother a laugh and had to hold in his own.

Ben blushed and dipped his head. Justin, a little more comfortable, just sighed and leant back. “Great timing,” he muttered in complaint. 

Nikki brushed past him and patted his head. “Better luck next time,” she teased.

Justin wrinkled his nose. “At least one of us got something.”

This time both Nikki and Ben blushed. 

“Hey, I thought I heard voices,” Dylan said, joining them. 

Everyone froze in place. Dylan walked halfway through the room before stopping. “What? What did I miss?”

Nikki cleared her throat, Ben was squirming in his seat, and Justin found his hands interesting.

“Okay, what?” Dylan asked again.

“Brandon’s not here yet. I’ll put the coffee on.” Ben jumped up and ran out of the room.

Dylan raised an eyebrow and glanced at him. RJ just shrugged. He wasn’t going to give Ben away. Ben would tell them when he was ready.

“Hmm,” Dylan hummed. “Okay, you want to tell me about your run-in with Samson Lewis in front of the café instead?”

Damn. RJ thought about throwing Ben under the bus but just couldn’t do it. He strolled over to his spot on the fireplace hearth where Nikki had already taken a seat.

“He started it.”

Justin tried to hold back and a chuckle and failed. Nikki slapped a hand on her forehead while Dylan scowled at him.

“I know you did not just say ‘he started it’ like a four-year-old,” Ben commented, coming back in the room. 

RJ thought about once again about telling on his younger brother but that really would make him look like a four-year-old. “Well, he did,” he complained.

Nikki elbowed him. “We were walking to the café when Samson came out and made some…rude comments.”

Dylan leant forward and RJ sighed.

“Normally, you wouldn’t lose your cool over some words. You have better control than that,” Dylan stated, plainly knowing there was more.

RJ wanted to squirm in his seat like Ben had earlier. “Yeah, well…”

“What did he say, RJ?” Dylan asked directly.

“He was talking about me,” Nikki told them quietly. RJ noticed she was also rubbing the wrist Samson had grabbed.

“And?” Dylan pressed.

“He put his hands on her!” RJ exploded and stood. “And had we not been dealing with this damn challenge, I would have taken him out.”

Dylan raised his hand. “And you would have been right but there are ways to handle things. What would have happened if Mike hadn’t been there?” Dylan asked.

“I would have fucked up what we are trying to accomplish with the Pack,” RJ admitted.

“Which was his point,” Dylan assured him. 

RJ plopped back down and accepted Nikki’s hand when she held it out to him. He kissed her palm, which calmed him a bit. 

“One thing for sure. He is in no condition to challenge you. He’d been drinking, heavily, and is in no way as strong as you,” RJ told him.

Dylan nodded. “That’s why they needed Brandon.” Dylan glanced at his watch. “Who should be here by now?”

“I’ll call him,” Justin said, pulling out his cell phone.

“So, if they’ve lost Brandon, does that mean they won’t challenge?” Ben asked from across the room.

Dylan shrugged. “I don’t know. Cameron tried to get hold of the elders but no one would answer. They’ve shut him out.”

Nikki groaned. “I don’t understand why they are trying to stir everyone up. There’s only, like, six of them left. They don’t even hold any positions in the Pack anymore.”

“But they’re still listened to and they advise Cameron. I think they’re worried about losing that small amount of power,” Dylan noted.

“Straight to voicemail,” Justin informed them, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “He was heading into the station. You know how he is.”

Nikki nodded. “Probably lost track of time.”

“So, is everything set for tomorrow?” Dylan changed the subject.

“The food will be there in time. Toby, from the café, volunteered to man the grills with help from some of the others. Steve, over at the church, is taking over the tables and chairs they use for their parties. I’ll meet with him to get everything set up,” Ben told them.

“I’ll catch up with Ben along with some of the older teenagers. They’ll help us get everything done in time,” Justin added.

They heard a car door and waited as Brandon walked in and joined them in the living room, still in uniform. Brandon nodded to Dylan.

“Sorry I’m late, but something came up.”

Everyone remained silent at his sombre tone.

“RJ, man… I’m sorry. Someone broke into your shop and tore it up pretty bad.”

RJ jumped to his feet before the others could even react. 

“RJ, wait!” Nikki grabbed hold of his arm. He tried to shake her off but she held firm.

Brandon blocked his way. “I know you want to see, but I need to ask you a few questions first.”

RJ shook his head. “No, we all know who did this.” He looked back at Dylan. 

“I’ll call Mike and have him meet us there,” Dylan said, taking charge. “You and Nikki go ahead with Justin and Ben and head over. I’ll ride with Brandon and explain on the way.”

“Now, wait just a damn minute!” Brandon ordered loudly to the whole room. “I’m the sheriff and I have some damn questions!”

RJ could feel his wolf close to the surface. He wanted to find that coward Samson and smash his face in. He rolled to the balls of his feet in preparation of jumping around the sheriff. He didn’t give a damn what the man said. He wanted to go, now.

“Brandon,” Dylan spoke calmly. “Let RJ go. I’ll explain everything.”

Brandon sighed but waved a hand. “It’s a crime scene so don’t go in without me,” he reminded.

RJ nodded and, as gently as he could, grabbed Nikki’s hand to pull her with him. He didn’t care if Ben and Justin caught up or not, but he wasn’t letting Nikki out of his sight.

Justin hit the unlock on his SUV. “I’ll drive.”

RJ let Nikki manoeuvre him into the back seat while Ben jumped into the passenger seat. The doors had barely closed before Justin took off. RJ was glad the other man was moving. Energy pumped through his body and only the fact that Nikki was rubbing his arms and legs kept him calm at all. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, kissing the base of his neck.

He closed his eyes and took deep breaths. “My last mission was the rescue of the feline Prince Zachary,” he started.

He heard the gasp from the front seat but Nikki just took his hand and gave it a squeeze.

“His cousin knew that Zach had mated with another cat—a bobcat who ran the unit I was in—and our departure was an opportunity,” he explained. “Before we left for the mission, Casey asked a favour of me. I’d done all of the unit’s tats but he wanted a special one for him and Zach. He wanted matching mate tats so that, when he wasn’t with his mate, he could always see him.”

He opened his eyes and pulled her close. “I drew their mate in cat form on each other’s chest. Zach’s lion over Casey’s heart and Casey’s bobcat over Zach’s. They were the most important pieces I ever did.”

“That’s wonderful,” she told him, running her hand over his throat to grab his chin. “I love it.”

He nodded, glad she understood. “That’s what I want to offer. That tattoo kept Casey sane while we were searching for Zach. He had his love with him in some way.”

“He won’t get away with it,” she promised then kissed him.

RJ let her control the kiss and just enjoyed having her close. When she broke off to snuggle into his chest, he held her close.

Justin pulled up in front of RJ’s shop and it was both too soon and not soon enough. There were several people outside in the street and on the sidewalk beside the tape the sheriff department had put up. The windows were all busted up and the door smashed. 

“Hey,” Nikki said softly, blocking his view. “We will rebuild. We will fix it, I promise.”

RJ knew they could, but this hit deep. It was the only thing he’d wanted when the unit had decided to retire. 

“I’ll be here with you,” she promised and kissed him one more time.

And that was the best thing he’d ever heard. He’d already gained so much more than he had thought. He had a new home, his brothers back, loyal friends and Nikki. He wouldn’t have even imagined finding her. He hadn’t been looking. But his future mate sat in the back of an old SUV, worrying and upset, because he was.

“I love you Nikki Stratton,” he declared quietly, staring in her eyes.

She blinked. Opened and closed her mouth several times. “Holy hell!” she whispered. “I love you too.” She seemed shocked by her own admission and it was enough to convince him.

“We’ll do this together.”

She nodded and slid out of the vehicle behind him.






Chapter Ten







Nikki watched as Mike broke away from the other spectators on the sidewalk and embraced RJ. 

She was beyond pissed off that this had happened to the man she loved.

And wasn’t that a kick in the ass. Somehow she had fallen for RJ Cross. She hadn’t even seen it coming. RJ turned and held out a hand, and she quickly clasped it and let him pull her close.

“I don’t want you going anywhere without me or Mike with you,” he said once she was close.

“Excuse me?” She looked up at him. Where the hell had that come from?

“Just listen.” He turned and cupped her face. “This is a direct attack on me. Add in that your brother has switched sides, and Samson’s words earlier… I don’t want you alone.”

“RJ, this is my hometown. Everyone knows me and I have been on my own a long time. I have been in more hostile places than this. I can take care of myself.”

“Just wait until after the ceremony,” he pleaded. “If something happened to you…I wouldn’t be able to hold in my wolf. I need to make sure you are protected.”

She opened her mouth again to protest when Justin interrupted, “I agree. You’re a target now. All of us are. You shouldn’t be alone either, Ben,” Justin added.

Ben frowned. “Now wait!”

“Enough!” Mike growled. “It goes for everyone in both families. No one from either family will be alone. Double up and figure it out.”

“I couldn’t have said it better,” Dylan offered as he and Brandon joined them. “In fact, Brandon and I just spoke about the same thing in the car on the way over.”

Nikki shook her head but she knew she was beaten. She might have been able to fight against RJ and Justin, but just the look on Brandon’s face told her he was in full protective mode. “Fine.”

Everyone else agreed and Brandon put a hand on RJ’s shoulder. “I’ll take you inside to look around but don’t touch anything yet.”

He nodded and glanced at her. “Come with me?”

She offered him the best smile she could manage. “Of course.”

“I’ll take Mike and get some wood to cover the windows and door,” Dylan told them. “Ben, you and Justin hang out here and watch everyone who is out here. Samson might not be here, but I doubt he wouldn’t have eyes and ears out to let him know what is going on.”

Nikki kept a hold of RJ’s hand as Brandon led them inside. On top of the windows and door glass being smashed, all of the furniture was upended. The leather couches and chairs were shredded. Ink was spilled over the counters, floors and walls. RJ’s instruments had been broken and tossed around the shop. 

“Son of a bitch,” RJ grumbled. “Damn it!”

Nikki rubbed his arm with her free hand as he took in the mess.

“You have insurance?” Brandon asked from the door.

RJ nodded. “Yeah, of course.”

“Okay, I’ll give you a copy of the report as soon as I can.”

RJ turned and Nikki saw the rage on his face.

“Listen, man,” Brandon said holding his hands up. “This sucks. This is a violation and a challenge but we need to handle this legally. Also, I promise we will fix this. Everyone in this town will help get this place up and back open as soon as possible. But think before you react.”

RJ spun around and stomped off, letting go of her hand. Nikki stayed where she was and let him pace.

“He’ll pay for this,” RJ snapped.

“He will. Let me handle this, RJ. It’s what I do and I am damn good at my job. But what we can’t do is let this distract us, let him separate us and what we are planning to do about mingling the Pack.”

RJ growled and picked up one of the chairs before hefting it across the room.

“Feel better?” Brandon asked sarcastically.

“Bran!” Nikki complained.

But RJ started to laugh. “Actually, I do.”

Nikki looked between the two of them as they both chuckled. She threw her hands up. “Men!”

RJ wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “I hate to admit it, but Brandon’s right. This is just a distraction. We’ll get it cleaned up.”

Nikki resisted the urge to remind him she’d said it first. Instead, she just moved up to her toes and kissed his cheek. “Bet your ass, and we will replace that furniture right away.”

“Furniture?” he asked with a raise of an eyebrow.

“So we can break it in properly.”

“Nicole!” Brandon objected as RJ grinned.

She laughed and started for the door. “The sooner we get this place boarded up, the quicker we can start…practising.”

She wasn’t surprised when RJ beat her to the door while Brandon mumbled under his breath, following.



* * * *



RJ groaned at the loud beeping in his ear. He reached over and slapped the alarm off before burying his head back into the pillow. 

“It can’t be morning already,” came the complaint from next to him.

RJ lifted his head and grinned at the sight before him. Nikki was wrapped under his bedspread with her head hidden under the pillow. He’d taken her back home with him the night before and they’d spent all night into the early morning hours practising how they would ‘break in’ his new shop furniture.

He chuckled while he scooted closer and edged the top of the blankets down, revealing her naked shoulder. He ran his tongue over her soft skin until she shivered.

“Ugh!” she said before laughing. “You can’t want more already.”

RJ smiled. He actually felt pretty sated but just waking up beside her had all kinds of ideas popping in his head. “Well, if you can’t handle it…” he teased.

The pillow above her head slid off the bed as she burst up. “Can’t handle? Me?”

He chuckled. “Well…”

She pushed herself up and crawled over him, causing him to roll onto his back. She straddled his hips and bent over him, her hair curtaining them. “Well what?” 

“Oh, nothing,” he said as innocently as he could manage.

“Hmm,” she murmured as she brushed her lips over his. “Feeling better?”

He smirked and raised his hands over his head. “Feeling pretty damn good.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes, as matter of fact…” He gasped when she grasped his cock under the covers.

“You’re right, baby,” she teased. “You do feel pretty damn good.”

He sucked in a breath when she tightened her grip and she rubbed her body down his.

“As a matter of fact, you feel so good I think I’ll have to taste.”

He did his best not to buck when her moist mouth wrapped around his shaft. But damn, did she have a talented mouth and that thing she was doing with her tongue… Oh damn!

“Baby…” He buried his hand in her hair. “Damn.”

She looked up at him from between his legs and deep-throated him again. 

“Oh sweet Jesus!” he yelled, unable to keep quiet.

She continued to suck and lick until he finally lost control and plunged in and out of her mouth. She urged him on with a hand on his hip. 

“So good… Yeah, suck me deep… Oh baby…” 

Too soon he could feel the start of his climax. He tightened his hold on her hair and pulled gently. She popped off and grinned.

“Get up here,” he ordered, already pulling on her before she started to move. “I don’t want to come until I’m inside you.”

She moaned, sitting astride his thighs. “Yes.”

He held her around the waist while she positioned herself over him. She sank down slowly, drawing a moan from them both.

“God, you feel me up so good,” she told him, arching her back once he was seated deep inside her.

He couldn’t have agreed more. He held her tight and pushed his hips up. “Come on, baby, ride me.”

She pressed her hand down on his shoulders and lifted up before sliding back down. She took her time, slowly rising and falling, teasing and taunting.

“Please, Nikki,” he begged as she tortured him.

She laughed wickedly. 

He slapped her ass playfully. She tightened around his cock and moaned. Oh, now this was interesting. He did it again and was treated to her gasp and her pace picking up.

“Yeah, baby, faster, harder,” he encouraged and gave her another smack.

“RJ,” she cried, tightening even more. 

He braced his feet on the bed and thrust up each time she came down on his cock. They moved quickly, with him spanking her every few strokes, until it was just the sound of flesh against flesh filling the room.

RJ lifted up to sit and gripped her hips hard, pulling her down on his shaft deeper. “Come for me, Nikki, come on my cock.”

She did. Crying out his name, she fell over the edge, pulling him over with her.

He dropped back down, keeping his arms around her as he struggled to catch his breath. 

She nuzzled his chest and he knew he wanted to wake up like this every morning for the rest of his life.

Pounding on the door broke up the peaceful sated state he had fallen into. 

“Come on, you two! Get your asses in the kitchen,” Dylan ordered.

Nikki groaned.

“We’re coming!” RJ called out to his brother.

“God, I hope not!” Dylan shouted back. “I’m surprised you haven’t killed each other yet.”

Nikki squeaked and started to squirm off him.

“He’s just messing with us,” RJ tried to assure her. 

“No, I’m not! If you two go at it again, I’m going to make you sleep in separate rooms,” Dylan argued.

“We’ll be down in a minute!” RJ hollered, watching a blushing Nikki dart into the bathroom. His brother’s laughter started to drift away and RJ rubbed his hand over his face. He was going to have to think of a way to get him back and soon.






Chapter Eleven







After a wonderful, if not embarrassing morning, Nikki found herself with Justin and Ben at the Pack clearing, getting ready for the barbeque before the ceremony. She was pleased with the number of volunteers and the progress they were making.

The tables had been covered with red and white cloths, the chairs set up, and six grills were off to the side ready to be fired up.

The teenagers of the Pack had finished setting up the table and chairs and started piling wood in the fire pits for later in the night. She grinned as Sabrina and Max began to load one of the tables with an assortment of desserts. It was all coming together. They just had to get through the day and hopefully by morning they would have a new Alpha and the Pack would be complete. Then she had to figure out what she was going to do.

When she’d made the trip home, she hadn’t known anything about what she had now found herself in the middle of. Finding a mate hadn’t even been on her radar. Now she couldn’t imagine returning to the city without RJ. But she could tell that RJ was home here—with his brothers, with his Pack—and she couldn’t ask him to leave. So where did that leave them?

“Penny for your thoughts,” Ben said softly, coming up behind her.

She turned and smiled at the youngest Cross brother. “Do you think we’ll be able to actually pull this off?”

Okay, that wasn’t what she had actually been thinking, but it was close. 

Ben looked around and nodded. “I think so. Even if Samson tries something, without Brandon there to back his play I don’t think much can come from it. The Pack respects Brandon and that was our biggest concern. He would have support just because he has earned it. Samson doesn’t have that going for him.”

“Brandon never wanted to be Alpha,” Nikki reminded him.

“No, he didn’t. But if you hadn’t come down, I don’t think we would have been able to come together like we did. All Dylan and Brandon needed to do was get together and talk about the future of the Pack. To see that they both shared the same ideas on our future.”

Nikki laughed. “Yeah, well, leave it to the men to be stubborn and almost fight instead.”

Ben chuckled and Justin caught her eye as he moved from the group of teenagers to talk to Max. She glanced over at Ben. 

“So you want to let me in on what’s going on between you and Justin?” she teased.

Ben blushed and shifted on his feet. “Uh…well…”

Nikki turned to face him with a smirk. “Should I ask what your intentions are with my brother?”

Ben shook his head, his eyes going wide. “No! It’s not like that! I mean…we haven’t really decided…”

She threw an arm over his shoulder and turned them so they could see Justin trying to steal a cookie from one of the platters an older Pack member was placing on the table. She slapped at his hand, but he danced away, laughing.

“Just treat him right. I think the two of you are perfect for each other,” she told Ben sincerely.

Ben sucked in a breath. “Really?”

Nikki hugged him closer. “Yeah.”

“I’ve never felt like this before,” Ben confessed. “He makes me laugh. Makes me feel like there is something besides work. He’s just so friendly and free.”

“Good. Make sure he treats you right also. I’d hate to have to kick my brother’s ass.”

“Speaking of kicking a brother’s ass, may I ask why you are hanging on mine?” RJ’s voice came behind them.

“Because he is so damn cute!” she told RJ as he pulled her away from his brother and into his arms.

“Not cuter than me, though, right?” RJ asked and winked.

“I…I think I’ll go see if Justin needs some help,” Ben said quickly and left them alone.

Nikki didn’t even glance after the other man. Her entire focus was on the one in front of her. “I wouldn’t really say you were cute,” she taunted. 

“No?” he breathed against her neck.

She wrapped her arms around his waist, pulling him closer. “No. Sexy, maybe. Hot, for sure.”

“Mmm, sexy, I like that,” he told her, licking a path from her ear down her neck.

“Oh yeah, sexy as sin.” She shivered when he started to nibble.

“Haven’t the two of you had enough of each other yet?” Dylan asked sarcastically as he joined them.

RJ sighed and loosened his hold. “Maybe if you would stop cockblocking me,” he groused.

Dylan laughed. “My sympathies.”

“Where’s Brandon?” RJ asked, looking around. It had been agreed upon that Brandon and Dylan would partner up for the day so neither man would be alone.

Dylan nodded to the parking lot. “He’s going over something with his deputies. He wants everyone on high alert. Hopefully the ceremony will go off without any problems, but I don’t see Samson just giving up. That attack on your shop last night shows how pissed he is.”

“Hey, where’s Mike?” Nikki asked RJ. Mike was supposed to stay with RJ for the same reason.

“He had some calls to make. I left him in the truck.”

A commotion from the parking lot had them stiffening up. Nikki laughed nervously when a dozen small school-aged children came running into the clearing. 

“Damn,” Dylan groaned rubbing the back of his neck. “We need to calm down or we’ll have heart attacks before the ceremony even starts.”

RJ kissed the side of her neck before pulling Dylan by the arm. “Come on, let’s get a drink.”

Nikki watched them go, smiling. They stopped to talk to several people, both new and old Pack members, before they made it to the drink table. She saw Justin and Ben sitting at a table sitting close together off to the side. 

“I never thought I would see you smiling at someone like that here at home.”

Nikki sighed and turned to face Brandon. “I didn’t either,” she admitted. “You know I was pissed when you ordered me home.”

He nodded. “Yeah, you didn’t hide that well.”

“What would have happened if I hadn’t come?”

Brandon shrugged his shoulders. “I hope I would have gotten my head out of my ass before I did something stupid like challenge Dylan, but I don’t know. I got caught up in all the politics.”

“You have it worked out now?” she asked, stepping closer to her brother. He was a good man so she did believe he would have figured it out. No matter what happened, she was proud of him.

“Dylan asked me to be his Beta. He wants Max and RJ as his enforcers and a couple others from both Packs in the inner circle. Everyone he named made sense and Cameron agreed with his choices. I do believe he will make a good Alpha.”

“Well then, congratulations,” she said with a hip bump against him.

He grinned. “Thanks, but it’s not over yet. Stay close tonight.”

Nikki sighed but he cut her off. 

“I mean it. This will be the last chance before anything done against Dylan will be against the Alpha. It’s all or nothing tonight.”

“I know, Bran,” she assured him. “I’ll be careful.”

He nodded. “Cameron just arrived. I have to go over a few things with him.”

He left her quickly and she rolled her eyes. Brandon in full protective mode once again. She spotted RJ and made her way over to him to steal some more kisses.



* * * *



RJ could feel the excitement in the air. The Alpha ceremony would start soon and the Pack was in full celebration. Cameron, Dylan and Brandon stood in the middle of the clearing, preparing for the circle. Justin and Ben were working the crowd like pros and Nikki was in the middle of a group of women around her age. They laughed and squealed, and he couldn’t hold back a smile as she shook her hips and danced away, laughing.

He caught her eye and the look in hers changed, moving from happy to heated with passion. He jerked his head to the edge of the crowd and she nodded. 

He captured her in his arms as they came together on the outskirts of the clearing. Their lips met, breath mixed, and he devoured her. She broke away panting and rested her forehead on his chest.

“I’ve been watching you,” she informed him, slipping her hands down his back.

“I know,” he whispered back. “I’ve been watching you too.”

They kissed again until she shivered in his arms. It was getting too hot, too fast. 

“I want you,” she admitted, mouthing his collarbone. “I always want you.”

He moaned and looked around for any semi-private place. They were surrounded by Pack members. No one was paying attention to them now, but it wouldn’t be long before they drew some unwanted attention. Especially if she kept teasing him with her tongue…

“We can’t…” Damn it, there had to be somewhere close by.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Pack members,” Cameron’s voice rose above the crowd. “It’s time.”

“Oh God!” Nikki whimpered and pushed him away. “They better hurry and get this over with.”

Her chest heaved, her eyes wild, and he could smell her arousal. He reached for her again but she shook her head. “If you touch me again, everyone is going to get a show,” she promised.

He dropped his head and stifled a groan. He had better control than this. They would get through the ceremony then he would take her to the first private spot they found and pound into her.

“Please join me at the circle as we welcome our new Pack members and begin the Alpha ceremony,” Cameron invited.

RJ led Nikki around and through the crowd until they stood next to the circle beside Brandon, Justin and Ben. Dylan knelt in the middle of the circle with his head bent.

“Woodrow Wilson once said, ‘The ear of the leader must ring with the voices of the people’. I have tried to listen to each member of this Pack and always advise with all of your best interests in my heart. My time has passed and another’s has begun.”

RJ looked at his brother with pride almost bursting from his chest. Nikki slipped her hand into his and gave it a squeeze. The feelings of happiness threatened to overwhelm him.

“I know in my heart that my replacement will be able to lead the Pack in the right direction and protect you as the shifter world moves forward with plans on going public.”

There was a stirring behind Cameron but RJ’s view was blocked.

“The future of the Pack will rest on the shoulders of this man before me. I want each—”

“Excuse me, Alpha Cameron!” someone shouted from the crowd.

Pack members shuffled around while Samson led a small group forward to stand at the edge of the circle across from them.

Samson was backed by the elders and their families and a half-dozen men he’d never seen before.

There was a gasp in the crowd and he heard the murmur of words like ‘feline’, ‘cats’, and ‘shifters’.

RJ searched for Mike and saw him moving forward. He looked down at Nikki’s pale face. 

“You and Ben go with Mike,” he whispered to her, waving a hand at the man.

“RJ, no!” She gripped his hand tighter.

“Please, baby.”

Mike arrived to pull Ben and Nikki back. Both fought but a look from Brandon had them grumbling back into the crowd.

“What is the meaning of this, Samson?” Cameron demanded and he faced the other man. Dylan stood and RJ, Brandon, Justin, Max and a few others fanned out behind him and Cameron.

“You have your pick for the future and we have ours,” Samson told him, motioning to one of the big strangers next to him. 

“You have no authority to choose the next leader. I am Alpha and the choice is mine,” Cameron stated, bracing his feet apart and standing to his full height. While aged, the man was still a powerful force.

“You just said you listen to your Pack,” Samson challenged. “Your Pack has a different vision than you.”

Cameron took his time looking around his Pack. All of the Pack members that had already been at the ceremony had separated away from Samson, leaving a wide area between them. “I believe the majority of the Pack respect my wishes.”

“But not all. This is a Pack decision, one that will affect us for many years,” one of the elders spoke up from behind Samson. 

“So instead of following my choice you bring forward a man, a feline shifter we know nothing about?” Cameron inquired with a nasty twist of his lips.

“Fred has led his small group of felines for several years,” Samson argued. “He is just as qualified as Dylan Cross.”

There was more rumbling in the crowd but Cameron held up a hand.

“What exactly do you suggest?” the Alpha asked.

“Simple. A challenge. Dylan and Fred. Winner takes Alpha position.”

RJ went to step forward, having heard enough. There was no way he was going to let his brother fight some feline they knew nothing about. Dylan cut his eyes over to him and shook his head. He was going to ignore his brother when Brandon gripped his shoulder.

“Dylan needs to handle this,” Brandon said quietly.

RJ shook his head. This was unbelievable. They had a problem with Dylan leading so they brought in a cat shifter no one even knew? Dylan had been in town for months getting to know his new Pack.

And it didn’t matter what anyone said. RJ would not be convinced that the fight would be fair.

“I accept the challenge,” Dylan stated, his voice strong and proud over the crowd.

“No!” Ben cried from the crowd.

RJ agreed with his brother. “Absolutely not. How can we even ensure it would be a fair challenge? There is no one here to judge the feline,” he protested.

“It’s a good thing I made it in time, then,” another voice rose from the crowd.

RJ turned and saw the members of his military unit standing with Mike, Nikki, and Ben. The Prince of the felines stepped forward. 

“I believe I am able to judge the challenge fairly. I also have the ability to take down one of them if they choose to use means not approved for the challenge.”

Activity picked up when everyone recognised the power of the strongest cat in the world.

Cameron nodded and waved the Prince forward. RJ met the gaze of his friend and the Prince’s mate, Casey Williams. He cut his eyes to Nikki in silent meaning. Casey looked surprised before he smiled. He nodded and placed his hand on her shoulder. RJ knew Casey would protect her.

“The terms,” Prince Zachary called out.

RJ walked with Mike, Brandon and Justin to his brother’s side.

There would be a challenge and he’d be damned if he was going to lose his brother. He would give the man every single piece of information he had learnt over the years of fighting next to the cat species.

Some of his best friends were felines, but this was a fight he wouldn’t let his brother lose. He just hoped Dylan knew what he was doing.






Chapter Twelve







Nikki couldn’t believe what was happening around her. The parents of young children had been ordered to take the kids away and anyone else who didn’t want to witness the challenge was free to leave until it was over.

It didn’t surprise Nikki that most of the Pack stayed. This would affect the entire Pack. She wasn’t sure what exactly Samson’s plan entailed, but she knew it wouldn’t be good. Bringing in an unknown feline shifter to lead a Pack of wolves? It was beyond crazy.

“If you will step over here with me,” the man who had introduced himself as Casey asked. 

She looked back over at RJ but his attention was wholly on his brother.

“Please, let RJ help his brother now.”

She followed with a sigh to where she would still be able to see but there was no one behind them. Mike had already explained their appearance. He’d been on the phone with the unit leader off and on since RJ’s shop had been destroyed. That was when the unit had decided they needed to be there.

So the Prince of felines and two other men had shown up. 

She stood beside Ben and they both watched helplessly as Dylan and the feline Fred entered the circle.

“This is wrong,” Ben whispered, grabbing her hand.

“I know.” She held on tight.

Cameron and Prince Zachary stood between the two fighters as the others backed out to give them room. RJ stood with his arms across over his chest, directly across from Samson.

Samson sneered at him but the way the man’s eyes darted back and forth revealed some of his worry. He’d also had a heated discussion with Fred before the man had stepped into the circle.

Obviously, the arrival of the Prince had been a shock to them. Nikki just hoped it would keep the challenge legal and fair. Everyone knew that the Prince would have no problem bringing either man down if they cheated but what about the damage before that?

The challenge started without any ceremony. Cameron and the Prince waited until both men had stripped and shifted before they backed out of the circle.

The tiger roared but Dylan just shook and growled. Nikki had never seen anything like it before. Dylan in wolf form was impressive. He was fully black and big. However, the tiger was huge. The feline swiped at the wolf, who just darted out of the way. Okay, so Dylan was quick—that was good.

The two animals came together with a clash of fangs and claws. Nikki had to close her eyes several times as the fight continued. The sound of bone-crushing hits and blood spraying was just too much to handle.

Ben started to shake beside her and she wrapped both arms around his waist to hold onto him. Their guards even stepped closer to them.

Dylan bit at the tiger while the massive feline claws scrapped down him. All attention was on the two fighters so no one noticed Samson until it was too late. 

Samson had shifted and he howled before he launched himself at RJ outside the ring.

RJ only had enough time to cover his face before he landed on the ground with the wolf on top of him. 

“No!” Nikki screamed and started towards him.

She was caught around the waist and lifted off her feet.

“Don’t,” Casey ordered, holding her tight.

Nikki panicked. The other cats that had arrived with Fred started to shift and so did the wolves with RJ. Brandon, Justin, Max, and even Mike. RJ still fought to hold Samson off so he could shift himself.

“Do something!” she yelled at Cameron and the Prince.

“We can’t,” Prince Zachary told her, his face revealing regret. “As long as they don’t cross into the circle they are not interfering with the challenge.”

RJ managed to get away from Samson long enough to start stripping off his clothes. Mike lunged at Samson but was blocked by a cougar protecting the wolf.

Inside the circle, Dylan growled out a warning as another two felines tracked RJ’s shift. As soon as he was in wolf form, they attacked. 

The distraction worked for the felines. The tiger was able to pounce on the wolf and pin him down for several moments. Luckily, Dylan managed to avoid the powerful jaws but only barely.

Nikki didn’t know where to look. Both her brothers, the man she loved, and her future Alpha all battled while she was held back.

“Let me go! Let me go!” she demanded, digging her nails into Casey’s arms. She had to do something. Her entire world was being threatened and her wolf was raging inside.

“Don’t shift,” Casey told her sternly. “Hold on. RJ needs all of his attention. If he has to worry about you, it could cause him to get distracted.”

Nikki knew Casey was right but she just couldn’t hold it in. Her body shook with the effort to hold in her animal.

“Calm down,” Casey urged quietly. “It will be okay, just breathe.”

Nikki followed his instructions. She didn’t want to be the one to put the ones she loved at risk. She wouldn’t be putting just RJ in danger, but Brandon and Justin too.

Dylan had somehow figured out how to get the tiger off him and was taking quick bites before backing up. The tiger was starting to tire.

Nikki watched in shock as Samson was knocked from going after Justin and the wolf flew. RJ followed, growling and stalking.

RJ was just magnificent. Inside, her own wolf started to calm as she watched him, noting he was okay.

“Good, that’s better,” Casey told her, loosening his hold.

She had forgotten he still had a grip on her.

Inside the circle, the wolf finally managed to pin the tiger with his jaws locked into the feline jugular. Dylan shook his head, biting down, and the tiger fought even harder. 

“If you wish to submit, start to shift,” Prince Zachary stated firmly. “Or Dylan can end your life.”

A collective gasp travelled through the Pack as the tiger started to shift back to man. Dylan released his hold and back away a few steps but stayed in wolf form.

It was only a few seconds before Fred lay in the centre of the circle, panting.

“The challenge is over,” Prince Zachary declared. “Dylan Cross is the winner and new Alpha of the Pack.”

A cheer rose from the Pack, drowning out the howl of one lone wolf. Nikki turned in time to see Samson coming at her while RJ’s back was turned as he looked towards his brother.

Her wolf had had enough. She ripped out of Casey’s hold and finally let her animal take control.

She only managed to get out of her pants before she was on all fours and changing. Samson knocked into her and she could hear RJ and the others start forward.

She snarled at them to stay back and faced her foe. She wasn’t going to let anyone else get hurt. She launched herself at Samson just as the other wolf did the same. They slammed together, but Nikki was smaller and quicker. She turned in the air to put him under her and as they hit the ground hard and rolled, she clamped down on his throat. 

He kicked at her, the claws of his back legs digging into her stomach, but she wasn’t letting go. She bit down until blood started to flow. Samson went limp in her hold and whimpered.

“Nikki.” Dylan knelt down next to her. “He submits to you. You need to release him.”

She shook her head, tearing more at his throat. Didn’t Dylan understand that all of this was Samson’s fault?

“He will be taken care of,” Dylan assured her. “Let him go now.”

She didn’t want to, she really didn’t want to, until she caught another scent. The scent of her mate. 

She dropped him down to the ground and stepped on him to get to the other side. RJ was still in his shifted form and was crouched down, pawing towards her. 

She fell down in front of him and turned onto her back, exposing her belly for him. She didn’t want to challenge him—she wanted something else.

He nuzzled her neck and belly and she let him. He licked the wounds she had gained in the battle but they were already starting to heal. When he encouraged her to stand, she followed his direction. 

“Please, everyone, let us get back to the celebration. Brandon, can you take care of our visitors?” Dylan spoke above the crowd.

Nikki didn’t get to watch what was happening around her. RJ was nudging her away from the pack towards the woods. He nipped her hindquarters to hurry her along. She took off in a trot once she was sure what he wanted.

Away from the Pack and alone, he stopped and head-butted her. He started to shift back to human and she followed suit.

She stood and stretched and found herself yanked up and into his arms.

“God, baby,” he breathed against her. “You scared me.”

“RJ!” She grabbed the back of his head and brought his lips down to hers.

They kissed, mouths mating, claiming and biting as every emotion she’d felt came back full force. The strength of her love, the worry, the fear—she let go of it all and devoured him.

They fell to the leaf-covered ground, rolling around naked, hands mapping each other’s bodies, need pulsing through them.

“Please,” she begged. She needed him like never before.

RJ slipped down her body and buried his head in her sex. He didn’t waste any time—opened her up with his fingers and started to lick her pussy.

“Oh God! Yes!” she screamed. She grabbed the back of his head and arched up into his mouth. He feasted and teased her with his fingers until she was panting and tingling. 

She came, crying his name. He tore himself away and flipped her around. She had barely managed to settle on her hands and knees before he was thrusting inside.

Her inner muscles clamped down around his hard cock, holding him in deep.

“Never again! Never again will you be in danger,” he promised as he continued to pound inside.

She met him, pushed back into each of his frenzied plunges.

“You’re mine. No one else will ever touch you!”

“Yes!” she cried out. “Yours! Yours!”

“My mate!”

“Claim me!” she demanded. “Now, do it now!”

His hips snapped and he yanked her head back to reveal her throat. He bent down and closed his teeth over her. He bit down and the mating mark sent her into the most intense orgasm she’d ever experienced.

He rocked into her, hammering her though her climax, until he stiffened and emptied his seed deep into her. They collapsed together and she started to laugh.

He rolled over and grinned down at her. “Damn, baby.”

She brushed the hair off his forehead, staring into the eyes of her future. She wouldn’t put herself in danger, but she wouldn’t sit back and let her loved ones suffer either.

She brought her mouth down on his. “I love you.”

He closed his eyes briefly. “I love you too.”

She let him gather her close as they lay beneath the canopy of the trees under the moon and the stairs. She had found her mate. There was no doubt she would be coming home to the pack and would stay by RJ’s side for the rest of their lives.

And she was okay with that. She was home and loved. She couldn’t ask for more than that.






Chapter Thirteen







Three months later



RJ locked the door to his shop before sliding onto his bike and heading home. He waved at Brandon as he passed the sheriff’s office. Brandon lifted a hand with a smile on his face.

The last few months had proved that Brandon had been a great pick for Beta of the pack. He was protective and kind, and he was a voice of reason to Dylan when he was needed. 

The unmated inner circle members had moved into the Alpha house, so since Dylan and Brandon were now roommates along with a few other Pack members, it was a good thing they were getting along. 

The Pack had dealt with the issue of Samson and the elders well. They had arranged for them and any who others who wished to join them a place with a Pack they would be happy at. Well, as happy as possible. The elders had accepted the move while Samson had stormed off without a word. He had moved out of his home, and they had not seen or heard from him since.

The attack on Nikki still angered him, but she had handled herself well and all of the Pack kept a watch out for Samson’s return. He would not be welcomed back.

The drive home was now familiar and he grinned at the sight of the front porch light on. He parked his bike in his usual spot right next to the old Jeep.

“Honey, I’m home!” he called out, stepping in the front door.

“In here,” Nikki called back.

He made his way to the kitchen of the house that had seen many changes over the last several months. Dylan had moved into the Alpha house, which had left RJ and Ben in their home. It wasn’t a week after he’d moved Nikki in that Justin and Ben had told Dylan about their relationship and Ben had moved into Justin’s and Nikki’s childhood home. He’d just had lunch with his brother and was happy that Ben had found what he wanted and needed. Justin was perfect for his little brother.

“Hey, baby.” He greeted Nikki with a quick kiss as she sat at the kitchen table in front of her laptop. She’d just returned home from doing a story on one of the big cat sanctuaries that was need of funds. 

She saved her writing in Word and pulled him back down. “What kind of greeting was that?”

He ran his tongue over her lower lip and nipped until she opened for him, then made sure she was breathless before he pulled away this time.

“Mmm, better,” she told him with a smile.

He was already hard and pulled her out of her chair. “I don’t know, baby, I think I can improve on ‘better’.”

He leaned her back over the papers she had over the table until she wrapped her legs around his waist. She arched up and rubbed against his swollen shaft.

“Oh, I have no doubt,” she teased, gripping him through his jeans.

He bucked into her hold and let her push him back. She knelt before him, mouthing his cock through his pants.

“Yeah, baby, missed you,” he expressed sincerely.

“Me too.” She opened his jeans to expose his cock to the warm air then hummed as she jacked him off. “Missed everything about you, but especially having you hard in my hand…in my mouth.”

She deep-throated him and he had to slam a hand down on the table to avoid going weak in the knees. God, but she had a talented mouth.

She sucked until he was gripping her hair and tugging. “Want inside you.”

She popped off his dick with a grin. “Good idea.”

He found himself in the kitchen chair she’d abandoned while she yanked her shirt over her head then pushed her sweats down her legs. He reached for her as soon as she was bare in front of him.

On her left breast, just over her heart, was the image of him in wolf form. His own mate tattoo over his heart had been one of the best presents to himself. 

He licked at her tattoo as she shivered in his arms.

“I dreamed about you every night I was gone,” she informed him, straddling his legs.

It had only been a few days but he’d not been able to breathe correctly when she’d been away.

“Next time you’ll have to come with me,” she told him, bracing one hand on his shoulder while she held his cock with the other.

He was relieved she had said it first because he didn’t know how he could let her take another assignment that would take her away from him.

All thoughts flew out of his head when she started to lower down and her hot pussy engulfed his cock. 

Their moans mingled and he caught her lips to devour her mouth as she finally took him all the way in. She rose and he dug his hands into her hips. On the next slide down, he plunged up to meet her.

“Oh yes, RJ, please,” she mumbled against his lips.

That was all he needed to hear. He held her tight as he continued to thrust up into her willing body. She rode him hard, digging her nails into his arms, arching and trembling for him.

Too soon she cried out and gripped his cock hard as she climaxed. He pounded into her, drawing out her pleasure until she shook. He stood, laying her back on the table, and took control. As he slammed deep inside her, she scratched and moaned, urging him on. His hips snapped, drawing them closer and closer to the edge.

She ripped at the collar of his shirt until she could bite down on his shoulder.

Her scream was muffled against his flesh as her orgasm hit. This time she tightened around him, not giving him any choice but to follow her into ecstasy.

He pumped his seed into her until he didn’t have any more to give. He claimed her mouth, thrusting his tongue in and out, knowing he would never have enough of his mate.

Once the need to breathe demanded he break away, he pulled back enough to look down at her, beautiful and naked, laid out before him while his jeans were around his ankles and his torn shirt hung off his shoulder.

Nikki’s watch beeped and she looked at the time with a sigh. “We have just enough time to clean up before the news comes on and the others get here.”

He nodded and helped her up.



* * * *



RJ settled on the couch in front of the flat-screen television and accepted the bottle of beer from Nikki. She held her own bottle and settled next to him. Justin and Ben sat in one of the overstuffed chairs beside them, while Brandon sat in the other, and Dylan paced behind them. 

The news was turned up loud so they wouldn’t miss a word.

At exactly seven o’clock, the picture on the screen turned to the private room full of reporters.

“Ladies and gentlemen…the President of the United States of America.” 

They all watched as the leader of their country stepped up to the podium. 

Nikki gripped his hand and they exchanged worried glances. This wasn’t the only place where the shifters’ existence was being revealed to the public. There would be similar announcements made in other countries, until it was finally known around the world that some of the mystical creatures in movies and books were very real. 

The shifters were now out in the open. 











Also available from Total-E-Bound Publishing:

















Savage Love

Crissy Smith



Excerpt



Chapter One





The parking lot was crowded as Kelly Walker pulled her car into one of the few remaining spaces. She looked around, taking in the other vehicles, and finally spotted the one she searched for. As she stepped from her car, the heat of the night hit her in the face. When normally a jacket would be needed in October, this year they had yet to hit below seventy.

Halloween night and it was over eight-five degrees outside. Although it did make finding a sexy costume easier, helping to set her plan in motion. Wearing a short, tight black skirt, knee-high, black leather boots, a skimpy, red tank top, and a headband with horns, she was bound to raise some eyebrows with the little devil costume. Hopefully, getting the attention of the one she wanted.

A large man wearing black jeans and a black sleeveless shirt opened the front door. By his seductive smile and wink of approval, Kelly felt pretty good going into the bar. The music and smoke hit her all at once, and she struggled not to cough as the smoke soaked into her pores. The lights were low, but she could see well enough.

Walking from the door, she made a slow sweep of the room. She smiled as heads turned towards her, but she made it completely around the room without stopping. She knew exactly where he sat and that he was accompanied by four of his men. She was working out the best way to approach him, when a hand grabbed her upper arm and pulled her back against a hard chest.

Kelly stilled as an arm wrapped around her waist, and she felt breath against her neck.

“I told you never to come here.” The voice next to her ear was low, husky.

Kelly relaxed in the embrace, immediately recognising the voice of the undercover agent, Alex Gray, who was working her sister’s case. 

“Well, I must have forgotten,” she said in her sexiest southern drawl.

She was rewarded with a growl before being dragged in a storage room and slammed against the door.

“This isn’t a game,” he told her as he crushed her harder into the door.

Kelly found herself distracted by the strength of the body that covered hers. He held her arms over her head and leaned against her so she could feel every inch of his muscular body against her softer flesh. Her body flushed and she felt her arousal as she shifted against him. She had never responded like this to a man before meeting Alex. But since she had, all she could ever think about was tearing off his clothes.

Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she pushed against him. “Okay, let me go, Alex.”

She looked up in his eyes. He smiled but didn’t release her. “What are you doing here Kelly?”

Sighing, Kelly slumped against the door. “It’s been a year. A year today. I just wanted to see him.”

Alex nodded his head, and she saw sympathy in his expression. “I’m sorry but you can’t be here.” He released her and stepped back.

The loss of his body heat had Kelly wrapping her arms around herself. “I’m not leaving. I want to talk to him.”

“No.” Alex shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest.

Kelly took a step towards him, resting her hands on her hips. “You’re not my boss. I can talk to who I want to.”

He just smiled smugly at her.

“What are you going to do, Alex? Arrest me?” she taunted. “Don’t you think that would ruin your cover?”

The smile never left his face. “I don’t have to arrest you. All I have to do is have you thrown out of the bar, put in a cab and sent home.”

She knew he would do it. “Please, Alex. I just wanted to talk to him.”

“No.”

Frustrated, Kelly struck out a hand but he caught it. 

“Careful there,” he warned and yanked her to him. Kelly tilted her head back to look him in the face. His grey eyes cut into hers as his lips thinned.

“I won’t let you blow my cover. I won’t let you ruin a two-year investigation. He’s killed more than just your sister. I have been after him longer than you’ve been involved. And most of all, I won’t let you get yourself hurt or killed.”

Kelly’s gaze followed as his lips moved and she licked her own, wondering what he would taste like. She looked into his eyes and saw the struggle there. He was fighting the attraction, just like she was. But she was tired of fighting it.

Kelly lifted onto her toes and pressed her mouth against his. He stiffened but didn’t move. She traced his lips with her tongue and bit down on the lower.

Alex finally opened to her with a groan. As she kissed him again, his hands found their way to her hair, and the soft kiss she started turned into a desperately brutal kiss of passion. He lifted her off her feet, and she wrapped her legs around his narrow waist. The jean material of his pants rubbed roughly against the damp silk material of her panties.

He moaned into her mouth, and she tightened her legs around him, needing to relieve the pressure between her thighs.

A knock on the door made them jump. Alex let her down his body slowly before moving and turning away. “Yeah?”

“Hey, Alex, we’re starting to get busy. Need you at the bar.” A male voice came through the door.

“Be right there,” Alex said before turning back to Kelly. He picked up her headband that had fallen to the floor and handed it to her. “One drink, Kelly. You will not talk to him and then you will be on your way.”

Kelly nodded, her face still flushed and her skin still heated. Alex opened the door and, with his hand wrapped around her wrist, pulled her towards the bar.



Alex couldn’t believe she had shown up at the bar. He knew she was getting restless, and the anniversary of her sister’s murder didn’t help, but he had specifically told her to stay away from here.

Setting a Crown and Coke in front of her, he watched her blush before taking a drink. Things had gone a little too far in the storage room, but damn she’d tasted good. Smelt good and felt even better. He’d fought it for so long and to finally have her in his arms had felt like heaven. But he couldn’t do it. She didn’t belong in his world.

Alex looked over to the man in the back of the bar. Craig Lambert—local drug dealer, murderer, and vampire. Kelly would never believe him if he told her what Craig really was. Hell, he could probably show her, and she still wouldn’t believe. No, she didn’t belong in this world, and he needed to get her out of here.

He exchanged a look with his partner, Marcus, who nodded. He would help keep an eye on Kelly if Alex needed him to. Marcus was also aware of the attraction between the two of them. Every time they had spoken with Kelly about the case, Marcus would make sure to comment on just how pretty Kelly was, receiving the desired reaction from Alex.

The two men had been friends for a very long time. Alex wasn’t able to hide his feelings for Kelly from him, and Marcus loved the fact that he tried.

When Kelly stood, he sighed in relief that she was leaving.

“I’ll call you tomorrow, Kelly, I promise,” he told her as he covered her hand with his on the cold, worn wood of the bar.

Her eyes met his and he could see the pain.

“It’s almost over,” Alex assured her.

Her gaze darted to the back of the room before meeting his again. “Okay, Alex.”

She pulled her hand away, turned and left the bar. Alex watched her the entire time, his body reacting. He adjusted the bulge in his jeans. His attention was then drawn to the empty table in the back. Where had they gone?
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