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Author’s Note


The Wild Lake Wolves books have all been written so you can enjoy them
as standalones. While they can be read in any order, the events within them do
occur chronologically. For a full list of published books in the series and
their recommended reading order, visit the series page at http://www.kimberwhite.com/wild-lake-wolves.
















 


 


Chapter One


You can’t grow up in near Wild Lake, Michigan without hearing rumors
about werewolves. Everyone knows they’re here, but no one really likes to talk
about it. Occasionally, an outsider might bring it up, his eyes filled with awe
and wonder as he asks you if the stories are true. Do they change by the full
moon? Are they killers? Do you actually know any? Up until now my answers, if
I’d been crazy enough to even engage in the conversation, would have been “I
doubt it,” “Probably, but so are regular people,” and “No.” By the end of today
though, my last answer was going to change. Not only would I get to know one,
but he’d sort of be my boss.


Dale Thorp, senior aid to Congressman Landon Foster, didn’t look like
what I’d picture a werewolf would. He was short, for one. Only two inches
taller than my five feet five inches. And rotund. But, when he got heated,
which I quickly learned was often, the pupils at the center of his light brown
eyes narrowed to slits and the irises flashed golden. That was the tip-off to
his lupine secret for me. I tried not to stare or show alarm the first time it
happened, about five seconds after I went through the metal detectors at the
employee entrance of Congressman Foster’s district office in Wild Lake.


“Will I travel to D.C. ever?” I asked, trying not to break my neck over
the three-inch heels I stupidly chose to wear on the first day of my
internship. They slipped on the marble floor and I put a flat hand on the wall
to steady myself before Mr. Thorp turned around and noticed.


Dale looked me up and down, setting his jaw to the side. “Not likely. I
hope you don’t have the wrong impression about what this job is, Miss Winslow.
You’re going to spend most of your time on Lexis staring at your computer
screen. It won’t be glamorous. You do know how to write at least a legal
memorandum, I hope. Fucking first years.” He muttered the last bit under his
breath as he shook his head before he locked eyes with me again.


My blood heated and I took a steadying breath. Scorn filled Thorp’s
eyes and I saw that first flash of gold. Of course I’d heard the rumors he was
were, and now I believed it. I put a smile on my face and did my best to keep
up with him as he strode down the hall. My legs were actually longer than his,
so it should have been easy. But, Dale Thorp moved with preternatural speed,
and that was my second clue to what he was if I even needed it. 


“Legal research I can handle,” I said, hauling the thick leather strap
of my messenger bag back over my shoulder. He stopped at the end of the hallway
and held the door for me. “Just point me to my workstation and turn me loose.” 


His nostrils flared as I brushed past him. It was only a fraction of a
second, but his eyes closed as he inhaled my scent. My heart tripped in
trepidation and a slow trickle of sweat formed between my shoulder blades. Some
evolutionary fight or flight response threatened to unravel me on my very first
day. I took another steadying breath and straightened my spine.


Were or not, I couldn’t let this guy intimidate me. I fought too hard
to get this internship. It usually went to the first ranked student in the
class at the end of the first year. But, this semester at Great Lakes
University Law, the top student had a nervous breakdown of sorts right after
Christmas. Numbers two through four had already accepted positions elsewhere.
That left me, number five. And it wasn’t even summertime yet. It was early
March and ice still covered most of Lake Michigan. But, Congressman Foster was
in the middle of an election year and pulled the trigger early. Although the
planets had aligned neatly for me, I wasn’t foolish enough to think they
couldn’t misalign just as quickly.


“Do you smoke, Miss Winslow?” Dale still stood in the doorway, his hand
on the knob. His nose wrinkled in disgust as he inhaled again. 


“I do not.” That trickle of perspiration traveled straight between my
shoulder blades and down to the small of my back. His eyes roved over me,
judging. 


“Well, you smell like it.”


Fuck. I kept my back straight as he brushed past me. We were in a large
outer office filled with white-walled cubicles. Most of them were empty, but I
got a few furtive glances from staff members as we walked by. Landon Foster’s
office was at the end of an inner hallway with large, gold embossed letters
covering rich mahogany. Thorp’s office was right next to it, though his had
walls of glass. Presumably, so he could keep a watchful eye on the rest of us
plebeians relegated to Planet Cubicle.


Thorp waved his hand toward the cubicle closest to his office. I think
he expected me to apologize for whatever odor he thought he smelled on me. Damn
his werewolf nose. I spent almost fifty dollars having this suit dry cleaned.
Twice as much as my donation to the thrift store where I found it. Chanel, for
God’s sakes! At least the label, anyway. Navy blue with white trim and a belted
jacket. I pulled my platinum blonde hair into a neat ponytail just like the
runway models on E’s coverage of Fashion Week. But, as Dale Thorp stood close
to me, one sniff and he seemed able to peel away every layer of the armor I’d
so carefully put in place.


Fifth in my class, but still East Wild Lake trailer trash. That’s what
his narrowed eyes seemed to convey. Well, so what? I let out a hard breath and
set my messenger bag down with a little more clunk than I intended. 


“I’d love to get started. Do you have a project for me already?”


Dale crossed his arms, resting them on his paunchy midriff. His thick
forearms were covered with a dusting of dark hair, and I swear I saw a few
extra ones grow right in front of me. 


“Congressman Foster is actually in the office today,” he said. “Why
don’t I introduce you?”


Dale turned and motioned for me to follow. My heels dug into the plush,
maroon carpeting and I was grateful for that. Slick marble might have been my
literal downfall. Dale gave a quick knuckle rap on the door and then opened it.
Foster sat with his high-backed green leather chair tilted back, his cell phone
stuck to his ear. He raised his thick, bushy gray eyebrows at Dale and motioned
for us to enter. Dale took a seat at one of the two matching green leather
guest chairs, but something told me not to join him on the other. Instead, I
stood with my hands folded behind my back and fixed my face with a pleasant
smile as we waited for the congressman to finish his phone call.


When he did, he gave me a broad smile. He looked exactly like every
campaign billboard I’d seen of him plastered all over town. Thick salt and
pepper hair parted on the side, tanned skin that seemed permanently shellacked.
He was handsome, distinguished, with a dimpled smile that seemed always to
reach his dark eyes. The name Foster had been shortened or Anglicized from
something when his Greek ancestors came through Ellis Island a few generations
back. A fact he used when it suited him and downplayed when it didn’t.


“Welcome,” Foster said, his voice a gravelly baritone. He gave me the
full politician’s treatment, rising to his feet and reaching across the desk to
shake my hand with knuckle-crushing strength. “You’re Abigail?”


Of course Foster would know that. Dale Thorp seemed hell-bent on
putting me in my place since I stepped foot in the building. Landon Foster
seemed hell-bent on securing my vote. 


“Abby,” I said and kind of regretted it. Maybe Abigail was more mature.
But, it always felt First Lady-ish to me. “Abby Winslow.”


“Well, good to have you, Abby. I hope Dale’s got you properly settled
in out there. Don’t let his sour disposition throw you off on the first day. He
was born with a silver stick up his butt.”


I put my hand over my mouth to stifle the laugh that threatened to
erupt. Foster let go of the other one with a twinkling wink and he gestured to
the chair beside Thorp. “Be a gentleman for once in your life, Dale.”


Dale’s face lost a little color as he cleared his throat and rose to
his feet to pull the chair out for me. I instantly regretted my choice to stand
in the first place. Though Landon Foster was ultimately my boss, I knew Dale
Thorp likely had the power to make my life a living hell here. I had to do a
better job of not antagonizing him double quick. He stared murder at me as I
took my seat and crossed my legs.


“I hope you like staying busy, Abby,” Foster said. “And I also hope
you’re good with hitting the ground running. Dale will be here to show you
around today, but things move pretty quickly around here and not always in the
same direction.”


“That’s what I’m hoping,” I said. “That is, I’m ready to jump right
in.”


“Good. Good.” Foster rooted around on his desk but didn’t seem able to
find whatever papers he sought. “Help me out, Abby. What’s your experience?”


Blood shot straight to my toes, leaving a hollow space in my chest.
Well, I already had the internship and I knew Foster’s office was in a bind. My
life was my life, and I wasn’t ashamed of it. 


“I’ve worked in restaurants primarily since I was old enough to get a
work permit, sir.”


“Waitress? Bartender? That sort of thing?”


Foster’s eyes were questioning, but not judgmental like Dale’s had
been. 


“Yes, sir.”


Foster slapped a hand on the table. Dale jumped. I didn’t. He pointed a
tanned finger at me and his face split into that politician’s grin again. 


“Perfect! You know, I get young suits coming in here with their chests
puffed out and resumes thick as my thigh. They worked for this professor or
that law firm. Whatever. You want to know what I find? Retail clerks.
Waitresses. People who know how to think on their feet when some asshole’s
standing in front them blaming them for every damn thing that ever happened to
them. Those are the people who don’t flinch and get shit done, Dale. Life is
messy. Non-linear. You get beer spilled on your shoes, feta cheese down your
apron, and loudmouths trying to push you around. But you do your job. You
already know that, don’t you Abby?”


“Yes. Yes I do, Congressman Foster.”


Foster threw his head back and laughed, revealing a row of pearl white
veneers. He thrust his hand across the table, prompting me to shake it again. I
did. This time, he clasped his other hand over mine and smiled.


“Good hire, Dale,” he said. “I gotta feeling about her. Now put her to
work on something that matters.”


I rose to my feet, my hand still in Foster’s, and straightened my
skirt. Dale grumbled something beside me then gestured back toward the door.
Foster let me go and was already fumbling for something else on his desk. Dale
closed the door behind us.


“That went well,” he said, somewhat begrudgingly. “You never know if
you’re gonna get Good Landon or Bad Landon. Consider yourself lucky for now.”


I was already learning that taking a neutral stance with Dale was
likely the wisest course. We went back to my desk and he got me set up with Lexis
passwords and a stack of files on a few new bills coming to vote in a few
weeks. I wanted to introduce myself to the rest of the staff, but Dale didn’t
so much as look their way through any of it. Mercifully though, he soon left me
alone with my files and government-issued laptop. I got started, immersing
myself in the files first.


Much later, the growling of my stomach indicated the passage of time.
I’d been at the files for hours. I might have carried on like that. I had an
apple and a protein shake in my messenger bag and planned to work straight
through until someone told me to stop or they cut the lights. Dale finally
walked out of his office and stood in the open doorway of the congressman’s
just as I got through the last file. I rose from my desk intending to ask
either of them what they’d like from me next. 


I got just as far as Dale’s shoulder when the elevator doors at the end
of the hall opened behind me and every hair along my spine stood on end.


My back stiffened and a whoosh of air skittered across my neck. The
ground thudded with heavy footsteps. Their owner moved with the force of an
avalanche as he strode down the hall toward us. My eyes traveled over muscled
forearms where he’d rolled up his crisp white dress shirt. His red tie swung
across his broad chest as he charged toward Foster’s office. As he passed me, I
got an eyeful of his gray designer suit pants tailored perfectly over his taut
rear end. My eyes caught Dale’s as his mouth gaped open. It took him a second,
but Dale recovered long enough to speak.


“You can’t just barge in here.”


The man turned, his eyes blazing hot. My blood simmered and heat shot
straight through me. He was big, built, with piercing blue eyes that flashed bright.
Another werewolf, to be sure. But, this guy was different. Commanding. Scary as
hell. And gorgeous. 


“Like hell,” he said, his voice sending a vibration straight along my
spine. He held up a rusted metal object in one hand and headed toward Foster’s
desk. Foster leaned back in his chair and fixed a lopsided smile on his face.


“Here we go,” Dale whispered near my ear. “Pay attention. This might be
your next project.”


 “Mr. Lanier? What a pleasant surprise,” Foster said, sarcasm dripping
from each syllable. 


Lanier lobbed the metal object in the middle of Foster’s desk,
scattering papers and leaving a chink in the wood. It was a great, heavy thing,
with lethal-looking serrated edges in a semi-circle. 


“Don’t look surprised,” Lanier said. He stood back and ran a hand
through his mass of auburn hair. The wavy edges brushed his collar. “There are
about a half a dozen more leg traps out there where that one came from.”


Foster steepled his fingers beneath his chin and leaned back in his
chair. Lanier’s chest heaved. The air seemed to crackle around him with his
barely contained rage.


“Leg traps,” Foster said. “You think I put them there?”


Lanier shook a finger at him. “I’ve been telling you for months we’ve
got a poacher problem. And I’ve also told you what’s going to happen if I catch
one.”


“Poachers.” Foster leaned forward and dropped the smile. He narrowed
his eyes and smacked both palms flat on the desk. “Does it say Department of
Natural Resources on my office door? How is this my problem?”


Lanier made a noise low in his throat that made gooseflesh cover me. My
heart thundered in my ears, and I wasn’t even the focus of his anger. Foster
kept a brave face, but I saw the corner of his eye twitch. He was scared.
Lanier knew it too. He leaned forward, planting his own palms on the desk. 


“I’m the only reason you’re sitting behind that desk. If you want to
keep sitting behind that one or get a bigger one you’ll need to go through me
as well. If I find another one of these on Bonner’s property or anywhere else
in Wild Lake, or if any of my people get so much as a scratch on them, I plan
to hold you personally responsible.”


Then, he rose to his full height and turned. It took everything in me
not to shrink against the wall. I can’t explain it, but I knew it mattered that
I didn’t show fear. Dale, on the other hand, trembled as Lanier finally noticed
him. Lanier’s eyes flicked to mine and his pupils widened. For an instant, it
felt like the world slowed down into a freeze frame with Lanier the only thing
moving. He took a step toward me and cocked his head to the side. His full lips
curled into a half smile even though the fury stayed in his eyes. He was heat,
power, dominance. 


When he leaned toward me, I zoned in on his luscious bottom lip. I
imagined what it would taste like if I took it between my teeth and bit him
there. Or better yet, how would it feel if he did the same to me? My cheeks
grew warm from the flame of a slow blush that traveled all the way up from
between my breasts. It happened in just a fraction of a second, but his eyes
flicked to my neck and the warmth of his breath hit me on the sensitive skin
just below my collarbones where my blouse opened. I pressed my hand against the
wall to keep my balance. Lanier finally took a step back. Then, everything
shifted back to normal time. 


“Keep your shit straight, Dale,” he said, his eyes still locked with
mine. “Are you new here?”


I blinked hard and thrust out my hand. “Uh. Yes. I’m Abby. Winslow.”
God. I don’t know why I did that. A part of me wanted to crawl under the
nearest desk until Hurricane Lanier moved through. 


Lanier smiled full-on this time and took my hand in his, shaking it
firmly. His body heat seemed to travel from my palms straight to the center of
my chest, warming me, making me blush even deeper. I knew what he was in an
instant. But, instead of fight or flight, my body cried out kiss or fuck.


“Sebastian Lanier. Good luck, Miss Winslow. If Landon’s got Dale
showing you the ropes, you’re going to need it.”


The moment he let go of my hand, the air seemed to suck straight out of
the room. He gave me one more glance over his shoulder and strode out of the
office with the same determined purpose as when he came in, leaving me
shuddering in his wake.
















 


Chapter Two


So, for twenty-one years living in Wild Lake, I’d only heard the rumors
about werewolves. Four hours into my coveted internship, I’d met two of them up
close and personal. Both Dale and the congressman let the leg trap incident
pass without explanation. The two of them retreated behind Foster’s closed
door. I heard muffled shouts from Foster. When Dale emerged, his color looked
gray and his eyes stayed that glinting yellow, wolfish color until he got his
breathing under control. As the workday ended, Dale simply stormed past my desk
without a word.


“See you in the morning, Mr. Thorp,” I called after him. But, he didn’t
even bother to turn his head to acknowledge me. 


“Ignore him.” A feminine voice came from the cubicle beside me. Then,
large, owlish blue eyes beneath a mop of curly brown hair appeared over the top
of the wall. 


“Oh. Uh. Good tip.”


The owner of the blue eyes came around the wall and extended a hand and
a friendly smile. “I’m Grace.”


Grace had deep creases around her mouth and wore hoop earrings big
enough to double as bracelets. But, she had a kind face and an earnest
handshake. She was also the first genuinely friendly person I’d met since I got
here. 


“Abby,” I said, slinging my messenger bag over my shoulder. “Is it
always that intense around here?”


Grace nodded as we made our way to the elevator then rode it down.
“Pretty much. It’s gonna get worse the closer we get to the election. Just keep
your head down and your work done. You’ll be fine.”


“What do you do for the congressman?”


Grace smiled. “I’m a legal secretary. I do a little bit of everything.
If you have questions about anything, just come find me.”


I wanted to hug her. I settled for a sincere thank you and another handshake
as we emerged from the underground parking lot. Grace pulled out her key fob
and her car bleeped somewhere close by. 


“You parked on this floor?”


I chewed my bottom lip, considering whether I should tell her I took
the bus. I could have gotten off at the lobby level, but she’d been so nice, I
hadn’t wanted to stop talking to her. I don’t know why I did it, but I told her
a little white lie. “No. I’m one floor down yet.”


Grace smiled again and waved at me over her shoulder as she headed
toward her car. I waited a few seconds until she was out of sight, then I
stepped back in the elevator and went back up to the street level. I slipped
off my heels and pulled my ballet flats out of my messenger bag and booked it
for the bus stop four blocks over. I got there just as the crosstown number seven
pulled into the stop. 


“How was your first day?” Iris, the driver, gave me a twinkling smile
as I climbed on board. Iris was seventy if she was a day and had the sweetest
disposition of anyone I knew, even when some drunk asshole threw a wall of
obscenities at her from behind the safety glass after a particularly long day. 


“Good,” I said as she passed my fare card through the scanner. “They’ll
keep me busy.”


“Busy’s good. You got class tonight honey?”


I slid into the seat behind Iris and raised my voice so she could hear
me behind the glass. “Yeah. Property Law. Six to ten. Am I gonna make it?”


Iris’s shoulders shook with rich laughter. She reached over and pulled
the lever to close the door with a great heave, and her long gray ponytail
swung with the effort. “Baby, you know you’re gonna make it. With time to
spare. But please tell me you brought something to eat besides a banana
and a sad little yogurt like the last time.”


I shrugged and sank into my chair as Iris shook her head and tsked. She
knew me too well. She took more interest in me than my own mother did most
times. To the point I knew next week, Iris would probably have a heaping
container of soup, stew, or whatever deliciousness she brewed in her own
kitchen for me. My mother was either passed out on the couch or running through
the house trying to get ready for her latest hot date with another of a long string
of loser boyfriends. I tried not to think about it. 


Twenty-five more months. Tops. I’d finish my law degree and get the
hell out of that double wide. I could go earlier if I broke down and applied
for student loans. But, I didn’t want to start my career under the yoke of all
of that. I’d been under my mother’s roof this long. I could finish this out.
One day at a time. 


“Work on anything interesting today?” Iris practically sang the
question. Her deep brown eyes brightened as she looked at me in the overhead
mirror. 


Interesting indeed. I pressed my forehead against the window glass and
watched the street signs whizz by as Iris hit the highway. 


Sebastian Lanier. 


My skin still prickled where he’d taken my hand to shake it. I played
with the button on my shirt, just below where his breath touched my skin. Just
the thought of it heated my blood and sent a shiver skittering across my
shoulder blades. Who was he? The name meant something, but I couldn’t place it.



I couldn’t shake the image of the lethal edge of that rusted trap as he
carried it as though it weighed nothing. An object meant not to just to
capture, but to injure, to torture. The thought of those brutal spikes driving
into skin and bone made my mouth go dry. Poachers, he’d said. On Wild Lake
lands. And he thought Congressman Foster had something to do with it? 


“Baby girl?” 


Iris’s smooth voice brought me out of my head. The bus had stopped
right in front of the Law School complex. Its two-story brick exterior didn’t
match the rest of the architecture at GLU. It was the only building covered in ivy,
though right now, most of that was brittle and brown. I looked behind me, but I
was the only passenger left on Iris’s bus. 


“You’ve got stars in your eyes, Abby. You thinking about some man?”


Heat flamed my cheeks as I shot her a smile. I tried to cover but Iris
knew me too well. 


“Sort of,” I said. 


Iris turned in her seat and slammed the bus into park. 


“You got time,” she said. “Spill it.”


I rolled my eyes and felt the blush spread to my neck, no doubt making
my skin a bright shade of pink. Iris rested her chin in her palm and twisted in
her seat. Yeah. No way I was getting off this bus without clueing her in.


“You ever heard of Sebastian Lanier?”


Iris’s eyes went wide and she clucked, shaking her head. “You’ve lived
here your whole life, Abby. You mean to tell me you haven’t?”


“The name’s familiar.”


“Well, it should be. He’s Wild Lake Outfitters, honey.”


Wild Lake Outfitters. Holy shit. They were the reason this town
existed, pretty much. One of the largest retailers of hunting, fishing, and
sporting goods in North America. The world, maybe. Wild Lake’s water tower was
painted blue and silver with the company name and logo, a stylized wolf’s head
with pine trees behind it.


Sebastian Lanier. That was Sebastian Lanier. In my mind I had
pictured him as some gruff, gray-haired, long-bearded old man. As if he’d fit
right into the cast of Duck Dynasty. I didn’t expect the gorgeous hunk
of man I met today.


“That’s who’s got your eyes all glassy?” Iris cocked her head and
grinned. 


“What? No. I sort of ran into him. That’s all.”


“Well, I sure as hell wouldn’t mind running into him. Under him. Mmm.
What’s he like?”


“Uh. Purposeful.”


Traffic behind us started to honk. Iris waved a dismissive hand. Her
bus. Her rules. Everybody else could sit tight or go around. 


“Well, you be careful with a guy like that.”


“Iris. What? I’m not with a guy like that. I just said I sort of
met him. That’s all. Besides, what do you mean?”


Iris’s eyes grew dark and the smile left her face. She picked at a spot
on her nail and wouldn’t meet my eyes for an instant. I slid out of my seat and
squatted next to her. 


“It’s okay. I know he’s one of, uh . . . you know . . . them.”


Iris gave me a hard look. Her flint-gray eyes filled with the wisdom
she’d earned in her thirty years of driving this bus. She put a hand on my
shoulder and leaned in. “Oh, yeah? What else do you know about them?”


Deep lines framed Iris’s mouth and crinkled the corners of her eyes. In
her seventy-some years, she’d seen every kind of person there is. She could
size you up with just a glance, and her instincts were never wrong. My heart
thundered behind my ribcage as she fixed her razor sharp gaze on me.


“I just met him, Iris. That’s all. Shook his hand.”


“Just be careful, baby.” She reached up and smoothed a lock of hair out
of my face where it sprung loose from my ponytail. “Those wolves bite. Best to
keep your distance.”


“Well, thanks for looking out. It’s nice to have someone who does.”


She leaned forward and put a kiss on the top of my head, catching me
off guard. I stiffened and nearly overbalanced on the balls of my feet.
Stinging tears formed in my eyes. Again, I tried to cover. Put my armor back in
place. Iris knew better. She hooked a finger under my chin and lifted my head
until she had my eyes. 


“You’re special, Abby. Don’t you ever let anyone make you feel like
you’re not. You got a piece of shit mamma and had an Invisible Man for a daddy.
It does me no pleasure to say it. You keep your head on straight like you have
been and you get the hell out of here the first chance you get.”


She pointed over my shoulder toward the building. “That’s the way.”


I rose to my feet and wiped my eyes. “Thanks, Iris. I mean it.”


She clucked again and waved her hand. Then, she threw up a middle
finger toward the back of the bus as a new round of honking rose to a crescendo
behind us.


“Hurry up!” she called after me as I headed down the stairs to the
curb. “And I meant what I said. Steer clear of those wolves, baby. They’re
nothing but trouble for girls like you!”


My back stiffened as her words carried over the quad, and I got a few
blank stares from some of the other students hustling into the building. A new
blush heated my cheeks. I turned around and thrust my chin out at Iris as she
kept on waving then drew a finger across my neck, gesturing for her to shut it.


Her loud, infectious laughter had me smiling as I turned and readjusted
the weight of my bag and headed into the building. 


My breath hitched and gooseflesh spread across my neck as if I had some
premonition. Wolves, she said. Stay away from wolves. I wonder how my life
would have turned out if I had listened.
















 


Chapter Three


If I had any intentions of heeding Iris’s warning, they were shattered
the next morning when Dale sat on my desk. Day two and he’d already started
making a habit of it. He cleared a space and plopped his wide rear end on the
edge of it then leaned down to talk to me. 


“Field trip today,” he said, plastering a smile on his face. 


“Okay?” Just yesterday he’d warned me this job would involve hours of
staring at my computer screen. Which it had. I wondered why the sudden change. 


Dale pulled a thick brown envelope wrapped with a rubber band from
beneath his arm. “The congressman is working on the draft of a new wetlands
conservation bill. He’s had some input from some of the local landowners around
here. Which he values, of course. But, some hold more sway than others, and
that’s just a fact. One in particular requires special handling. That’s where
you come in today?”


“Special handling?” I did not like the near smirk on Dale’s face
when he said it. Smarmy seemed to be his default mood. 


“In person,” Dale offered by way of explanation. “We’ve got some
reports and the congressman’s notes on some of the language. We need them hand
delivered.”


My mouth went dry. In person delivery. I hoped this VIP constituent
could be found within walking distance. He never asked, and I’d never found the
occasion to tell Dale Thorp I rode the bus. 


“Wild Lake Corporate Headquarters off of Exit 19. You know where that
is? At the base of the water tower. You can’t miss it. Look for the giant
bronze wolf statutes.”


“I, uh. I’d be happy to do it. It’s just, I don’t have a car today.”


Dale gave me a quizzical look then reached into his jacket and pulled
out a single key. “You do have a valid driver’s license though?”


“Of course.”


Dale lobbed the key at me and I caught it one-handed. “Silver Town Car
on the first floor. My parking spot is marked. Try not to take more than an
hour. When you get back, I need you to sink your teeth into an eminent domain
memo we need by early next week. Grace has all the particulars.”


I grabbed my messenger bag and slid Dale’s file into it. It strained
the straps to close it, but I managed. 


“Who do I ask for when I get there?”


Dale gave me that shit-eating grin again. “You’re seeing Lanier.”


My fingers froze on the buckle of my bag. I pasted on a bright smile
and tried to keep moving so Dale wouldn’t notice my reaction. Sebastian Lanier.
It seemed quite literally, Dale intended to feed me to the wolf.


“Is Mr. Lanier expecting me?” I asked, though my tongue felt like
sandpaper. My heart thudded in my breast. God, what was wrong with me? 


Dale’s eyes raked over me and I swear they settled on the pulse beating
near my temple. I wondered how much his werewolf senses told him about my inner
turmoil. 


“Relax,” he said, reaching out to grasp a strand of my hair. I’d worn
it down today, holding the thick mass of it back with a black headband. He
rolled it between his fingers, and for a second, I expected him to lean down
and sniff it. If he had, I’d already done the mental calculations about how
hard I could smash him with my bag. Something bad was brewing with Dale Thorp.
I just prayed this wouldn’t go down the path I feared. He had creep vibe oozing
out of every pore. I needed this internship, but not that badly. 


I slung the strap over my shoulder, pulling my hair out of Dale’s
grasp. He straightened his tie but didn’t leave his perch on my desk. 


“Do I just ask at the front desk or is there some special entrance I
need to know about?” I asked, keeping my voice toneless and flat. 


“What? Oh. Right. Just ask at the front desk. Bas knows I’m sending
someone over.”


“Is there anything else? I mean, am I just handing him these files, or
was there some message I’m supposed to convey or take back?”


Dale finally stood and shrugged. “Just the files. I’m sure Mr. Lanier
will let you know if he wants to send any message back.”


Great. After what I saw yesterday, I couldn’t imagine Lanier had
anything kind and gentle to say about Dale or the congressman. I also had a
strong feeling that whatever was in that file, it wasn’t something Lanier would
be happy to see. I just hoped he wasn’t a kill the messenger type. 


I gave Dale a curt nod and headed for the elevators. He called out to
me as I pressed the down button.


“Like I said, relax. I’m pretty sure Bas won’t bite.”
















 


Chapter Four


Wild Lake Outfitters World Headquarters sat on a hill off the exit. The
bronze wolf sculptures stood twenty feet high and overlooked a churning water
fountain. On any given day, you’d see a dozen or more tourists lined up to take
their picture in front of the massive sculpture. The store sat behind it, constructed
to look like a hunting lodge with blond timber and a high arch with custom
floor to ceiling glass. 


I’d been in the place exactly once, though most of the people I knew in
Wild Lake had worked here at some point or another if they didn’t currently.
More than just a hunting and sporting goods retailer, the place had a nature
center, a giant freshwater aquarium featuring fish from the Great Lakes, and a
petting zoo with rare albino deer in an adjacent paddock.


I straightened my skirt and headed for the corporate offices sign
toward the back of the building. I took a glass elevator up to the third floor.
I couldn’t stop myself from chewing on my thumbnail as I waited for the doors
to open. 


Sebastian Lanier. I never expected to see him again so soon after
yesterday’s tirade. What kind of mood would he be in? Would his eyes still hold
that contained fury? And if they did, would he blame me for the simple fact
that Dale and Congressman Foster sent me here? 


Cowards. That’s the best thing I could think to call them at the
moment. Dale in particular. I didn’t know what bad blood flowed between those two,
but he obviously sent me here today because he didn’t want to carry out this
job himself. Well, there was nothing to do but take a deep breath and do my job.
Internships were about grunt work. I wasn’t afraid to do it. It wasn’t just
Dale’s and the congressman’s recommendation I could earn. I wouldn’t mind
making a good impression on Lanier either. I just couldn’t help thinking about
the impression he’d already left on me. One that had me positively panting as I
stepped off the elevators and met the receptionist at the end of the hall.


I brushed a hair behind my ear and took a deep breath. “I’m from
Congressman Foster’s office, Abby Winslow. I’m here to see Mr. Lanier.”


The receptionist shuffled papers on his desk and gave me a pleasant
smile. He was long, lean, with manicured nails and jet black hair sculpted into
a side part. He tapped an ear piece and looked back down the long hallway
toward the inner offices. “He’s just getting back from lunch. Why don’t I set
you up in Mr. Lanier’s office and he’ll be in shortly? Can I get you anything
to drink? I’m Curtis, by the way.”


“Oh. I’m all right. Thanks.”


Curtis rose from behind his U-shaped desk and led me down the hallway,
moving with the telltale preternatural grace of a wolf. So, it appeared I’d be
surrounded by them this year. 


Lanier’s offices couldn’t be more different than the congressman’s.
There were no cubicles here. Just wide open spaces behind glass and long rows
of brightly lit tables. Lanier had the corner office. Curtis opened the door
and gestured for me to follow him in.


The view from the wall-to-wall windows took my breath away. The room
faced away from the highway towards the park grounds. A pristine man-made pond
sat at the edge of a wooded valley with a long wooden dock extending nearly to
the center of it. Two mute swans dipped their heads beneath the water below
then chased away a pair of mallard ducks. I imagined Lanier could sit at his
desk and stare at that scene all day if he liked.


Lanier’s simple desk and flat screen monitors were tucked against the
only non-glass wall in the office. The rest of the space flowed toward that
gorgeous view with two white leather couches facing out with a small table in
between. 


“Have a seat,” Curtis said, pointing to the couches. “Mr. Lanier’s
already on his way up. Make yourself comfortable. He won’t keep you waiting
long.”


Curtis smiled and left me alone. I rubbed my palms against the soft
leather of the couch as I sat down and crossed my legs. Then, I uncrossed them
and moved to the other end of the couch so my back wouldn’t be turned when
Lanier walked in. Or, perhaps I should stand? Would sitting on the couch seem too
familiar, even though Curtis had told me to make myself comfortable? I shook
off my nerves and blew out a breath. What I wanted to do was get a better view
of the rolling, wooded hills outside. So, I rose from the couch and walked over
to the glass, careful not to touch it. I couldn’t see a single smudge on it.


As I watched, another pair of mallards landed next to the swans and
joined their brethren fighting for some unseen delicacy beneath the placid
water’s surface. One of the swans arched his neck and then swung it low,
snapping at the smaller ducks, who scurried away. But, then they grew brave
again and paddled back. The second swan gained speed across the water then
unfurled its massive white wings and took flight. What he lacked in altitude,
he made up for with each flap of his powerful wings. They came down with the
force of a baseball swing as he glided above the water then settled on the
opposite shore. His mate clacked at the mallards again then swam over to join
him. 


“They’re beautiful, but they make a damn mess.”


I jumped and laid my palm flat against the glass as his rich tenor
vibrated across my skin and his breath tickled near my ear. I put a hand to my
breast and turned to face Mr. Lanier. 


“Sorry,” he said, his smile genuine as he leaned with his shoulder
against the glass, one hand resting casually in his pocket. He wore a crisp
white dress shirt rolled up at the sleeves revealing tanned, ruddy skin with
fine reddish hair that dusted across his forearms. My eyes traveled to his blue
tie and where the clinging fabric of his shirt outlined his powerful chest.
When I looked him straight on, his blue eyes twinkled with mischief as his
smile widened. “I didn’t mean to startle you. It was Miss Winslow?”


He extended his hand to shake mine. I hesitated for a fraction of a
second, my heart fluttering like hummingbird’s wings just before our skin made
contact. When it did, a zing of electricity seemed to spark through my veins,
warming my blood. Just a tiny flickering movement in the corner of his eyes
told me he felt something too. 


This was bad. Terrible. I didn’t want to give off anything less than a
professional vibe. But, I couldn’t ignore the fact that Sebastian Lanier was
simply the most virile, attractive man I’d ever stood this close to.


“Abby,” I said, wishing I’d taken Curtis up on that glass of water.
Actually, I wanted something even stronger. This man unsettled me in a way I
didn’t understand. He seemed able to see straight through to my heated core
with just the tilt of his head. That same gesture seemed to ignite me even
more.


“Nice to meet you again, Abby. Call me Bas.”


God. Bas. The name was perfect for him. Strong. Solid. A vision flashed
through my head of me calling it out in the heat of passion. I pulled my hand
away perhaps a little quicker than I should have. But, my body sensed danger
and desire all at once, like a moth to light. Bas trained those keen blue eyes
on me and worked the muscles of his knife blade-sharp jaw.


I took a breath and turned away from him, heading for my messenger bag
near the couch. “Mr. Thorp sent me with some paperwork on the new bill the congressman’s
drafting. He wanted your notes on it.”


Bas didn’t move from his spot by the window. He just stood there,
leaning against it as he watched every move I made. But, at the mention of Dale
Thorp, tension came into his shoulders and his eyes flashed dark. I sat on the
edge of the couch as I opened my bag and hauled Dale’s fat file out of it. As I
moved to hold it out to him, the frayed rubber band snapped and half the papers
spilled out of the envelope and onto the floor. 


I bit my lip to stop the F-bomb from flying out as I leaned down to try
and reassemble them. Bas was there, kneeling next to me. He moved in a blur of
motion with speed that startled me and took my breath away. He put a hand on my
shoulder and I swear, just that simple touch turned me molten from the inside
out. 


“I-I’m sorry,” I said, sliding awkwardly back on the couch. 


Bas’s eyes were kind as he scooped the papers into a pile and set them
on the table in front of us. 


“How do you like working for Dale so far?” Bas asked.


“Oh. Mr. Thorp? It’s only my second day. I’m still kind of getting the
lay of the land.”


Bas’s shoulders shook with a silent laugh and he shook his head. “That
was your first day? Sorry about yesterday. I suppose you don’t have a great
first impression of me. Honestly, I didn’t see you standing there when I barged
in. That was . . . rude of me. And that was about something that goes way back
between Congressman Foster and me. Nothing you need to worry about.”


I took the papers from the table and reassembled them with the others.
“Was anyone hurt? In the traps I mean? Your people?”


For the second time, the space around me seemed to slow to a freeze
frame as Bas’s eyes met mine. He moved closer to me, leaving no more than a few
inches between us. He filled my vision and all my senses as if the world beyond
the two of us receded to nothing. He didn’t touch me. Didn’t say anything, but
as he held my gaze, he seemed to lay me bare and know what I was thinking. Even
if he couldn’t, my skin flamed hot from another traitorous blush. I’d asked too
much.


“My people?” he said, his tone sharp, but not unkind. 


God. What had I been thinking? His people? Was it a secret? What
was the politically correct way to refer to someone like him? I swear, the room
fell so quiet I could actually hear myself blink. 


Then, a slow smile played at the corners of Bas’s mouth and his eyes sparked
with mirth. “What do you know about my people, Abby?”


I couldn’t help it, I smiled back and let out a small laugh. “Well, I
suppose I shouldn’t have assumed, but if you’re trying to be stealthy about it,
you’re failing.”


He ran his hand across his jaw and arched one ruddy brow. My eyes
followed the line of it, traveling to his thick, golden red hair that he wore
slicked back today except for an errant strand that hung down, cutting across
his forehead and hanging just over his right eye. My fingers twitched with the
urge to reach up and smooth it back. He leaned forward, sliding one hand on the
back of the couch behind my shoulders, the other almost touching my thigh. He
cocked his head to the side and spoke, dropping his voice low enough it came
out more growl than words. But, oh, I understood him perfectly. 


“Just what is it you think you know about me?”


I should have been afraid, I suppose. Maybe another woman would have
been. But, there was something about the way he looked at me with his head
tilted to the side, his body close enough I felt the heat coming off of him in
waves. Bas Lanier was issuing a challenge. Would I rise to it, or would I shirk
away?


I faced him straight on and smiled, my blood nearly coming to a boil as
I drank in the curve of his broad shoulders and the way his collar strained
against the muscles of his neck. 


“Well, no offense, but I’m more of a cat person.” Then, I fixed my
smile in place and gave him a wink before sliding away from him on the couch
and rising to my feet. 


For a moment, Bas sat frozen, his body leaning toward the space I’d
just vacated. Then, he looked up at me and his face split into a wide grin. He
threw his head back and let out a laugh that made the floor vibrate. He rose to
his full height. Standing as close to me as he was, I had to strain my neck to
keep eye contact. He really was huge. Six foot four. Maybe a little taller
even. Even in my heels, he towered over me. 


“Have a seat, Abby,” he said as he took the stack of papers from me and
moved around me toward his desk. “Why don’t you sit tight while I look over
what Foster’s done this time.”


“Oh. I mean, I can come back. Dale didn’t say anything about a
deadline.”


I smoothed my skirt and sat back on the couch as Bas ran a hand through
his hair and started thumbing through the papers. He was sexy when he laughed.
He was devastating when he was deep in thought. His brows knit together, auburn
like the rest of his hair, but blond at the tips. He tugged at his tie,
loosening his collar as he slammed paper after paper against the desk. Whatever
changes the congressman made to this bill weren’t ones Bas welcomed. Page after
page, his scowl deepened, and I had the urge to run my fingers across his cheek
to smooth away the deep lines forming around his perfect mouth. 


God. I wanted this man. Pure and simple. There was no logic to it. No
rhyme or reason. Just utter carnal lust. He stirred something deep inside of
me. All danger and sex appeal. What’s worse, he was abundantly aware of the
effect he had on everyone around him, I guessed. But now, while he was lost in
troubled thought over Foster’s paperwork, I could watch him with abandon. His
focus diverted. 


Then, it wasn’t. 


Bas slammed down the last page and sat back in his chair, hooking his
hands behind his head, and he let out a sigh as he looked toward the ceiling.
Again, he let out that low, rumbling growl and another thought slammed into my
brain unbidden. 


I wanted to see his wolf. What would it be like when he shifted? Would
it be gory and brutal like you saw in the movies? Or would it happen so fast my
eyes wouldn’t register it? Would he be Bas Lanier one second, then a fierce
wolf the next? 


Bas’s eyes flashed, locking with mine again, leaving me feeling exposed
to him. He narrowed his and again that hint of a smile played at the corners of
his mouth like he could read my thoughts or know what I look liked naked. 


He unhooked his fingers from behind his head and slowly rose from his
chair, moving around his desk with lupine grace. Almost as if I were his prey
and he meant to stalk me. I had a dark flash of what it might feel like to
submit to him. The instant I thought it, heat flared between my legs, my body
answering the question my mind just asked. 


Yes. Oh, yes. I would like to know what it felt like to give myself to
him. I blinked hard and rose slowly to my feet. I had to get out of here.
Staying in a room alone with Bas for another second might make me do or say
things I’d regret later. He had some pull over me I couldn’t explain, but it
was the kind of thing that could ruin everything for me. He was the job. That’s
all. No matter how sexy he looked in his tailored suit, I’d worked too hard,
had too much at stake to risk going down this path. I wasn’t my mother.


“Is there anything you’d like me to tell Mr. Thorp or Congressman
Foster? Any notes you have for them?”


Bas kept moving toward me. His fingers trailed along the edge of his
desk and I saw his eyes change. The pupils narrowed to pinpoints and the irises
went pale blue, lined with black. 


Wolf eyes. Feral. Dangerous. 


A moment ago, I’d fantasized about what it might be like to see his
wolf. I had a feeling I was about to get at least part of my wish. 


“Abby, there are a lot of things I’d like to say to Dale and Foster.
But, if Dale thought he could send you over here to distract me from what he’s
trying to do with that bill, he’s made a mistake. A grievous one.”


What? Me? Oh, God. I’d done a poor job of hiding how much I liked
looking at him. But then, a different truth slammed into place in my mind.
Dale. The minute he said it, I knew he was right. Dale played me. Damn his
werewolf eyes. My blood boiled again, but this time it wasn’t from naked lust,
but deepening anger. 


“Look, I have no idea what games you and Dale like to play with each
other. Whatever . . . pack bullshit goes on between you. But leave me out of
it.”


“Pack bullshit? I promise you, Dale Thorp isn’t part of any pack of
mine, Abby. I wouldn’t have him.”


“Fine. Whatever. I’m really just trying to do my job. Is there
something specific you want me to tell him, or was that pretty much it?”


Bas took another step toward me. Then another. Then he reached out and
pulled me toward him. My skin flared hot where his fingers grasped my upper
arms and rested on my shoulders. My knees went weak and my focus rested on the
curve of his mouth as he tilted his head toward mine.


Then he kissed me. 


The world was heat and light. Fireworks went off behind my ribcage,
sending tingling heat straight down to my toes. I drowned in him. Starved
without him. It was as if I’d just been injected with straight adrenaline and
my heart started beating for the first time. 


Logic. Time. My reason for being here. Everything seemed to fly out of
that glass window for those few seconds when Bas held me and his lips touched
mine. But, this wasn’t a fairy tale. Even though my loins waged a war against
my brain, it wasn’t a fair fight. 


I pressed my palms flat against Bas’s chest and pushed myself away from
him. Gasping, I touched the back of my hand to my lips. 


“Stop!”


Bas reeled away from me. His eyes, still wild, went wide with shock as
he took a staggering step backward until he leaned against his desk, his chest
heaving. He touched his own hand to his mouth and looked at me.


“Who are you?” he asked. “Where did he find you?”


My heart started to beat a normal rhythm again, and this time, my blood
heated with a touch of rage. As unsettled as I’d been by his touch, it seemed
Bas was having a similar reaction. Whatever he meant to do when he kissed me,
he’d come away with more than he bargained for. But, his question angered me.


“Find me? Is that what you’re running with Dale Thorp? Some sort of
sick werewolf escort service? Sorry. This isn’t what I signed on for.”


“What? No. Fuck.” His eyes flashed shock then maybe a little bit of horror
like he wanted to take his words back. Good. But too late. I’d already let
things get wildly out of control. I could only hope Bas’s apparent regret for
kissing me would be enough to keep him from causing me any trouble back at the
office. At least, not any trouble I wasn’t about to rain down on my own.


I grabbed my messenger bag and threw the strap across my chest, making
a shield of it across my body. But, Bas kept his distance. His eyes filled with
concern, and his fingers trembled where he ran them across his lips again. I
didn’t know him. But the last few minutes had shaken him, badly.


“So thumbs down on the legislation, I’m guessing.”


I stormed toward the door and grabbed the handle. 


“Abby wait. Shit. I’m sorry.”


I put up a hand. “No. I get the gist of the situation. You made it
crystal clear.”


He could have stopped me. My heart raced knowing just exactly how much
he could have stopped me. But somehow, I knew he wouldn’t. I just needed to put
some distance between us so I could figure out what the hell I should do next.


I walked out and blew past Curtis at the reception desk. He rose to his
feet and held up a pencil, his mouth gaped open. I put up a hand toward him as
I headed for the grand staircase at the end of the hall leading back down into
the main store. I didn’t want to risk standing and waiting at the elevator and
giving Bas another crack at me. I flew down the stairs and hustled my way past
store clerks and customers on my way to the front exit. 


I didn’t hear Bas behind me, but the hairs on the back of my neck stood
on end just as I reached for the main door leading to the parking lot. A whoosh
of air lifted the strands of hair at my temples as his hand came down over my
shoulder and opened the door for me. I whirled on him, practically tripping
over my feet. 


“Abby, I’m sorry,” he said, his eyes pleading. “You’re not who I
thought you were.”


My heart dropped to my shoes. I curled my fingers into a fist at my
side to keep from reaching up and brushing that same lock of hair out of his
right eye. What was happening to me around this guy? I knew I couldn’t stick
around to find out. He was dangerous. Deadly. And yet, he made things shift
inside of me I couldn’t explain.


“Is that how it works between you and the congressman? He finds girls
to send to you. Keeps you happy so you keep him happy?” I wanted to hurt him. I
don’t know why. But, I didn’t trust or understand what was happening inside of
me when this guy got near me. 


He reeled back as if I’d slapped him, then his eyes flashed dark again
and he set his jaw into a hard line. 


“I can assure you, I don’t need Foster or anyone else to find girls for
me, Abby.”


I realized I’d been standing there with my mouth hanging open. I
clamped it shut. A different kind of rage flared inside of me at his words and
the insinuation behind them. The thought of Bas Lanier with any other girl made
me want to rip her eyes out. Why? I had no claim on him. Had just rejected him
myself. 


“Abby.” He tried again, his words softer this time. With a gentle hand
on my arm, he moved me out of the door and into the vestibule between the outer
door and the one leading into the store. We were starting to draw attention. A
few of the sales clerks looked up from scanning merchandise, and two customers
looked me up and down as they came through the automatic doors and headed into
the store.


“I think you better stick with Miss Winslow,” I said. Damn if that
didn’t lift the corners of his mouth in a smile. I blinked hard against the
memory of what that mouth felt like against mine and the promise of what it
would feel like on other parts of me. 


“Fine. Miss Winslow. I really am sorry. I was out of line upstairs. You
didn’t deserve that. I hope you can find it in your heart to give me another
chance sometime. I promise I won’t bite.”


Again, he had me speechless. I took a halting step backward, and he
didn’t stop me. He just stood there staring at me with that infuriatingly sexy
smirk. I wanted to say something to wipe it off. I meant something else, but my
temper flared and it came out all wrong. Except that I did succeed in wiping
the grin off his face. 


As the automatic doors slid open behind me, I stepped on the other side
of them. Just before they closed, I turned back to face him and said, “Maybe not.
But I might.”


Sebastian Lanier’s deep laughter sent a shiver up my spine as I turned
and left him there.
















 


Chapter Five


I blew past Grace on my way to Thorp’s office. I tore the strap of my
bag over my shoulder and barged in. She raised a finger and looked ready to
tell me something, but I didn’t give her the chance. I had every intention of
walking straight in and confronting Dale about whatever misguided ideas he had
about my job description. But, Dale wasn’t there. The door to the congressman’s
office stood slightly ajar and I heard both his and Dale’s hushed voices coming
from inside. 


I meant to turn away. It was probably better for me to cool down a
little before saying anything to Dale anyway. I would have turned away,
except I heard a name that made me freeze. 


“You let me worry about Lanier,” Dale said. 


For once, I was happy about the cubicles in the outer office. No one
could see me. I let out a quiet breath and moved closer to Foster’s office. I’m
not proud of myself. I shouldn’t have eavesdropped. But, after what Bas said to
me, I had to know for sure whether Dale really was trying to use me as some
sort of bait. 


“You’ve said that before,” Foster said. “And yet he still sees fit to
barge in here half threatening me. He’s not afraid of you, Dale. You’re not who
you said you were, are you?”


Dale let out a nervous laugh. “Congressman, pack rules are complicated.
You’re just going to have to trust my advice as far as that goes. You don’t
really have a choice there.”


“Be careful, Dale. That almost sounds like an ultimatum. What I’m
interested in is your ability to deliver on your promises when I brought you on
the team. You know, there were a lot of people who advised me against it. You
want to know what they said about you? They said you didn’t have the right
pedigree for the job. Now, I thought that was either a bad pun or a borderline
racist comment. Would you take it like one?”


Dale let out a noise. Something similar to what Bas had done. Part
human, part animal. All threat. It vibrated up my spine and I held my breath so
I could hear what he said next. 


“Congressman, be very careful. I may not be an official member of a
Wild Lake pack, but I can assure you, the pack connections I do have are
far more powerful than any of theirs. You’re shortsighted if you think Wild
Lake has any real influence outside this county. They lack the vision that you
need. They’re content to just run, hunt, and live their lives. They’re not
where the real power is.”


“So far, those connections haven’t done a single thing for me, Dale. I
think it’s time I start talking to somebody with more status than you have.
Someone higher bred, maybe. Someone who can do more than talk at me about how
to handle Bas Lanier and the rest of the Wild Lake packs when the day comes I
take their land away.”


The air went out of my lungs and I pressed my forehead against the
wall. Take their land away? Is that what had Bas so upset about the
language of Foster’s proposed bill? As soon as I had a chance, I needed to read
through it myself. What the hell was he trying to do?


“Tread lightly, Congressman,” Dale said. I dared to move a little
closer. Through the crack in the door, I could see Dale lean on Foster’s desk,
his palms flat and his neck stretched out. “Nothing happens if you don’t have
the support of the southern packs. Nobody wants to drive Lanier and the rest of
them north where they belong more than I do. But if you try to rush it, everything
might just backfire on you.”


Foster waved a dismissive hand at Dale. I got the distinct impression
this conversation was one they’d had more than once. If Dale was trying to
scare him, he had failed miserably. Foster rose and leaned across the desk,
going nose to nose with Dale. My heart thudded. Dale was a shit. That was
becoming clear. But, he was also were. One swift movement and I imagined he
could have torn Foster’s throat open. 


“Your job for now is Lanier,” he said through gritted teeth. “That’s it.
You let me worry about the rest of it. I want him out of my hair.”


Dale seemed to flinch first. He straightened, backing away from
Foster’s desk. Though I couldn’t see his face, I imagined he fixed a smirk in
place as he took a step back and addressed Foster again.


“And I told you. I’ve got something worked out where that’s concerned.”


“Is it something I need details on, or can I for once trust that one of
your schemes won’t come back to bite me in the ass like the poachers are
starting to do?”


Fuck. So Foster had as much as admitted the wolf poachers on Wild Lake
lands were his or Dale’s doing. But how? Dale was a werewolf too. Could he be
slimy enough to pose a threat to some of his own people?


“Just leave it to me,” Dale said. He started to turn, and I had nowhere
to go but his office. 


Shit. I slid inside his office door, sweat beaded at my temples, and it
got hard to breathe. I’d been stupid. I couldn’t be sure Dale hadn’t seen me
out of the corner of his eye or with some extrasensory werewolf perception. I
couldn’t be careless like that again.


The rest of Foster’s and Dale’s words were muffled behind the door, but
Dale finally emerged and I watched him through the glass wall. He ran a hand
through his scruffy head of brown hair and his jaw twitched. He was unsettled,
angry. But, he didn’t seem to have sensed me listening in. That was the good
news. The bad news was he looked up and saw me now, waiting for him in his
office. His grimace became a leer, and he headed straight for me.


He leaned casually in the doorframe, playing with the end of his tie.
No. He had no idea that I’d just listened in on his conversation with Foster.
Dale’s mind was occupied by whatever he thought he knew about me. 


“How was your meeting with Mr. Lanier?” He pushed off from his shoulder
and came toward me. I stiffened when he paused, getting a little close as he
moved around me to get to his desk chair. It happened quickly. If I didn’t know
what he was, or hadn’t been on my guard, I might not have noticed. But, as Dale
passed me, he tilted his head almost imperceptibly toward me and flared his
nostrils. He straight up sniffed me. The spark of light that flashed in
his eyes at what he sensed made my blood run cold. He didn’t say it, but I knew
what it was.


He could smell Bas on me. 


When he turned and eased himself into his chair, Dale’s smirk was fixed
firmly in place. God, I wanted to hurl my messenger bag at him and break his
nose. He knew nothing, but assumed everything.


Clenching my jaw hard enough to make the blood throb behind my eye, I
pulled open my bag and took the thick file folder out. I lobbed it on Dale’s
desk hard enough to get a raised eyebrow from him.


“Mr. Lanier didn’t seem particularly pleased with whatever language
changes the congressman wants. I’m afraid if you’ve given him the impression
Lanier is handled, he very much isn’t.”


God. Why the hell had I said that? Because I wanted to do something to
wipe that simpering smile off his face. It worked. Dale’s eyes flashed dark and
his lips became a colorless line. He snatched the folder and spread the papers
out on his desk. Bas had made a few notes in the margins and crossed out great
swaths of text. Dale pushed the paperwork aside and leaned back in his chair.
I’d unsettled him for a moment, but no more. 


“But, he liked you I take it? Why don’t you have a seat? I’m anxious to
hear your impressions of the man. He’s prickly; that’s for sure. But, I have a
hunch he might be willing to listen with new ears if the message is coming from
you.”


I chose to stand. I gripped the back of the leather chair in front of
the desk and plastered on a neutral expression. I had to be careful. Was I
willing to throw over this internship because of Dale? If I confronted him head
on, I wouldn’t be able to walk it back. But, I couldn’t just let him walk all
over me and think he could use me to distract Bas Lanier. The reality was, it
was Bas Lanier distracting the hell out of me.


“I think you’re wrong,” I said. “I think my talents will better serve
the congressman from the research end of things. Although I welcome the
opportunity to network, I don’t think I’m the best person to act as any kind of
go-between for you and Mr. Lanier. Whatever reservations he has about this
bill, I’m guessing there’s a long history behind it. Far be it from me to do or
say something that might get in the way of that history and your relationship
with him.”


Dale set his jaw on edge and narrowed his eyes. He leaned forward,
resting his crossed arms on the desk. He flicked a few of the marked pages,
sending them wafting to the floor. 


“Well, your reservations are duly noted, Miss Winslow. As it happens, I
do have a rather sizeable project for you to start working on. Today in fact.”
He pushed away more of the file and closed his fingers around a small black
flash drive. He lobbed it at me and I caught it one-handed. 


“Eminent domain,” he said. “I might have mentioned it before. There are
few unpublished cases and other materials on that drive. Why don’t you dive in?
I’d like a memo from you by the end of the week. Think your talents are
sharp enough to handle that?”


“Of course. Is there any particular angle you want me to emphasize?”


Dale let out a laugh that sent an icy chill down my back. “Yeah.
Federal takeovers of state-owned and private property.”


My mouth went dry when he looked up at me; his eyes had gone black.
Foster’s words to him rang in my ears. He and Dale hoped to take land away from
Bas and the Wild Lake packs. Now, it looked as though I’d been indirectly
enlisted to help them.
















 


Chapter Six


“You look like shit.”


I kept my head down, my forehead resting on my elbow, my fingers lying
flat against the keyboard of my laptop.


“No, I mean it. Actual shit.”


I raised my hand in a middle-fingered salute and opened one eye to face
my accuser. Said accuser, Kendra Fletcher, peered at me with her wide brown
eyes as she popped a Twinkie in her mouth. 


“It’s been a long day.” When I lifted my head, paper stuck to it. 


Kendra laughed and reached out to take it off. Popping the last bite of
Twinkie in her mouth, she flipped the paper. 


“Kelo v. City of New London. Hmm, sounds juicy. Any sex scenes?”


I snatched the paper back from her and added it to the ever-growing pile
next to me. “Oh yeah. I found my new book boyfriend to be sure.”


“Please tell me this is work related, not class related. ‘Cause I know
I didn’t brief that one.”


Darby Gaines plopped down in the chair next to Kendra. He put an arm
around her and gave her a big, slobbery kiss. Kendra squealed and slapped at
him. 


“Ugh. Not enough coffee yet.” I held up a hand to shield my eyes from
the escalation of their P.D.A. Kendra’s giggles earned her a round of shushing
from deeper in the library. 


Darby let her go and reached over to tousle my hair. “You’re keeping
vampire hours, Winslow. Not good for your complexion.”


I hauled myself into a sitting position and closed my laptop. I’d spent
the last eight hours working on Dale’s project, plus trying to prepare for Con
Law. I was just about to make a snide comment to Darby about his own complexion
when he slid a steaming, 20 ounce Styrofoam cup in front of me.


“Bless you. You are a miracle man. I knew there was a reason I liked
you.” I carefully lifted the lid and gulped down a scalding mouthful of black
coffee. Screw the roof of my mouth; I needed caffeine more than skin.


“Don’t let him take the credit. That was all my idea.”


I believed her. Kendra and I had only met six months ago as two
wide-eyed first years on the morning of orientation. But, she, Darby, and I had
instantly clicked during Legal Research & Writing I. None of us would have
survived it without each other. Now, they kept me sane and drove me crazy all
at the same time. The romance between them was only a week old. I just hoped it
didn’t go sour and ruin our friendship. At the moment, they were all I had. 


“This is work stuff,” I answered after another steaming gulp of coffee.
I wouldn’t have said no to one of Kendra’s Twinkies either. If Iris knew that’s
what I planned for dinner, she probably would have boxed my ears as I got off
the bus this morning. Or was that last night? I spent the entire day in the law
library between classes and had one left to go before I could finally call it a
day.


“Anything you care to share? You haven’t said much about your fancy new
internship. You know how pissed Ross and Cal are that you got it?”


Ross and Cal were currently competing for the top spot in our class
after Lud Morris dropped out of school. They were a couple of insufferable eggheads
who fit the First Year Law Student stereotype to a tee. They proved the old
saying: If you don’t know who the class asshole is by week three, it’s you.
Let’s just say Ross and Cal had no clue who the class assholes were. Ross had
taken an internship with a bankruptcy judge downtown and was rumored to be knee-deep
in unglamorous Chapter 13 filings. Cal worked for his father, senior partner at
one of the oldest law firms in town.


“Nothing too exciting,” I said. I bit my lip and Kendra noticed. Though
we may have only known each other for a short time, we’d gone through a kind of
academic trench warfare together. She already knew me quite well.


“Come on. You need to give me some gossipy nugget about working with
Foster. You know, before Lud flew over the cuckoo’s nest, he told Ross one of
his aides was, uh . . . you know. One of them.” She whispered “them” and
looked around making sure no one overheard her.


I gave her a coy bat of my eyelashes and rested my chin back on my
hand. “Whatever do you mean, Kendra?”


Darby reached over her and grabbed the other Twinkie from her pack,
killing my breakfast plans. “She means werewolves.”


“Thanks, Captain Subtle.” Kendra whacked him on the top of the head.


I shrugged but kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t sure whether disclosing
Dale’s werewolf status violated confidentiality, but I wasn’t in the mood for a
zillion questions. But, Kendra hadn’t exaggerated about Captain Subtle. Darby
shoved the entire Twinkie in his mouth at once and seemed to swallow it whole.
I wondered if he might be a were-snake or something.


“Fess up, Winslow. You’re busted. My sister’s a cashier at Wild Lake
Outfitters. She saw you chatting it up with Sebastian Lanier in the lobby of
the store the other day. She said he looked like he was into you. And that you
were there for work on account of fact you looked ‘all worky.’ Her words, not
mine.”


Another round of frantic shushing followed Kendra’s gasp of surprise.
So much for my plan to keep things under wraps.


“Don’t get your shorts in a twist. I had to drop off some files for
him. And that’s all you’re getting from me on the subject. I can’t talk about
work stuff. But, suffice it to say it was work stuff. Nothing more
interesting.”


Kendra slapped my shoulder. “Bullshit! You’re gonna spill. What’s he
like? Is he nice? God. He’s so tall. I just wanna, I don’t know. Lick him. Is
he lickable? Could you tell? I mean the werewolf stuff. What’s he like up
close.”


I did my level best to keep my face neutral when answering her. A blush
would give me away, and I’d never hear the end of it. “He’s, uh, a little
intense. I don’t know if I’d use the word nice. He’s very direct. And I didn’t
spend more than five minutes alone with him.”


The librarian started walking toward us as Kendra squealed. I nodded
with my chin, mouthed “sorry” and started gathering my papers and laptop. “Come
on,” I said. “We’re going to be late for class.”


Darby grabbed Kendra’s books and made a talking gesture with his cupped
hand as Kendra’s words gushed forth. “You were alone with him? Oh my
God. I would die.”


“Don’t fangirl out on me,” I said as we hit the elevator. “It wasn’t a
big deal.” God. I felt like the worst liar ever. I was never going to hear the
end of it from Kendra.


“Did he bite you?” Darby asked, wagging his eyebrows suggestively.


“He did not bite me. He did not touch me. I gave him papers. He wrote
notes on them. I left. Now, that’s the end of the story. Hush. Put a cork in
it, Ken. Nothing to see here.”


“Oh, you are going to do a better job of explaining yourself,
Missy.” Kendra took her books from Darby as he leaned over me to press the down
button and the doors shut.


But, time was on my side. We had thirty seconds to make it to the other
end of the hall when the elevator stopped. Professor Cline locked the doors on
you if you weren’t inside the room at the top of the hour. We made it just in
time, and Kendra was stifled by the alphabetical seating chart. Fletcher was
across the room from Winslow, and I got to be alone with my thoughts. Lucky for
me, the Commerce Clause turned out to be just the thing I needed to douse the
more wicked ones brewing at the mention of Sebastian Lanier.


Cline’s lecture ran long and when he finally let us go, I had about two
minutes to race across the quad and make the last bus. Iris was off tonight,
and there was no chance any of the other drivers would wait on me if I was
late. I had to face Kendra’s indignant stare as I dashed out of the lecture
hall and pushed my way through the throng of dismissed students. 


As I burst out of the doors, thunder cracked and the first fat drops of
rain began to fall. Making the last bus went from important to a full-scale
emergency. Walking home in the rain at night wasn’t high on my list of favorite
things.


As I rounded the corner toward the stop, great sheets started to fall
sideways, drenching me from head to toe in less than ten seconds. 


“Shit!” I looked up to see the blinking lights of the number seven as
it pulled away from the curb. I rebalanced my bag on my shoulder and shouted
and waved as I ran toward it. “Wait! Fuck!”


A wave of water splashed up my leg and reached as far as my chest as I
stepped in a large puddle. I called out at the top of my lungs but knew it was
no use. Iris wasn’t driving tonight and no one else would give me special
treatment and wait. That bus was long gone, and I was well and truly fucked. I
plopped down on the bench under the bus stop awning. It did little to keep me
dry as the rain blew sideways and straight at my face. 


Fuck. I hated to do it, but couldn’t see that I had any choice. I
pulled my cell phone out of my bag and tried to dial Kendra’s number. She had
her car and offered to take me home on a daily basis. I always said no. She was
my friend and I’d been honest about where I lived. Still, hearing about my
living arrangements and seeing them firsthand were two different things.
Oakwood Mobile Home Park fit every stereotype there was about trailer trash,
located literally on the wrong side of the tracks. Plus, chances were good if
Kendra did drop me off, she’d get treated to the Lori Winslow show. This
generally involved my mother, drunk off her ass, wearing nothing but her bra
and hot pants, screaming at me about how I was getting too big for my britches.
Twenty-four and a half more months. Then, I could leave it behind for good.


It was a good plan and probably would have worked. Except the battery
symbol on my phone blinked twice, then the screen went black. 


Yes. I was well and truly fucked. I wanted a few minutes, hoping the
rain might let up, but if anything it got worse. So, it was three miles and one
foot in front of the other tonight. Already soaked to the bone, I supposed it made
no difference now. I pulled my hood over my head, heaved my bag across my
shoulder, and started toward home.


A little more than twenty-four hours ago, I’d stood in Bas’s
glass-walled office. Now, I trudged through the rain and sleet toward the
closest thing I had to home, freezing to the bone. I let thoughts of Bas warm
me. What was he doing now? I shivered against the cold and tried to conjure the
feel of his hands on me, warm and urgent. Pulling the ends of my fleece hoodie
closer around me, I tried to stave off the frosty air. 


I made it halfway around the block when the sound of my name stabbed
through my frigid skin and warmed me from the inside out in spite of the
pelting rain.


He pulled alongside me in a slick, shiny black pickup truck as if my thoughts
had conjured him into existence. I blinked hard, thinking maybe I’d imagined
the whole thing. How could he be right here? Maybe I’d actually fallen down and
knocked myself out and this was all just some sort of head trauma-induced
hallucination. But, it wasn’t. My eyes might betray me, but the sound of his
voice sent a tremor through me. I don’t know what I was expecting. A limo? No.
He might be a millionaire, a billionaire for all I knew, but Bas Lanier
probably wouldn’t be caught dead in one. He rolled the window down and those
flashing blue-silver eyes raised gooseflesh between my shoulder blades.


“Get in,” he said. It was a command, not an offer. I looked behind me,
but there was no one in the street but the two of us. A million thoughts ran
through my head, but they boiled down to a simple phrase that lit his eyes like
wildfire when I uttered it.


“Why, Mr. Lanier, what big teeth you have.”


His grin was wide and devilish as he reached across the cab and opened
the door to let me in.
















 


Chapter Seven


I was frozen. Shivering. Soaked to the bone. I tried to keep my teeth
from rattling as Bas pulled away from the curb, leaving the bus stop far
behind. He kept one hand on the wheel and reached behind him, grabbing a wool
plaid stadium blanket out of the back and tossing it toward me. His fingers
brushed my cheek when he did it and his brows knit together with concern.


“Jesus, you’re freezing. What the hell were you doing out there like
that?”


Any ability I had to come up with a sassy retort skittered right out of
my head as I shivered. I peeled off my drenched hoodie and pulled the ends of
the blanket around me. As I cast my hoodie aside, I realized it was a Wild Lake
Outfitters brand. Bas’s eyebrow raised just a fraction of an inch as he saw it
too.


“Th-thanks.” I thought about what to say to answer his question about
where I was going. Car trouble? Was there some other white lie I could use to
cover up the truth? I was pretty sure the likes of Bas Lanier had never set
foot in a mobile home park. The thing is, I wasn’t ashamed. I couldn’t help my
mother’s choices, only my own. And I was doing everything I could to get up and
out of the hellhole she’d raised me in. But, I didn’t like the looks of disgust
or pity that settled on the faces of people who didn’t understand the world the
way I did. Those who hadn’t had to claw their way out of something. 


I squared my shoulders as best I could, considering how they trembled,
and turned to face him. “What were you doing out there like that?”


Bas kept his eyes on the road but his mouth curved into a smile. Again,
the memory of how it felt against mine flashed through me, warming me more than
the heat blasting out of the dashboard vents.


“I was just in the neighborhood.”


“Right.” It seemed he wanted to keep his own secrets as well. “Well, I
was just getting out of class.” My body convulsed and I let out an undignified
sneeze, hitting my forehead on the glove box. 


Bas’s smile dropped and he reached over to touch my forehead. “Okay,
this isn’t funny anymore. Your skin’s like ice. You’re going to end up with
pneumonia if you don’t get warm and dry.”


“I don’t think that’s how pneumonia works. You sound like my
grandmother.”


“Well, be that as it may, Red Riding Hood, I’m taking you home.”


The ice coursing through my veins wasn’t from the wet clothes. No way
in hell would I let Bas drive into Oakwood. No. Fucking. Way.


“I’m not comfortable with that.” It was the best I could come up with
to say.


Bas let out an obstinate growl and pulled the car into a nearby carpool
lot. This time of night, there was no one else around and the woods fanned out
on the other side of it. He jammed the truck in park, unhooked his seatbelt and
turned to face me.


“Are you trying to drive me crazy?”


“Am I what?”


“You. Look at you. What the hell were you thinking being out there like
that? Never mind pneumonia. Were you planning on walking three miles through
that neighborhood alone? This is the shittiest part of town. It’s not safe for
you out here alone. Do you have any idea the thousand things that could have
happened to you if I hadn’t come along?”


“Wait. What?” The ice in my veins turned to molten lava. “Were you
following me?”


Bas blinked hard once, but the stern expression on his face didn’t
alter. “Answer me.”


I turned and fumbled with the latch on the door, but Bas had locked it.
“Abby,” he said, his voice a touch softer, but still full of command. “I mean
it. You could have really gotten hurt. Why didn’t you call someone if you
needed a ride?”


I opened my mouth to say a dozen things, then clamped it shut again.
His eyes gutted me. They flashed silver and blue, staring hard at me. “My phone
died.”


He raised a brow and gave an unconvincing nod. “So with all that rotten
luck you had going on, you just thought it would change if you took a stroll
through the worst part of town?”


“Why is this any of your business? You don’t even know me. I’m grateful
you came along. I mean, I guess. But at what point in our non-relationship did
you think it was okay to tell me what to do?”


He shook his head and scratched his chin, considering my question. Again,
I had the sensation the world had just slowed to a freeze frame. Every sense
seemed tuned to him. It was as if things had grown so silent, I could hear his
heartbeat thundering in my own ears. He closed his eyes slowly and his nostrils
flared. I didn’t know him. Didn’t understand his moods. But, in that fraction
of a second I knew as he opened his eyes again and looked at me, he’d made a
decision that would change everything.


He leaned forward and put his hands on my shoulders and pulled me close
to him. My shivering stopped in an instant. His heat poured into me, setting
off hummingbird wings against my heart. “What if I told you I want to make you
my business?”


He didn’t give me the chance to answer. At least, not with words. He
tilted his head and pressed his lips against mine. I raised a fist, intending
to what? Fight him off? Knock some sense into myself? But, as his lips
feathered against mine, light at first, then sinking into me, drawing me down
into the swirling light of his heated touch, my body gave him all the answers
he needed.


Yes. Oh, God. Yes. I wanted him to make me his business. I wanted him
to make me his. It went against everything I thought I was. Everything I was
trying to do. I couldn’t afford a diversion like Bas. But, my fingers betrayed
me as I threaded them through his thick hair, pulling him down even closer. He
hovered over me, his lips moving down the column of my throat. The blanket fell
away. My drenched cotton t-shirt stuck to me like a second skin. There was
nothing to it. My nipples strained against the wet fabric. 


He whispered my name as he slid out of his own jacket and pulled me
across his lap. I was on fire. Soaked in a different place now. His hands were
everywhere, playing across my shoulder, sliding up the hem of my t-shirt. I
couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. A fire woke inside of me along with a
powerful hunger. I wanted him. 


God, this was wrong. Crazy. This wasn’t me. I didn’t just hook up with
random guys on the side of the road. But, as Bas’s fingers skittered along my
flesh, reaching up over my rib cage and finding the slope of my breast, a flame
lit within me brighter than anything I’d ever known. It felt so good, so right.
I groaned as he ran the pad of his thumb across my taut nipple. I arched
against him as he slid his other hand beneath my ass and lifted me. 


He was smooth and strong, shifting his weight beneath me. In one fluid
movement, he vaulted the front seat with me in his arms and we tumbled into the
back seat of the cab. I ran my hands along the curve of his strong shoulders,
felt the solid muscles of his back as he stretched along the length of me. When
I finally came up for air, I cupped his face with one hand and looked at him.
His eyes flashed bright blue with an animal light that sent heat spearing
through me, settling in the juncture of my thighs. I felt myself arch my back
and spread my legs. My sex pulsed with arousal as Bas kept one hand around my
waist and the other slid under my back.


“Abby.” His voice was raw with lust, and I knew he struggled to keep
his wolf in check. A part of me wanted him to let it out, and I ached from it. 


He wanted to say something else, the lines etched across his forehead
showed some war he fought within himself. It was the wolf, but it was more.
Realization slammed into me. He wanted permission. It wasn’t enough that I
moaned and writhed with lust beneath him. He needed the words. 


Bas held back. It maddened me. Desire coursed through my veins, and it
felt like I had my own beast within me fighting to come out. Whatever he’d done
to me, I was ready to throw caution and reason out the window. But, as Bas
shifted his weight and watched me, logic seeped in where lust had ruled.


“Wait,” I gasped, struggling to bring myself to a sitting position. My heart
thundered in my ears in time with the throbbing between my legs. God, I wanted
to throw myself on top of him and straddle him like a wild thing myself. Bas
shifted, helping me up. 


His chest heaved and his hands trembled a little as he tried to collect
himself. His jeans tented from his erection and it took everything in me not to
reach across and free it. 


“God. I’m sorry,” he said, his voice still ragged as he tried to quell
the tide of his own desire. “This wasn’t part of the plan.”


I pulled my shirt down and drew my knees to my chest, squeezing my legs
together tight to try and drive away the pulsing need between them. I could
barely think straight. But, this was a bad idea. If I threw myself at Bas, I
wouldn’t be able to take it back. I just met him. There was a conflict of
interest. And, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that fucking Bas would play
directly into Dale’s plans.


“What was the plan?”


The corner of Bas’s luscious mouth twitched as he held back a
devastating smile. “There wasn’t one. I swear to God. I just saw you walking.”


“Liar.”


He reeled back as if I’d slapped him and trained his eyes on me. This
time, he couldn’t hold back the smile.


“What are you looking for, Miss Winslow?”


“I . . . uh. I just don’t want to be used.”


Bas’s eyes widened and some of the color drained from his face. 


“You aren’t. Not by me. I promise you that. But, you need to look out
for Dale Thorp and the congressman too.”


My heart sank and a blush of anger rose in my cheeks. Not anger.
Embarrassment. Maybe a little shame. There could be no question that Dale had
sent me to Bas as some sort of gift. Two minutes ago, I had been willing to
play right into his hands. As Bas looked at me with those piercing blue eyes
and I could still feel the heat from his skin warming mine, I knew I might
still be willing. From the moment he touched me, I craved the man like no
other. It thrilled and terrified me. I needed to put some distance between us
and fast before I did or said something I couldn’t take back. The rain let up
and I closed my fingers around the door handle, intending to step out. 


“No!” 


I froze. Bas touched my shoulder. “I’m serious about it not being safe
for you to walk out there by yourself. I’ll drive you anywhere you want to go.”


Where I wanted to go was anywhere with him. But, I couldn’t give
in to that. Not now. Not when I wasn’t sure what that said about me. As he sat
there with fire in his eyes, I knew he’d never let me leave without making sure
I was safe. It infuriated me and melted me all at once. In the span of a
second, I made a choice. 


“Fine. Take me home.” I could have lied, had him take me to Kendra’s,
back to the library, anywhere but Oakwood. But, it felt important that he see
me for who and what I was and where I came from. I wasn’t ashamed. If he were,
that would tell me everything I needed to know about him. 


I moved back into the passenger seat and Bas got behind the wheel. I
pointed the way and he drove me the last mile until we reached the rusted,
rickety sign marking the entrance to Oakwood Park. I watched him closely. Bas
kept his shoulders square and his eyes straight ahead. 


“Turn right at the second stop sign and it’s the last unit on the left.
The one with the green shutters.” The shutters that were half falling off, I
could have added. But, I didn’t. In another few seconds he’d see it all for
himself.


He gave me a nod and drove down the street, sliding the car into park
right in front of my mother’s trailer. The lights were dim and the driveway was
empty. She probably spent the night at Chad’s house, her latest loser
boyfriend. 


“Home sweet home. How do you like it?” My tone came out harsher than I
intended. I wanted to push him, shock him. Make him betray the judgment or pity
I always got when people found out where I lived. He did none of those things.
He gripped the wheel hard and turned to face me. 


“Are you going to rip my face off if I tell you I want to see you again?”


I don’t know why, but that was the last thing I expected him to say. It
shocked me into laughter. “Is it all this?” I spread my hands and motioned
toward the double wide.


He cocked his head when he looked at me, giving me an expression very
much like a dog when he’s confused by a sharp noise. A blush shot through me
straight to my shoes. 


“Why do you think it matters to me where you live?”


“It matters to everyone. Why do you think I’m working so hard to get
out? I just don’t have a choice right now until I get through law school. I’m
saving up to get a place of my own. And believe it or not, it’s quiet here most
of the time. At least when my mom’s out, which is often. So, I can’t screw
anything up. Not school. Not my internship. Nothing.”


As soon as I said it, I realized how true it was. Just a few minutes
ago, I’d been willing to let wild lust cloud my judgment and put everything I’d
worked so hard for at risk. I couldn’t let that happen again. No matter how
much I wanted Bas to just throw his arms around me again and kiss away
everything I’d just told him. 


He nodded and tapped his thumb against the steering wheel. “Well,
you’re pretty amazing, Miss Winslow. The more time I spend with you, the
clearer that becomes.”


I opened the door and climbed out. It took every ounce of self-control
I had not to kiss him goodbye. He unsettled me. Deeply. And I couldn’t help but
notice the storm of emotions swirling behind his eyes. He could keep the rest
of himself in check, betraying nothing. But those eyes flashed and churned, a
window to the wolf inside. But, he kept it hidden for now. I turned and waved
as I walked to the crooked porch and slid my key into the lock. Bas waited
until I was safely inside. Then, he revved the engine of his truck and slowly
backed out of the driveway. 


I swear I felt his steady heartbeat in my ears as I watched from the
window blinds. It only grew silent when his truck made the turn at the end of
the street and drove out of sight. 
















 


Chapter Eight


“’It’ll be fun,’ you said. ‘We’ll only stay for an hour,’ you said.” 


I threw a peanut shell at Kendra’s head as she reached over me and
grabbed two shot glasses, handing one to Darby over her shoulder and lifting
the other toward me with a wink. They linked arms and did their tequila shots
in unison, right down to the crinkled look of disgust on their faces a split
second afterward. 


“Hey, you’re supposed to be our designated driver!” I threw another
peanut shell at Darby. He shrugged and laughed, but twirled away from me with
Kendra in his arms. 


“Traitors,” I muttered, lifting two fingers to the bartender. I was on
my second jungle bird. One more and I was going to start making some really bad
decisions. I couldn’t help it. I was happy for Darby and Kendra, but seeing them
together only reminded me about those few stolen moments with Bas and what I’d
almost let happen. He’d been on my mind all week. I’d kept myself buried in
paperwork and research at the congressman’s office. He and Dale had traveled to
D.C., so mercifully, I wasn’t sent on any more errands to Wild Lake Outfitters.
I sipped my drink, and sliding my finger around the rim, I contemplated
ordering another one. It might do me good to get well and truly sloshed for
once.


Before I could order another drink, Cal Winters slid into the empty
seat next to me that Kendra had just vacated. He was on his fifth or sixth beer
and far past me. He put a heavy arm around my shoulder. I tried to peel it off,
but he only pulled me closer and kissed the top of my head. He nodded toward
the bartender and signaled something. A second later, he slid another shot of
tequila under my nose. Cal grabbed his and downed it neatly. The rum from my jungle
bird made my head swim a little and I knew this was probably a mistake, but I
lifted the shot glass and tipped it back. The second I set it down, I felt it
hit me right between the eyes, warming my belly and making my vision blur. 


Shit. Big mistake.


“You gave me a run for my money, Winslow. But my throne is secure.”


Gross. A night out at the Stacks had become a first year tradition
after exams and major paper deadlines. We’d all just turned in our Appellate
Brief projects for Research & Writing II and Cal got the A. No one really cared
but Cal, but he cared a lot and wasn’t above rubbing it in everyone’s faces. His
round head weaved back and forth as I gripped the bar to steady myself. Time to
make myself scarce if I could still put one foot in front of the other. The
last sip of my cocktail started to hit me along with the tequila, and I could
barely feel my feet touching the ground.


I succeeded in ducking under Cal’s arm and grabbed my drink from the
bar. Ned, the bartender, shot me a look to see if I was okay dealing with
Octopus Cal as he tried to reach for me again. I neatly dodged him, then swayed
on my feet while I gave Ned a wink. I thought I’d made a clean getaway when a
pretty second year took my seat and Cal looked her up and down. But, as I
stepped toward the dancefloor, Cal followed. 


“Let’s dance,” he said, sliding his arm around my waist. I got catcalls
from Darby and Kendra on the dancefloor. I rolled my eyes. Cal was a dork, but
basically harmless, and I didn’t want to be rude. I downed the last of my drink
and put it on a nearby table as Cal took my hand and tried to spin me. My
stomach lurched, and I put a hand on his shoulder to steady myself. 


“Congratulations,” I yelled above the noise. “Seriously. You’re having
a great semester. Your dad must be really proud.”


Cal’s nose wrinkled at the compliment. Admittedly, it was a little
passive aggressive. Cal had gotten a lot of ribbing for taking a job with his
father rather than finding something on his own like the rest of us.


“He’s going to retire in about five years. It’s a multi-million dollar
business, Abby. I’ll be the richest guy in our class by the time I’m thirty.”


“Great! I’m really happy for you!” I couldn’t help feeling a little
like shit for bringing his father up. Cal really could have been a sweet guy if
he could just drop his insecurities and the constant need to one-up everyone.
In that, he was his own worst enemy.


“You know I turned down the job with Foster. That’s how you got it. Did
you know I recommended you?”


I stiffened in Cal’s arms. God, he really couldn’t help himself from
being a dick. “You know, we had a moment there Cal. But, I think the song’s
about to end. Thanks for the dance.”


I pulled away, but Cal grabbed my hand. “Aw, come on. Lighten up. I was
just trying to tell you I did a nice thing for you.”


“Hmm. Well, maybe don’t try so hard, next time.” For the second time, I
successfully ducked out of Cal’s grasp and started heading for the tables to
look for Darby and Kendra. The floor seemed to tilt, and I put my hand against
the wall until the wave of dizziness passed. I really, really should have
passed on that shot of tequila. If Kendra and Darb weren’t ready to go, I’d had
about enough this evening. I’d take a cab home.


Cal bobbed in front of me again. “Thorp asked a ton of questions about
you when I interviewed with him. Did you know I did that? I knew I was going to
be with my father’s firm, but I thought the interview experience would be a
good one. It really was. Eye-opening, you might say.”


He wagged his bushy black eyebrows up and down and gave me chip-toothed
grin. He had a hawkish nose and lanky frame. He bobbed on his heels like a
prize fighter about to step into the ring. I really wasn’t in the mood to join
the main event. I needed food. I took a fistful of popcorn from one of the
baskets set out on the bar. Hopefully, it would help to absorb some of the
alcohol. Or I could use it to throw at Cal if he said anything else stupid. But,
he had me curious, even though my better judgment told me to turn and walk
away. I crossed my arms in front of me and blew out a breath to move the hair
away from my face. 


“All right, fine. What the hell are you talking about, Cal? You’ve
obviously been dying to tell me this.”


He smiled wide and put an arm around me again, leading me to the
nearest table and sliding in a chair across from me. “Thorp’s got a reputation,
that’s all. I’m giving you a heads up. Just watch out.”


“For?”


“Let’s just say Lud Morris had his meltdown after Thorp passed
him over for the internship.”


I shook my head, wanting to pretend I already knew what Cal was talking
about. But, he’d seen my eyes widen and knew this tidbit caught me off guard. “Why
did he do that?”


“You really are naïve, aren’t you? For a smart girl, I mean.”


“Hmm. Though I’m clearly not as smart as you, right?”


“Well, I’m your friend, Abby. Seriously. When I told him I’d have to
pass, he asked me if I knew anyone who might fit at the congressman’s office.
His eyes lit right up when I told him about you. He went berserk when I showed
him a picture from my phone. I just thought you should know that. It seemed
kind of lecherous. He hasn’t tried to get anything off you, has he?”


My blood simmered. I knew who and what Dale Thorp was, and that wasn’t
it. But, the way Cal leered at me now told me he’d probably started a new set
of rumors about me. 


“Good night, Cal. It’s been grand.”


“Oh, come on, Abby. I’m just trying to have a little fun.”


“Go home, Cal. You’re not doing yourself any favors.”


Darby and Kendra staggered breathlessly off the dancefloor as I turned
my back to Cal. Tipsy as she was, Kendra saw the look on my face and
straightened her back.


“This dickwad causing trouble?”


I shook my head. “He’s nothing. I’m just ready to head home.”


A look passed between Kendra and Darby. I put up my hand and smiled.
“Don’t worry. I’ll Uber it. Just promise me you’ll do the same thing when
you’re ready to leave. I mean it.”


“Oh, stay for another hour. Please?” Kendra put her hands on my
shoulders and shook me gently. “Don’t leave me here with all these gross boys.”


I reached up and tousled her hair. “Nice try. I drank too much and I
don’t feel like third wheeling it anymore. You guys have fun, but be careful. I’ll
catch up with you tomorrow.”


I slid my phone out of my pocket and gave them a last wave as I headed
out the back entrance. It would be quieter there while I pulled up the app on
my phone. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to wait very long. Leaning against the
brick wall, I plugged my location into the phone and waited. My vision blurred
a little and my stomach lurched. Bad tequila. Bad. I slid down and sat on the
cement ledge that ran around the building. The steel door opened and I felt a
blast of heat from inside the bar. The bass pumped from the dancefloor along
with peals of laughter that rose and fell as the door shut.


“Damn. You hustled out of there quick. We just started talking.” Cal
plopped on the ledge next to me and put a heavy arm around my shoulder. “I was
looking all over for you.”


“Well, here I am.” I dropped my shoulder and slid out from under his
arm. 


“Are you partied out? It’s only ten. Why don’t you let me take you for
a cup of coffee or something?”


“I’m tired, Cal. It’s been a long week. I’m heading home. I’ll see you
in class on Monday, though. Thanks for the drink and the dance. You know, I
think I saw Mary Fink from Contracts checking you out. Last I saw her she was
over by the D.J.”


Cal’s eyes widened, but he didn’t take the bait. He slid off the ledge
and stood directly in front of me, planting his hands on the wall on either
side of my head. This close, he was taller than I realized. And I didn’t like
the look in his eyes one bit. 


“Come on, Abs. Tell me how you like it working for the congressman. Is
it everything you hoped it would be?”


I tried to duck out from under his arms, but Cal wouldn’t budge. His
breath blew hot in my face and something changed in his eyes. Whether it was
the alcohol or something more sinister, it was as if he dropped the mask of
from his face.


“It’s just you and me now. You can tell me. They picked you because
you’re a woman, and you’re hot, didn’t they?”


“What?”


“Everyone’s talking about it. You know that, right? Ask Ken and Barbie
if you don’t believe me.”


“Kendra and Darby. They don’t appreciate the nicknames, Cal. You want
me to start telling you what people say about you behind your back?”


Cal’s dark eyes flashed with menace and he pressed his forehead against
mine, the hard bones of his skull digging into me. “Well the rumor is, Dale
Thorp is uh, a little wilder than most men. What’s that like?”


I shoved against Cal hard. I’d been buzzed before; now I was stone
sober. Blood roared in my ears and it took everything in me not to haul off and
land a right hook against his smugly set jaw. He took a staggering step
backward and nearly fell. The guy was drunker than I realized. And possibly
dangerous. He rounded on me and swung his arm. Wincing, I took a step back
thinking he was about to hit me. Instead, he smacked his hand flat against the wall
behind me and his unfocused eyes widened. 


“You like a little monster in your man? Is that it? The rougher the
better? I get it. It’s all right. Nobody’s judging you. Well, maybe they're
judging you a little. Can you blame them?”


“Cal. You’re hammered. I’m turning around and I’m walking down to the
street corner. You stay the hell away from me. Whatever you’re trying to
insinuate, you’re full of shit. I’m working for the congressman because I’m
good at what I do.”


“Trailer trash like you? I just bet you are.”


I put up a hand and shook my head. I was one hundred percent done with
this asshole. Turning toward the street, I gripped my phone in my hand and
started walking. Three steps later, Cal had his hands on me, trying to pull me
back toward him. Adrenaline coursed through me, and this time, when I turned,
my curled fist made contact with his jaw. 


“I said stay the hell away from me. You think you’re the first drunk
asshole who’s ever tried to put his hands on me? You’re right, Cal. Trailer
trash like me? You just bet I can take care of myself.”


He came at me, his steps halting, ungainly. But, his eyes held cold
fury and drunken lust. I’d seen that look a thousand times directed at my
mother from whatever loser she brought home. This one’s different, she’d say. He’s
got a decent job. He’s going places. She was right, most of the time. They
usually ended up going to jail or splitting the second they realized she had a
kid. I suppose that made me lucky. Better that than them thinking they’d get a
two for one. Except for the one time one of them did. That was Martin. He’d
tried with me once, but I was old enough to put up a fight. As Cal took another
step toward me, I curled my fist, ready to show him how much of a fighter I
really was. 


A shadow fell over Cal’s face, and his eyes widened. As I stood there,
my shoulders square and my feet planted hard, ready to deck him again, a blur
of motion blew past me with the speed of a freight train. Later, Cal might
think that’s exactly what hit him.


Strong arms lifted Cal of his feet, fisting his cotton t-shirt. A
furious pulse thundered in my ears, but it didn’t feel like mine. This one was
heavier, filled with menace and fury. 


Bas.


He shoved Cal hard against the brick wall and held him there, suspended
a foot off the ground. Cal’s eyes went in and out of focus and a slow trickle
of drool ran from the corner of his mouth.


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” His words ran together in a
high-pitched stream. 


Sweat beaded at Bas’s temple. My mind raced to catch up with what my
eyes saw. Bas, standing with his legs slightly apart, holding up Cal’s entire
weight with one hand. The muscles of his back and shoulders bunched and rolled
in a rippling wave beneath the stark white cotton of his dress shirt. 


He turned his head and looked at me, still holding Cal in place. Bas’s
eyes were gone. His ice blue wolf eyes glinted under the street lamp. Through
gritted teeth that seemed to lengthen as he spoke he said, “Did he hurt you?”
It came out deep as a growl.


“I’m okay.” In that split second, I realized something else. If I
didn’t do something, he was going to rip Cal’s throat out right in front of me.
I can’t deny a small part of me wanted to see it. It was as though my adrenaline
fed off whatever was happening inside of Bas. His fury was mine. His struggle
to control whatever simmered inside of him churned within me too. If one of us
didn’t get a hold of it fast, things were about to take a murderous turn.


“I’m okay!” I went to him. Some part of my brain that still held reason
told me how dangerous that was. If he lost control, he could turn on me just as
easily as Cal. Except, he wouldn’t. Reason was one thing, but I was dealing
with pure instinct. I reached out and put a hand on Bas’s forearm. His skin
twitched and flared hot beneath my fingertips, sending warmth straight through
me like a quickening.


“Bas. Let him go. He can’t hurt me.”


Then Cal started to cry. Full on, blubbering, weeping. “Please. I’m
sorry. I’m sorry. Oh, God. I’m sorry. I wouldn’t hurt her.”


Bas turned his head and looked at Cal. Though his shoulders stiffened,
he didn’t advance. He regarded Cal as if he’d sprouted a third eye. Bas gave
him a quick shove, then let him go with the same ferocious quickness as he’d
used to grab him in the first place. Cal crumpled to the ground and curled into
an honest to God fetal position.


“He’s not worth it,” I said. 


Bas turned back to me. Coiled fury flashed behind his eyes; his pupils widened
but looked more human than wolf now. But, Bas’s hand on the small of my back
was at once forceful and gentle as he led me away from Cal and the alley. My
skin sizzled where he touched me; my nerve endings crackled with energy. His
nostrils flared and I knew he felt it too. 


Bas towered over me like a mountain as we walked toward the open
passenger door of his truck. He must have brought the vehicle to a violent
stop. I’d never even heard him drive up. The engine ran and it was parked at a
severe angle, its front wheels up on the curb at the end of the alley. 


“I’m taking you home, Abby.” It was a command, not a question. Then,
whatever self-control Bas had seemed to melt away as he slid his hands under my
knees and swung me off my feet caveman-style. My body sang to life at his touch
and the primal strength of the action. Yes. Oh, yes. I’d let him take me
anywhere.
















 


Chapter Nine


Bas didn’t speak as he tore away from the curb outside the Stacks. His
nostrils flared as his breath came hard. I resisted the urge to reach across
the cab and touch a hand to the side of his face. I wanted to. I couldn’t
explain it, but in that moment, I wanted to feel his skin against mine. Turmoil
raged within him. If I couldn’t see it in the flash of his eyes or the tension
in his jaw, I felt it racing through me somehow too. Maybe I saw the
pulsing of an artery in his neck. But, I don’t think so. This was something
else. It was as if his heart pounded inside of me.


I put my hands in my lap and focused on the lines of his face in
profile. His blade-straight nose. Those full, bee-stung lips that had kissed me
so thoroughly the other day. I wanted to reach up and smooth the crease in his
ruddy brow and make him turn toward me. He gripped the steering wheel, his
chest heaving in and out. I should have asked him if he was okay to drive. I
may still have been a little buzzed, but Bas was Driving While Wolfish. I wondered
which posed a bigger road hazard.


Though he was all controlled fury, Bas maneuvered the truck with
racecar driver precision. He hugged the curves and kept his eyes straight ahead
as he made the final turn into Oakwood. My heart sank when he did it. I didn’t
want to be here. Didn’t want my reality right now. I wanted something else. I
wanted the earth beneath me, wet from the rain. A canopy of trees above my
head. Again, I wondered if what I felt was more of an echo of Bas’s emotions.
Though I’d never seen it yet, I felt the wolf between us, struggling to get
out.


Bas’s tires crunched over the gravel of my mother’s driveway. The
lights were on inside, and ringing laughter wafted out of the open windows. My
mother was home and she wasn’t alone. 


The headlights flooded the trailer, and the voices went silent. We waited
a beat and the screen door opened. My mother stepped out. She held a beer
bottle in one hand and her high-heeled peep-toe pumps in the other. The red
ones with the ankle straps. Date night. She turned toward the open door and
held up a finger to whoever belonged to the shadow just inside. Chad, probably.
But he had friends with him.


My mother shielded her eyes against the glare of Bas’s headlights as
she took a few halting steps toward the passenger side window where I sat. I
rolled the window down.


She was beautiful, my mother. The headlights made her skin shine almost
translucent. Her platinum blonde hair, identical to my own, piled high on her
head except where curling tendrils broke loose to frame her face. She had Brigitte
Bardot looks right down to her lush eyelashes everyone thought were false. Her
wide blue eyes crinkled as she smiled, flashing a row of perfectly straight,
white teeth. Not a trace of the nicotine they should have shown. 


“Baby, you’re early!” she sang in her Texas twang. She wasn’t born
here. My father, my real father, had been in the army when he married her,
stationed near Huston. He whisked her away and ended up in Wild Lake the year
before I was born. It didn’t work out and he went to his next duty station
without us before I was old enough to remember him. He died on some dusty battlefield
in Afghanistan a dozen years ago. She kept a framed flag in a back closet.


She leaned into the window frame, her eyes raking over Bas and
brightening even more. He dipped his chin toward her politely, but he still
wasn’t in a talking mood. 


“Well, hello, handsome! You’re sure a finer sight than those lawyer
wannabe eggheads I usually see with my Abigail.”


“This is Bas,” I said. “He’s just . . . bringing me home.”


My mother’s face fell for a fraction of a second before she plastered
her smile back in place. “Well, that’s just the thing, babe. I tried to call
you. I thought you were going to be out with your friends tonight. Didn’t you
tell me that?”


I knew where this was going. The same place it had gone a thousand
times. She’d send me to the neighbors. I’d crash with a friend. And I had
forgotten. I meant to spend the night at Kendra’s. But, Mom was far from done
partying. A sick pit formed in my stomach as Chad appeared in the doorframe.
Wasted. Leering. His temper about to flare. He had a group of friends over; it
was my mother’s job to wait on him hand and foot. And she’d do it. She’d try to
keep him happy, but in a few weeks or months, Chad would tire of her. Or she’d
finally see that all his big plans were nothing but talk. If she was lucky he
wouldn’t clean her out before he left. I’d hidden most of what she had of
value: her engagement ring, her father’s gold pocket watch, a few of my baby
pictures, in a safety deposit box years ago. I never kept cash in the house. 


Panic raced through me. Shit. Bas was on edge already. If Chad came out
here and manhandled my mother or did any of his usual dipshittery, he might
trigger Bas again.


“We were just leaving,” I said. “I wanted to swing by and pick up a few
things.”


My mother slapped the side of the car, her lilting laughter raising the
hair on my arms. “Well, I’m glad you did. Why don’t you and Bas come on in and
have a drink or two? Do you play Euchre, Bas?”


God. I dug my nails into my palms to hold back the hysterical laughter
bubbling at the thought of Bas playing cards at my mother’s kitchen table. 


“Lori! Who are you talking to?” I recognized the edge in Chad’s voice.
So did Mom. She winced.


“Hang on, baby, it’s just Abby.” She turned back to me, never letting
the smile drop. “Honey, you better take off. I’m sorry.”


“Right. I’ll see you in the morning.”


Bas put the car in reverse and managed a smile toward my mother. Chad
was yelling something else from the doorway.


“Is she . . . okay here with him?” Bas’s eyes flicked from me to my
mother’s and back again.


My mother threw her head back and laughed. “Aren’t you just sexy as sin?
Sugar, don’t worry about me. Chad’s all bark and no bite. You, though. Hmm.” My
mother made a growling noise and waved as she turned and sashayed back toward
Chad in the doorway.


“She should be fine.”


Bas pursed his lips together then twisted at the waist to check behind
us as he pulled out. He was stoic and silent as he left the park and hit the
highway. Warmth flooded through me at the nearness of him. I didn’t ask where
we were going. I knew I should have. I should have asked him to take me to
Kendra’s after all. But, something happened in the air between us. Chad or no
Chad, I could have stepped out of the car in the driveway. Except I didn’t. Not
because I had nowhere else to go. Not because I felt some obligation to Bas for
helping me with Cal or anything else. It was just some strengthening thread
between us that grew the moment I first laid eyes on him. 


Dangerous. Impossible. Foolish, maybe. But, as Bas drove further away
from the trailer park and deeper into the woods of Wild Lake, I knew I belonged
here, with him.


He made a turn up a winding road past the Wild Lake Outfitters store.
My heart thundered inside of me as giant pines rose all around us. Just a few
miles from the highway, and it felt like I’d passed through to another world.
Something dark and wild. Lush and green. The pavement gave way to gravel, then
to dirt. Bas kept driving. We reached the top of a steep hill; the highway and
the store were far below us in the valley. Then, the trees broke and in the
clearing sat a cabin unlike any I’d ever seen. 


It was huge. Like the Wild Lake store, it was made of rustic beams of
wood. High glass walls and wooden decking all around, overlooking the forest
beyond it. A log cabin, mansion style. Bas parked the truck next to one of the
tallest pines and cut the engine.


The air hung thick between us for a moment. I held my breath, afraid my
stuttering heart might betray me. I was here. Alone. With Bas. 


“Let’s get you inside,” he said, clearing his throat. He moved swift
and smooth. Before I could even blink, he was at my side opening the car door.
I took his hand, and that electric fire sparked between us when his skin
touched mine. He held my hand in his, both gentle and strong as he led me up
the stone steps to the main house.


Movement caught my eye in the tree line. I startled as two pairs of
glowing yellow orbs hovered in the darkness. Air went out of my lungs as those
eyes bobbed, the trees rustled, and two huge gray wolves stepped out of the
clearing heading straight for us.


Bas turned and put up a hand. The wolves froze and immediately sat.
Gooseflesh rippled across my flesh as I recognized the gesture. Their Alpha had
just given them a stand down order and they had instantly complied. I couldn’t
help staring slack-jawed at the magnificent creatures. Each one perfectly
formed with domed heads and ears held high at attention. Their muscles rippled
as they sat back on powerful haunches, ready to leap and strike at their
master’s command. I’d seen wolves before, but none like these. For one thing,
they were huge, at least half a foot taller at the shoulder than those I’d seen
at the zoo when I was little. And they looked at me with questioning, keen
intelligence. 


“Connor and Eli, meet Abby,” Bas said, barely stopping as he led me up
the stairs.


I gave them a light smile and a wave. “Hello. Oh, do they understand
me?”


Bas laughed. “Of course. They’d shift and give you a proper greeting if
I let them.”


“If you let them? They can’t, I mean, unless you tell them?”


“Oh, they can. I just figured you’d rather give them a chance to put
some pants on before they walked over here bare ass naked to shake your hand.”


He reached over and hooked a finger beneath my chin to close my gaping
mouth. A twinkle lit his eyes, sending a fresh wave of heat spearing through
me. He led me into the house and the grand foyer with wide open spaces and
floor to ceiling windows just like his office. A warm fire burned in a great
stone fireplace on the far side of the room. On one side, he had a giant
kitchen with a long table island in the center and more than a dozen chairs
around it. The other side of the room had the fireplace and deep, comfortable
chairs and couches. A double, curving staircase framed the room leading to the
loft. This was a wolf’s lodge. A man’s place. I wondered how many outsiders had
seen this place. I guessed not many.


“Are you hungry?” 


I cast my eyes downward. I was, but not for food. I couldn’t help it.
Being this close to Bas affected me in ways I couldn’t understand. My body tuned
to his. Heat flowed from him to me, and I craved his touch. Subtle changes in
his posture set my blood humming. We were alone. I meant to be cautious,
conservative, sensible. But, as we stood together face to face and inches
apart, I felt something new. Belonging. Craving. Hunger.


“Abby,” he said, his voice no more than a choked whisper. “Did he hurt
you? That asshole at the bar?”


I shook my head. Cal seemed like a million years ago. “I’m fine.
Really. I’m glad you came when you did, but I can take care of myself.”


He crossed the distance between us in a blur of motion, gripping my
upper arms with his strong hands. Not hurting me. But the heat of his touch
sent a shudder through me as I slowly lifted my head to meet his eyes.


“I can’t stop it now. I can try to keep my distance. But, I will not
let anyone or anything hurt you. Not ever. Do you understand?”


A beat. Two. The air shifted and Bas’s face came sharply into focus. 


“Were you following me? Tonight? The other day?”


A muscle twitched in his jaw, but he held my gaze. “Not the way you
think.”


What did I think? Twice in the last week, he was there as if
materializing out of thin air the instant I was in even the slightest hint of
danger or distress. “You can, um, feel me. Can’t you?” God, I made no
sense. And yet, things seemed to shift into place and align as I spoke it.


He took a breath and lowered his chin in a slow, solemn nod. “Yes.”


“What is it? What am I?”


He lifted his index finger and traced a line just above my brow and
trailed it down over my jaw, across my collarbone then rested it just above my
heart. “Don’t you know? Don’t you feel it too?”


I tried to swallow, but my throat ran dry. I felt a tiny pulse beat in
my neck. Bas’s eyes flashed as he saw it too. “Tell me what I am.” I managed to
whisper.


Bas cocked his head and his lips parted in a smile. “Mine.”


My heartbeat skipped when he said it. Mine. Simple. Primal. It
should have scared me, perhaps. Offended me, even. Except, it didn’t. That one
simple word seemed obvious and right. 


Then, he leaned down and pressed his lips against mine, feathering them
gently, his tongue darting in and out as his hands slid around me, pulling me
close. He came to me strong and solid just when my knees went weak. Sensing it,
Bas hooked his arm beneath me and lifted me off the ground. The room spun for
an instant. I went rigid, afraid to touch him, afraid what it would mean if I
admitted the truth of what he told me. But oh, I felt the truth of it in my
cells, my nerves, the way my body called out for his. Mine. Mine. Mine. 


“Bas!” I gasped his name, and that was all it took. A dam broke inside
me and I lifted my hands and cupped his face. We moved. We flew. Up the stairs
and down the hall. All the while, I kept my lips locked with his, my hands
carving through the thick softness of his hair. 


Then he set me down. I took a stuttering step sideways, reaching out to
grab the end of the bed. He had me breathless. Senseless. Bas stood before me
still and strong. Instinctively, I knew what he wanted. Or more importantly, I
knew what he gave. A choice. My choice. He said he could keep his distance. It
was in me to tell him he must. Whatever this was scared me as much as it felt
right. And yet, in that fraction of a second when my sensible brain told me to
do the safest thing, something else flared to life and snuffed it out.


This. Bas. I couldn’t breathe without him. Couldn’t stand not to have
him touching me for another second. I didn’t know what he wanted or needed from
me. And then I did. I raised my head to meet his eyes and said one word that
changed my life forever.


“Yes.”


He moved like molten lightning. Quick and sure. He peeled his shirt off
his shoulders and unsnapped his jeans. The sight of him set off a starburst
behind my ribcage. God. He was beautiful. Savage. Strong. The perfect cut of
his muscles. From his molded abs and tapered waist to his sculpted thighs and
powerful calves. He grew hard before me, and his massive erection bobbed. My
own thighs quivered at the power and promise it held.


Bas took a slow step toward me, his eyes never leaving mine. His
swirled and changed, and I sensed the wolf hovering just beneath him, naked and
powerful too. He reached out and started the slow process of unbuttoning my
blouse. My breath hitched and my breasts trembled as he took his time with me.
He spread my shirt and ran his fingers across the smooth slope of my breast,
hooking them beneath my bra. With a deft thumb and index finger, he unclasped
the front. His eyes flashed pure wolf as my breasts swung free for his
inspection.


God. I wanted him. My core became liquid heat as he trailed a skillful
finger over each nipple, pebbling them. I wanted more. I wanted his mouth. His
body pressed against mine. For now though, he took his time, delivering
delicious torture as he worked one nipple, then the other, raising them to throbbing
peaks as he watched.


He reached up and slid my shirt and bra off my shoulders then spanned
his hands across my waist. He knelt slowly before me, and I placed my hands on
the crown of his head. Bas wasn’t as gentle as he tore the button of my jeans
and peeled them off, taking my panties with them. I stepped out of them and
stood before him completely naked now. 


He parted my thighs and took in my scent. I could hide nothing from
him. My sex glistened with my arousal as he flicked his tongue against my most
sensitive flesh. I gasped and swayed, but Bas held me steady. He looked up at
me with those devilish eyes. Oh, he enjoyed this. 


“I want to look at you.”


“You are looking at me.” I don’t know where I found the strength to
form words. I felt strung tight like a bow. The slightest touch of his finger
or breath on my sex might send me spasming toward my first climax.


I couldn’t take it. I wanted him too badly. I sat down on the bed and
slid my hands across his shoulders then tilted his head toward mine. Drowning
in kisses, I curved my body toward his, dropping slowly to my knees. And then
he was before me, hard and turgid. He groaned with anticipation, but it was my
turn to deliver a type of torture. I ran my tongue along his thigh, letting the
hairs tickle my nose. With my hands gripping his taut ass, I went up on the
pads of my feet and slid my mouth around him.


“Oh, God!” I looked up to see Bas throw his head back as I fastened my
mouth around the tip of his cock then brought it slowly down. He filled me. I
strained from the effort of bringing all of him into my mouth, but I knew I
needed it. Him. All of him. I sucked and licked, wanting to be slow and
sensual. But, it didn’t work out that way. A fuse lit within me and the more of
him I tasted, the wilder I became until the world became the sounds my mouth
and tongue made as I struggled to take more and more. 


His held his fingers in my hair, urging me on. I licked and stroked and
reveled in the pleasure I knew it gave him. It gave me such pleasure too. My
thighs trembled as I held myself in place and tried to keep pace with his
thrusts. He was steel and velvet in my mouth. Salt and spice. His pulse
thrummed inside of me. Somehow, I was his before he even took me. I had always
been his. I just never knew it until now. 


Bas hooked his fingers under my arms and carefully lifted me to my
feet. His eyes flared again when I licked my lips. He barely let me catch my
breath before he devoured me with urgent kisses all over again. He lifted me,
wrapping my thighs around his waist as he took me to the bed. He was gentle as
he laid me down, spreading me beneath him. Bas gathered my wrists in one hand
and pinned them above my head as he shifted his weight so he laid along the
length of me. I quivered as he raked his eyes over me, liking what he saw. 


“God, you’re perfect. I wish I could keep you here like this forever.”


And I wanted him too. Badly. As he trailed a finger between my breasts and
over the slope of my stomach, I quivered. My body called out for his and I
thrust my hips as he dipped that finger between my legs and found me wet and
wanting. 


“Please,” I gasped. Strung taut, Bas knew how to play me. With a slow,
lazy finger, he circled the tiny bud between my legs and coaxed me to my first
orgasm within seconds. I couldn’t help it. It exploded out of me as my legs
fell open and he slid his finger inside of me. He had me shameless and wanton
and he’d barely touched me. It was if he could command my body and bring me to
heel just like he’d done with his wolves outside. Such was the power of Bas
Lanier, and he wielded it to bring me aching pleasure.


“Bas!” I gasped, turning my body toward his. I meant to bring myself up
and straddle him. I couldn’t stand not having him inside of me for another
second. 


“Patience,” he said. “I want to take my time with you.”


He moved in a flash so quick my eyes barely had time to register it
before he was back on the bed again. He’d taken the belt from his pants and
held it out between his hands. I writhed beneath him with the erotic promise he
held. He took my hands again and looped the belt around them, lashing me to the
headboard. 


Then, he was on his feet again, knotting the sheets around my ankles
and binding me to the footboard. He had me open, exposed, spread-eagled before
him. When his eyes shone with that lustful glint, I begged him to take me. 


But, Bas was far from done. He settled himself between my thighs and
licked me again. A sensual growl vibrated through him and into me, sending a
fresh wave of juices for him to taste. He worked me there, bringing me to
another climax, and another after that. He was merciless, enjoying the way I
writhed beneath him and begged him for more.


Finally, he let me go and rose above me, his erection looming large. I
craned my neck to take him in my mouth again and he let me. From this angle, I
could reach all of him, tip to shaft and underneath. It was his turn to groan
with delight and my turn to deliver sweet punishment at my pace. 


But not for long. I felt him seize up and braced myself to take all of
him in. At the last second, Bas pulled away and went to his knees between my
legs. He stroked himself and I craned my neck to watch. As he hovered just
inches away from my entrance, he had me begging for him again. 


“Bas, please. I can’t wait anymore. I need you.”


Finally, he gave me what I craved. His thick head probed me and spread
me wide. I arched my back to urge him forward. Then he entered me. Slowly.
Filling me. Claiming me. He stretched me wide and made me whole. Bas leaned
forward and began the slow, deliberate thrusts I’d begged him for. He rested
his weight on one arm while he undid the bindings on my hands and feet with the
other. I curved my body around his, trying to take even more of him in. His
rhythm was smooth and hard and perfect. I pulled him into me, threading one
hand through the hair at the nape of his neck, the other curved around his
supple ass. 


“Yes. Yes!”


More. Always. More. I couldn’t get enough of him. I reared up and
wrapped my legs around his waist as his thrusts became more erratic. I leaned
up and caught his earlobe between my teeth. I bit him lightly, making him suck
air through his teeth and sending a shiver through me. He kissed me. Hard.
Almost bruising. But, it still wasn’t enough. On and on he drove himself into
me. And yet, still, I felt him holding something back. Whatever it was, I
wanted it. I wanted all of him. It was foolish not to use protection, but I
couldn’t stand the thought of any barrier between us. Not now. Not ever. He
called me his. I was. But he was mine and I was born for this. The moment I
thought it, I knew on an elemental level that it was true.


“Abby. God. Abby.”


“I want you. I want this. Please.”


He knew what I meant, and for a fraction of a second he went rigid.
Then, he redoubled his efforts and I tightened my legs around his waist as he
drilled me even harder. I came first, my walls shuddering around him. My head
and heart seemed like an explosion of light. As if my veins conducted electric
fire. I almost couldn’t contain the pleasure. 


I screamed. 


I dug my nails into the smooth flesh of his back, drawing blood. It
only added to the pleasure Bas felt. His primal nature burst forth and he threw
his head back and let out a guttural noise that thrilled me and made my body
sing for his. I cupped his face with my hands, wanting to watch him as he came
inside of me. His eyes went from man to wolf and back again. His lips trembled
and curled back. I felt his hot seed shooting inside of me, and I pulled him
close, wanting to take the last of this ride with him.


His eyes fluttered as he poured himself into me. I tried to keep my
legs around him, but they’d already turned to rubber. I leaned up and kissed
him. He tasted of salt and earth. There was a moment. A flash. I saw something
go through Bas’s eyes, and he lowered his head, brushing his teeth along the
soft flesh where my neck curved into my shoulder. Instinct told me to turn my
head. I exposed the back of my neck to him and the skin there burned hot as I
felt his teeth scrape against me. 


He wanted to bite me. The desire for it flared inside of me at the same
time it did for him. Oh, God. I wanted him to. I craned my neck far to the left
and arched my back again, inviting him to mark me.


Bas went very still. It was a moment in time as he held himself motionless,
his teeth just scratching my skin. Then, he drew himself away, pulling out of
me and leaving me empty and panting.


“Bas?”


He leaned down and gave me a quick kiss on the forehead. “Not today.
Not this time.”
















 


Chapter Ten


I drew the covers around me, feeling a sudden chill from the absence of
his skin against mine. Bas sat at the edge of the bed and watched me, his eyes
filled with tenderness. He reached over and brushed the hair away from my eyes.


“What was that? At the end. Why didn’t you . . . bite me? I felt your
need to do it.”


He smiled. “It means something. If I mark you, it’s forever.”


Forever. The instant he said it, I wanted to beg him for it again.
Forever. If he marked me it would be forever. The answer flaring inside of me
was yes. God, yes. I was meant for it, and he didn’t have to tell me. But, a
moment later I recoiled from it, frightened about what it could mean. And it
seemed that was always how it was with him since the moment I laid eyes on him.
There was something powerful compelling me to him. But that power terrified me
too. I was beginning to forget what it felt like not to know him.


As I turned it around in my head, something was happening to Bas. One
moment he was cool and in control. The next, he was on his feet, pacing near
the window. The hairs stood on end at the back of his neck, and the shudder
that went through him seemed to pass through me as well. 


“It cost you something. Not to bite me, I mean.”


I drew my knees to my chest and circled my arms around them. Every part
of me wanted to leave that bed and go to him. But, I knew if I did, he might
not be able to stop himself the second time. I wasn’t ready. That was my head
talking. My heart and points lower down had a decidedly different answer. 


He carved a hand through his hair and opened the sliding glass door to
the balcony. It was so late it became early. Orange streaks cut across the
horizon as the sun began to rise. I should have felt a chill from the blast of
cold air that moved through the room, but my skin still blazed from Bas’s
touch. I pulled the sheets around me and tucked them under my arm as I dared to
venture out onto the balcony beside him. The vast, green landscape beneath us
called to me. No. Not to me. To Bas. But I felt it too, through him somehow.


“Yes. It cost me something. The next time, I can’t promise I can hold
back.”


I wasn’t sure I wanted him to. The idea that there would be a next time
was all I could hear. Oh. I wanted a next time. Right now, in fact. 


He turned to me. “Will you be okay here for a little while?”


His voice had dropped an octave. I heard the beast churning beneath it
and understood what he needed. Whatever Bas had to hold back to keep from
marking me, it roiled beneath him, needing to break free. I took a step back
over the threshold so I stood on the carpeted floor with Bas out on the wooden
balcony decking. I nodded in answer. 


That day in his office, I wished for the chance to see his wolf. Now,
it was about to happen. 


“Wait for me,” he said. But, as he turned his blue eyes went sky pale
and glowed. The bones of his face elongated. His marbled form shifted and
rolled. He dropped to his hands and knees, his shoulder blades rose sharply,
then settled back and reformed. Skin became fur and Bas’s wolf finally sprung
free. 


I put a hand to my mouth and gasped, not in fear, but in absolute
wonderment. Sebastian Lanier was beautiful. His wolf held that beauty, but with
a fierce power that took my breath away. His auburn hair gave way to brilliant red
as the sunset, with streaks of gold framing his face and at the tip of his
tail. He held his ears high, one pointing forward, the other back as he
regarded me. I took a step forward, spreading my trembling fingers out toward
him. Bas gave a sharp whine and sat back, allowing me to approach.


Slowly, I dropped to my knees, putting myself at eye level with him. I
ran my hand along the ridge between his ears and down his back. His fur was
downy silk underneath and coarse at the top. He shifted his weight between his
front paws. I felt his coiled energy and strength and knew he needed to run. To
hunt. I brought him to me, pressing my forehead against his neck and sliding my
hand across his chest. His heart beat slow and steady, matching the pulse
thundering between my own ears. 


Mine. His. Forever.


A chorus of howls rose from beneath us. Bas’s pack called to him,
perhaps sensing their master’s shift. Bas took a step backward and dipped low,
rubbing his snout along my cheek. Then, he ran his great pink tongue along my
neck and licked me, leaving a slobbering trail in his wake. If wolves could
laugh, Bas did. He nodded his great head then took a running jump at the
balcony railing. 


I reached for him. It had to be a thirty-foot drop. But Bas rose in the
air, arcing over the railing with the grace of a creature in flight. He landed
softly on the ground below and darted toward the trees, disappearing into them
in a streak of red and gold.


 
















 


Chapter Eleven


It was late morning when Bas finally returned from the hunt. He
appeared in the doorway of the bedroom, bathed in sunlight as it streamed
through the room. I’d gone back to sleep after he left, my body craving rest as
much as food or Bas’s again. That’s the first thing I learned about sex with a
werewolf. Afterward, you feel like you’ve just run a marathon. It was a good hurt,
though. And, the minute his eyes locked with mine, warmth flooded through me
and I knew I’d let him take me again if I didn’t jump him first. 


“Good morning, sleepy head. I’m beginning to think I’m a bad influence
on you.”


God. He was magnificent. Standing over me in nothing but a pair of
black, drawstring sweatpants and bare feet. Even his feet were sexy. Corded
veins and long toes with tapered nails. 


“You’re beginning to think that? I knew the second I laid eyes on you
I’d be in trouble.”


He leaned across the bed and gave me a kiss on the forehead. “You’re
perfect. Except you have awful morning breath.”


I blushed as I covered my mouth with my hand. I’d brought nothing with
me since we’d left my mom’s driveway in such a hurry. I gave him a playful swat
on the shoulder. “Better than dog breath anyway.”


He laughed and pointed across the hall. “Guest bathroom. You’ll find
everything you need.”


“Hmm. What? You keep it stocked for your stream of girlfriends?” I
meant it as a joke, but the second it came out of my mouth hot anger bubbled up
inside of me. Jealousy unlike anything I’d ever felt. He came to me, circling
my waist with his arms and pulling me close. His touch calmed me. God, what was
happening to me that he could affect me so?


After he kissed the top of my head, I went into the bathroom and took a
cold shower. I needed to clear my head and figure out my next move. It wasn’t
normal to feel like I did around Bas this soon. I wanted to give in to it, but
I didn’t trust it. This was how my mother was when she brought home some new
guy. Hot and heavy and obsessed with him. Happy when he was with her, despondent
when he wasn’t. I wasn’t that girl. I wouldn’t be like her. And yet, this thing
with Bas couldn’t be further from that. I knew it. I just couldn’t explain it. 


I rooted through the closet in the bathroom and found a stash of clean
Wild Lake Outfitters gear in all shapes and sizes. I threw on a t-shirt and a
pair of yoga pants in my size and twisted my freshly washed hair into a top
knot before venturing back out into the main room of the lodge. 


Bas was in the kitchen making eggs and heavenly smelling bacon. I
padded down to join him and took a seat at the granite-topped island bar. 


“It’s quiet around here. Where’s the rest of your, uh, pack?”


Bas smiled as he deftly flipped an egg in an iron skillet, then plated
it and slid it across the island in front of me. My stomach growled loud enough
for him to hear. 


“They’re around. We hunted together this morning. I sent them off for a
while, though.”


“Because of me?”


Bas shrugged and took the seat opposite mine. He rested his chin in his
hands and smiled, taking pleasure in watching me eat.


“Yes. They’re a lot to take this early in the morning. I figured you
could maybe ease into it.”


Ease into it. It meant he wanted me back here. I froze mid chew and set
down a strip of bacon. It was one thing being with him in the blush of an
impending orgasm. He was huge and powerful and filled my senses. But now that
he’d given me a chance to catch my breath, I had a thousand questions.


“What happened last night? And this morning? You were going to bite me.
Mark me, you said. Why didn’t you?”


He smiled and took my hand, pulling it toward his lips. Heat zinged
through me when he kissed me, driving out all questions. Bas was like a drug,
melting away my inhibitions and reason, leaving nothing in its place but raw
need.


“Because I won’t mark you until you fully understand what it means. And
that you still want it in spite of all that.”


My heart started to thunder inside me again. He was right. I didn’t
know what it was. I only knew that my body wanted it. But, that couldn’t be
enough. Just when fresh panic started to take hold, he kissed me again,
pressing his lips against my palm. My pulse steadied and calm washed over me
like a wave of cool water on a hot day.


“How do you do that? You affect me somehow.”


He smiled. “I told you why. Because you’re mine. I can make you feel
what I feel. I feel what you feel. If I mark you, that will burn even stronger.
And we’ll need each other even more than we do now. That’s why you have to be
sure.”


I pulled my hand away. That aching emptiness filled me the instant his
flesh wasn’t touching mine. “Would it turn me?”


“No. Not unless you already have were blood in you. Even then, it’s
extremely rare.”


“Good to know. And . . . thank you. I would have let you, you know.
Bite me. I wanted you to. God, I can’t sit here and lie and tell you I still
don’t want you to. I do. Badly. But, I don’t think it’s that simple, is it?
There’s no going back.”


He was calm. Matter-of-fact. But, it felt like the world had crumbled
around me and been rebuilt in the span of a few hours. I was his. He said it
simply and sure. If it had been anyone else, I might have laughed in his face
and stomped out with indignant feminine rage. I couldn’t, though. I tried to
grapple with the weight and meaning of what he said, but I couldn’t deny the
truth of it. Something about me belonged with him. I wanted it. 


But, it didn’t mean I could act on it. Not yet.


“I’d like to meet them,” I said, shifting the subject to somewhat safer
waters. “Your pack.”


Bas smiled as he popped the last piece of bacon in his mouth. “I was
hoping you would. They’re itching to meet you. They’re pissed I didn’t invite
them for breakfast.”


“God, I’m glad you didn’t. I’m a mess.” I finger combed my hair and
looked down at my bare feet. I’d come here last night wearing jeans and high
heeled boots. Wearing those now with my borrowed Wild Lake Outfitters yoga
pants would seem like the ultimate Walk of Shame fashion statement.


Bas stood and cleared the plates. “They wouldn’t have minded. You’re
beautiful just the way you are. You can stay here, you know. If you don’t want
to go back to your mother’s.”


The idea was tempting. Bas’s lodge was a far cry from Oakwood. It was
serene, peaceful beauty. But, it wasn’t home. I couldn’t let my romantic
fantasy cloud my reality. I had to job to do. I had school. Without it, I’d
never get out on my own for good.


“I have to go back. I’ve got class in a few hours. I have to study.
Exams are next week. And, I have my internship.” The second I mentioned that
last part, I regretted it. Bas’s shoulders stiffened and the easy air between
us seemed to thicken.


Dale Thorp and Congressman Foster. I had a stack of research sitting on
my desk and Dale’s hidden agenda against the man standing in front of me.
Knowing what I knew felt like a betrayal. Though I didn’t understand the means
he would use, I knew Foster meant to take something away from Bas. Even being
here was a major conflict of interest. And then there was the other piece of
it. Everything Cal said last night and Thorp insinuated settled over my
shoulders like a yoke.


Ice raced through my veins and sent tingling fear down my spine. Was
this all a lie? Had I played straight into Dale Thorp’s plans? 


Bas turned, his face went white as he came to me and gripped my
shoulders. He leaned in close, his forehead just an inch from mine. “What I
feel for you, what I want from you has nothing to do with Dale Thorp.
It’s real, it’s pure, and it’s the truth.”


Still, I tried to pull away. “Can you read my mind even?”


Bas didn’t drop his hands from my shoulders. “No. But I feel your
heart. And it means you can feel mine. Listen close and tell me if you think
I’m using you.”


The air around me grew still. It was as if the world shrank to nothing
but Bas’s eyes as they stared into mine. I felt it. Just a flutter at first.
Then, sure and strong, beating in time with mine. Bas’s heart. Bas’s soul. He
bared it for me, and I knew the truth. My knees went weak from the power of it.
Still, it scared me. 


“I need to breathe,” I said, gasping. Bas let me go. The pulse in my
ears receded.


“I know,” he said. “It’s okay. I told you, all of this is a lot. You’re
not ready for it.”


And I wasn’t. Though the pull of him was so strong, I needed to be
cautious. I couldn’t be like my mother. This was different, I knew. And yet,
parts of it felt the same. She tried to hitch her wagon to whatever guy paid
attention to her time and again. I couldn’t be that girl. Bas knew to give me
time and space. He grabbed my purse from one of the couches near the hearth and
gently looped it over my shoulder as I stood there trying to catch my breath.


“I’ve got to head out of town for a couple of days,” he said. “But, I’d
very much like to see you when I get back.”


I nodded, open mouthed. Then, Bas held the door for me like a perfect
gentleman. I liked this side of him too. And yet, my body still called for the
wolf inside of him.
















 


Chapter Twelve


For the first few days after I left Bas, he was all I could think
about. When I slept, I woke trembling with need. I dreamed he watched me, his
pale blue wolf eyes hovering just out of my reach. I checked my phone more
times than I wanted to admit, but he didn’t call or text. I busied myself with
the mountain of schoolwork I had ahead of exams. Kendra and Darby asked me a
thousand questions; Bas’s dramatic alley rescue outside the Stacks drew
witnesses. Cal steered clear, and that was a blessing. But, I wasn’t ready to
explain anything about what happened to my friends. Hell, I wasn’t sure I could
explain it to myself.


And then there was Congressman Foster. Things stayed calm throughout
the week with him and Thorp still in D.C. for an important vote. But, about six
days after I last saw Bas, they came back. While they’d been away, Dale sent me
a slew of new projects that had nothing to do with eminent domain or Wild Lake
lands. I had started to think maybe Foster had moved on to other projects. The
morning after their return, Dale called me into his office, and everything
started to fall apart.


I gave him what I had so far. He had me sit in his office while he read
my ten-page memo. He thumbed through the pages, a permanent scowl on his face
as he inhaled sharply as if he were going to say something, then licked his
thumb to turn another page and settled back into his chair.


“You’re pulling punches,” he finally said. “That’s not what I hired you
to do.”


“I’m what? You asked for a memo. Not an advocacy piece. Or am I
mistaken?” I probably should have tried that softer. But, something felt different
now that I was alone in a room with him again. Though he’d done nothing overt
to bring it on, every cell in my body felt hostile toward him.


Dale was smooth. Sometimes, it was hard to remember he was a werewolf
too. He couldn’t be more physically different from Bas. Where Bas was hard
lines and chiseled strength, Dale was thick and lumbering. But as he moved out
from behind his desk and sat on the edge of it, hovering over me, the hairs
rose on the back of my neck, sensing primal threat and coiled power.


“You’ve been with him.”


It was a statement, not a question. I tried to take deep, measured
breaths. Six days. It had been six days since I’d seen Bas. Surely, Thorp
couldn’t still sense him on me. I wanted to tell him I didn’t know what he was
talking about. But, it would be a lie. Instead, I stayed silent and stared
straight ahead.


“That’s good. I like that. Mr. Lanier is very important to the senator.
Networking will only help you. I know you’re interested in furthering your
career. That’s smart, Miss Winslow. Well done.”


Sweat began to bead at the base of my neck. Dale’s breath blew hot
against my temple as he leaned even closer. 


“Would you like me to go over my research again? See if there’s any
angle I’ve missed?”


“Do you think you’ve missed any angles?”


I looked at him, keeping my gaze just as hard as his, refusing to
blink. “No. I haven’t. But, you seem to think so.”


He laughed, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You know what I am, Abby.
I’ve never tried to hide or pretend. And you know what Lanier is. Or, if you
didn’t before you definitely know now. He’s a big deal around here. No denying
that. Powerful. Persuasive. I can see why you’re drawn to him.”


Still, I kept my gaze locked with his in an unspoken battle of wills. 


“And I like you, Abby. A lot more than I thought I would. You’ve
surprised me. So, in light of that, I’m going to do you a favor. I’m going to
give you some advice that you’d be smart to take. Remember what I said.
Sebastian Lanier is a big deal around here. Do you understand? Just
here. But, his influence outside of Wild Lake is tenuous at best. There’s a
bigger world out there. Wild Lake is the backwoods as far as real power players
are concerned. Like one big trailer park.”


When he emphasized the last two words, heat speared through me. I
wanted to scratch his eyes out or slap him to wipe the smirk off his face. It
was a dig. Dale knew who I was and what I came from. He couldn’t hurt me with
it in the way he wanted. But, it didn’t mean I had to like someone trying to
throw it in my face.


“So. Have your fun with Lanier. You wouldn’t be the first. You won’t be
the last. Take what you can from him. But, be smart and don’t forget where your
bread is buttered. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“You like toast?” I raised a brow.


“Cute. Cute is good. But don’t be too cute. You know exactly what I’m
saying. But, in case you don’t, let me make it simple. Your loyalties better
stay with me.”


I let out a breath. “You mean the congressman.”


His touch burned like acid when he placed a finger under my chin. “The congressman
is where he is because I want him there. And you are where you are
because I want you there. You and Bas both need to remember that. I can help
you. Or I can ruin you. If you don’t believe me, think about what happened to
the last intern who sat in that chair. Mr. Morris, I think his name was. Lud?
How’s he doing in school these days?”


He knew full well the answer to that question. This was not the second
time someone insinuated that Lud’s breakdown and departure from school had
something to do with this office. A smug half-smile settled on Dale’s face.
“That’s right. You don’t need to know the why of it, but let Mr. Morris be a
lesson to you about what happens when things don’t go according to my
plans. Mr. Morris tried to take sensitive knowledge away from this office. It
didn’t work out well for him. Then he realized he wasn’t cut out for a career
in the legal field. He’s managing a gas station last I heard. So remember, Bas
can’t protect you from everything.”


So there it was. He’d danced around it long enough; now it was out
there. A blatant threat. Do what he said, or he’d try to mess with me.


“Oh, I would never hurt you.” Dale curled a strand of my hair between
his fingers. I pulled away. “But, you flat out aren’t going to be able to get a
job anywhere that matters if I don’t want you to. Are we clear?”


“Mr. Thorp, we are not clear. I’ve done everything you’ve asked and
then some. The work I’ve turned in for you has been top notch. I don’t know why
you think that’s going to change.”


He moved fast. My heart thundered in my ears. Dale hovered over me, one
hand on each armrest of my chair. He bared his teeth and growled, his eyes pure
wolf. Weaker than Bas, but he was still a werewolf. If he wanted to hurt me, he
could do it faster than a blink. His nose twitched and he inhaled deeply, then
moved away from me, sitting back on the desk. 


“I can smell him all over you, and he knows it. I’m sorry to tell you
this, sweetheart, but you’ve been played. I hope you at least had fun while it
was happening. But, he sent you back here with his scent on you. You know
enough about what we are to realize that wasn’t an accident. So, I’m going to
tell you again. Remember where your loyalties need to lie if you want any hope
of a legal career after you graduate. If you graduate, that is. I don’t
suppose your dean would think too highly of you if he found out you started a
relationship with one of the congressman’s adversaries.”


My blood boiled. A hot blush rose, coloring my cheeks. Dale was a liar.
I couldn’t believe Bas would use me like that. He’d opened his heart to me,
shown me something deep inside of him. I couldn’t say his intentions were pure,
but they had nothing to do with Dale and everything to do with the two of us. 


Maybe something flickered in my eyes like a window to at least part of
my thoughts. Because, Dale leaned back and crossed his arms, that smug look
back in place. 


“I’m glad we got to talk. I’m going to trust that we’ve come to an
understanding. Now, why don’t you take the rest of the weekend off? Isn’t it
just about time for your final exams?”


“Y-yes. Monday.”


Dale chewed his lip and rose. He moved around the desk and sat in his
leather chair, giving me a dismissive wave. “See you in a week, then.
Congressman Foster is going to take a series of meetings, and we’d like you to
sit in and take notes. In the meantime, yes. I do have another angle I want you
to look at with this little project.”


Dread filled me. I wanted nothing more than to get as much distance as
I could from Dale. My skin flamed hot like I’d just spiked a fever. My stomach
rolled, and for a moment I thought I was going to lose my lunch. Something was
happening to me. This was more than just revulsion at who he was and what he’d
said. I was having a distinct, physical reaction to being this close to him.


Dale cleared a stack of papers from his desk and pulled out a large map
of northern Michigan. He circled a section about thirty miles west of us and
handed the map to me. I took a breath and focused on keeping my hands steady as
I took it from him, careful not to let his fingers brush mine. 


“I want you to look into that property I’ve marked. It’s owned by the
Bonner family. But I want to know more. Pull deeds. Trace the ownership and
zoning as far back as you can. You can take a few days. No more than a week.
It’s priority one as soon as you finish your exams.”


I nodded, but his words barely registered. My head pounded and bile
rose in my throat. The air grew thicker and the room started to spin. If I
didn’t get the hell out of here and fast, I was afraid I might pass out. I
needed to get the hell away from Dale Thorp. I rose and lifted my messenger bag
off the floor. I kept my back straight and strong as I turned on my heel and
left his office. 


Grace said something to me, but I couldn’t hear her past the thundering
pulse in my ears. With each step I took away from his office, the better I
felt. My physical symptoms had all but vanished when I turned the corner, but
his words replayed in my head and caused a new fluttering in my heart. I didn’t
want to believe anything Dale had said. Still, he was right about one thing.
Bas had to know that even nearly a week later, another werewolf would know I’d
been with him. Why did he send me back here like that? I didn’t want to
even let the words form as thoughts. But, I couldn’t escape it. 


My fingers trembled when I reached up to hit the down button on the
elevator. Bas knew. He made me a walking, breathing message right under Dale’s
nose. Was Bas using me? Or was Dale?
















 


 Chapter Thirteen


Kendra Fletcher had the kind of scream that could curdle blood and
shatter glass. When she let loose in the courtyard after our last exam, I swear
I heard tires screech and cars crash. She threw her Con Law casebook in the air
and planted a slobbering kiss on Darby’s cheek as he caught it.


“I think I could fuck you right here, my love. I’m that excited.”


Darby laughed and kissed her back. Then, Kendra stepped in front of me
and tried to kiss me too. 


“Oh no. Back off, banshee. We’re strictly platonic.”


She hugged me anyway. It was hard not to let her enthusiasm seep in.
Except, I was just plain exhausted more than elated. But, we’d done it. No
matter what happened when grades were posted next week, we’d all survived our
first year of law school together. It was cause for celebration no matter how
tired I was. 


“You sure you’re okay to drive?” Darby asked. “I’m late for a job
interview. I don’t have Daddy’s money like you do, Miss Fletcher, or a cushy
congressional internship like Abby. I still have some pavement to pound.”


Kendra squeezed Darby’s cheeks. “You better have some energy to pound
something else later.”


“Man! Gross, could you not?” I held up two fingers and made a cross
with them to ward Kendra off. She laughed and smacked Darby on the rear end as
he raised a hand and darted across the quad to his car. 


“Ugh. I’m going to miss him,” she said as she blew him one last kiss
when he turned and waved. 


“When do you have to be back home?” Home for Kendra was just outside of
Atlanta. She was going to spend the summer clerking at her father’s patent law
firm. Darby was right; as long as she actually graduated, Kendra had it made. 


“Tomorrow morning, I’m afraid. Dad’s gearing up to go to trial on a
major infringement case. He wants me jumping in to help right away. I’m kind of
excited.”


“That’s fantastic. You’re going to learn so much.”


Kendra put her arm around me. “What about you? You’ve been awfully
quiet for the last few days. Everything okay with Foster’s office?”


She drew out the syllables of her last sentence. It wasn’t hard to read
what she really wanted to know. The same thing she’d been asking ever since the
scene at the Stacks. She’d left me alone once exams started, but now that we
were clear, her nose was back on the scent about Bas. The truth was, I didn’t
know what to tell her. It had been a week and a half, and I hadn’t heard from
him. On the one hand, it was a good thing. It gave me a chance to come up for
air and try to think logically about everything that had happened between us.
Dale’s words and threats still nagged at me. On the other hand, I couldn’t stop
thinking about Bas. His touch. His whispered words. The power of his wolf and
the brutal beauty of his shift. I missed him. At night, I still craved his
touch. 


“Come on, Abs. Give me something. I’ve been good for a week. I haven’t
pressed. But anyone can see how miserable you are. Did something happen with
Bas Lanier? Did you hook up? You have to tell me now.”


“There’s nothing to tell.” But, as soon as I started talking, even that
little bit, a dam burst inside of me. We’d made it to the stone benches
overlooking the apple orchard on the north side of campus. We picked a shaded
spot and Kendra put a hand on my arm. When I looked back up at her, she had me
completely figured out.


“I don’t know,” I finally said. “We had an amazing time together. And I
haven’t heard from him since. And it’s complicated as hell. I met him through
work, and there’s some . . . I don’t know . . . stuff between him and the congressman.
It could get messy.”


Kendra whistled low. “Wow. You never do anything the easy way, do you?”


I had to laugh. “Apparently not.”


“Well, I don’t know what to tell you. But I know you. Whatever’s going
on, this guy’s got you spinning, hasn’t he?”


My breath hitched as I tried to figure out what to tell her. It was
hard not to let her in on what Bas and I shared. But how could I? How could I
explain how quickly it seemed I understood that I belonged with him? It barely
made sense to me. 


“I don’t know. Yes. Of course he does. But, God. Maybe this is just
like every bad relationship my mother has ever been in. She’s all hot and heavy
and thinks these guys are the moon and the sun. And then they aren’t. I can’t
be like her. I can’t afford it.”


Kendra had her chin in her hands, and I swear stars filled her eyes.
“Negative. You can’t compare Bas Lanier with any of Lori Winslow’s losers. I’m
sorry to be so harsh, but you know I’m right. This guy might still end up being
an epic douche, but he’s in a different league. That doesn’t mean he’s worthy
of you. Because, you’re pretty fucking incredible, Abby. You know that, right?”


I smiled and shook my head. “Yeah. I do, actually. Still doesn’t mean
epically bad taste in men isn’t part of my birthright.”


“Well, let’s give the guy a couple more days. If he doesn’t call, then
cross him off the list. His loss. If he does call, then you immediately
call me and give me every single detail. I mean it. I’m going to need something
to distract me from the mountains of discovery materials I get to sift through
and engineering schematics. I’m counting on you.”


I laughed in earnest and we walked toward the parking lot together. It
killed me that I wasn’t going to see Kendra for four whole months. I’d met her
less than a year ago, but we’d just survived one of the hardest years either of
us had ever lived through. I knew she’d be my friend for life.


Later that evening, we said our goodbyes at the airport and Kendra took
off for home. She gave me the keys to her apartment and told me I could crash
there whenever I needed to. Her lease ran through the end of the year and she
hadn’t wanted to sublet it while she was home for the summer. I didn’t know if
I’d need it, but having the option of a hideout sounded more than a little
appealing. I tried to give her money, but she said she’d take her payment in
the form of spying. It was my job to keep tabs on Darby through the spring and
summer to make sure he didn’t get into any trouble while she was away. It was
more than a fair trade. I swallowed past a lump in my throat as I watched her
plane pull away from the gate.
















 


Chapter Fourteen


The next morning, I headed into the office. Grace was waiting for me
with a worried look on her face as soon as I stepped off the elevator.


“Thank God you got here in time,” she said through gritted teeth. Her
eyes darted sideways toward the conference rooms.


“In time for what?” I tapped my phone screen. It was only eight thirty.
I wasn’t technically supposed to be here until nine.


“They moved the congressman’s meeting up to eight forty-five. Dale just
stormed through here asking for you. He wants you in on it.”


“Well, he could have told me.” Shit. Little things like this had been
going on ever since our meeting a few days ago. He’d moved up deadlines with no
warning, changed assignments mid-stream. I think it was his version of hazing
and making sure I knew just how much power he had over me. So far, I’d been
able to bob and weave and keep up with his demands. 


“Conference room A,” Grace said. “Hurry.”


She took my messenger bag from me and handed me my laptop. I’d been
issued a secure one on the government server. I gave Grace a two-fingered
salute, mouthed thank you, and headed into the room. Foster already sat at the
head of the table with Dale on his right. Dale gave me scowl as I walked in and
tapped his non-existent watch. 


“Cutting it a little close there, Miss Winslow.”


Fucker. He was trying to make me look bad in front of Foster. I smiled
and slid into the seat across from him. Foster looked up from his newspaper; the
guy still liked the traditional paper kind with his morning coffee. He didn’t
seem to register Dale’s dig at me. I fired up my laptop as Grace walked in with
a pot of coffee. I put up a hand to stop her when she offered to pour it. It
irked me to no end that Dale made her serve him like that. I poured my own
coffee.


I wanted desperately to figure out what this meeting was about. I
looked for an email from Dale but found nothing, not that that surprised me.
Then, I heard the elevator doors open down the hall, and the hair on the back
of my neck stood on end as it always did when he first came near. 


Bas.


I didn’t have to see him or hear him to know he was near. Gooseflesh
covered me and my heart seemed to flare to life anew. Dale stared hard at me
over the monitor of his own laptop. I spread my hands flat on the table and
focused on keeping my breathing steady. God, he planned this. The corner of
Dale’s mouth twitched as he watched me struggle to get a hold of myself. I felt
like a bug under a microscope with Dale’s cold eyes penetrating mine. Bas’s
presence loomed behind me, and the air in the room seemed to crackle as I felt
him grow closer. I didn’t have to turn my head to know how quickly he
approached.


Grace came back into the room. “Congressman, Mr. Lanier and the others
are here. Are you ready for them?”


Foster smiled and crumpled his newspaper, setting it on the credenza
behind him. He flicked two fingers at Grace, gesturing for her to let the men
in. I let out a breath and tried to keep my composure as the air shifted behind
me and they filed into the room.


“Gentlemen,” Foster said in a bright, booming voice. Though he smiled
wide, I knew it was all for show. Bas had taken the upper hand by making him
wait. I turned, trying to keep my posture as casual as possible even though my
nerve endings felt shredded.


Bas leaned across the table, just inches from me, and shook the congressman’s
hand. His eyes flicked to mine, and I watched his pupils narrow to pinpoints.
As much as I was trying to control my physical reaction to being this close to
him, it seemed equally difficult for Bas. Except he had the advantage of
preparing for it.


“You remember my associates, Mr. Brogan and Mr. Martel?”


“Of course,” Foster said. “Good to see you again. Have a seat. My girl
brought in some coffee.”


I bristled in indignation for Grace. Foster at least at the decency to
turn a little white when he remembered I was in the room. He cleared his throat
then plastered his smile back in place. Then, Bas took the seat next to mine.
The world became the few inches of space between us. I was drawn to him like a
magnet and had to sit on my hands to keep from reaching out to touch him.


Mr. Brogan sat next to Dale, and Mr. Martel opposite Bas. Brogan looked
at me, and I couldn’t help my escaping smile. He gave me a lightning quick wink,
and I recognized him immediately. This was Eli from the other night. His golden
wolf eyes had settled to a warm amber, and he brushed an errant lock of dark
brown hair away from his face. A hint of silver colored his temples. 


Martel was simply breathtaking. Nearly as big as Bas, he had jet black
hair with a shock of white at the crown. He fixed his cold, blue eyes on me and
I shuddered at the intensity with which he stared. There was something
different about him, more feral than Eli. He was more like Bas. He adjusted his
silk tie and seemed to bristle and chafe at the fabric, as though his wolf
strained to get out. My blood simmered as he reached across the table and shook
my hand, holding it a beat longer than I would have.


Bas made a low noise. To anyone else, it may have sounded like throat
clearing. But, it was a sharp command. Alec went instantly still, let go of my
hand, and sat. He folded his hands together on the tabletop. 


“I appreciate your coming on such short notice. I’ve just gotten back
from the Hill and have to leave again in a few hours. I’ll cut right to it.”


On cue, Grace came back into the room bearing a stack of blue
portfolios. She placed one in front of each of us, then left again. I didn’t
wait for the others to open mine. Partly because I was apparently the least
informed about what the hell we were doing here. Also, I needed something to
occupy my mind and hands with Bas so close to me.


My eyes blurred and the words ran together. I squeezed my lids tight
and tried to shake off the buzzing in my ears. Bas took a breath. When he let
it out, it tickled the tiny hairs on my wrist. Then, his foot slid under the
table. I coughed to muffle the involuntary gasp I made when he touched his toe
to mine.


Bas and the others flipped through the portfolio. It was the same
language from the conservation bill Thorp had me bring to Bas a few weeks ago.
As far as I could tell, none of the changes Bas had asked for had made it into
this draft. He slammed his shut and slid it a few inches away from him.


“Sebastian, hear me out before you lose your shit,” Foster said. “This
is a good bill. It has the best chance of passing in this form, and we need it.
You need it.”


“What I need is for you to give up the idea that any part of Wild Lake
is yours to do anything about. There is no federal interest here. These are
state lands and private property. I don’t need another layer of bureaucratic
bullshit in my backyard.”


Foster slammed his fist against the table. Dale sat back and threaded
his fingers behind his head. 


“Bas, let’s be real,” Dale said. “Do I need to remind you what the congressman
had to go through to get the last bill passed that you wanted? Your
wolves would have lost federal protection if it weren’t for Landon.”


Foster choked on his coffee. He looked from Dale to me and back again.
“Do you really want to discuss that right now?” Foster didn’t seem to want to
let the cat, er, the wolf out of the bag. He thought I was in the dark about
who Dale and Bas really were. 


Dale shot me a sinister smile. “Oh. This isn’t mixed company,
Congressman. Miss Winslow has lived in Wild Lake most of her life. She is well
aware of what’s at stake. Aren’t you, Abby?”


I didn’t like the attention one bit. I didn’t care that Foster knew I
knew about the wolves, but Dale certainly seemed to think I should. Foster
leaned back, his lips parted slightly as he looked from Bas to me and back
again. A slow blush crept up his neck that horrified me. His look turned
lecherous, and Dale’s smile widened. I sat back hard in my chair and slammed my
own portfolio shut. 


Bas put his hand on my knee. It had the unsettling effect of both calming
me and stirring my blood all at once. But, Dale was trying to bait me, and no
matter what else I knew, this was a fight between them.


“I don’t know why the hell you called us out here. If you try passing
that bill you’re going to lose my support. I don’t know how much clearer I can
make my position. If you think you can survive the next election cycle without
me, go ahead and try. Wild Lake Outfitters pretty much provides the tax base at
the local level here. You can’t hold the district if I choose to throw in with
someone else, Landon.”


“Sebastian, you have to compromise. You know I have to serve other
interests besides yours. And this is a good bill. Surely you don’t want
to risk coming out against conservation so close to home. Going against me on
this is going to cause you more of a backlash than it will me. Surely you can
see that.”


“You let me worry about my own backyard. This isn’t about saving
wetlands or spotted owls or anything else. This is you trying to control my
home. You know it and I know it. And don’t you dare try to throw the endangered
list at me. I’m well aware of your efforts in that regard. And you
aren’t the one who made it happen. We’ve got sensible judges on the bench I can
thank for that. But, make no mistake, when it comes down to it, I can and will
protect my own. You keep thinking you are in some position to get in the way of
that. There is no amount of legislation or paperwork that is going to matter to
me if you come after me, Landon. My people have been here since long before you
got here, and we’ll be here long after you’re gone. How soon that happens is up
to you.”


Bas rose and jerked his chin toward Brogan and Martel. As they rose, so
did I. I couldn’t help it; whatever unspoken command he gave to the others
seemed to transmit to me too. Dale’s eyes turned to cold steel, but I didn’t
move. Bas hesitated. His pinky finger brushed the side of my hand, and just
that slight touch set off a starburst behind my chest. I gripped the edge of the
table and swallowed hard. Then, Bas turned and walked out of the room with his
pack members close behind.


Dale slammed his portfolio shut and rubbed his hand hard across his
mouth. “He’s bluffing,” he shouted as soon as the conference room door shut. He
took a breath, about to launch into a tirade, but Foster put up a hand to stop
him. 


“Not another word, Dale. You have grossly mismanaged this entire
negotiation. Grace could have done a better job handling Lanier.”


“Landon, you have to trust me.” Color drained from Dale’s face. He
tugged at his tie and leaned forward, slumping at the shoulders. “This isn’t
over with him. Just give me a few days and I’ll put something together.”


“Enough. I don’t want to hear anything you have to say. You
though.” Foster pointed a finger at me. “I’m beginning to think I’m going at
this guy all wrong. From now on, I want Abby involved with every meeting and
discussion we have on this project. If you’re incapable of handling Lanier,
let’s see what she can do.”


The air in my lungs seemed to have physical weight and dropped straight
down. Dale’s wolf eyes flashed and a corded muscle in his neck jumped. I read
danger all over him again and had to keep my fingers curled around the table
edge to fight off the urge to run. That same sick feeling settled in my bones
as if Dale were giving off some kind of toxic signal. I knew now it had
everything to do with Bas and whatever growing connection we shared. Dale meant
danger. Bas meant safety.


“I’ll look over the bill language again,” I said. “See if there’s some
common ground we’ve missed.”


Foster seemed placated for the moment, and I gathered my things and
left the conference room. Dale gritted his teeth. I knew he didn’t want to
leave it at that, but I wasn’t about to stick around long enough to let him get
me alone again.


I blew past Grace’s desk and headed straight for the elevators. “I’m
going to down to the library,” I said, waving the portfolio. Grace gave me a
nod as the doors closed. As I got distance from Dale with each passing floor,
my heart started to ease. Until finally, I almost felt normal again as I
stepped off the elevator and headed into the parking lot. I didn’t really need
to go to the law library. I could have done my research at my desk. But, I
couldn’t fathom spending another second near Dale. 


I made it half a block toward the bus stop before a black SUV pulled up
alongside me. As the dark window rolled down, my heart raced again. 


“We need to talk,” Bas said, his eyes flashing both fire and ice.
















 


Chapter Fifteen


I pulled the seatbelt across my lap just as Bas’s tires squealed and I
was rocketed back into my seat when he drove away from the curb.


“Are you all right?” he asked, nostrils flaring as he tore down the
street, taking turns fast and hard.


I didn’t know how to feel. My body thrilled at the nearness of him. I
couldn’t stand not touching him. And yet, I also felt like throttling him. He’d
gone AWOL for nearly two weeks after everything that had happened. I could be
indignant. Maybe I should have told him to drop me off at the nearest corner
and keep right on driving. Except, I couldn’t. No matter what happened, there
was no point trying to hide what was happening inside of me. By the looks of
his white-knuckled grip and the furious pulse beat in his temple, he couldn’t
hide what was going on inside of him either. 


“I needed you.” There it was. A strange thing to say maybe, but it was
the truest thing I could think of.


He squeezed his eyes shut tight for an instant then stared back hard at
the road. “I’m sorry. I had to take the pack north for a little while. We’ve
had some . . . trouble. I wasn’t really in a position to carry a cell phone.
And I swear to God I didn’t think it was going to take as long as it did. Plus,
I don’t know. I thought maybe you needed some space.”


I don’t know why, but I barked out a laugh. He didn’t have to explain
for me to understand what he meant. Whatever pack trouble kept him away, Bas
had stayed in his wolf for most of it. It also explained the intensity of his
stare. He seemed more animal than man right now, and I can’t deny how it
thrilled me. Still, I had questions. Lots of them. And there was something
else. I’d kept myself under control for as long as I could up in the conference
room. Now that it was just the two of us alone in that car, I had to touch him.
I reached across the console and laid a hand on his thigh. A frisson went
through me, making my heart jump. A tremor went through Bas’s right hand as he
gripped the wheel.


I don’t know where he intended to take me, but he made a sharp,
screeching turn and parked behind an abandoned gas station beneath a highway
overpass. He jammed the car in park then turned to face me, his eyes flashing
fire.


“God. You don’t know how badly I’ve wanted to be with you. I am
sorry. I would have gotten word to you, but everyone I trusted was with me.”


“Is everything all right? With the pack, I mean?” I kept my hand on his
thigh. I tried to focus on his face, his words, but desire coursed through me.
It was as if I’d been starving and Bas was some sort of buffet. I could pretend
the things we said to each other mattered, but the simple truth was, I craved
his touch more than anything.


Bas searched my face. He reached out and slid his palm along my jaw. I
closed my eyes and turned into it. He was flame and light, heat and life. I
brought my hand up and placed it over his. 


“It’s fine for now. But, I’m going to have to leave again sooner than I
want. Abby, I don’t want you here by yourself. Dale is dangerous. More than I
realized.”


“He hasn’t done anything to me. If that’s what you’re asking. I
mean, he’s made some threats.”


“Tell me,” Bas’s voice dropped an octave. This was a command, not a
question. Some primal part of me flared to life and went to war with the ethics
of my situation. Bas was Bas, but I worked for the congressman. I’d signed a
confidentiality agreement as part of my internship contract with him. Although
I hadn’t pieced together the specifics, I knew Dale wanted to make trouble for
Bas and interfere with Wild Lake. I could see Bas’s point on the conservation
bill. It looked good in theory, but it would put large swaths of Wild Lake’s
natural forest under federal control. I also knew he had an even more drastic
plan if the bill fell through. Dale hadn’t come right out and said it, but he
had me researching grounds for a federal takeover through eminent domain. So
far, my research had turned up nothing. No compelling government interests that
could circumvent private property ownership.


“Don’t,” I said. “Don’t put me in the middle of the two of you. I need
this job, Bas. It’s important. My career matters. I can’t tell you everything.
Just know that, for right now, I don’t think any of the congressman’s plans
pose an actual threat to you.”


I expected him to get angry. He didn’t. Bas let out a sigh and dropped
his hand. “God, I’m sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was make things
impossible for you like this. Dammit. The thing I hate the most is how all of
this played right into Dale’s hands.”


“What do you mean?”


“He knew. That first time I saw you when I stormed in there with that
leg trap.”


“He knew what?”


Bas’s smile churned my insides. It was full of sex and secrets. A wave
of heat bled through me and settled in my core. God, all it took was that one
look and he had me panting for his touch again. And touch was simple. So much
easier than trying to grapple with ethical dilemmas or all the reasons I had to
walk away.


I moved first. I couldn’t stand it another second. I leaned across the
center console and slid my hands up Bas’s solid biceps. I tugged at his cobalt
blue tie and pulled him down to kiss me. His groan melted me, and he pressed
his lips to mine. I meant to leave it at that. Just a kiss. It was stupid of me
to think that would be enough. The instant we touched, my senses flared to life.
He tasted of sin, spice, and everything male. He tasted like mine.


“Fuck, Abby.”


Yes. Fuck.


Bas slid out of his suit coat and pulled at the buttons of my blouse
with deft fingers. He spread the thin silk, exposing my lace bra. My lips
locked with his, I shifted, climbing over the console until I straddled his
lap, his tie still clutched in my hand. He slid my skirt up over my thighs and
hooked one finger through the thin cotton crotch of my panties. He tore them
away as if they were made of tissue paper. I felt his hardness against my
sensitive flesh. 


Where I became wild and reckless, Bas was still in command. He reached
down and pressed the button on the side of his captain’s chair, reclining it
and shifting it backward. He kept a strong hand on my waist, holding me steady
as we sank down together.


I unfastened his belt buckle and slid it out of the way. Then, I undid
the button of his trousers and felt the hard outline of his erection, straining
beneath the wool. Carefully, I slid his zipper down, and all the while he
devoured me with kisses.


He pushed my skirt even farther up so it bunched around my waist and
raised his hips to let me slide his pants out of the way. There was nothing
between us now. I brought myself up on my knees and gripped the solid shaft of
him. Bas’s eyes flashed silver as I hovered over him. God, he owned me. Even
now. But he let me take control.


My sex throbbed with anticipation as I stroked him. He was solid heat
between my fingers. There might be time later to take it slow, but not now.
Now, my body cried out for his. I never wanted to wait so long to feel him ever
again. I rose up and guided him between my legs. He held me with one hand on my
waist, the other at the nape of my neck as he nipped my earlobe. 


Then, I couldn’t stand it another second. With one, quick, downward
thrust, I impaled myself on the length of him. He filled me, his cock throbbing
inside of me as I started to ride him. I took him deep and hard, and he tore at
my bra to free my breasts. 


We were out in the open. Although the gas station was abandoned, a
dozen cars whizzed by on the overpass. All anyone had to do was look down and
they’d see me bucking and writhing as I fucked Bas with abandon. I didn’t care.
None of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was the feel of him deep
inside me. I wanted more. Though he grasped my bare nipple between his fingers,
we had too many clothes between us. 


My whole world became the feel of him stabbing into me, filling me
completely, the rise and fall of my hips as I tried to take him even deeper.
This wasn’t lovemaking. This was raw, primal need. I didn’t care if he took me
in the middle of a busy downtown street, bent over a park bench. I would have
let him. The wanting consumed me and drove out all reason.


My hair fell around us like a blonde curtain. I arched my back and let
the surge take hold of me. The first edges of a rising orgasm took hold. Bas
felt it too as my walls gripped him tight. Again, I felt that burning ache at
the back of my neck and wished I had room to turn. I wanted him from behind. I
wanted his teeth. The instant I thought it, he hissed and I saw his front canines
lengthen a fraction of an inch. It only made my juices flow more. 


This. All of it. I wanted the wolf. I wanted the man. I wanted that
wild heat that rose within me and called out for him to claim me. I felt made
for it. Born for him. Again, though, Bas held back. Even when I gathered my
hair to the side and turned my head far to the right, exposing my neck to him.
I didn’t fully understand the need, only that I wanted more of him so
desperately.


He reached up and pulled my hands away, letting my hair fall down
between us again. And I couldn’t control my desire for a second longer. I
reared up and arched my back as Bas held me steady. An explosive wave of
pleasure rocked through me. I screamed his name. The traffic noises drowned it
out.


Bas growled and rose to meet my thrusts. He twitched inside of me,
giving in to his own crescendo of desire. We came together. Wave after wave as
I bucked and thrashed while Bas held me in place. He reached up and locked his
hands with mine, letting me get the angle I needed for maximum pleasure. He
exploded inside of me. His heat joining with mine. On and on it went. He left
me panting, gasping for air as I finally crested down. 


My body went limp, but still Bas held me up. He stayed inside me even
after both of us were spent. I felt him jerk and twitch where we joined. A part
of me wanted to stay locked like that forever. It was simpler. Better. Bas
reached up and cupped his hand around the curve of my skull, then brought me
down to kiss him again. 


His suit was wrecked. My panties were shredded. We righted ourselves
and somehow, I managed to get back over the console on rubber legs and pulled
my wrinkled clothes together as best I could. Going back to the office without
a change of clothes was pretty much out of the question.


Bas took my hand and brought it to his lips, brushing my knuckles with
a kiss. “Sorry,” he said. “I thought I’d be able to control myself a little
better than that.”


I laughed. “Why would you want to?”


He looked at me, his face cracked into a wide smile. “You’re right. I
didn’t. God. Abby. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”’


With any other man those next few minutes might have felt awkward. With
Bas, everything felt like it had just fallen into place. Simple. Solid. Real.


“When can I see you again?” he asked. It seemed a strange question.
Forever. Now. Whenever he wanted. I could try to pretend he didn’t have some
hold over me, but he did, and he knew it. Still, I had enough caution to think
about my answer. 


“Soon. I don’t know. Tomorrow? You know, I wouldn’t mind trying
something like an actual date.”


Bas’s wide smile made my heart jump again. I wanted to lean over and
kiss that mouth. He pressed his thumb to his bottom lip and I noticed the
slight swelling where I think I’d bitten him.


“Yeah. I guess we’ve taken things slightly backward haven’t we?” I
turned the key in the ignition and put his hand across the back of my seat as
he looked behind him and pulled out of the lot. 


“I haven’t minded. Truly. But yeah, let’s try something normal if
that’s even possible with you.”


“How about I cook for you? Is that normal enough? I can pick you up at
six and take you back to the lodge. You like Chinese? I’ve got mad skills with
a wok.”


I cocked my head and raised a brow. Somehow, the image of Bas stir
frying anything made me laugh. “I’d like to see that. And here I was thinking
you’d come up with a wild game dinner or something. Chinese sounds so, normal.”


“Good. Normal is just what you need.”


As he merged back into traffic, I shook my head. “How come I suspect
normal with you is going to turn out to be anything but?”
















 


Chapter Sixteen


I found the perfect reason not to go into the office the next morning.
After yesterday’s meeting, I didn’t hate the idea of steering clear of Dale for
a little while. I took the opportunity to head to government offices in
downtown Wild Lake. So far, the land ownership research he’d given me hadn’t
kicked up anything interesting. For Bas’s sake, I was glad. But, I still had
one more stone to turn. Dale wanted title research on two large tracts of dead
center on the wooded lands surrounding Wild Lake itself. The land had stayed in
one family for so long the property records were still on microfiche at the
Register of Deeds office. So, I headed there.


Bas texted me twice this morning and once last night. Each time his
name popped up on my phone, my heart swelled. But, I needed to focus. I
couldn’t afford a single misstep where Dale and the congressman were concerned.
I had ten long weeks left with them. After that, well, I’d figure out my next
step.


The Register of Deeds office was deserted when I got there. They issued
marriage and birth licenses out of the same office, all run by a single clerk
named Kathy. Kathy was round, pleasant, and about eighty years old. She slid
her Coke bottle glasses up her nose when I handed her the stiff, pink request
card for the records I needed. 


“Hope you don’t have asthma or bad allergies,” she said in a voice that
seemed scrubbed with sandpaper. It was incongruous to her bright smile and the yellow
carnation pinned to her sweater. 


“No ma’am.”


“Good. You’ll have a little bit of dust to contend with on some of
these canisters, but the machine’s just been fine tuned. You know how to work
it?”


I didn’t. Kathy came out from behind the counter and walked me down to
the hulking, ancient microfiche machine and showed me how to thread the tape
and advance the screen. It was easy, and actually a little fun once I got the
hang of it. Kathy gave me a pat on the back and wished me good luck as I started
scrolling through the records, each frame blurring as I turned the knob.


I grabbed my pen and notepad once I found the record I needed. Two
deeds more than sixty years old. I marked the records for printing and took
pictures of the screen with my smartphone too. 


“Hmm, that’s strange.” I squinted at the screen.


“What’s that, honey?” Kathy peered over my shoulder and slid her
glasses down her nose.


“Oh, it’s nothing. This property is held in a life estate.”


The Wild Lake property had been transferred to Patricia and Harold
Bonner from what looked like the estate of maybe Harold’s father, or at least
some other relative. But, they only had the right to stay there and use the
property during their lifetime.


“Are they still alive, do you know? Mr. and Mrs. Bonner?”


“Pat and Harold? Oh, yeah. They’re alive and kicking those two. But
they’re not married, hon. They’re brother and sister.”


“I see. Well, I thought I could put this to rest here. But, it looks
like I need the probate records. Are those on microfiche too?”


“Lloyd Bonner’s estate? Oh, no. Those would be across the hall in the
archives.”


“Perfect! Thanks so much for your help, Kathy.” I gathered my things
and went to the Probate office. Once I showed the clerk the case file I needed,
she wrinkled her nose and pointed me to a cubicle around the corner. The
records themselves were old and brittle, on account of water damage from a
courthouse flood back in 1978. I had to put on white gloves before they’d let
me handle the fragile documents. The ink on them was blotched and faded, almost
impossible to read. But, I found what I was looking for. My heart stopped cold
when I did. 


“Son of a bitch.” I meant to whisper it, but the building’s high arched
ceilings carried the sound all the way down the counter.


“Sorry,” I said, sheepish. I spread Lloyd Bonner’s estate filings out
on the table and snapped a few pictures with my phone.


“Can you make me a certified copy of this one?” I pointed to one of the
pages and the clerk smiled. 


“You betcha.” She picked up the delicate paper and hustled over to the
copy machine. Checking the record against the copy, she stamped her seal on it
then handed it to me. I slid the copy into my messenger bag along with the deed
Kathy printed for me and thanked her again for her time.


“Oh, don’t mention it. It’s kinda fun rooting around in the archives.
Makes me feel all Da Vinci Code.”


I laughed and said my goodbyes then made the brisk three block walk
back to the congressman’s office. The place was quiet; Grace had the day off. I
set my messenger bag on my desk and walked toward the break room to get a
midday cup of coffee. My phone buzzed from the breast pocket of my suit coat
and I fished it out. My heart skipped when I saw the caller I.D.


“How’s your day going?” Bas asked.


“Interesting. Almost done. I just have to type a few things up, then
I’m heading home.”


“I can’t wait to see you. I’ve been thinking about you all day.”


“Good. And I hope you bought lots of food. I’m starving already.”


“Don’t you worry. I plan to keep you well fed.” Heat shot through me at
his wicked double entendre. I pulled the phone away from my ear and checked the
time. It was only 2:30. I still had a few hours before I could see him again.


“Pick me up at six?”


“Unless you’re ready sooner.”


God, I wish I could be. I still had to write up a summary of what I’d
found. I wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, but I had a sick feeling in my
stomach it wasn’t good. Whoever Pat and Harold Bonner were, their father had
only granted them the right to live on the Wild Lake property during their
lifetime. After they died, it reverted back to his estate. Under his will,
another man named Willis Gaither or his heirs would get the land then. It
seemed a strange way to set things up, but without knowing the family history
it didn’t mean much. It surprised me that Bas himself wasn’t in the mix of
ownership somehow. But, I couldn’t ask him about it. Not without breaking
confidentiality.


“I’ll try to get things finished up at the office, but I doubt I’ll get
out of here anytime before five.”


Bas grew quiet on the other end. “Is Dale there?”


“Foster’s office door is closed, and I haven’t seen him. He and Foster
had some meetings this morning down in Lansing. I don’t know if they were
planning to drive back up or stay down there overnight.”


“Hmm. Well, just hurry. It’s driving me crazy not having you with me.”


I knew the feeling. “I promise. I’ll be greased lightning. Can you pick
me up at Kendra’s apartment? I’ll text you the address. I’ve been staying there
sort of house sitting while she’s back home in Atlanta.”


Bas positively purred on the other end of the phone. I made a cat joke
and he promised to pay me back for it. The idea of it made me purr. When
we hung up, I went to the fridge and opened the freezer door, fanning myself
with the cold air. 


There was nothing left in the coffee pot but the dregs, and I actually
contemplated drinking that. Anything to keep me focused as I pored over the
documents I’d gathered and the last bits of research I needed to pull it all
together. If I could bang it out in the next hour or so, it would leave me free
for the whole weekend. He hadn’t asked, but I hoped I might be able to spend
all of it with Bas.


I opted for cold bottled water and made my way back to my desk. The
heat coursing through my blood at the thought of a whole weekend with Bas leached
straight out of me when I turned the corner. 


Dale stood at my desk pulling documents out of my bag and reading them
with a cold, calculating eye. When he looked up, he gave me a wide, ominous
smile that made my blood run cold.
















 


Chapter Seventeen


“Does this mean what I think it means?” he asked. “It’s been a while
since I’ve done anything with property law.”


“I don’t know what you think it means. There’s a reversionary interest
on both of those land tracts you had me research. It’s a little odd, but I don’t
know who the players were in all of this. Is Willis Gaither related to the
Bonners? Is he still alive? I’ve got to find out who his heirs are to be
able to tell you for sure what happens to the property.”


“Come on,” he said. “This is too good not to share. It’s your find so
I’ll let you in on the meeting. Trust me, Abby. After I help you explain this
to the congressman, I can pretty much promise you’ll be able to write your
ticket with him.”


Under normal circumstances, I might have been glad to hear it. Beaming
even. But, if it made Dale this happy, it had to be disastrous for Bas. Dale
put a hand at the small of my back and led me into the congressman’s office. My
skin seared where he touched me, and I wanted nothing more than to duck and bob
away from him. But, Foster was watching now. Dale spread the copies I’d made of
the estate documents and the Bonner deed on the desk. Foster stared at them,
uncomprehending, and looked to Dale for answers.


“Go ahead, Abby, I’ll let you take the glory. She’s really come through
for us, Landon.” 


After taking a halting breath, I laid out the gist of what the title
search revealed. Two large tracts of land in the middle of the Wild Lake lands
belonged to the Bonner couple. But, when they passed away, their interest reverted
back to someone named Willis Gaither. If he was dead, the land went to
his heirs, whoever they might be. Unless the Bonners were those heirs,
their heirs had no possession rights over the property. It extinguished upon
their deaths.


“Gaither?” Foster leaned back in his chair and scratched his chin.
“Willie Gaither?” He looked over my shoulder back at Dale. 


“But these papers were drawn up more than fifty years ago. Surely, this
Gaither’s gone now too.”


Landon smacked his hands together. “Oh, he’s dead as a fucking
doornail. Sorry, hope you don’t have sensitive ears, Miss Winslow. Dale, are
you telling me Will, Jr. gets the property?”


“I’m not sure that’s true, Congressman,” I interjected. “Without
looking at Gaither Sr.’s will or even finding out if he had one, we can’t know
that yet. I’ll need a few more days to suss that out.”


“Suss away, Miss Winslow, suss away.”


“It’s a formality,” Dale said. “I’m sure it’s Will Jr. we’ll need to
deal with. This is like winning the lottery, Landon. It’s better than I could
have ever hoped. Forget the conservation bill. Forget anything else. This is
much, much better.”


“Brilliant!” Foster rose from behind his desk and rapped his knuckles
on the desk. “You tell that overgrown husky Bas Lanier to shove it up his ass.
We are in business!”


“The business of what? This is still private property. With all due
respect, Congressman, whatever you’re thinking you might be able to do with
this land, the Bonners in effect own it during their lifetime.”


I caught Dale’s eye, and what I saw there chilled me to the bone. During
their lifetime. He didn’t have to utter a single word but on some elemental
level, I swear I knew what he was thinking. It was bad. It was very bad. I
thought about the leg traps. The cold menace when he warned me about what might
happen if I didn’t fall in line here at the office. Though he said nothing, I
knew with absolute certainty in that moment that whoever Pat and Harold Bonner
were, Dale had sinister thoughts where they were concerned.


“Do you need me anymore today?” I said past a dry throat. “I’d like to
get started on finding the last piece of this probate puzzle. Let me go down
and find out what I can about Gaither Sr.’s estate. Then, you’ll have a clear
picture of what’s going on.”


I wanted out of there. Fast. The looks between Foster and Dale set me
on edge. I wanted to run to Bas and explain what I knew. Though I didn’t
understand Foster’s game plan completely, I knew enough. He wanted control of
Wild Lake lands. He tried to get it through his ill-conceived conservation
bill. He’d tried the dead end of eminent domain. Now, I’d unwittingly given him
a back door answer, possibly.


Foster flapped his hand. “Go. By all means. Come back tomorrow with a
fresh brain. You’ve done excellent work today, Miss Winslow. Better than you
know. I’m very impressed.”


“Th-thank you.” Dale kept his laser focus on me as I moved toward the
door. 


Go! Flee! Danger! The words didn’t form in my head, but
adrenaline coursed through me along with that rising feeling of dread that
seemed to form a circle around Dale. I didn’t look back. I grabbed my bag off
my desk and headed for the elevators. I pushed the button once, then stabbed it
three more times.


Screw it. I took the stairs. My stomach churned and rolled. It was as
if the air itself grew thick with poison. 
















 


Chapter Eighteen


All the dread and toxic atmosphere melted away the instant I was with
Bas again. I hugged him a little tighter than I intended, kissed him deeper
when he finally wrapped his arms around me. We’d just stepped out of the car,
and he pulled away, holding me at a distance as he regarded me with questioning
eyes. 


“What’s going on with you? You’ve been twitchy ever since we left your
apartment.”


Again, the overwhelming urge to tell Bas everything that transpired in
Foster’s office warred with my ethical responsibilities. There simply wasn’t a
simple way to tell Bas what I knew about the Bonner lands without crossing a
line. Still, keeping silent felt like a real betrayal. Something was brewing with
Dale and the congressman, something bad. I went up on my tiptoes and pressed my
lips to Bas’s, trying to kiss away my problems. Bas leaned into me and groaned,
driving away any thought but him.


A sharp howl penetrated the air and sent a shiver of heat down my
spine. Bas pulled away and smiled. He turned me so I leaned against the solid
wall of his chest and folded his arms around me.


“Look!” He pointed to a high ridge on the north border of the property.
One by one, a chorus of howls joined with the first as a line of wolves stood
side by side, silhouetted against the darkening sky. I pressed my head against
Bas’s chest and closed my eyes, letting the sound vibration fill me, making my
heart soar. 


To my left, the front door of the lodge swung open and three men
stepped out, raising their hands high in greeting. They were Eli and Connor
from my first trip out here. They stood shoulder to shoulder, smiling bright.
Eli lifted his beer bottle and took a sip. Behind them, I recognized Curtis,
Bas’s receptionist from the W.L.O. offices. 


The wolves from the ridge trotted down in formation, a large white wolf
taking the lead. His silver-blue eyes glinted in the setting sun as he
playfully nipped one of the smaller gray wolves at his left shoulder when he
got too close. The gray wolf stepped back, and took his position a few feet
behind the white wolf. It dawned on me who he was. Bas’s second in command, no
doubt. But, I’d seen that luminous, white coat before. 


“That’s Alec!” I said, looking up at Bas. “From the meeting the other
day. In Foster’s office.” I remembered that shock of white looking almost
painted through the crown of his jet black hair. In wolf form, he was all white
and striking to behold.


Bas nodded. “You’re a natural. It takes most people a long time to sort
out who’s who.”


“Well, he’s kind of hard to miss.” 


Alec broke into a run and I marveled at the powerful muscles rippling
through his haunches as he covered the ground between us. A few yards away, he
slowed to a walk, holding his huge head high, his ears pricked back. He stood
directly in front of us, his white teeth gleaming and fearsome.


The others flanked Alec and sat back on their haunches. Bas rubbed my
arms then stepped around me, putting himself half a step in front of me as he looked
at the wolves. He reminded me of a military officer inspecting his troops. The
moment I thought it, I realized that probably wasn’t too far off an assessment.


Bas looked back at me and gave me a quick wink. Then, he turned back to
his pack and gave them a nod. In unison, they all stretched forward on their
front paws. The air crackled with energy as they summoned whatever primal magic
it took to shift from wolf to man. Bones crunched, muscles rolled. Fur became
flesh, and all eight of them rose together, rounded backs becoming straight and
proud. Then, where a moment before eight wolves stood before me, now I faced
eight naked men.


I gasped, shocked at what I saw, but only for an instant. Hearty
laughter came from the porch as Eli and Connor whistled and shouted. All eyes
were on me, even Bas’s. Suddenly, I realized I was wrong. This wasn’t about Bas
inspecting his troops. It was about them measuring me. Heat flushed my face and
I tried not to stare. But, to a man, they were all beautiful specimens of the
male form. All well-muscled. Some stocky. Some tall and lean like Curtis. This
was life with a pack of shifters. Their change was raw, brutal, but also
beautiful. This is who they were. Could I handle it?


I put a hand on my hip and answered Bas with an arched eyebrow. “You
better let them head up to the lodge, Alpha Dog. They look cold.”


Dead silence for a fraction of a second, then Bas’s face split into a
wide grin and his rich laughter sent a chill up my spine. The rest of them
broke ranks and laughed along with him. They went ahead of us and I got a view
of their supple, white asses as they filed up the porch steps into the lodge.


Bas put his arm around my shoulder and kissed the top of my head. “You
hungry? I’ve got enough to feed a small army.”


I spread my fingers across his chest leaned into him as we walked up to
the lodge together. “I’m starving.”


The lodge became a different world when Bas and I walked up the steps
together. The last time I was here, he’d kept the pack away. The place had been
warm, inviting, cavernous, and quiet. Now, with the bustle of a dozen hungry
werewolves, it became a mess hall. A frat house. Their rich laughter filled the
great room as they clanged plates, muscled each other aside, and helped
themselves to the heaping pots of food. Bas had turned the place into a Chinese
food buffet. My stomach growled in protest, and for an instant I felt more
animal myself as Eli handed me a plate and shot me a wink.


“Better hurry,” he said. “Once Alec gets through here, there might not
be anything left.”


Alec had at least four inches and twenty pounds on Eli. He reached over
Connor’s shoulder and swatted Eli in the ear. Then he palmed the egg roll Eli
had just put on his plate. The two of them disappeared into the crowd of men,
swearing as they went.


Bas had a hand at the small of my back. He leaned down and whispered in
my ear, sending a skitter of warmth across my skin. “Sorry. It’s a lot to take
in when you get us all in a room like this.”


I laughed and reached up to touch his face. It really was. They’d all covered
themselves in various states of dress. Mostly low hung drawstring sweat pants
or jeans. A few of them had even taken the time to throw shirts on. But, the
room swam in brotherly insults and testosterone. I did a mental count.
Including Bas, there were twelve of them.


“Are all the packs like yours?”


Bas reached over me and landed a dollop of white rice on my plate. He
licked his thumb and held up the metal lid on a pot of almond chicken. I took
the serving spoon and plopped a heap of it on top of the rice. Bas gave me an
approving nod. Though I wouldn’t win any eating contests with this bunch, I had
a big appetite for my size. 


Bas took a seat at the head of the long granite bar. I sat at his
right. Eli sat on my right and Connor took the chair directly across from me.
The room filled with a cacophony of clanging forks and laughter. All Bas had to
do was clear his throat and everyone fell silent.


“Guys, thanks for heading up here on short notice. I wanted to formally
introduce you to Abby. Abby Winslow, this is, well, everyone.”


I lifted a hand and nodded. Connor gave me a lopsided smile, his mouth
filled with wonton. A few whistles and cheers rose from the other end of the
table and I lifted a fork and waved down there. Then Bas attempted to introduce
me to all of them. 


There was Connor, Eli, Curtis, and Alec. I’d half met them already.
Finn, Davis, and Toby sat further down from Connor. Callum sat on the other
side of Eli and reached over him to give me a proper handshake. His warm grip
sent gooseflesh up my arm. It wasn’t a shockwave like I felt when Bas touched
me, but on an elemental level, I understood the sensation now. My body seemed
tuned to weres. Callum had thick, dark hair and bushy brows, but his eyes were
the most striking feature about him. One was palest blue, the other dark sable.


Beyond Callum sat Aaron and Ben. They were the youngest of the group, I
guessed in their teens. Eli filled in some of it, whispering in my ear that
they were twin brothers. At the far end of the table sat the oldest of the
group. Seth. He had long, wiry gray hair and a grizzled countenance with wisdom
in his deep-set, blue eyes. I put him at sixty, maybe older. He too waved a
fork at me, and I gave him a mock salute which made him smile as he chewed.


The table discussion stayed light. They talked about business at the
store, a recent hunt Seth took Aaron and Ben on. They asked me questions about
my life, my family. And I told them, holding nothing back. Something happened
that evening that I didn’t expect and was hard pressed to explain. From the
moment I sat down at the table, it felt like I belonged there. Each and every
member of Bas’s pack seemed to accept me as though I’d been part of this group
all along as they included me in jokes, offered me seconds, and patted me on
the back if I cracked a joke myself. Connor reached across the table and forked
a piece of chicken from my plate he saw I wasn’t eating. It seemed familiar,
brotherly, still, I felt obliged to lob a clump of rice at him in protest. He
laughed and caught it neatly in his hand.


And then there was Bas. As the men talked and joked, he sat back a bit,
surveying the group and the conversation. His eyes twinkled in the light when
they caught mine. He pressed his foot against mine under the table then rubbed
my leg. As much as I enjoyed the company at the table, I wanted it to be just
the two of us as well. 


He didn’t say anything to the others, but they seemed able to
communicate on some preternatural level. The instant Bas’s eyes caught mine,
the conversation began to wind down and Aaron and Ben stood. It seemed they had
drawn cleanup duty, so they began clearing plates as the others excused
themselves. Some went back outside. Others started to head down to the basement
where Bas told me he kept a game room. Each of them nodded and smiled, politely
asking for leave and wishing me a good evening. Eli rose and actually gave me a
kiss on the top of the head as he excused himself. 


Then, it was just Bas and me with the younger guys in the kitchen. He
threaded his fingers through mine and warmth flooded my chest. I felt a little coltish
at first. Bas’s eyes changed as he managed to somehow transmit his arousal
through his fingers even. If the rest of the pack could sense his desire to
clear the room, surely they understood his other pressing needs as well. And my
own.


Bas leaned across the table and placed a chaste kiss on my forehead.
“Why don’t you head on up? I’ll join you in a few minutes. I’ve got a couple of
things to talk over with the boys.”


I reached up and clasped Bas’s hand to my chest. “Don’t take too long,
you. You give me all of this good food and excitement and I can’t promise I
won’t just fall asleep on you.”


“Oh, I think I know how to help you get your second wind, baby.” He
shot me a wicked wink that sent a thrill through me, then he headed out onto
the porch where Alec and Seth had congregated. 


Aaron and Ben gave me good-natured smiles from the kitchen where one of
them washed dishes while the other dried. Be still, my heart. 


I went into the master bedroom at the top of the stairs and waited for
Bas. He’d already turned down the sheets and warm, honey-scented candles were
lit throughout the room. I walked into the bathroom and turned on the bathtub
faucet. I planned to sink beneath the warm water to wait for him. 


It had happened so quickly. Just a few weeks ago, I didn’t know this
man. Now, I seemed to feel most at home when he was nearby. I suppose I should
have been scared of this. I’d spent my whole life watching my mother jump feet
first into relationship after relationship. She’d upended our lives more times
than I could count, all because of her flavor of the month guy. But with Bas,
it just didn’t feel like that. Even as I thought it, I realized maybe that’s
exactly what my mother always thought too. Still, my body called out to his.
Even this place had started to feel more like home than anywhere else I’d ever
been.


I peeled off my clothes and folded them neatly on the bench against the
bathroom wall. The water had just reached the top of the tub. He had a bottle
of scented bath oil against the ledge and I poured that into the steaming
water. Then, I stepped into heaven, sinking beneath the water. 


I might have fallen asleep. The water soothed me, wrapping my body in
warm silk, the flickering candlelight hypnotizing me. Then, brighter light
flooded the room as Bas opened the door and stepped in.


“Mmm,” was all the speech I could muster. 


Bas shot that dazzling smile at me as he peeled off his own jeans and shed
his t-shirt. Wordlessly, he stepped into the tub, facing me. I ran my hands
across his chest, letting the tiny auburn hairs tickle my fingertips as he sank
down beneath the water. A tiny wave sloshed over the side of the tub, snuffing
out two of the candles. Bas leaned forward and kissed me, tasting like salt and
honey himself.


I knew what he needed, because I needed it too. He slid his legs
beneath mine and I rose up, spreading my legs and curling them around his
waist. As he held me steady, he slid me down, sheathing himself deep inside me
as I straddled him. Water sluiced off his arm as he raised a hand and gently
smoothed back my hair. 


We fit.


He throbbed inside of me as the warmth of the bathwater joined with the
heated juices between my legs, enveloping us both. 


“Abby,” he whispered my name against my forehead as he held me close. 


This. Just this. Bas impaled deep inside me. There was no urgency. Not
yet. Just absolute intimacy as our bodies joined and locked together. He kissed
me and placed his hands on the top of my head, smoothing down my hair and
gently pulling it away from my face. I tilted my head up toward his, and his
eyes shone with desire and affection.


I loved him. 


The thought came unbidden, sending a new wave of heat through me. I
turned it over in my mind, weighing it, considering. It was simple with Bas
when it shouldn’t have been. But, there it was. I felt his absence as a physical
loss, like a craving. And when he was here, with me, our bodies locked, desire
and calm seemed to flood through me. He affected my mood, my pulse, my very
being. I brought my hands up, wiping away tiny droplets of water that beaded
his forehead. Fully drenched, his hair hung long past his shoulders in thick
auburn waves.


I loved him. Simple. Pure. Impossible.


It was on my lips to say it, but something stopped me. Maybe it was the
years of drama and upheaval growing up with my mother’s bad decisions. Maybe it
was the growing conflict between Bas’s interests and what I might need for the
future I’d worked so hard for. I could say it was common sense, but that wasn’t
it. Not even close. Because in spite of everything, Bas made sense. He was for
me. He was mine. And I felt like his. 


Bas’s eyes grew inquisitive, he cocked his head. I knew he saw
something in my eyes as he held me. But, he didn’t ask the question. If he had,
I wouldn’t have lied. Connected as we were, I think he knew I wasn’t ready to
tell him. Not yet. So, he lowered his chin and caught my bottom lip between his
teeth. Then, slowly, all questions went out of his head and mine as I swayed
beneath the water and thrust my hips.


Bas let me set the pace. He held me in place with his broad hands
spanning my hips. I began my slow undulation, splashing water over the sides of
the tub. The pleasure point deep within me grew, until every cell, every pore
cried out for the release only Bas could give me. He let me take it. As he held
me steady and kissed me. A starburst of pleasure speared through me as my
orgasm hit. Bas was strong and hard and filled me deep. I felt the first
jerking tremors inside me as Bas’s own crescendo began. But, he had tremendous
self-control. He held me as I threw back my head and let the orgasm ripple
through me.


As I crested down, he shifted, getting his legs under him. He kept me
locked around him as he went up on his knees. I tried to wrap my legs around
his hips; my muscles seemed like rubber. Instead, he held me spread wide with
one leg over the side of the tub, the other balanced on his hip. From this
angle, he could penetrate me even deeper. I clung to him, folding myself around
the core of his need. And he spent himself. Hard and hot, spreading me, filling
me, completing me as I cried out his name.
















 


Chapter Nineteen


I slept in longer than I had in years. My head was clouded and groggy
as I finally rolled over and looked at my phone on the bedside table. It was
nearly ten o’clock.


“Good morning, sleepy head,” Bas said. He looked like he’d been up for
hours. I peeked at him through a vee in my fingers, shielding my eyes against
the morning light stabbing through the window blinds. I laid on my stomach, my
ass high in the air, the blankets twisted around my legs. We’d made a wreck of
them


“It’s your fault,” I said, my voice scratchy and deep. It was. The
bathtub had just been the start. We’d made love over and over, long into the
night until early morning. Impossibly, I rose to it each and every time. As my
heart began to belong to Bas, so did my body. And he took every opportunity to
claim it.


He leaned forward and gave me a playful swat on the ass that sent a
wave of stinging pleasure shooting through me. God. If he wanted, I knew I
could rise to him yet again. I’d lost count of how many times we’d fucked
already.


“You game for an adventure?” he asked, wagging his eyebrow playfully.


“Are you kidding? How much more adventuresome do I have to be? We tried
things last night I think would make a porn star blush.”


Color flashed in Bas’s cheeks. “Hmm. And here I thought I was just
getting you warmed up.”


He sat on the bed with enough force to make me bounce a little. Leaning
down, he kissed the back of my neck. With great effort and aching muscles, I
managed to turn to my back. Bas ran a hand up my thigh and reached out to tweak
my nipple. Just that tiny touch, a claiming that sent a thrill of excitement
through me once again.


“Sort of a road trip, actually. Except, without the roads.”


“Huh?”


“The pack needs to move. For a few days at least. Deeper into Wild Lake
lands. I’ve got some business to handle. You up for it?”


I sat up. “Are you kidding? You mean travel with the pack? How does
that work? Dogsled?”


Bas narrowed his eyes and gave my nipple a pinch in response to my
sarcasm. I squealed and swatted his hand away. He leaned down to kiss me, and
all was forgiven.


“Not quite. We’ll travel on all fours. You’ll have wings . . . er . . .
blades, anyway. Ever taken a chopper ride?”


“Uh. No.”


“It’s a short trip. You’ll go up with Callum. You’ll literally be up
and down. I bet you’ve never seen Wild Lake from the air.”


“Actually, I haven’t. But, what’s up? Is there trouble?” I didn’t want
to pry, but I knew something was brewing. Bas wasn’t stupid, and Foster was a
threat. I felt like an ass keeping quiet about what little I knew, but Bas
seemed at peace with it for now.


“Nothing immediate,” he said. “Can you be ready in ten minutes? You can
take your breakfast to go.”


Then, Bas was up. I found the strength to move my stiff muscles and
padded to the bathroom. It was still a wreck from last night’s adventures with
melted candle wax and towels wadded on the floor where we tried to dry
everything. I had just a few minutes to scrape the fuzz off my teeth and throw
on a pair of jeans and a Wild Lake Outfitters t-shirt before Bas bellowed from
downstairs.


It was time to go.


We drove out to a small helicopter pad on the north edge of the
property. Callum already had the bird fired up. My blood hummed with
excitement. Part of it was the promise of the adventure of the copter ride.
But, something else brewed as well. The pack assembled, and I sensed the thrum
of anticipation bleeding through them. Bas was anxious to be on the move. He
helped me into the waiting helicopter and gave a wave to Callum.


“It’s an easy ride,” Callum yelled over the roar of the motor. “Strap
in and enjoy it. I’m about to show you something special.”


Then we rose slowly, leaving Bas and the others below. Callum hovered
over the tree line. Bas and the rest of the pack shifted in unison, making me
gasp at the violent speed at which they managed it. Callum grinned from ear to
ear beside me and I saw the strain on his own muscles as the pack’s movements
seemed to affect him. A flash of panic went through me as I hoped he could
control himself. If he went wolfish in midair, we’d be fucked.


But Callum kept his composure and skillfully maneuvered the copter over
the trees, hovering low enough that I could follow the movement of the pack.
And then I understood. It wasn’t just the novelty of seeing Wild Lake from the
air. I was awestruck watching the pack in formation. They moved in a way I
didn’t expect.


Seth took the lead, setting the pace for the others, and I immediately
understood why. At a good thirty years older than Bas, he didn’t have the
strength and speed his Alpha did. The pack moved only as fast as Seth could so
he wouldn’t get left behind. Though it had only been a few hours since I met
them all at once, I had already begun to recognize them in their wolf form. I
wondered if it that was part of the growing preternatural connection I had with
their Alpha. Alec, Connor, and Eli formed the outer flank of the group. The
youngest and smallest, Aaron and Ben stayed in the center of the pack, the most
protected position in case of danger. My heart stuttered thinking about what
that danger might be. 


Bas took a lone position in the rear and slightly behind the rest of
the pack. From there, he could watch the pack as a whole, positioned for
ultimate threat assessment.


The pack moved swiftly, through open fields and the denser forest,
veering off course just once as Seth caught the scent of a whitetail deer, Callum
explained. Callum peeled off as they stalked the deer, careful not to spook it.
His wolf eyes flashed and he licked his lips as the pack transmitted their
bloodlust to him on some telepathic channel. 


When the pack burst through the tree line again after the kill, they
were quicker, keyed up from adrenaline. We continued overland until I saw the
edge of clear, blue water at the center of wooded pines. 


Wild Lake. 


Though I’d lived in the area all my life, I’d never actually seen the
body of water for which it was named except on a map. Natural forest land
bordered it on three sides. A small peninsula jutted out on the south side.
South of that, I could make out a large, yellow farmhouse nestled on a wooded
hill. A red barn and horse corral bordered the property to the west. 


Callum took the helicopter low, heading for a clearing west of the
barn. The horses in the paddock whinnied and reared as we approached. The
downdraft blew their manes back. Callum set us down gently and cut the engines.



“We’ll meet the pack up at the house,” he shouted. “Give ‘em a chance
to get all presentable again before they see you.”


I laughed. “I was there yesterday. I’ve seen it all, remember?”


Callum gave me a wink and a two fingered salute. “Yeah, well Pat’ll
brain us all for having bad manners.”


“Where are we?” I asked as Callum helped me down. The tangy scent of
pine and earth filled my nostrils. Heat coursed through me as Callum held my
hand. He seemed able to transmit the pack’s excitement straight through his
fingertips.


Before he could answer, a lone figure ran toward us, moving fast for
her size. She was maybe Seth’s age or older still. Her wiry gray hair flew
behind her as she waddled barefoot across the soft grass. She wore a yellow
dress which hugged her plump, round curves and her face split into a smile as
she got closer.


“You scared the horses half to death, Callum!” She practically sang her
words, her voice raspy and warm.


Callum put a hand to my back and nudged me forward, as if to put me
between himself and the wrath of the creature barreling toward us. But, her
eyes were kind and her smile genuine as she got there. She threw herself at
Callum and he embraced her.


She slapped him on the butt and stuck her hand out toward mine. “Don’t
be an ass,” she said to Callum. “Who did you bring me?”


I couldn’t help but laugh at her good-natured smile and firm grip as I
shook her hand.


“This is Bas’s girl,” Callum said, the sound of it sent a shock of
warmth straight to my heart. Bas’s girl. And he was mine.


The woman put a hand to her heart and smiled even wider. “I knew it,”
she said. “And it’s about time, honey. I hope my boys have treated you well.
Come on up to the house and let’s get you situated. It’s going to take those
mongrels a bit to clean up. They got into something big and bloody on the way
up, I see.”


I nodded. 


She leaned over and swatted Callum again. “Manners, Mr. Man. Introduce
me.”


“Ah.” She must have hit him harder this time because Callum rubbed his
rear end and gave her a sheepish smile. “Right. Abby, this is Pat. Pat, Abby.”


“Hello,” I said. “I’m glad to meet you.”


“Pat Bonner,” she said. “Welcome to my home. Now let’s get you up to
the house. You’ve got to be starving. I bet they didn’t even bother to let you
catch breakfast.”


Pat Bonner. As we walked up to the house arm in arm, my blood ran cold.
Pat Bonner. In my mind’s eye, I saw her name on that deed in Foster’s office. I
saw the wicked glee in Dale’s eyes as he realized her tenuous hold on the land
on which I now walked. And I saw that instant of malice flashing through Dale’s
eyes as I explained how she only held this property as long as she lived.


As long as she lived. 


Pat squeezed me into a light hug as we walked up the hill.
















 


Chapter Twenty


I never had a grandmother. I grew up listening other kids talk about
theirs. They would bring them to school on VIP day or unwrap homemade cookies
sent in for other special occasions. They would always have someone to pick
them up after school or chauffeur them to practices when their parents
couldn’t. They had whole cheering sections at the school plays or just 8th
grade graduation. I never had any of that. It had always just been my mother
and me, and most of the time it was just me. I made my own school lunches.
Forged her name on permission slips and other things she forgot to take care
of. But, in the span of twenty minutes, with Pat Bonner in her heavenly-scented
kitchen, I got a glimpse of what it might have been like for those other kids.


I don’t know if she knew I was coming or if she just kept the Bonner
kitchen ready. But, when we walked in, she had real fried chicken tenders
warming in the kitchen and waffle batter in the fridge. Within about five
minutes, she’d made me a heaping plate of chicken and waffles. It seemed like a
strange combination at first, until I tasted it. She smiled wide when she saw
the look on my face after the first bite. 


Pat set a pitcher of orange juice and a bottle of milk on the table,
then wiped her hands on the checkered apron tied to her waist. “There’s plenty
more where that came from. Eat hearty. When those boys get back they’ll cut a
path through here like Sherman through Atlanta.”


I waved a fork at her. “Yeah. I saw what they can do to a kitchen last
night.”


She laughed and sat across from me, resting her chin in her hands. “Well,
it seems like you’re settling in with them easily enough. It’s good to see.
We’ve been waiting for Bas to find someone like you for a long time.”


“Someone like me? You just met me. How do you know?”


Pat didn’t blink. “Honey, it’s obvious. You’ve got that glow about you.
You’re happy when you’re with him, aren’t you?”


It was so probing a question, but somehow, Pat didn’t offend me. I didn’t
fully understand the relationship she had with the pack, but she mattered to
them. So, she mattered to me. 


“Yes. It’s just been very sudden.”


She laughed and flapped a hand. “Oh, it always is, Abby. That’s the fun
part. I’m going to give you a piece of advice I know you haven’t asked for. I
don’t know how much Bas has told you about me. Probably not much. But, I’ve
been around these boys and their families for most of my life. Follow your
instincts where wolves are concerned. You can’t go wrong there. You know what
you need, I bet.”


I closed my eyes and let out a breath. My instincts were clear. I
wanted Bas. All of him. Though it had been sudden, I couldn’t imagine
going back to a life he wasn’t a part of. I didn’t say any of this, but when I
opened my eyes, Pat seemed to understand my thoughts anyway. She likely had her
own stories to tell. Ones I very much wanted to hear. Her eyes misted a little,
and she reached out and put a gentle hand over mine. 


“We’ve talked. Bas and me, I mean. He told me about you the last time
he came this way. He’s all in; you know that, right?”


Pat’s eyes became laser sharp. As welcoming as she’d been, the
conversation turned. Bas mattered enough to her that she wanted to know my
intentions. I found it both endearing and scary as hell. In the short time I’d
known her, she struck me as a woman whose good opinion was worth having. 


I set my fork down and ran a hand through my hair. I wanted to give her
an honest answer, but also wanted to guard my own heart. 


“Lay off, Patsy. The girl just got here.” I startled at the booming
voice coming from the stairs off the kitchen. This had to be Harold, her
brother. He took halting steps down the stairs, running his hand along the
molding at the center of the wall. As he stepped into the light, I saw why and
stifled a gasp. Harold Bonner had likely been a rakishly handsome man in his
youth. He had a strong jaw, broad nose, and rough, tanned skin over hardened
muscles. But, the most striking feature of all was the cruel, jagged scars
running across his face in parallel lines. Claw marks, no doubt. His eyes may
have been brilliant blue at one time; now they were opaque like pearls, and
sightless. There could be no doubt what kind of creature made those scars.
Those were wolf claws. 


Pat’s scrutinizing gaze didn’t let up. She took in everything as I
watched Harold. He reached across the table and extended a hand. He held it
dead square in front of me, sensing my location as I spoke.


“It’s nice to meet you, Harold. I’m Abby,” I said. Pat raised a brow,
and my mouth went dry. She hadn’t introduced me yet. She likely thought Bas or
Callum had filled me in on the way. Of course she had no idea I’d seen both of
their names on that deed in the courthouse.


“She’s a good one,” Harold said to his sister. Then he straightened and
squared his shoulders in my direction. “Don’t let Patsy scare you off. She’s
overprotective of our friends out there. Can’t blame her. They really do need
it half the time.”


Pat swatted a hand toward her brother. He feigned real pain but reached
down and kissed the top of her head. Then, he moved off toward the pan of fried
chicken. Pat slapped her hands on the table. “Well, those boys don’t seem
inclined to head back up to the house yet. You feel like going down to them?
They’ll be at the lake by now. We can ride down. Do you know how?”


It dawned on me by “ride” she meant horses. “I’ll manage,” I said. One
of my mother’s boyfriends had horses. That was Blake, I think. For once, I was
grateful for her eclectic tastes.


“Buster and Ladybug are all saddled up,” Harold said. “You better let
Abby take Bug. Buster’s ornery today.”


Pat excused herself for a moment, then came back wearing jeans and a
flannel shirt. She grabbed a cowboy hat from a hook near the door and heaped
another dollop of syrup on Harold’s plate of waffles before we left. He reached
up and held her hand to his cheek. A moment passed between them that tore at me
a little. Whatever history the Bonners had with the Wild Lake packs couldn’t
have been easy. The price of it was literally written on Harold’s face. But,
this place felt like sanctuary.


Pat gave Harold a playful smack on the back of his head as he reached
over and poured even more syrup on his waffles. “Why don’t you just open up a
line and clog your arteries directly?”


Harold shook his head. “Says the woman who just served me fried
chicken.” I laughed. He had a point. 


Pat made a circular motion with her hand and led me out of the house.
The late April air was clean but brisk. As Harold promised, two of the horses
had been saddled and tied off near the fence by the barn. Pat couldn’t be more
than four foot eleven, tops. But, for her size and shape, she was fast and
agile. She untied the reins, placed her foot in the stirrup, and heaved herself
into the saddle. She ponied the other horse, a dappled brown, toward me.


“Ladybug, I presume,” I said, nuzzling the horse’s nose with mine. I’d
palmed an apple from the kitchen and held it out for her. Ladybug nodded her
head and munched the apple greedily.


“Oh, now you’ve done it. That old girl will follow you for life now.”


I patted Ladybug’s nose and heaved myself into the saddle. Pat clicked
her tongue and got the horses moving down a trail winding behind the barn. She
rode ahead of me. Ladybug’s surefooted movements led me to believe I wouldn’t
have needed Pat as a guide. 


“How long have you lived on this property?” I pulled Ladybug alongside
Buster. 


Pat smiled. “It’s been in my family for over a hundred years. My father
left it to Harold and me. He passed on, oh, fifty years ago now. And when we’re
long gone, it’ll still be here for the packs.”


I don’t know what I expected her to say. Maybe it was wrong of me to
pry, but knowing what I did, I had to ask. “You want to leave it to Bas?”


Pat clicked her teeth to straighten Buster out. He seemed more inclined
to root through wild strawberries on the path then move forward. “Not just Bas.
Wild Lake is home to six different packs now. Bas’s is just the largest. This
place is special. I’m not saying they don’t have their differences now and
then, but you’ll never find a group of packs like them. Allied like they are, I
mean. Not wanting to rip each other’s throats out. Most packs you’ll find are too
territorial to roam or hunt on a stretch of land like this so close to each
other. And I’m not saying they didn’t have to go through hell to get to this
point.”


“Is that what happened to Harold?” As soon as I said it, it felt too
blunt. But, Pat seemed in a talking mood. 


She nodded. “That happened when he was a kid. Before my father died.
During the pack wars. Harold got in the middle of something he shouldn’t have.
The Wild Lake packs finally drove out the rival packs, pushed them further
south. Every now and again, one of those southern packs will try causing
trouble up here, but it’s not like it was. Thank the Lord.”


Puzzle pieces took shape and realigned in my thoughts. Where did Dale
and his pack fit into all of this? If he belonged to a Wild Lake pack, did that
mean this harmony Pat described was coming to an end? I wanted to ask her, but
hesitated. If I probed her any more, she might start asking why. 


We rode through a thicker part of the forest, down the hill until we
reached a clearing. I gasped as I saw the lake ahead of us. Seeing it from the
air was breathtaking; on horseback it was magical. Clear blue waters framed by
deep pine. A large, rocky outcropping formed a natural ledge at the south edge
of the lake. The scene would have been pristine. Now, though, whoops, hollers,
and splashing cut through the air as Bas’s pack dove off the ledge and splashed
through the water.


“Jesus H!” Pat called out. “That water can’t be any warmer than fifty
degrees yet!”


I laughed. Alec stood at the edge of the ledge; he jumped, arcing high
in the air, and his naked, muscled profile cut through the water and he
disappeared below. 


Bas rose up out of the water; fat droplets dripped down his chest as he
came toward us. I blushed as my eyes were drawn to his sex. Pat just shook her
head and clucked. Buster whinnied and reared his head, as if he were offended
by the wall of naked men around him.


Pat pulled back on the reins and turned him. “I’d better head back up
to the house. Those fools didn’t think to bring clothes or towels. They were
probably planning on marching straight up to the house dripping wet and naked
like that. You have no idea the war I fight not to have ‘em ruin my damn
floors. You wanna stay here or head back up with me?”


Bas had almost reached us. My heart fluttered at his proximity. I
laughed and gave Pat a salute. “I think they’re basically harmless. I’ll head
up in a second to give you a hand.” She nodded and gave Buster a kick to get
him going again. 


Bas caught up to me and pulled on Ladybug’s reins. I leaned down to
give him a kiss. Despite the chill in the air and the near frigid water, Bas’s
lips were liquid heat.


“How about a swim?”


“No way. No chance. You want me to freeze my tits off?”


Bas laughed and wagged his brow. “I have a few ideas how to keep you
warm.”


I swatted his shoulder. I thought about dismounting, but didn’t trust
he wouldn’t throw me in the lake just for sport. “I like her,” I said. “Pat.”


Bas nodded. “I knew you would. She’s kind of made a career out of
taking care of us. This place is home base for the Wild Lake packs. It’s been
that way for half a century since her father was alive.”


“She told me a little bit about it. She said she’s leaving the land to
you and the other packs after she and Harold are long gone.”


Bas nodded. “That’s what she’s always said. And that’s the thing that’s
got Congressman Foster twisted in such a knot. There are copper veins running
all through this land. A lot of it’s state owned, but he’s thrown in with some
people who don’t have our interests at heart. I know I shouldn’t be telling you
all of this. But you need to know. Environmental conservation isn’t his goal.”


I swallowed past a lump in my throat. What Pat had told me was just a
throwaway comment, but it cut to the heart of everything that tore at me. It
became clear that Pat had no idea she didn’t have a claim on the land after her
death. Which meant Bas didn’t either. Either she’d misunderstood her own
father’s will, or there was something even more sinister going on. 


I looked out at the lake. Aaron and Ben were wrestling each other on
the ridge. It looked like Ben didn’t want to go back in the water, but Aaron
had other ideas. Before they could sort it out, Davis came behind them, picked
them both up by the scruffs of their necks and pitched them both in. Bas’s rich
laughter vibrated through me. 


Seth watched from the shoreline. Connor and Eli cut through the water,
swimming with freestyle strokes at a speed that might set Olympic records. The
rest of the pack watched and laughed, cheering one or the other on. They were
at peace here. They belonged. The land and lake seemed to nourish them as much
as the kill they’d made on the trip up. 


“Abby?” Bas reached up, sliding his hand along my thigh. “What are you
thinking?”


I let out a breath and smiled. “I was just thinking how wonderful it is
watching the pack together like this. This place is kind of magical.”


He nodded. “There’s no place like it anywhere. At least not in North
America. I’ve heard there are some European packs that live together like this.
Not here, though.”


“Pat explained some of that. She said there are six packs that call
Wild Lake lands home.”


“That’s in large part due to her. And Harold. Without these lands we’d
be fractured. Struggling to find somewhere to hunt and hide when we need to.
That’s what it’s like for the packs down south. We’re out in the open here, at least
to some extent. Down south, were have to hide more than we do. It’s more
brutal.”


“And they’ve tried to move up here, haven’t they?”


Bas nodded. “In my father and grandfather’s time, it was open warfare.
A lot of people got killed or hurt. But, our packs drove them back for good
about forty years ago. Now it might be a skirmish or two here or there, but
nothing we haven’t been able to handle.”


I smoothed a hand over Bas’s hair. Water dripped down his back and he
looked up at me, his eyes flashing blue and bright. He reached up, encircling
his hands around my waist, he pulled me off Ladybug and into his arms.


“I wanted you to see this,” he said. “We don’t bring outsiders here,
Abby. Not ever.”


“I can see why. I’d hate to think what might happen if someone tried to
ruin what you have here.”


“Oh, they’ll keep trying.”


My veins turned to ice despite the warmth of Bas’s body. I knew the
answer. I knew where the next threat would come. I knew what the law said and
what I was supposed to do. But, as Bas held me close and showed me yet another
mystery of who he was and what he had to offer, something settled deep in my
heart. I knew what I had to do.


“Bas,” I said, shielding my eyes from the sun as I looked up at him. “There’s
something you need to know.”
















 


Chapter Twenty-One


We went up to the house. Bas brought me to a back bedroom, one Pat
reserved just for him. It was quiet and cozy, with a king-sized four poster bed
with a Queen Anne’s lace patterned quilt on top of it.


Bas sat shirtless on the edge of the bed, his bare feet sticking out of
his jeans. I paced in front of him as I got through the gist of what I thought
Foster planned to do.


“The land is only Pat and Harold’s while they’re alive. When they die,
it goes back to someone named Gaither. Do you know who that is?”


Bas’s face looked grim. He tore his hand through his hair and pressed a
closed fist into his thigh. “Yeah. I know who that is. Old Willie was Lloyd
Bonner’s lawyer. He wasn’t a shifter. Young Willie is his son. He took over his
father’s law practice about twenty years ago. He’s supposed to be a friend of
the pack. I’ve always had my doubts. Now I know for sure.”


“So Willie Jr. isn’t a shifter either?”


Bas shook his head. “Hell, no.”


“But why would Lloyd Bonner set it up like this? I thought he was a
friend of the pack too?”


“He was. The best kind. He died before I was born, but Pat has
mentioned a few times her father was senile toward the end of his life. I’m
betting Old Willie took advantage of that. Does that matter? Can’t we throw out
his will if he wasn’t in sound mind when he made it?”


“Maybe. But that might be hard to prove if he’s been dead for more than
fifty years. The cleaner thing to do, if you really believe this wasn’t Lloyd’s
intention, would be for Young Willie to just deed his interest to Pat and
Harold now. Would he do that? Or sell it to them?”


“You’d think.” Bas was on his feet. His shoulders hunched and his fists
curled. Rage poured off him in waves, and I could feel his need to shift.


“Bas?”


He froze and turned toward me, his eyes flashing silver. I reached out
and put a hand on his chest. His muscles flexed and bunched beneath my
fingertips. But, he went still, and his eyes settled back to human.


“What is Foster’s purpose with all of this? Why is he trying to mess
with Wild Lake? He needs your support for his reelection bid. Why do something
to sever that tie for good?”


“He thinks it will pave the way to a better offer.”


“But Dale’s were. He’s from Wild Lake too, isn’t he?”


“He. Is. Not. One of the other packs gave him sanctuary a few years
ago. I was against it, but it’s not my place to dictate how another pack
operates. I’ve never trusted him, but up until now, he’s mostly adhered to the
rules around here. This though? He’s crossed a line, and he needs to be
handled.”


“Who’s his Alpha?”


“He came from a nomad pack further south. I’ve worried for years about
their loyalties. But, like I said, it wasn’t my place to tell another Wild Lake
Alpha who to give sanctuary to or not. And Dale had political connections that
we thought could prove useful at some point.”


“So there’s nothing you can do about him?”


“I didn’t say that. He’s here as a guest of another Wild Lake pack.
Their home base is about forty miles north of here. Kane Matthews is their
Alpha. Kane’s going to have to be the one to do something about Dale.”


“He will though, won’t he? As soon as he sees what Dale’s up to? I
mean, if his plan is to try to take away this land through this Young Willie, that’s
bad for all the Wild Lake packs, isn’t it?”


“You’d think. Either way, I need to see Kane.”


“Good. And Bas, please don’t be angry with me for keeping this from you
as long as I did. I swear I wasn’t sure what it meant. Not all the way. Not
until I came out here and met Pat. Saw what this place was to you.”


Bas strode toward me and put his hands on my upper arms. His eyes grew
dark, his face hard. “Abby. Don’t think for a second I blame you for any of
this. I know what you’ve done. I know telling me crosses a line for you,
ethically. You’ve put yourself on the line for me and for this pack. I know
what that means.”


The air seemed to go still around us. One beat. Two. Time slowed and
Bas’s pulse became mine. Tiny hairs along my spine raised, and again I felt
that pull between us that went beyond just lust or even love. I needed
Bas. Not just inside me. This was his pack. I wanted it to be mine too.


“What happens next?” I swallowed past a dry throat. 


“I need you with me,” he said. “It’s too dangerous for you not to be.”


“What do you mean?”


Bas took my hand and guided me to the edge of the bed. I sat with my
hands folded in my lap as Bas sank in front of me, kneeling on one knee. “It’s
going to get back to Dale. These deeds and probate documents you showed me,
yeah, they’re public record, but he’s going to figure out who brought
everything to my attention. Make no mistake; I’m going to fix this. He thinks
he can strong arm Willie Jr. If Dale gets to him first, he probably can. When I
shut this down, he’s going to figure out how I knew. In the meantime, there is
no way I’m letting anyone hurt Pat or Harold.”


My heart tripped. “God. Do you really think their lives are in danger
because of this now? Would he really go that far?”


Bas didn’t speak, but the hardness in his eyes gave me all the answers
I needed. “Oh, God. I feel like it’s my fault. If I hadn’t put this together,
maybe Dale wouldn’t have either. Is he really capable of . . . killing
them over land?”


“Yes. One hundred percent. Control of Wild Lake means control of the
packs on it. We’ll talk to Pat and Harold, but I’m certain they have no idea
what Willie made their father do. They’ll be heartsick. And make no mistake;
Dale’s going to try and make a move.”


I nodded. “Okay. Okay. I get it. God, I just wish I’d have said
something even sooner.”


Bas slid his hands up and gripped my arms. He jerked me forward
slightly. A shudder went through him, and he clenched his jaw hard. “Abby.
Thank God you didn’t.”


Fear like ice seemed to pour out of Bas and into me. It took a beat for
me to comprehend the source of it. But, as Bas held me like that, the last
piece of the puzzle slammed into place in my brain, taking my breath away. I
tried to pull away from Bas, but he held me firm. “Abby.”


Panic rose, making heat flush my face. A cold sweat formed on my brow.
I needed air. I needed space. But Bas didn’t let go. “Oh my God! He’s not just
going to try to kill Pat and Harold, is he? He’s going to come after me.”


Harold’s scarred face and sightless eyes flashed in my mind. He’d been
lucky. I shuddered at the thought of the physical sickness I often felt when
Dale got close to me. I understood it now. He was a threat to me. Real and
lethal.


“I can protect you,” Bas said. “Listen to me. But, I can’t do it halfway.
Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


Buzzing bees seemed to have nested in my brain. The air felt thick as
tar. 


“Abby!” Bas shook me again and his face came sharply into focus. Along
with my fear, desire flared inside of me. He could protect me. He belonged to
me. But, I didn’t belong fully to him. Not yet. And suddenly, I understood what
he meant with perfect clarity.


I cupped Bas’s face in my hands and tilted his chin. Bas. My Bas. I’d
resisted for so long. Unsure. Afraid. But now, he offered me protection. He
offered himself. If I was brave enough to take it.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Two


We went down to the lake together hours later after the sun had set. I
hadn’t heard what he’d said to the rest of the pack, but I sensed them. Not
close, but there. Surrounding the perimeter of the lake. Vigilant. Patrolling.
A circle of threat.


Bas offered to take me up at the house, but something in me knew it
should happen here, at Wild Lake itself, as if they were baptismal waters.


“Are you sure?” he asked me for the millionth time. 


For the million and first time, I started my answer with a kiss. “You
know I am. That doesn’t mean I don’t have questions.”


Bas smoothed a hair away from my face. A full moon rose over the tree
line, bright and blue, and the lake reflected it like a mirror. “Ask me
anything.”


“Will it hurt?”


He smiled. “Maybe for a fraction of a second. But, it will hurt worse
if I don’t do it. Hasn’t it already?”


He was right; it had. When we came together, he always held back. I’d
felt that burning ache near the nape of my neck. Although I hadn’t articulated
the source of that ache, I understood it now. I needed Bas’s teeth. I needed
his mark. My body craved it as much as the rest of our joining. 


“And you said after, I’ll want you even more?”


His soft chuckle held the hint of sin and sent desire and heat coursing
through me again. “Probably. But, you’ll be part of me, Abby. You’ll feel
me. And I’ll feel you. Even when we’re not together. I’ll know if you’re scared,
if you’re in pain. So will the rest of the pack. As time goes on, I’ll mark you
again and again. Each time, the bond grows stronger, but we can take our time
with it. Only what you can handle. But, eventually, we’ll be able to
communicate without words, just like I can with the rest of the pack.”


“And you’re sure I’m not going to sprout fangs and fur, mister?”


He kissed my forehead. “Positive. I told you. I can’t turn you. You don’t
have even a drop of were blood in you already.”


“Got it.”


I tried to be matter of fact. There was still some detached part of me
that couldn’t quite process what was about to happen. This was a marriage of
sorts. Once Bas marked me, there’d be no going back. But, as Bas looked down at
me with the moonlight reflected in his eyes, all my doubts washed away. In
their place, his pulse beat steadily along with my own as he brought my hand up
to cover his heart. 


No doubts. No questions. Just this. Bas and me and fate. For weeks,
since the moment I met him, I’d known. He was mine. I went up on tiptoe and
kissed him. 


He was slow and gentle at first, letting me trace the line of his jaw
with my fingertips. I peeled his shirt away from his shoulders and worked the
button on his jeans. He stepped out of them and stood before me. Solid muscles,
hard as steel. I closed my fingers around his erection, lengthening it, then
sliding my fingers down to stroke his balls. 


One breath. Two. My heart quickened, then settled, synchronizing with
his. 


Bas stepped forward, pressing his chest against mine. He ran his hands
along my shoulders, sliding my cotton blouse down. I wore nothing underneath.
The cool air hit my breasts, pebbling my nipples, but only for an instant. Heat
poured off Bas, enveloping me, protecting me. I slid out of my jeans and stood
before him. He sank to his knees as I wrapped my arms around his shoulders. 


Bas pressed his lips against the sensitive flesh between my legs,
coaxing me nearly to a climax. I rocked back and forth, dropping my head back
as I drank in the sensation. He opened me with skillful fingers, working me. He
stroked gently, then grasped my swollen clit between his thumb and forefinger
until he had me on the brink of desire. 


Then, he rose and circled me, trailing rough fingers along my abdomen,
up over my shoulder blades, then back around. He stood before me with his hands
on my shoulders. Bas’s wolf eyes flashed brilliant silver to match the moon. He
urged me down until I knelt before him. He was huge and hard in front of me and
I wanted to taste him, but Bas had a different purpose. He stepped behind me
and put a hand on the small of my back, gently pushing me down until I knelt on
all fours. Desire surged through me, settling to a throbbing point between my
legs. He angled me toward him, with firm hands on my hips, then slid one hand
up my spine.


He said just two things to me before he claimed me. “I love you,” he
whispered. Then, “Hold still.”


I was beyond words. My thighs trembled. My wetness grew. He stroked me
again, spreading the lips between my legs. I felt the head of his cock nudge
against my opening. Instinctively, I leaned further forward, my chin just
inches from the ground. 


Bas slid into me, stretching me wide. I gasped at the size of him, as
if he’d grown even thicker than our last coupling. It wasn’t the only thing
that felt different. Only now did I realize how much Bas held back. Now, he was
primal, raw. He rooted himself deep, keeping one hand on my shoulder, the other
clawing at the ground. His wolf was there. I felt it in Bas’s ragged heartbeat
that now matched my own. Though I couldn’t see his eyes, I knew they’d gone
silver as the beast flared to life within him, finally reaching out to claim
what both of us craved. 


Bas fucked me hard and deep; my teeth rattled and my thighs quivered.
It was good and hard, and I shuddered with pleasure. I arched my back as my
first orgasm tore through me and threatened to unseat Bas. He held me steady,
letting out a growl that vibrated in me along with my wave of pleasure. Heat
spread along my neck. A pulsation grew there. My thoughts turned base. 


Fuck me. Claim me. Mark me. 


I reached back and slid the hair away from the nape of my neck,
exposing my flesh to him. Bas grunted and rammed into me, holding himself still
and deep. 


This moment. With Bas’s full length impaling me. My walls clenched
around him as I struggled to contain the next wave of pleasure rocking through
my body. I craned my neck, begging for a different kind of release. Then,
finally, Bas gave it.


He leaned far forward and scored my flesh with his teeth. He was right;
it hurt only for a moment, then pleasure blossomed out as my blood flowed. He
bit deep, making me well. I cried out as Bas came in me. His shuddering cock
spilled his seed inside me. His muffled growl made me gasp as his teeth pressed
even deeper. 


Then, finally, we were both spent and Bas withdrew, cradling me against
him in a heap of limbs as we found our way to the ground. He kissed me, and drawing
me against his chest, he pulled my hair away and ran his fingers along the edge
of the wound he made. It throbbed in time with our pulse.


He’d been right. The connection between us grew from that single point at
the base of my neck. I felt him. He’d told me he loved me, and I wanted
to say the words too. But, I knew it didn’t matter anymore. He knew. He could
feel it in me just as I could for him. I said it anyway.


“I love you so much,” I whispered, craning my neck to kiss him.


“Are you all right? Did that hurt very much?”


“No, my love. It felt right.” I reached back and covered the wound with
my hand. Incredibly, it had already started to heal. I traced the
crescent-shaped edge of it. Bas’s brand. My mark. My love. 
















 


Chapter Twenty-Three


The next morning, the pack was ready to move. Kane Matthews’s pack
lived at the northernmost tip of the lower peninsula. Bas decided not to give
them a warning that we were on the way. I followed the pack out to the clearing
where Callum waited with the copter, readied for flight.


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Bas turned toward Pat. She hadn’t
taken the news of Willie Gaither’s apparent treachery well. She’d produced a
second will and had me review it. It had been dated two months earlier than the
one I found on file at the county courthouse. The best she could figure, Old
Willie had made her father sign the new one and kept it from her. The ownership
issue never came up because the land hadn’t been put up for sale in all that time
and her father had deeded the land before he died. His will was on file, but
there’d never been anything to probate. Now, Pat wanted to be there when Bas
talked to Kane about dealing with Dale. 


“Bas, I want Kane to have to look me in the eyes. I’ll deal with Young
Willie later. But Kane needs to handle Dale. If he won’t, I want him to give
his explanation straight to my face. I’ve known him since he was a scruffy-headed
toddler.”


“Fair enough,” Bas said. He held out a hand to help Pat get into the
helicopter. 


“What about Harold?” I asked him while Callum helped Pat get strapped
in. “Is it safe for him here by himself?”


“He won’t be for very long. I’ve sent for Tucker, one of the other pack
Alphas, to check in on him.”


I nodded and Bas pulled me into an embrace. Heat flared through me,
burning hottest at the new mark at the base of my neck. I felt Bas’s heart slow
as he kissed the top of my head. He hadn’t lied; my desire to be with him felt
even stronger. I hoped the trip up to Kane’s pack lands wouldn’t take very
long. Sensing my urgent needs, Bas hooked a finger under my chin and tilted my
head toward his.


“I know. I feel it too. I promise I’ll find time for us in a couple of
hours. And hopefully, this will be a quick trip anyway.”


I smiled and swatted his rear end. Then, he lifted me with strong hands
at my waist and delivered me into the helicopter. He gave a wave then dropped
back, joining the rest of the pack near the tree line. They waited until Callum
got airborne, then they shifted and burst through the trees. Once again, Seth’s
wolf took the lead and Bas took up the rear. 


We flew up and over the towering pines, leaving Wild Lake behind. The
wolves moved swiftly, not stopping for game or any other diversion this time.
We made quick time and reached the northern point in less than an hour. Callum
brought the bird down on a helipad next to a small airstrip. 


“The pack will catch up with us in about an hour,” Callum said. “We’re
going to drive up to Kane’s by Jeep.”


While Callum made his post-flight checks, I scrambled out of the
vehicle and helped Pat down. She pointed to a small hangar and moved with that
same alarming speed and purpose that belied her size and age. She whistled to
Callum and he tossed her a set of keys. She caught them one-handed and led me
into the hangar. Sure enough, a shiny, black Jeep Wrangler waited for us. 


Pat scrambled in while I took the passenger seat. She drove back out to
the helicopter just as Callum seemed ready to go. He climbed into the back, and
we headed out. Pat took a strip of highway off the airfield. Then, she turned
down a gravel road, following signs for state lands. Open fields gave way to
dense woods, and the gravel beneath us turned to dirt. Then, the dirt gave way
to little more than beaten down grass as Pat went deeper into the woods,
maneuvering the Jeep with speed and skill over the rough terrain. 


Finally, we came to a stop just outside a state park outpost. A carved
wooden sign swung from a large log cabin, and the letters soldered into it read
“Pine Crest State Park.”


“Kane’s pack runs the ranger station up here,” she explained. “Of all
the Wild Lake packs, they keep to themselves the most.”


“He’s kind of an asshole, if you ask me,” Callum offered. 


“Yeah. Well, we’re about to see how much of one he is.”


“Sit tight, ladies,” Callum said as he climbed out of the back seat.
“Lemme see if Kane’s in a welcoming mood today. Bas and the others ought to be
here any minute.”


Pat sighed and pressed her back into her seat. “I don’t like this.”


The air around us seemed to crackle with an energy I didn’t like
either. Closing my eyes, I reached out for Bas, testing our new connection. I
felt him, his pulse beating strong and steady, but faster than before. He was
keyed up. Hostile.


Pat put a hand on my arm. “They always get like that when they get
close to another Alpha,” she said.


“You feel it too?”


Pat smiled. “A little. But I’ve also been around them long enough to
know.”


“What about you? Did you have someone like Bas?”


She smoothed an errant gray curl behind her ear and looked off toward
the woods. “Oh, yeah. A couple of them, actually. And my son’s were. That’s how
I know what the marking feels like. And how I recognized you for what you were
the second I saw you.”


“What I am?”


“Bas’s fated mate. It must have been a tense few minutes when he first
laid eyes on you. I’m surprised he managed to control himself.”


A blush heated my cheeks, and Pat laughed kindly when she saw it.
“You could say that,” I answered. “It was in the middle of Congressman Foster’s
office with Dale Thorp standing between us.”


“Well, shit. So that fucker has been trying to use you against Bas from
the very beginning. I think one ass kicking isn’t going to be enough for dear
old Dale.”


“It appears so.”


“Well, here they come. Bas isn’t one to mince words. Now, I’m going to
warn you. When Kane shows himself, don’t be surprised if it sets your blood
humming a little bit.”


“What do you mean?”


Pat narrowed her eyes. To the west of us, around a group of cabins, Bas
and the others came through the trees, loping slowly but with their tails up
and their ears pricked. Pat leaned across the back seat and pulled out a
plastic bag. Before we left, we’d packed clothes for Bas, Alec, and Seth. 


“Hold that thought. And stay put.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and
exited the Jeep. As Bas’s red wolf, Alec’s white, and Seth’s gray approached
her, she set down the clothes and came back to the car. Bas and the others
shifted and dressed. He shot me a quick wink that sent a thrill to me, then
they went around the cabins while the rest of the pack disappeared back into
the woods. They were close, though. Along with Bas’s presence, I was starting
to sense them too. 


“What do you mean about Kane?” I asked Pat as she settled herself back
into the driver’s seat. 


“Oh. He’s an Alpha, honey. You’re an Alpha’s mate. It’s gonna make you
feel drawn to other Alphas now too. It’s nothing to worry about. It’s just a
kind of hyperawareness. It’s just some evolutionary throwback. If anything ever
happened to your Alpha, you’d be naturally drawn to the next strongest
wolf around.”


A pit formed in my stomach, and fear clawed through me. If anything
ever happened to Bas, my God. Pat put a steadying hand on my shoulder. 


“It’s okay, honey. Bas is one of the toughest Alphas I’ve ever seen.
And I’ve seen generations of them. Not many others could lead a pack as large
as his. Kane’s not going to try anything.”


“I think I know what you mean, though. About different wolves making me
feel different things. Like Dale. From the beginning, Bas attracted me like a
magnet, but Dale repels me. They’re like opposite poles.”


“Expect that to get even more sensitive for you.”


“Alec feels different too,” I said without even thinking. But it was
true. Next to Bas, I seemed able to sense him stronger than the other members
of the pack. 


Pat’s mouth formed a grim line as she looked toward the woods. Had I
said something wrong? My own face must have transmitted my thoughts because Pat
reached over and patted my knee. “Don’t worry about it, honey. Bas and Alec can
sort that all out.” 


She kept talking, but Pat’s voice seemed to recede to a distance,
replaced by a familiar hum in my ears as Bas came back around the cabin. Alec
and Seth were with him, but they weren’t alone. Two large men came with him.


Kane.


Pat had just warned me, but I still wasn’t prepared for the sensation I
felt. My pulse jumped and the air left my lungs. Nearly Bas’s size, Kane
Matthews had thick, dark hair, cold, gray eyes, and legs as thick as tree
trunks. He looked like a straight-up lumberjack with a full beard and muscled
forearms. I sank into my seat, but Kane tilted his head, sniffing the air.
Then, he slowly turned his head and focused his gaze right at me. His silver
eyes went briefly dark than swirled and flashed, his wolf rising almost
violently to the surface.


Bas moved. He put his body between Kane’s and the Jeep, blocking his
view of me. He put his hands on Kane’s shoulders and shoved him backward hard.
Fear speared through me. The two Alphas squared off; the instinct to kill
churned inside of Bas, making beads of sweat trickle down my back.


“Take it easy, boys,” Pat whispered. 


Alec put a hand on Bas’s shoulder. Kane’s man did the same. Then, the
moment passed. Bas took a step back. Bas’s eyes went human again, and they
picked up their conversation as if nothing had ever happened. 


“Glad they got that outta the way,” Pat said as she unlatched her door.
“Now let’s see what other trouble those boys are trying to get into.”


I hesitated before opening the door, but Pat seemed sure. I walked with
her up the wooded trail and met Bas on the cabin porch. 


“Abby, this is Kane Matthews,” Bas said, through tight lips. When I
brought my hand up to shake Kane’s, Bas put a hand on my shoulder, stopping me.
He didn’t want me touching another Alpha even that much.


Kane loomed over me, his mouth lifted into a half smile, and he dipped
his head in greeting. 


“Good to meet you,” he said. “Pat, you’re looking well.” Kane took a
step forward and hugged Pat. She stiffened and narrowed her eyes at him, but
didn’t pull away.


“Should we all step inside?” Kane asked.


“No. We shouldn’t.” Bas said. “I can’t stay long. I’ve got enough to
deal with in my own backyard. I really just need an answer from you, Kane.”


Kane let out a low noise, part growl, part sigh. “Bas, we’ve had this
conversation half a dozen times.”


“This time is different. Now we’re not dealing with a theoretical
threat from Dale. It’s materialized. Just like I told you it would. Now, out of
respect for you and the arrangements we all honor in Wild Lake, I’ve come here
in person. I need to know what you plan to do.”


“What would you have me do? You really want open warfare with
the southern packs again? If I banish Dale from Michigan, it could backfire in
ways you don’t realize.”


“He’s not some diplomat with immunity, Kane. He’s planning to take Wild
Lake out from under us. Through Pat and Harold if he has to. That’s a treaty
violation. I’m done hanging back and waiting for action. If you don’t want to
get your hands dirty, fine. But then you need to give me your word you won’t
interfere if I do. Are we clear on that?”


Bas moved toward him; his shoulders bunched and coarse hairs sprouted
on the back of his neck. A hum went through him as his wolf simmered just below
the surface. Kane’s eyes flashed as his own posture shifted. The two of them
stood suspended in time. Just the slightest wrong move from Kane, and I knew
the time for words would end. I let out a steady breath, trying not to let my
own rising emotions impact Bas in any way.


Kane’s eyes flicked toward me, and I felt Bas’s heartrate spike. Kane
would be no match for him. He was outnumbered, and Bas held blind fury inside
of him, ready to protect me . . . his mate, if Kane made a wrong step. 


Kane leaned back against the wooden railing and shook his head. “Fine.”


“Fine what?” Bas’s voice was thick, but his heartrate dipped and leveled
off.


“Fine. I won’t stand in your way if you feel you have to do something
drastic.”


“That’s not enough, Kane. I need you to revoke Dale’s permission to
even be here. He’s got to go back to Kentucky or wherever his home pack is
now.”


Kane’s eyes flashed, and a muscle in his jaw jumped. Alec moved forward,
putting his body between mine and Kane’s. Between him and Bas, I had a wall of
keyed up werewolf shielding me from a brewing threat I felt was more than I
understood.


“Understood,” Kane said. 


“Good. That’s all I needed to hear.” With that, Bas turned. He had a
firm grip on my arm and he pulled me away from the porch. His pulse ramped up,
and I felt the bubbling aggression inside of him. It had taken everything in
him to use words, not fists.


Seth followed us, but Alec and Pat stayed on the porch. “Kane,” she
said. “Look me in the eye and swear to me you didn’t know anything about Dale’s
plans or anything he might have brewing with Young Willie.”


Kane’s shoulders dropped and he hung his head. She had a hand on his
chest. Kane nodded. “I swear, Pat. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.”


She nodded and let Alec take her arm as they stepped off the porch and
headed toward the Jeep with us. Bas opened the door and helped me into the back
seat. I expected him to climb behind the wheel, but instead he stood there like
a stone wall, waiting for Alec to get to us.


“I need to travel with the pack,” he said. “I want Callum and Alec to
make sure you ladies get back to the farm safely. I’ll meet you there later
this evening.”


Callum climbed in back next to me after helping Pat into the passenger
seat. Alec took the keys from her. “You sure that’s necessary?” she asked,
looking from Bas to Alec then back to me. 


Dread bubbled inside of me as the gravity of my situation took root.
Bas’s thundering heartbeat put an exclamation point on my conclusion. “When
Kane tells Dale he’s not welcome here anymore, he might not take it well. And
he’ll have nothing left to lose.”


Bas gave me a grim nod as Alec started the Jeep. Then he stepped back
and shifted, sending the torn denim flying.


“Son of a bitch,” Pat muttered. “Those were brand new.”
















 


Chapter Twenty-Four


“Do you know how much I don’t want to ever leave this bed?” I leaned my
head against Bas’s chest. His arms enveloped me in warmth and safety as he
pulled the covers up to my chin. We’d spent the day here, tucked away in Pat’s
farmhouse, surfacing only for breakfast and lunch. Later, we planned to ride
out to the lake together.


Bas growled and nipped the air next to my ear, sending a spike of heat
straight to my heart.


“And are you sure you have to leave tomorrow?”


He reached up and made a small circle with his finger around my right
breast. “I’d like nothing more than staying right here with you. But, Kane was
just the first step. I need to have a little chat with Willie Gaither, Jr.”


“I’m feeling very afraid for Willie Gaither, Jr. Is it all right if I
ask what you’re planning?”


Bas stretched out, and with his legs fully extended, his toes poked out
from beneath the coverlet. I turned, sitting up to face him. He had drowsy eyes
and his hair stuck out in peaks and cones. I was more than a little tousled
myself. My thighs ached, and I had stiff muscles in places I never knew about
before. 


“Willie might be an even bigger weasel than his father, but he’s not
stupid. People around here are never going to believe Lloyd Bonner would have
left anything to the Gaithers unless he’d been coerced. Willie Jr.’s whole
business relies on the goodwill of the people of Wild Lake. Now, he would have
just been a kid when all of this went down, but I’m banking on the fact he’s
not going to want his father’s name dragged through the mud.”


“Hmm. What if you’re wrong? If you’re right about what this land is
worth, he might not care if he loses clients over it.”


“True. But, I have other methods of persuasion if reason doesn’t work.”


For a millisecond, Bas’s eyes flashed with preternatural fury that both
thrilled and frightened me. “Yeah. I go back to my earlier statement. I think
I’m afraid for Willie Jr.”


“I’m not going to leave him with nothing, Abby. We’ll make him a fair
offer for signing over his interests to Pat and Harold.”


“Very reasonable of you, Mr. Lanier. I’m impressed.”


He leaned over and pinched my ass.


“Ow! I’m sore there too, you brute.”


“Good. Then my plan is falling into place.”


“What one is that?”


“The one where you stay put and rest up. I might be gone for a day or
two, so when I get back, I’m going to be in sore need of a little attention.”


As much as I could use the rest, I hated the thought of even that short
separation. Bas assured me this need would subside over time. For now, though,
it was almost as if he’d asked me to go without oxygen for a day or two.


“I don’t do the sitting around pining thing very well, Bas. I need to
head back home. I haven’t talked to my mother in over a week. Messed up as she
is, she’s my mom. I need to make sure she’s okay. Then there’s the matter of
the congressman. Technically, I still work for him.”


Bas sat up, his back stiffened. “Don’t even think about it. You’re not
going anywhere near Foster’s office until I have a bead on Dale. He’s
unpredictable. I’ve always suspected he didn’t leave the southern packs
voluntarily. When Kane tells him he’s lost his privileges up here, he might
literally have nowhere else to go. That’s going to make him dangerous, Abby.
And Kane knows you’re mine now.”


“I know. I know. But, I need to know where I stand. Asshat though he
is, I need Foster’s recommendation. Or at least, I need to know he’s not going
to do anything to sabotage me.”


Bas slid out of the bed, dragging half the covers with him. I shivered
at the sudden absence of my human space heater. He shoved his legs into his
jeans and did a little hop step to pull them over his trim hips. 


“God, I’d like to shove my fist through Kane’s nose right about now.
I’ve said for years we’d regret letting Dale in.”


“But it wasn’t worth the risk of causing friction with Kane’s pack. Is
that about right?”


Bas nodded as he finger combed his hair. “We may not always agree with
each other, but the Wild Lake packs respect each other. It was Kane’s decision
to make.”


“I get that. And it’s incredible, really. I mean, I could feel
the tension between you. It’s better if you’re not around other Wild Lake
Alphas very often, isn’t it?”


He nodded. “It’s a tough urge to suppress. That’s why the Bonner farm
is such a special place for us. It’s neutral turf. A place where we can come
together without feeling territorial. It should go to her son when Pat and
Harold aren’t around anymore.”


“Have I met him?”


Bas shook his head. “No. Her son is Luke. He’s a Wild Lake wolf, but he
doesn’t belong to any pack. Not anymore. When the day comes, he’ll move back
here and run things.”


“So, it’s possible for a human woman to, uh . . . give birth to a
wolf?”


Bas leaned against the door frame. “When she’s ready. Yes. If you’re
ready. Someday maybe we can talk about that.”


Warmth flooded through me. I hadn’t thought about it before, but as Bas
stood in front of me looming large, looking at me with love in his eyes, I knew
my answer. Yes. Someday. I think I would like to talk about that. I didn’t have
to say anything. Bas knew. And that knowledge brought light into his eyes and
color to his cheeks. He came to me; leaning over the bed, he kissed me.


I would have given him more. Even though I was saddle sore and still
exhausted from last night, I was ready. But, the angry buzz of my phone on the
nightstand table interrupted the mood. I reached over and tapped the screen. A
chill ran through me that Bas caught. I put up a finger and answered.


“Miss Winslow?” The voice on the other end was stern and deep.


“Speaking.”


“This is Dean Stockard. Do you have a moment?”


“I do.” God. Dean Stockard. My mind ticked off the limited reasons why
he could be calling me personally. Had I flunked out of school? Did my tuition
check bounce? Why is it so much easier to think calls like this would bring bad
news?


“Miss Winslow, we have a problem. Several, actually. I’d like to make
an appointment for you to come to my office. Preferably tomorrow morning.”


My eyes flicked to Bas, and my throat had run dry. Sensing my distress,
the muscles bunched in his arms as he curled his fingers into fists. I was
afraid he wouldn’t be able to punch my way out of trouble for this one. 


“I can make that work. But, Dean, I’d like to know what this is
regarding so I can better prepare for this meeting.”


He took a breath. “Miss Winslow, I’ll be frank. It’s not good news.
It’s come to my attention that you might be at the root of a security breach at
Congressman Foster’s office. You are interning there this summer, is that
correct?”


“Yes.”


“Well, I’ve just gotten off the phone with the congressman and some of
what he had to stay was rather disturbing. I really don’t want to go into
details over the phone, but you should know that it’s serious. Our relationship
with that office is one I’m rather proud of. It’s been cultivated over decades.
Our interns have gone on to some prominent positions in the legal field. It
sickens me to think something could happen to taint that.”


“Of course not.” My heart shot straight to my feet. This was Dale. I
wasn’t surprised, except by the speed at which he’d put things in motion. Bas
hadn’t even met with Willie Jr. yet. It meant that Kane had already gotten the
message to Dale to clear out of Wild Lake. He hadn’t wasted time to try and
punish me for it. If he couldn’t get to me through Bas, he’d try to hurt me any
other way he could.


“Now, if the congressman’s accusations are even partially true, I can’t
expel you for that. You’re not a lawyer yet. You can’t be disbarred. But, I
must tell you, this is the kind of thing that would put your ability to ever
get a license in jeopardy. It’s a character and fitness issue of very large proportions.
Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


“I do. And, Dean, I . . .”


“Good. So, when we meet tomorrow, you have to know I expect thorough
answers. You’ll need to account for your time and your actions. I expect you in
my office by nine o’clock.”


“Yes, sir.” My eyes locked with Bas’s. I put a hand on his forearm to
steady him. I could tell he wanted to rip the phone from my ear. “I’ll be
there.” Before I could say anything else, Dean Stockard hung up on me.


“Abby, what is it?” Bas gripped my forearms and pulled me to my feet. 


“It’s starting,” I said. “Dale’s sent the first volley. I was worried
he’d try to hurt me physically. But, it seems he’s trying something much worse.
He’s trying to ruin me, Bas.”


Bas let me go and paced the room, reminding me of the caged wolves I’d
seen in the zoo when I was a kid. “Fucking Kane. He couldn’t just tell Dale he
was banished. He had to give him details as to why. I’ll kill Dale, Abby. I’ll
rip his fucking throat out.”


“And I’d pay to watch. But I’m afraid that’s not going to help me. I
think the dean has pretty much made up his mind.”


I tried to keep it together, but when Bas turned and faced me, I fell
apart. Tears streamed down my face as I realized the truth of my words. I’d
been so stupid to think Bas and the pack could protect me. They could, but not
from this. Everything I’d worked for may have just slipped through my fingers
like grains of sand.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Five


It was settled. Whatever happened with Dean Stockard, I had to face it
on my own. If Foster were accusing me of breaching confidentiality, my showing
up with Bas or any of the other Wild Lake wolves would only prove my guilt. And
I was guilty. I’d made my choice. Telling Bas the congressman’s plans
for Wild Lake was always going to come back to haunt me. It didn’t make the
reality of it any less awful.


“You sure everything’s okay, honey?” Iris met my eyes in the bus’s
rearview mirror. I sat as I always did in the seat directly behind her. Bas had
thrown a fit when I refused his offer to use one of his cars. But, it mattered
to me that I did this completely on my own. I started my legal career with no
help from anyone else, I needed to end it the same way if that’s what would
happen. He looked gutted when he dropped me back off at Kendra’s apartment.
He’d wanted to stay, but I wouldn’t hear of that either. The longer he waited
to deal with Willie Jr., the more risk to Pat and Harold. I would not let
them be another casualty in this. Bas had finally relented, but not until I
agreed to let Connor and Eli follow me from a respectable distance. Since Dale
wasn’t part of his pack, Bas couldn’t predict his movements so easily. 


“I’m okay, Iris. It’s just been a bad day. I’ve got a few things to tie
up at school, then you might not see me for a while.”


“Hmm. Well, I don’t like the sound of that. You keep your chin up,
honey. Whatever it is, trust me, things don’t always stay that bad.”


I laughed and finished her sentence with her. “Yep. Sometimes they get
worse.”


She’d been telling me that for as long as I could remember. We smiled
over it, but I knew this time, she was absolutely right.


“You taking the number 45 home? Louann’s driving tonight. I’ll tell her
to look out for you.”


“Thanks. I don’t think I’ll be on campus all that long. Something tells
me this is going to be a short meeting.”


“Well, I’ll be back this way about eleven o’clock. You know how to find
me if you need some cheering up.”


“Thanks, Iris. I just might.” I leaned over and gave her a peck on the
cheek as she opened the double doors to let me out. Her eyes shone as I turned
and waved. Then, I headed into the building and whatever hell Dean Stockard
planned to put me through.


It ended up being just about as bad as I thought. The dean had a
scathing letter from Congressman Foster. He’d laid everything out. His suspicions
about my relationship with Bas and the credible proof that I’d revealed
confidential information that might put his conservation bill in jeopardy. That
last part was a bit of a stretch, but it didn’t matter. Stockard bought it.
But, the part that shocked me the most was the stack of affidavits Foster had
attached to his statement. Grace had supplied one. Now, I could imagine she did
it only to protect herself, but it still hurt.


I explained what I could, but my defense was thin. Yes, the documents
I’d copied were all on file at the county courthouse. Anyone could have gone up
and viewed them. But not anyone did. Only I had. Foster had another affidavit
from Kathy the clerk in case there was any doubt. Stockard wouldn’t let me read
Foster’s written statement, and that was what got my blood boiling more than
anything. 


“Dean Stockard, if I’m being accused of something, don’t I have the
right to at least face my accuser?”


“You’re not in court, Miss Winslow; this is a matter of your integrity.
And so far, you haven’t denied anything. Did you or did you not discuss
sensitive information that you gained during the course of your work for
Congressman Foster with someone outside his office? And without his express
permission?”


“With all due respect, there’s more to it than that.”


“Again, you’re not denying the core accusation, Miss Winslow. Your
actions have put this program in serious jeopardy. And you’ve actually put a
very important bill in jeopardy. I wish I could expel you. But, as I
said, that’s not within my power.”


“Well, I appreciate that. At least.”


“At the very least, I’m afraid. As you’re aware, your ability to
get licensed to practice law in this state upon graduation requires you to pass
a character and fitness examination. That’s if you pass the bar examination.
Frankly, I see no way you’ll be able to do that. The congressman has asked for
a letter of reprimand be included in your file. I’m going to grant that
request. Now, I have no power over them, but you need to understand that the
odds of the Board of Law Examiners ever approving you for a license are slim to
none.”


Nothing he said surprised me. From the moment I answered the phone back
at the Bonner farmhouse, I knew I would end up right where I was. Still, hearing
someone tell you your hard work and dreams were probably gone for good was
sobering. Devastating. I wanted to be anywhere but where I was. 


“Do I have any right to appeal that decision?”


“With the Board? Of course.”


“No. Before that. I mean with you. Congressman Foster has caused a
written statement to be placed in my file. Again, I’d like to be allowed to
read it. And I also feel I should be granted permission to put a
counter-statement in that file. If I’m going to be judged, I should at least be
heard.”


Stockard sat back in his chair. The fluorescent lights in his office
gleamed off his bald head. He idled at dour. Today his expression was morose,
with a downturned mouth and deep lines cutting across his reddened forehead. 


“I really don’t see the point.”


He took a breath, preparing, I think, to launch into another speech
about his disappointment in me. But, the landline rang in his office, making
both of us jump. He held up a finger and took the call. He listened more than
spoke. I heard only “thank you” and “I understand.” He put the phone down and
steepled his fingers over the desk.


“Miss Winslow, can I ask you to be patient for just a few more minutes?
It appears that another letter has arrived concerning your case. There’s a
courier downstairs. If you’ll wait right here, I’ll see what it’s about, and we
can continue our discussion.”


It was in me to tell him not to bother. He’d already made up his mind.
But, I nodded and crossed my legs, hoping against hope that the new letter
might be of help. Plus, rudeness wouldn’t improve my situation.


The dean excused himself and stepped around his desk. He closed the
door to his outer office, leaving me staring out the window to the quad. I
pressed my fingers to my forehead and concentrated on slowing my breathing. I
wanted to wail and rage. I wanted to throw all of his papers across the desk
and kick the windows out. Everything I’d done I’d do again. For Bas. For Pat.
For me. I just wished the consequences didn’t have to hurt so much.


If Stockard and Foster got their way, I could get a law degree, but I’d
never be able to practice anywhere. The walls seemed to close in around me. I’d
lost my way out. At least, the one I’d built completely by myself. I loved Bas.
I could spend the rest of my life with him, but without a career of my own,
without something of my own, I would wither on the vine.


I walked to the window and pressed my head against the glass. With
spring classes over for more than a month, the grassy knoll was empty. Cars
slowed at the stop sign. Connor and Eli’s black SUV rounded the corner. They’d
been told to circle the building until they saw me come out. Their presence
comforted me, but I couldn’t help also feeling trapped by it. They knew their
purpose; I felt mine slipping away.


The door to the outer office opened and closed behind me. I took a
breath, steadying myself on the window ledge. I turned to face Dean Stockard
one last time.


My blood ran cold. My spine seemed to turn to liquid as I turned
around. Instead of Stockard, Dale stood in the doorway, and his wolf eyes
gleamed yellow and filled with bloodlust.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Six


I dodged around the desk. Dale’s skin rippled and bunched, his urge to
shift nearly crippling him as he took a step toward me. I reached out with my
mind and heart, screaming silently for help. 


But, it wouldn’t matter. Dale was no more than six feet away from me.
He could shift and be on me in a split second. Even Connor and Eli weren’t fast
enough to get between us. And Bas. God. Bas. He was miles away with Willie Jr. 


“How did you get here?”


It was a stupid question, but my mind raced, trying to think of
something . . . anything to keep him talking. If he wanted to talk, he’d have
to keep his wolf at bay. Only then might I have a chance to save my own life.


“It won’t help you.”


“I’m not alone, Dale. You have to know that. And you also have to know
who and what I am now.”


“Bas Lanier’s whore. That’s what I hired you for. So, in that, job well
done, sweetie.”


“I’m Bas’s mate, you asshole. And you knew the second he walked into
the room with me. If you lay a finger on me, the pack will kill you. You won’t
get out of Michigan; you won’t get out of this room alive.”


Dale moved so fast. I saw only a blur, and he was on me. He grabbed me,
wrenching my arm hard backward. He pressed his teeth to my neck. My flesh
burned; my stomach roiled. His touch was poison to me, and my entire body tried
to reject it. My pulse roared in my ears like thunder. Bas could sense me. But,
he was so very far away. Still, I felt a change in the pack. Connor and Eli
coming closer, running fast, but it may as well have been slow motion. 


Bas flew. I felt Alec’s pulse join with him. My own muscles twitched as
I sensed their wolves spring forth. Powerful. Lethal. But filled with bleak
despair. Even they knew they would be too late if Dale decided to strike.


“Where will you go, Dale? How far do you think you’ll get?”


“Far enough,” he hissed in my ear. 


“There won’t be anywhere far enough. He wants to rip your bowels out
and make you watch.” Bas’s words filled my head. I felt Alec’s presence too,
trying to calm him. Be smart. Be patient. Keep him talking.


“Kentucky,” I said, though I felt as if Bas were speaking through me. “Mammoth
Forest. The chief pack there will give you sanctuary. But you’ll only get there
if I’m still alive. If you take me with you.”


Christ! I was negotiating myself into being his hostage. But, I
understood. The only weapon I had was time. The only weapon Dale had was me.
Bas would never let him live if he killed me. I only prayed his life still
mattered to him. What if whatever waited for him with the southern packs was
worse?


“I should have killed you straight out. I see that now. That’s where I
made the mistake. I’ll give you that much credit, Abby. I misjudged you. I
thought you’d be dumber than you are. Easier to manipulate. So, kudos to you.
You outsmarted yourself until this very moment.”


He shoved me hard. The force of it sent me airborne and slamming into
Dean Stockard’s wall of law books. Seven thick volumes of the Northwest
Reporter came crashing down on my head. Pain blossomed across my shoulder as the
joint popped. The fear in my heart gave way to deadly rage. I felt Bas inside
of me, taking my pain for his own. Without him, I might have passed out.


Dale came toward me, his body crumpling and contorting, unable to
control his wolf. He wasn’t done, though. 


“You win, Bas,” he said. He spoke to me, kneeling down to put himself
at eye level. Cold menace widened his pupils, and his golden irises blazed hot.
His fangs protruded, distorting his jaw. His words were barely intelligible,
his mouth quickly losing the form to speak.


“But I win too. You thought marking her would protect her. I waited for
it. Because now, you’ll feel the pain of her loss forever.”


Oh, God!


Dale dropped to his hands and his wolf sprang forth, dripping saliva
from his yellowed fangs. His yellow eyes went red as he arched his back and got
ready to strike. 


Movement by the door as Stockard came back into the room. He screamed
and pressed himself against the wall. 


“Run!”


The voice was mine. Dale was gone; only his raging wolf remained. Once
he ripped me apart, Stockard would be next.


The door to the hallway splintered and exploded off its hinges. Through
the blinding pain in my shoulder, I dove to the side. A flash of red clouded my
vision as all hell broke loose.


Bas was there. He was everywhere. Filling my head with red murder. His
wolf covered me, then turned on Dale. Dale’s cold, gray wolf circled, his snout
nearly touching the ground as he growled. Bas advanced, keeping his body
between me and Dale’s. I crawled away. One powerful lunge and Dale could still
kill me. 


Then Alec’s white wolf blazed through the door, flanking Dale’s rear. 


Alec and Bas formed a circle of deadly menace. Dale had nowhere left to
go. Alec struck first, tearing his fangs into Dale’s hindquarters. He should
have dropped to the ground. But, fueled by adrenaline and the desire to kill,
he stayed on his feet. 


Bas arced through the air, suspended for a moment in time. He was
power, grace, and ruthless violence all at once. With a great swipe of his paw,
he had Dale down on the ground. Blood sprayed from the tear in his shoulder,
landing across my nose in a red arc. Then, Bas sank his fangs into Dale’s neck,
tearing the jugular with one brutal bite.


Dale’s death howl cut through me with a power to haunt me for the rest
of my life. Then, his fierce golden eyes went dark, staring at hell and
nothing.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Dean Stockard’s office was bathed in blood. Dale’s broken body shifted
in death, caught between his wolf and the tattered man. Alec’s white wolf stood
over him. But Bas shifted, rising to his full height. 


He turned to me, diving across the space between us he slid to his
knees in front of me.


“Abby?”


I nodded but even the effort of that burned acid through my dislocated
shoulder. Bas’s eyes went wide. “Hold still.”


He moved so fast I didn’t have a chance to register his intentions or
protest. He put one hand on my back, the other on my upper arm. He popped the
joint back into place. One beat. Two. Then I screamed for all I was worth. But,
the pain became instantly manageable.


“I’m okay,” I gasped when I had enough breath to do so.


Bas pulled me to him, cradling my head against his chest.


“How?” It was all I could manage.


“I had a hunch. I don’t know. Something didn’t seem right. You coming
here felt like a trap.” As he held me against him, his eyes blazed fury as he
looked at Dean Stockard.


Stockard huddled against the wall. A dark patch spread across the front
of his tan trousers. The man had pissed himself. 


“I didn’t. I swear to God. Mr. Thorp said he just had some questions.
He said the congressman sent him. I didn’t know what he was.”


Bas rose to his full height, towering over the dean. He was strong and
sure, his muscles coiled, ready to strike again. But, he also didn’t have a
stitch of clothing on. I think that terrified the dean as much as what he’d
just seen.


I grabbed the wrecked bookshelf and pulled myself to my feet. Alec came
to my side. I reached down and sunk my hand into the soft fur of his neck,
drawing strength from his powerful presence as much as Bas’s. My wolves. My
protectors.


“Well,” I said. “It seems now you know what he was. And now you know
what you sent me into at the congressman’s office. Like you said. You’ve spent
years cultivating a relationship between your program and his office. You’re
lucky I survived it. From what I understand, there’s another student who ended
up ruined by his experiences there. I think Lud Morris might like to give a
statement as well once I track him down.”


Bas’s eyebrow raised as he followed my line of thought. He folded his
arms and looked back at poor Stockard trembling on the floor.


“I didn’t. My God. I haven’t . . .”


“Mr. Stockard, do you like your lungs?” My legs were still shaky, but
with Alec keeping me steady, I took a step forward. He bared his fangs for effect
as we got closer to the dean. Bas’s lip twitched as I knew he suppressed a
smile.


“What?”


I leaned down, keeping my hand on Alec’s neck as if I had to strain to
hold him back. A fat drop of saliva fell from one of his fangs and landed on
the dean’s shoe. 


“I said, do you like your lungs?”


The dean looked from Alec to Bas to me again. Then he nodded like a
bobblehead doll.


“Good. So. If you’d like to keep them today, and if you’d like to keep me
from exposing the risk you put me in by sending me to Foster’s, I think maybe
you’ll want to reconsider that letter of reprimand.”


Stockard kept on nodding, his mouth gaping. 


“In fact, I think you might do well to replace it with a glowing
recommendation both from you and the congressman. I’m sure when he hears about
what happened here today, he might see me in an entirely new light.”


Stockard swallowed and forced a smile. “Of course. Anything. Yes. We .
. . we were quite wrong.”


Bas put out a hand, sensing my unsteadiness. He helped me rise to my
feet. 


“I think we’re done here,” I said, linking my right arm with Bas’s and
keeping my left hand on Alec’s back as the three of us stepped over the dean
and walked out of his office.


I made it a half a dozen steps down the hallway, then neatly threw up
into one of Stockard’s potted plants.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Alec mimicked me puking into the plant for about the tenth time as they
regaled the rest of the pack with everything that happened back at Stockard’s
office. I sat in Bas’s lap, resting my head against his shoulder. My hand flew
up to my mouth as I tried to stifle a yawn. 


We’d gathered back at the Wild Lake lodge. Seth had prepared a huge
wild game dinner, and my wolves had gorged themselves for hours. The pack was
together, happy, healthy, whole. 


“That’s all well and good,” I said. “But I’m still out of a job.”


“Oh, I’m fairly certain there’s an opening at W.L.O. How do you feel
about corporate law after you graduate?” Bas said. I shook my head and lobbed a
roll at him. The effort of doing it brought an ache across my back from my
injured shoulder.


Sensing my growing exhaustion, Bas smiled, nipped my ear, and carried
me up the stairs to the master bedroom.


“Oh, no,” I said as he stretched me out on the bed. “I’m spent.
Wrecked. You can’t possibly think I’ve got anything left.”


Bas smiled as he peeled off his shirt and shed his jeans. I couldn’t
even think about doing the same. My shoulder was wrapped in a sling, but still
throbbed. Bas hooked his fingers through the loops of my jeans and pulled me
gently forward. Wordlessly, he unfastened them and slid them off me.
Mercifully, he left my t-shirt alone. 


He spread my legs and entered me slowly, gently, but filling me
completely.


“Hush,” he said as he smoothed the hair away from my face.


And he was right. I was tired, but I still needed him like this as much
as air in my lungs.


“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked. “Things got a little intense
back there.”


“I’m more than all right. You came for me, Bas.”


“Always, my love. And God, Abby, you were incredible afterward. You
sure you don’t have a little bit of wolf in you?”


I laughed then winced at the pain shooting through my shoulder. “Well,
Mr. Lanier, don’t sell yourself short. Just at the moment, I have quite a lot
of wolf in me.”


He buried his face in my hair and snorted with laughter.


“I love you,” he said. His eyes flashed silver when he looked into mine
again.


“I love you, too.”


“Are you sure you want this? Granted, the last couple of weeks have
been a little more intense than usual, but I’m not going to lie to you and say
life with a pack of werewolves will ever be dull. And I wasn’t kidding about
the corporate job. And don’t think I’m doing you any favors. It’s a tough gig.
But, I think you’re suited for it. Plus, I’ll fire your ass in a heartbeat if
you slack off.” 


He leaned down and nipped my uninjured shoulder.


“Mmm.” I carved my fingers through his hair and tilted his head down so
I could lean up and kiss him. “I think I can get used to it you and your wolves.
But, maybe we could take it easy, at least for a little while.”


“I’ll try.” Bas moved in me, sending a wave of pleasure through me. 


I smoothed my hand down his back. “It’s not all the way over though, is
it?”


I’d seen looks pass between Alec and Bas all night. Something had him
on edge still. He’d tried to shield me from it.


Bas stayed inside of me, but he brought his weight up on his elbows.
“It’s Kane,” he said. 


I bit my lip. I’d been afraid he’d say that. “You think he knew Dale
was coming after me?”


Bas pursed his lips together. “Dale should have been long gone and out
of the state if Kane had done what he promised immediately. So, either Kane didn’t
banish Dale. Or it was something worse. He gave him permission to stay. Either
way, Dale never would have been there this morning if Kane had kept his
promise. Best case scenario, it means I can’t trust him. Worst case scenario,
he’s working with whoever Dale was.”


My heart stuttered. “God. You mean directly against the Wild Lake
packs?”


“I don’t know for sure.”


“What are you going to do?”


Bas kissed my forehead. “Don’t worry, my love. You don’t have to take
on all the pack problems on your first day.”


I slapped Bas’s ass. “Don’t do that. Tell me. I’m in this, Bas. All the
way.”


He smiled and kissed me soundly. Then, he flipped me so I straddled
him. It got harder and harder to concentrate on the conversation. 


“If I challenge Kane outright, I have to be prepared for the
consequences. I have to take him out. If I take him out, I inherit his pack.
I’m not sure I want to do that. The dynamic of this pack is about as
perfect as I can make it.”


“So what then?”


Bas went still. He looked at some far-off point over my shoulder. My
heart hammered in my chest as I understood his thoughts clearly.


“Alec,” I said, swallowing past a dry throat.


His eyes flicked to mine. “You feel him?”


“What? No. Not like you. But, yes. He’s different than the others,
isn’t he? Stronger?”


Bas nodded. “It’s been coming on for a while. He’s got Alpha in him,
Abby. Eventually, it’s going to be a problem for the pack.”


It made me heartsick for a moment, thinking of Bas having to either
send Alec away or fight him to keep his pack. It couldn’t be what either of
them wanted. 


“So you’ll send him to deal with Kane?”


Bas nodded. “I don’t have a choice.”


I leaned down and kissed Bas’s shoulder. “When will you tell him?”


“He already knows. And the sooner the better. He might already be
gone.”


I reared back. “Without saying goodbye?”


“Don’t worry. If Alec has the power inside of him I think he does, we
haven’t seen the last of him. And, he’s part of this pack forever. He can’t
really leave all the way.”


I took a breath and closed my eyes, stretching my mind and heart out. I
felt the Bas’s steady pulse beating strong inside of me along with his love. I
felt the others too. Strong, defiant Alec. Wise Seth. Young and rambunctious
Aaron and Ben. Connor and Eli, my protectors. Sophisticated Curtis. Finn.
Davis. Tobias. Fearless Callum. They were mine. I was theirs. My pack. My
heart.


I looked down at Bas. My love.


“I think it’s time,” I whispered.


He smiled and cocked his head to the side. “Already? Do you think
you’re up for it? You’ve had a day.”


I nodded. “Now more than ever.”


Bas arched his back, pressing himself into me even deeper. My sex
throbbed. My heart hammered inside of me. Bas was heat and light. Desire and
life. He was mine and I was his. 


He sat up and moved my hair away from my neck. He licked me once, his
skillful tongue edging the mark he’d made. But now, tonight, he’d make it even
deeper. Sealing my connection to him. Making it stronger. As I thrust my hips
against him, Bas sank his teeth into the mark, drawing blood and pain for a
fraction of a second. Then, blossoming pleasure.


The pain was gone. From my shoulder. From my heart. My soul filled with
Bas’s love and the strength of the pack. As he marked me a second time, my eyes
caught the light of the moon. There on the ridge to the north of the lodge,
bathed in silhouette, were eleven strong wolves. I cried out Bas’s name as the
pack’s howls rent the air. 


As I crested down, warmth flooded my heart, and I knew where I
belonged.


THE END


 


A Note from Kimber White


Thank you so much for coming along for the ride with Abby and Bas.
Writing their story was such a blast for me. Er . . except the part where
Abby’s journey gave me flashbacks about my own first year law student days.
Sure, I didn’t have to deal with a murderous, vengeful rogue werewolf wanting
me dead, but Civil Procedure I and Contracts? Horrifying, you guys!


About half way through this book, I pretty much feel in love with Alec.
He was one of those characters that came out of nowhere for me. Um . . . and
then when I finished Primal Heat and started giving him my full attention?
{fans self} Anyway, Alec’s book is next and it’s called Savage Moon. Kane still
needs a reckoning after his naughty deeds and Alec’s inner-Alpha is ready to
rise up and take charge! That is if he can figure out how to control himself
around Kane’s sexy, sassy dark haired mate. Let’s just say she’s more than
Alec’s match. You can catch Alec’s story in Savage Moon. Click here for more information.


If you’re new to the shifters of Wild Lake, you can find out some of
the things Bas was up to before Abby rocked his world in Dark Wolf. He’s also got a part in my
companion series, Claimed by the Pack which kicks off with The Alpha’s Mark.


For an exclusive first look at my next new release in the Wild Lake
Wolves series, sign up for my newsletter today. You’ll be the first to know
about my new releases and special discounts available only to subscribers.
You’ll also get a FREE
EBOOK right now, as a special welcome gift for joining. I promise not to
spam you, share your email or engage in other general assholery. You can
unsubscribe anytime you like (I’ll only cry a little). You can sign up here! http://eepurl.com/byh9Br


Psst . . . can I ask you a
favor?


If you liked this story, can you do something for me? Please leave your
review here. Reviews help
authors like me stay visible and allow me to keep bringing you more stories.
But wait, there’s more! If you leave an honest review of this book and send me
the link, you’ll be eligible to apply for my Advance Review Team. My ARC peeps
get free copies of ALL my new releases. We also kind of have a blast together. Click here to find out more.


And if you STILL want more, I’d love to hang out with you on Facebook. I like to share story ideas,
casting pics, and general insanity on a daily basis. 


From the bottom of my heart though, THANK YOU for your support. You
rock hard.


See you on the wild side!
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