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Chapter One


An hour phone call with the Ohio Bureau of Motor
Vehicles would only rank as my fourth worst experience of this particular day. I
crashed my head against the desk after the sixth transfer to another department
and about the tenth different answer. 


“Yes!” I perked up and gripped my pencil, bouncing
the eraser against the desk. “Yes. I’m sure I sent the paperwork. Please check
again. Lyle. L-Y-L-E. Lyle Salvage Yard.” I smiled when I spoke. Grammy taught
me early if you don’t, they’ll know you’re mad. BMV clerks smell fear better
than werewolves. Another thing Grammy taught me. “Yes. That’s right. I’m
waiting for issuance on three Ford F-150 salvage titles. A ’98, a 2006, and a
2014. We got the one for the Airstream already.”


The current clerk was a mouth breather. “I’m showing
an entry for Thomas Lyle. Is that the one you’re talking about? I’ll need to
speak to him, directly,” she said.


“That’s my father. I have his Power of Attorney.
This is Jessa Lyle. MaryAnn, we’ve spoken on the phone before. Every month,
actually.”


She told me to hang on. She promised she’d be right
back. I didn’t get a chance to tell her not to put me hold before the line clicked
and went dead again. I snapped the pencil in half and threw it across the room.



“I’m done!” I screamed to no one. When I pounded my
fist against the wall, the whole trailer shook. Slow. Deep breaths. The minute
hand on the wall clock jerked to the six. No point in trying to get MaryAnn
back on the line. At four thirty, no doubt she’d punched out. She’d probably
hung up on me on purpose just so she could clock out.


Shit. It was four thirty. My father was due back by
noon. A cold pit formed in my stomach as I checked my phone. No calls. No
texts. Not a good sign. He knew to check in with me when he was out on a job.
Tapping the screen, I debated calling him myself. Problem was, even the simple
distraction of a vibrating phone might get him hurt or worse. See, call my
father a bit of a renaissance man. The salvage yard was just one income stream.
He made the bulk of his money as a bounty hunter, specializing in quarry of the
supernatural kind. The furrier the better.


Squeezing my eyes shut, I laid my palms flat on the
desk and resolved to wait. If I didn’t hear from him by dark, then I could
start to panic. Best thing to do now was check on Grammy and get dinner
started. 


Shouting out in the yard drew my attention. I came
around the desk and peered through the lace curtains. Brutus charged out from
behind a truck cap laying in the yard and planted her front paws in the dirt. I
couldn’t see what had her so riled. In her case, her bark was literally worse
than her bite. Purebred Rottweiler, she looked the junkyard dog part. But, give
her a belly scratch and the worst threat you’d face was a face licking. Nope.
The real danger was Sofie, Grammy’s cock-a-poo. Damn dog bit anything that
tried to pet her. Brutus’s barking was sure to bring her out of hiding, so I knew
I needed to diffuse things quick.


“Shit.” I grabbed my phone and headed for the door.
I had just closed my fingers around the doorknob when a crack from a 12 gauge
drove me instinctively to my knees. “Shit!”


“Goddammit, are you crazy, woman?”


“Oh, shit.” I tore out of the trailer and ran
straight into the third worst thing that happened that day.


“Grammy! What the hell?” 


Althea Lyle, my eighty-year-old grandmother—all four
foot ten, one hundred and fifteen pounds of her—leaned over the hood of my father’s
’69 Dodge Charger and aimed a shotgun at the chest of the closest man twenty
feet away. She racked another round and spit on the ground next to her. Brutus
ran to her side and rubbed Grammy’s bare leg. She wore red shorts and a black Garth
Brooks concert t-shirt. 


“Jessa, tell that crazy old bitch to stand down!” I
put my hands up and moved slowly. I wasn’t foolish enough to put my body
between Grammy and her targets. Said targets were Jeff and Gunther Harlan. The
reason for their visit had the makings of the second worst thing that would
happen that day. Gunther’s comment made Grammy shift her aim lower, threatening
to unman him. That’s if he was lucky. 


“Grammy,” I said, keeping my tone hard. If I talked
to her like she was crazy, she was liable to point both barrels at me. She wasn’t
crazy. Not by a long shot. Which meant we were in deep shit. 


“What’s going on, Gunther?” I asked. I could play
ignorant because, at the moment, I straight up was. 


Gunther motioned to his brother. Jeff reached into the
back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a long white envelope. Handing it to
Gunther, Jeff took two steps back, making sure only Gunther stayed in the line
of fire. 


“Your father never showed up for our appointment,”
he said. My heart dropped straight down into my size six cowboy boots. “You
heard from him?”


I shook my head. “No. But, I’ll make sure he knows
you’ve been looking for him.”


Gunther clenched his jaw and shot a look back at my
grandmother. God, I hoped he wasn’t crazy enough to take a step toward her. Her
nostrils flared and she adjusted her weight across the hood of the Charger.
Only I recognized the small twitch in the corner of her left eye. She was
barely holding it together. Grammy was scared, which meant things were far
worse than I thought. 


“We paid him in advance, Jessa,” Gunther said, and
the air went straight out of me. “He doesn’t deliver by midnight tonight, we’ll
be back. You understand?” He threw the envelope on the ground. “That guy needs
to be taken care of.”


I nodded, leaning down to pick up the crumpled
envelope. Through the paper I could see a folded photograph of Dad’s latest
mark. Why Gunther thought I needed it was beyond me.


“Good. You make Tinker understand.” I
bristled at the sound of my father’s nickname dripping off Gunther Harlan’s
lips with contempt. As in Tinker Bell. But, that’s not how he earned it. Dad
was an inventor too. I told you, renaissance man. I bit my lip past the urge to
point out how that tinkering had saved the Harlan brothers’ asses on more than
one occasion. But God, Dad took money for a job in advance? What was he
thinking? Gunther stared at me with deep-set gray eyes so pale they looked like
the dead. 


“Midnight,” Gunther said again. “You tell him we’re
expecting proof of death on this one. Not a capture. He can find me at the
Depot in the back room. You feel me?”


I’d edged over to Grammy’s side. I wasn’t foolish
enough to put my hands on her while she was riled up like this, but the muscles
in her shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. She was still worried, but she
wasn’t homicidal. 


“Got it,” I said. “I’ll bring him down there myself,
Gunther. Everything’s going to be fine. You can tell your boss.” I emphasized
the word “boss.” Gunther expressed his displeasure by narrowing his eyes. Then
he backhanded Jeff against the chest and the two of them slipped into their
BMW. He kicked up dirt with his back tires as he sped away.


Brutus charged after them, growling and yelping as
she went. Sofie finally showed up and joined the fray. When the Harlans made
the turn down the muddy, rutted lane leading back to downtown Banchory, I
finally let my shoulders drop and turned to Grammy.


The tremors started in her shoulders and spread
quickly to her fingers. I peeled the shotgun out of her hands rubbed her back.
She looked up at me, her dark eyes clouded with fear.


“Where is he?” I swallowed hard. “What happened?”


She tucked a strand of wiry gray hair behind her
ear. She wore it long, a single braid down the middle of her back. Her high,
wide cheekbones, weathered with age still marked her proud Odawa heritage. She
closed her fingers around my wrist and pulled me toward her trailer in the back
of the lot.


“Hurry.” Her soft whisper sent shivers of terror
through me, much more so than if she’d shouted. I slung the shotgun over my
shoulder and went with her. 


Grammy’s trailer butted up against the ten-foot high
privacy fence the county made us erect. Grammy and Grampy had to fight to get
the permits to open this place. It all happened long before I was born, but she
liked to tell the story. She’d said they bought this hunk of ground on the
outskirts of hell just to have a place to store all of the junk my father
brought home. The salvage yard just seemed a natural fit. So, while my father
tinkered in the pole barn Grampy built, he—ever the shrewd businessman—figured
out how to turn what Dad didn’t use into cash. For years, it sustained them.
After Grampy died, she ran it until Dad was old enough to take over. 


I don’t remember much about my grandfather. But in
every photograph, I could see his love for Grammy lighting his soft blue eyes.
Always touching her. Hand in hand. Nuzzling her cheek. Pulling her into his
lap. My father never had that with my mother. We had no photographs of her at
all. Not even from their wedding. They never said as much, but I’d deduced it
was of the shotgun variety. But, when the bloom wore off, Mom didn’t want to
spend the rest of her life living in a junkyard. So, she lit out the first
chance she got, which was before I was even old enough to form memories. 


Grammy paused to catch her breath before she climbed
the porch steps at the front of her trailer. She clutched my wrist and peered
up at me. “He doesn’t want an ambulance,” she said. Nodding, I swallowed hard and
reached for the door handle and walked into the second worst thing that
happened that day.


My father lay clutching his side on Grammy’s floral
printed living room couch. His color ashen, he wheezed as he exhaled. I leaned
the shotgun against the wall then half skidded across the carpet to get to his
side. I put a hand to his forehead. His skin felt clammy and cool as I worked
my fingers down his chest, gingerly pulling his shirt out of his waistband and
checking for wounds. 


“What happened?” I asked. “Did a wolf do this?”


Choking, my father shook his head. “No. I never even
got that far.”


I leaned back on my heels and cocked my head to the
side. “Then what?”


“Competition,” he managed before he collapsed into a
fit of strained coughs that tore at my heart. “The Cavanaughs maybe. Coltranes coulda
been. Wouldn’t be surprised if Gunther clued one of ‘em in. He’s been trying to
drive my prices down for months now.”


“He got jumped on the way to the job,” Grammy filled
in. “Says he couldn’t see faces. Just boots when he hit the ground.
Steel-tipped. Kicked him, they did.”


I pulled Dad’s shirt up over his hips and saw the
angry black and red welts all along his rib cage.


“Heard one of those crack,” he gasped. “I’ll be all right
though. Haven’t coughed anything up.”


“Dad, you need to be seen by a doctor. You could be
bleeding inside.”


“No!” He put a hand up. “Jessa, we’re done for. If
the Harlans find out this happened, they’ll put me out of business for good. I
told ya. The Coltranes and the Cavanaughs are just waiting for something like
this to swoop in and outbid me.”


“Fine. Then we’ll give them back your advance.”


Dad shook his head again. “Nothing doing. That
money’s gone, pumpkin.”


My heart turned to stone and the air grew thick. I
was afraid to ask him how much money we were talking about. Except I already
knew. Gunther said this was a kill job, not a capture. Dad wouldn’t have
accepted less than a hundred thousand dollars for one of those. Enough to
support us the rest of the year and a good chunk of my college tuition whenever
I got the time to go back. But gone?


“It’s okay, Jessa,” he said. With great effort, he
sat up and reached under the couch cushion on which he been lying. He pulled
out a sleek, black Sig Sauer P226. “They didn’t get this.”


“They didn’t get your weapon?”


Dad shook his head. “No. They didn’t get these.” He
pulled out the magazine. “The Wolfkillers,” he said, holding the magazine out
in his palm. 


My heart thudded in my chest. Wolfkillers. Tinker
Lyle’s latest, greatest invention. Ammo modified with a special neurotoxin that
paralyzed its target no matter where it entered the body. Which might seem like
literal overkill except when you were trying to shoot a werewolf. Suckers are
bloody fast and if you don’t hit them through the heart or the brain on the
first shot, they tend to get back up.


“So you think someone was trying to mess you up
tonight?”


“Yep. Take me out, get my secret weapon, show the Harlans
I’m no longer a safe bet.”


“Great. And what about your target? Gunther said you
had until midnight. Is that where the money went?” I lifted the magazine.


Dad nodded. “I made the final modifications with it.
Call it a capital investment.’


“Terrific, except you still have to deliver the
contract, Dad.”


Coughing, he nodded. “There’s still time. Just tape
me up. I’ve already tracked the fucker. He’s holed up just outside of Banchory.
That KOA off County Road 14. This one should be a piece of cake. He’s totally
alone. Chances are he got banished from his pack. I’ve been watching him for
days. Keeps to a pretty stable routine.”


“You are in no condition to go back out there,” I
said, my wheels already turning hard. An easy hit. Dad had taken me on a few
over the last couple of years. He worked fast and clean. Nothing fancy. The
Harlan brothers may be douchebags, but they served a purpose. They, along with
my father, helped keep the werewolves over the state line where they belonged.
Dad took one or two contracts a year. More than enough to cover what the income
from the salvage yard didn’t. Except for now. Now, he was in real danger of
losing everything. 


“Jessa,” my father said, drawing out his syllables.
He knew exactly what I was thinking. “No.”


“Yes,” I took the Nine from him and slammed the
magazine back in. “KOA off County Road 14. He got a tent pitched or a camper?”


“Jessa. It’s too dangerous.” 


My grandmother sank down on the couch next to him
and put a gentle hand on his shoulder. I knew that look. A hint of a smile lit
her brown eyes. “Thomas,” she said. “She’s ready. You’ve trained her yourself.
It’s what your father and I raised you to do. Do I have to remind you what can
happen if a rogue wolf sets loose on this town?” She wasn’t obvious about it,
but her braid fell to the side, exposing the long, deep gashes from old scars
across her neck.


“That’s settled,” I said. “Show me your book.”


Dad grumbled, but he knew he was no match for Grammy
and me. He pointed toward the kitchen table, the strain of the effort creasing
his brow. I crossed the room in three long strides and picked up the thin file
folder he’d left there. Bracing myself with a hard inhale, I opened the flap.


Tiny hairs prickled along the base of my spine as I
stared into the face of my target. Derek Monroe. Such a normal sounding name
for a killer. His face stared back at me from a blown up color photograph. A
candid shot taken with a high-powered zoom lens. 


Derek Monroe was handsome. Rakishly so, with a thick
mass of wavy brown hair parted on the side. His amber eyes stared straight
through me on the page, making my heart skip its rhythm. He leaned casually
against the side of a brick building, light coming into those piercing eyes,
making them glow almost. He wore a simple white t-shirt stretched taut over
hard muscles. Jeans with a shiny silver belt buckle and black motorcycle boots.
The man could have been a model in one of those whiskey ads rather than the
brutal killer I knew he was. That all werewolves were. And this wolf was
battle hardened. A cruel scar cut a jagged path through his left brow and along
his cheek. He took my breath away.


“This him?” I asked past a dry throat.


Dad nodded. “I’m not so sure about this, Jessa. We
talked about you taking your own contracts, but not until you finish college.”


“I know what I’m doing, Dad. I learned from the
best. If you think you’re capable of doing it in your condition, this should be
a walk in the park for me. Right?”


He gritted his teeth but gave me a slow nod. “But,
be careful. Don’t take chances. Don’t get anywhere close to him. Pick a
position upwind and wait for your shot. If you don’t get one, you come home.
The hell with the Harlans.”


I nodded. “Right. The hell with the Harlans. I’ve
got this though, Dad.” 


I came back to his side and gave him a kiss on the
cheek. 


“Be careful,” Grammy said as I stood in the doorway
of her trailer. 


I gave them each a salute as I opened the door. Then
I walked through it toward the worst thing that happened to me that day.
















 


Chapter Two


Banchory, Ohio. I’ve lived here all of my life. A
sleepy little town, population 1,243, nestled in a wooded valley along the
banks of the raging Ohio River. We’re two miles and a suspension bridge away
from Kentucky on the south side. No Man’s Land. Literally. Werewolves don’t
belong here. I’ve heard they have territory to the far north in Michigan and
Canada. But the ones down here, they’re supposed to stay on their side of the
damn bridge. It’s the law.


This guy, though, Derek Monroe. Just being in
Ohio made him a threat. There was no good reason for it other than to start
trouble. My father worked to stop that trouble and usually succeeded. Even
local law enforcement knew to call on Tinker Lyle when they found wolves
behaving badly. 


I stepped into my trailer and suited up. Night gear
for this job. Black stretch pants, boots, a black turtleneck and grease paint.
I tied my long, straight, blonde hair back into a top knot and tucked it under
a black knit cap. One last touch, I sprayed scent killer all over my body and
put Dad’s nine in the shoulder holster he’d given me on my eighteenth birthday
two years ago. 


I was ready. I said it in my head as much to convince
myself as anything. I was ready. Dad took me on hunts since the day I
turned twelve. Grammy insisted. She said every woman in this family would know
how to defend herself against werewolves if it was the last thing she ever did.
You see, long ago, Grammy hadn’t been so lucky. A pack of wolves hurt her very
badly in ways she still wouldn’t tell me about. Whatever it was, I saw the
echoes of it every time that haunted look clouded what otherwise would have
been a smile. I saw the edges of those scars around her collar. I’d never seen
the full extent of them, but knew they made her stiffen when she turned at the
waist sometimes. No pictures existed of her in a bathing suit when she was
younger. Some secrets she kept well hidden. 


The KOA campground was just three miles away on the
opposite side of the overpass. I parked on the shoulder of the road about a
quarter mile away. At just past dusk, the camp was mostly quiet. Wednesday
night, most of the campers wouldn’t roll in until Friday. Still, on a warm June
night, I saw a few glowing campfires around Fish Gut Pond at the center of the
park. A local name that kind of stuck.


Shielding the light from my phone, I tapped it to
pull up the picture I’d taken of Dad’s file on Derek Monroe. He drove a black
Ford F-250, Michigan plates. It crossed my mind I had a customer looking for a
few parts. If things went well, I’d send one of the high school kids Dad
employed out here to do some recon later on the vehicle.


Derek Monroe’s rugged face stared back at me from my
phone screen. Hard. Handsome. Deadly. He was here somewhere. I stuffed my phone
back in my pocket and headed for the parking lot. Monroe’s truck was easy to
spot. It was the only one shiny and clean. Heart pounding, I took a chance and
looked inside. The thing looked new. No crumpled papers in the cup holders. No
coiled charging cables in the cigarette lighter. 


I ducked down and scanned the tents. Dad said
Monroe’s was silver and blue, staked at the northernmost edge of the
campground. I saw it right away. No shadows or lights. Either Monroe was inside
sleeping, or he’d gone off to hunt.


My heart thundered in my chest as I cut a wide
perimeter, staying hidden behind the trees. I found the perfect place to hide
and wait. Pine trees lined the eastern edge of the pond. I wedged myself
between two of the fattest. The branches tickled my nose, but from this vantage
point, no one would see me unless they were looking. Maybe not even then if I
shielded my eyes. 


I waited. No movement from the tent. After a while
it became clear Monroe wasn’t in it. Since I could still see his truck in the
lot, it meant he was out somewhere on foot. Probably hunting. I just prayed he
was out there looking for game instead of people. We hadn’t had a wolf attack
out here in over a year. Though the last one had been grizzly indeed. One of
the Kentucky wolves went on a rampage, stalking students at Banchory Community
College until my father put him down. Four people died. A tragedy. But it could
have been so much worse. 


My blood began to boil thinking of all the things
Derek Monroe could be up to in the dead of night. What on earth was he doing
down here, so far away from his northern pack? There could simply be no good
reason for it. Either he’d been run off, or chose to leave. But wolves just
don’t live on their own unless they’re forced to.


I checked my watch. It was just past nine. Plenty of
time. Proof of death. That’s what the Harlan brothers needed. Until now, I
hadn’t quite thought through what that would mean. I had a sled in the car. I
could drag Monroe’s dead body out of here by myself if I had to. The only
problem would come if he didn’t shift back to his wolf the moment he died. Most
of them did, but with my luck, he’d be one who didn’t. That would be a hell of
a lot harder to explain to anyone passing by. If I had to, I could call Gunther
and have him meet me out here. Let him figure out what to do with Monroe. He
could hang his head for a trophy for all I cared.


Then what? The Harlans would know my father wasn’t
fit to do the job tonight. It would weaken him in their eyes. It wasn’t a
complete disaster. It just meant that after tonight, I’d have to plan on taking
a more active role in the bounty hunting side of the business. I was okay with
that. As long as it was no more than one job a year. Two would be enough to pay
the rest of my tuition. I went part time, trying to get a business degree. I
wanted to go full time, but so far, there had always been something to get in
the way. Grammy’s health. Slow business at the yard. Lack of funds. I could
take a loan, but that’s not how Lyles did things. We paid our way and that was
that.


Something moved in the trees about two hundred yards
out. I raised my binoculars to get a better look, but the light was too dim. I
should have brought Dad’s NVGs, but the things were clunky as hell and didn’t
work half the time. Another thing on Dad’s list to tinker with. 


Then, I saw him. 


His golden wolf eyes flashed like beacons, making my
heart stop. He looked my way but past me. He came slowly, loping with his tail
swinging from side to side. A casual gait. He panted with his tongue hanging
out to the side. 


Derek Monroe’s wolf was beautiful. I can’t deny it.
Sleek, gray fur, powerful muscles that rippled through his back and haunches as
he took each step. He stayed close to the tree line and in the shadow of the
moon. What few campers there were could never see him this far out. 


My heart fluttered as I struggled to take even
breaths. Slowly, I reached over and unsnapped my holster. There was time yet. I
could wait. He went to the edge of the pond and dipped his head low to lap up
the cool water. A twig snapped to the south. Monroe lifted his head and pricked
his ears, but then went back to drinking. 


Wait. Not yet. The urge to take aim and shoot coursed
through me, making my head pound. But in wolf form, there were too many ways I
could miss. Though he was big, actually the biggest wolf I’d ever seen, he
would still make a better target after he shifted. Softer skin. Softer skull.
Less room for error. 


I tucked myself as far back among the pine branches
as I dared. Their sickly sweet aroma made me almost lightheaded. Then, Derek’s
wolf turned back toward the tent. He took one step. Two. Then he stretched
himself long, digging his front paws into the ground while he raised his tail
high.


I heard it. Bones breaking then reknitting. Flesh
swelled beneath his silvery fur. I froze, in awe of the power of his shift. I’d
never seen one this close before. The air around me seemed charged with
electricity and magic. But, this was no magic. This was brutal, deadly force.
The creature before me would kill if I didn’t act first. I could never forget
that. His paws stretched, grew long, then strong, beautiful hands with corded
veins clawed into the ground, bracing as the rest of his body was reborn. 


He rose. One leg with powerful thigh muscles, bent
at the knee. He took a step, stretching his spine and filling his human lungs
with cool, crisp air. 


Derek Monroe in a photograph was one thing. In
person, he was breathtaking. Gorgeous. Magnetic. I found myself wanting to hear
him talk. His voice would be deep, sending vibrations of pleasure through me. I
just knew it. 


I closed my eyes. Something came over me. It was the
magic of the shift. It held some thrall over me, but the instant I couldn’t see
him, I came back into myself again and remembered why I was here.


My fingers closed around the trigger of my weapon
and I squared my shoulders. He didn’t see me. His eyes narrowed as the wind
shifted. He was naked. Potent. His broad chest glistened with the sweat of
exertion. His manhood swung heavy and I couldn’t help staring. Such a beautiful
creature. But lethal. And his presence here threatened all of us.


I took aim. One shot. Straight through the heart. He
wouldn’t die instantly. His wolf strength would keep his heart beating at least
at first. But my toxin-laced bullet would paralyze him, retarding the natural
healing his body would struggle to do. One more shot would finish him. Head. Or
heart. My choice. My job. My life.


I let my breath out and steadied my hands. At the
last second, our eyes met, and Derek Monroe understood. His wolf eyes flashed gold,
but it was already too late. I squeezed the trigger. Just a quick pulse from
the silencer and I hit my mark. Strong though he was, even wolves can’t outrun
bullets.


I walked out from my sniper’s nest in the trees.
Derek’s step faltered, but he didn’t go down. A great wound opened above his
left pectoral muscle. Shit. I pulled too hard to the right and missed his heart
by a good four inches. His howl of pain cut through the air. I felt it in my
soul as well as heard it with my ears. It nearly brought me to my knees. 


Even without a heart shot he should have gone down.
He should have crumpled as the toxin short-circuited the electrical impulses
from his brain to his muscles. 


He didn’t go down. 


Instead, our eyes locked. His filled with wild rage.
Human still, his wolf flared to life behind his eyes and looked at me with
deadly intent. 


Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. He shouldn’t
have been standing. He shouldn’t have been able to move. But, he did. 


Werewolves are fast, you see. Not faster than
bullets. But faster than a trigger finger. When I raised the gun a second time
it was already too late. Derek Monroe came at me with lethal speed. Before I
got a shot off, that final, worst thing happened. His fingers closed around my throat
and everything went black.
















 


Chapter Three


“Jessa.”


No. Ugh. No. I just wanted to sleep. Groaning, I
rolled to my side and reached for the covers. Ten more minutes. 


“Jessa!”


My eyes snapped open. I blinked hard, trying to
focus. Two black boots faced toward me, inches from my face. My head rested on hardwood.
Dust everywhere. I sneezed. That’s when I realized my hands were tied tightly
behind me. My feet bound at the ankles. I lay on my side on wooden floorboards.
Flickering light from a pair of three-wick candles burned in the corner.


Derek Monroe crouched down and peered into my face.
His pupils narrowed, those amber eyes glinted. 


Shit. 


I rolled to my back, wincing as my weight landed on
my bound wrists. I twisted away, trying to sit up. Pins and needles flowed
through my wrists down to my fingertips. Derek put his hands on my shoulders;
his fingertips radiated heat straight through my spine, taking my breath away.
Gently, but firmly, he pulled me up to a sitting position. I scooted backward,
pushing off with my bound feet until I butted up against the far wall.


Derek squatted before me, his right arm dangling
over his knee. He held his left arm against his chest. Blood still oozed from
the wound on his left shoulder but even in the dim light, I could see the edges
of torn flesh had started to close. How was that possible? Dad’s special
bullets should have kept him on the ground immobile. He never should have been
able to get up again. 


“Feeling better, Jessa?” he asked. His voice was
rich and deep, just like I’d imagined. My pulse quickened as I surveyed my
surroundings. We were in an empty house. Old, with faded wallpaper with looping
flower patterns. It might have been yellow or pink long ago. Now, it was dingy
gray like everything else in here. Probably one of the abandoned farmhouses off
County Road 14. I could still hear highway noises through the open window
behind Derek’s head. Would anyone hear me if I screamed? Maybe. But it likely
wouldn’t matter. Derek might have been wounded, but he’d still managed to
overpower me quick enough and bring me here. 


“How do you know my name?” I asked the safest
question I could think of. 


Derek smiled and reached into his back pocket. He
held my phone up. Shit. So he knew everything. He must have pressed my finger
to the touch screen when he had me knocked out to unlock it. What else had he
done to me? Nothing hurt except the strain where he bound my wrists with
plastic zip ties.


“Okay,” I said. “So now what?”


Derek stood. God, he was big. My gaze went up and
up, and I had to crane my neck to stay on his face. He walked to the other side
of the room and leaned against the wall. He scrolled through my phone, amusement
dancing in his eyes. 


“This me?” he said, turning the screen toward me;
he’d pulled up the picture I took of the spec sheet Dad had on him. Basic
stuff. Height. Weight. The color of his wolf. Where he’d been last seen. And
Dad journaled Derek’s movements over the last few days. 


“Pretty much,” I said.


“Why?” he asked. “What are you after?”


I cocked my head to the side. Did he legitimately
not know? Derek Monroe might be extra strong for a wolf, but he seemed a little
dense. “What do you mean what am I after? That hole in your chest didn’t make
it clear?”


Derek rolled his left shoulder. He tried to hide it,
but I could tell the movement caused him agony. For an instant, his eyes
flashed gold as his wolf flared to life. Fire shot through me. I started to
sweat. I was afraid. Of course I was. But there was something else going on
too. I felt drawn to him. Like some invisible rubber band bound me to him. I
had to be losing it, but the air grew colder the further he moved away from me.
Then, when he pushed himself off the wall and came closer, warmth flooded
through me and my nerve endings seemed to crackle. 


“Someone sent you to kill me. Who? Why?”


I opened my mouth to say something but couldn’t form
words. I just clamped my jaw shut and looked at the ground. Think, Jessa.
Think. What leverage did I have?


“Did you really think I’d be that easy to kill?”


“I’m having an off day,” I said. The words just
seemed to spill out now. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing here
in Banchory. Are you lost? Did your pack drive you out?”


“Jessa Lyle,” he said, turning the phone back toward
me. He’d pulled up my Facebook profile. My cover photo was one of my Dad and me
posing under the Lyle Salvage Yard sign after we’d repainted it. Brutus had
jumped up and had her paws on my shoulders. I was laughing. Dad took a wide
stance with his hands on his hips as if all he needed was a superhero cape.
Goofy. His bald head gleamed in the sun, but he looked tough. Weathered skin
with hard muscles and a trim waist. 


Derek turned the screen and studied the photograph.
“Lyle. Wait a minute. Is that Tinker Lyle? Are you Tinker Lyle’s daughter?” He
said my father’s name as if it burned in his mouth like acid. There was no
point in denying it. He held the evidence in the palm of his hand.


“Yesss. I’m Tinker’s daughter. So now you know what
I was doing out there tonight. And you also know I wasn’t on my own.”


“Wolf killer,” Derek said. He switched the phone off
and put it in his back pocket. “We’ve heard of Tinker as far as Wild Lake.”


Wild Lake? I knew a pocket of wolf packs lived up
there near the Canadian border. Again though, Derek’s mere presence here in
Ohio made him a threat. The Kentucky wolves were within their rights to kill
him if he tried to cross the river. “So why don’t you head on back there? Your
kind doesn’t belong in my state, Derek.”


Derek’s eyes widened as he realized of course I knew
as much about him as he knew about me. “My kind. My kind? What kind of
bedtime stories has old Tinker been telling you?”


“Not stories. You’re a killer. There’s no good
reason for someone like you to have crossed the boundary lines. Ohio is No
Man’s Land for wolves. Surely you’re not that stupid that you don’t already
know that.”


Derek snapped his jaw. Human still, his wolf
simmered just below the surface and his growl vibrated across the floorboards.
My breath stuck in my throat as he crouched back down and came within inches of
my face. His hot breath blew along my cheek. He bared his teeth, and that low,
vibrating growl seemed to come from everywhere. Fresh blood started to pour
from the wound near his shoulder. 


That wound should have closed by now. Which meant
the toxin was doing its job. But why was it taking so long in Derek?
What made him different? For the first time since I came to, I started to think
maybe I wasn’t entirely fucked. 


“So that’s who sent you? One of the Kentucky packs?”


“I don’t work for wolves, Derek. We take care of our
own down here. When killers like you get out of line, I take care of it. My father
takes care of it.”


“Yeah? Then where is he? Where’s the great, deadly
Tinker Lyle? Didn’t see him hiding in the trees when I knocked you out. Nobody
followed me when I brought you out here. You’re on your own, aren’t you, Jessa?
Nobody’s looking for you.”


My heart thundered in my chest. It wasn’t true, but
something else made my blood run cold. It was late. Very late. Was it past
midnight? Oh, God. What was going to happen when I didn’t show up at the Depot
bar with proof I’d finished the contract? The Harlan brothers were going to come
looking for my father. He was in no position to deal with them, and Grammy was
liable to shoot them on sight. Gunther and Jeff were one thing, but if Grammy
got the entire Harlan family after us, they’d burn the yard to the ground.
Likely with Dad and Grammy tied up inside. 


I had to figure out a way to get out of this. Derek
started to sweat. His eyes lost focus for an instant, but he put a hand on the
ground and steadied himself. I knew what was happening. This was the toxin at
work, however long it was taking. 


“You’re wrong about that,” I said. “You think my
father would have sent me out on a job without backup? You’re a dead man, Derek
Monroe. One way or another. And you should be.”


He rubbed his thumb across his brow. Sweat dripped
from his temple. “What did you do to me?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“What did you do to me?” Derek lunged at me.
Grabbing me by the shoulders, he hauled me to my feet. The air between us
seemed charged. He held me like that, his eyes locked with mine. His fingers
seared through my flesh. Fear heated my blood, but something else too. 


Desire.


Oh, God. No. No. No. My insides seemed to liquefy as
he stared into my eyes. I felt boneless, weightless. Wildfire seared through
me, settling low in my core and to points lower down. His touch made me burn
for him, short-circuiting logic. 


“Let me go.” I choked the words out. This was wrong.
Horrible. I shouldn’t feel this way when he touched me. The only good wolf was
a dead one. I’d known that since before I could talk. 


“Let me go!” I shouted into his face. “Let me go or
finish what you started. Get it over with!” God, I wished my hands and feet
were free. I wanted to shove him, claw at him, pull him toward me.


Derek reared back as if I’d slapped him. His eyes
went wide. He let me go. With my ankles bound together, I lost my balance and
dropped to my knees. My chest heaving with ragged breaths, I knelt before him.
Derek took a staggering step back. It was the poison. Of course it was. But I
sensed something else with it. If I had to name it, it seemed like his reaction
to touching me shocked him as much as mine had. 


Impossible. This couldn’t be. He was a wolf. I was a
Lyle. Without me, he’d be free to wreak chaos and terror on the town. It’s what
he was. It’s what he did. What all wolves did.


“Jessa.” The way he said my name. It tore through
his throat as if it caused him pain. He knelt on the ground in front of me. He
lifted his hand but didn’t touch me. He dropped them to his side and clenched
his jaw.


“Jessa. Look at me.”


“I’d rather not.”


“Jessa, look at me!”


My eyes snapped up and locked with his. I wished I
could shoot fire out of mine. Hurt him. Push him away. Get him out of my head. 


“I’m not a killer. At least, not the way you think.”


“Bullshit.”


Derek lifted his palms, stretching his arms out wide
in surrender. It didn’t matter. Bound as I was, I couldn’t touch him. I saw my
gun then. He turned slightly, and I saw where he’d tucked it into the waistband
of his jeans. So close. And I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. I wished just
once I had strength like he did. I could tear through the zip ties and get to
my weapon. I could end this once and for all. 


“Jessa, think. If I’m a killer, then why are you
still alive? Huh? You fucking shot me. You admitted that’s what you
were there for. If I wanted you dead, you would be.”


“You want something from me.” The truth of my words
struck terror through me. Grammy. I closed my eyes, and the edges of her scars
seemed to hover there. They got her. The wolves got her. She swore she’d never
let anything like that happen to me as long as she lived. But, she wasn’t here
now. Only I was. Nothing stood between this killer wolf and me now. It felt
childish, I know. But I felt if I opened my eyes again, that would be the end.
Derek would make his move and tear me limb from limb. 


Except, why hadn’t he already done it?


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “Jessa. Open
your eyes and look at me.”


I did. Derek’s eyes gutted me. Not cold. Not deadly.
His were warm and wide. Begging me to believe him. God, he was good. Dad
trained me to respect werewolf strength. But, he never told me how mentally
cunning they could be. I’d never been alone with one before. Not like this. Not
talking. Not . . . human. Which was all the more reason I knew I needed to fear
for my life. 


“What do you want from me?”


Derek let out a sigh. “Answers. That’s all. Just
answers. Tell me who sent you and why they want me dead.”


“And then what?”


“Well, I suppose that depends on you. Are you
planning to try and shoot me again?”


I didn’t answer. I pursed my lips together and
looked at the ground. I wasn’t as good as Derek was. I knew he’d see the truth
in my eyes. 


“Well, then I guess neither of us is going anywhere
for a while,” he said. Settling back on the floor, he sat cross-legged in front
of me. 


“I guess not.”


He looked me up and down and raised an inquisitive
brow, the one with the scar cutting through it. “You might want to stop
kneeling like that, then. It’s bad for your knees.”


Derek reached out, presumably to help me sit without
toppling over. He never made it that far. His eyes grew hooded then widened in
fear and understanding as the toxin finally started to make its way into his
bloodstream. 


“Son of a bitch,” he whispered just before he
toppled over and his head hit the ground.
















 


Chapter Four


Son of a bitch, indeed. He was out cold. Snoring.
Derek’s mouth hung open and drool formed at the corner of those perfect, full
lips. Kissable lips. The kind that felt both soft and hard, devouring, driving
heat straight through you.


“What the ever loving hell?” I whispered. Wolf
pheromones. Something. Whatever it was, it wasn’t natural. It wasn’t real. I
was not, repeat not going to get caught up in some wolf thrall or
whatever this was. 


Great. So I had the upper hand for the moment.
Except my actual hands were still bound uselessly behind me. I couldn’t
very well hop away with any degree of speed. He was going to come to again.
When he did, he’d likely have one sweet mother of a headache and a bad temper. 


Unfortunately, Derek had landed on his back. My
phone was still out of reach in his back pocket with his full weight on it. I
tried anyway. I sat down and backed into him, trying to roll him. He stirred,
made a gurgling noise, but fell back asleep. No use. I flapped my bound hands,
trying to slide them under Derek and dislodge my phone, but I just couldn’t
reach it. Plus, being this close, touching him…even though his lights were out,
it still affected me. 


Fine. No joy. And now, I couldn’t get back on my
feet. I scooted back over to the wall and tried to get leverage by leaning
against it. That worked. I strained every muscle in my body, but I managed to
get to my feet. 


“Dammit!” I whisper shouted. If I could just get my
legs free even! I tried to snap the zip tie using the window ledge for
leverage. I only succeeded in cutting through the thin skin of my wrists. He’d
snapped the damn things so tightly, there was barely any space between them. No
give at all. 


Sweat poured down my back from the effort of trying
to free myself. Mercifully, Derek kept right on snoring. I hopped back over to
him to get a closer look. My gun was also basically out of reach tucked into
his back pocket. God, if I just had one leg free, I could kick him over. And if
I could get to the gun, could I shoot him again? Theoretically, yes. I’d
have to aim blind, standing over him facing the other way, but at that range, I
didn’t have to be accurate. 


I hopped over to the window. I could see a few
passing headlights. I had a pretty good guess where we were. This was the old
Tucker farm about a mile past the KOA heading west. The last Tucker died about
fifteen years ago. The county had tried to sell the farm for a while, but with
the economy in the tank, nothing came of it. Last I heard, they were thinking
of turning this place into another trailer park. 


Bottom line, there was just about no way I could
pull off this hit without help now. Derek wasn’t moving unless he wanted to,
and I couldn’t wait for him to wake up. I had no choice but to try to get away
from him and get to safety. My best bet would be to hop down to the road and
try to flag down one of those passing cars. Except I’d be leaving behind a
sleeping werewolf who’d wake up pissed as hell and looking for me. Plus, he had
my father’s gun and its special bullets inside. That alone was worth
everything. If they got into the wrong hands we were screwed. The Coltranes and
the Cavanaughs were likely still out there somewhere. Lying in wait. They might
even have eyes on the junkyard to see whether Dad tried to leave again.


“Shit!” I shouted through the open window. 


Dammit. There was no help for it. I needed to try
and get away from him before he woke up. I knew it’s what my dad would tell me
to do. The bullets weren’t worth my life, and I wasn’t stupid enough to believe
Derek’s moony-eyed promise that he wasn’t going to hurt me. Of course he was.
He was a werewolf, after all.


I hopped over to him and lowered myself to the
ground. I had to try one last time to push him over with my feet and take the
gun with me. Dammit, he was heavy. Every muscle in his body seemed to have
turned to stone. I couldn’t tell if that was the toxin or just the way all
werewolves were when they slept. But, I couldn’t stick around to ask him. I
struggled back to my feet and hobbled toward the front door. 


I pushed it open with my forehead and started my
slow hop down the porch steps and toward the road. It was slow going and every
muscle in my body ached from it, but I made progress. I found I could alternate
hopping with painstaking, shuffling steps. Slower, but less likely to make me
lose my balance and fall on my ass. After the third time of doing that, I
decided I’d had enough. Shuffle-footed getaway it was!


The yard around the Tucker farm had overgrown, and
the tall grasses stung my arms as I made my way through. Also, the land was
hillier than I realized. I’d only ever seen the place from the road and driving
at least fifty miles an hour. Which meant it was a hell of a lot farther from
the house to the road than it looked like. Probably close to half a mile. But,
I kept on going. 


Of course, with my luck, dressed in all black like I
was, I ran a very strong risk of getting run over before someone spotted me. I
had one thing going for me in that regard. I’d lost my knit cap and my ponytail
holder a long way back, so my blonde hair spilled around my shoulders. It ought
to reflect pretty well in someone’s headlights. Hopefully, before they mowed me
down. 


I was almost there. Just another thirty yards or so.
The ground leveled off and my steps got easier. I could barely see in front of
me as my hair plastered to my face from sweat and grime. But, I was going to
make it. I’d done a mental count on the way down. No more than a minute passed
without at least one car zooming by. Plenty of semi-trailers too. Hell, I even
recognized a couple the closer I got. These were Banchory people. My people. I
was just a few painful steps from help. 


Something flashed in my peripheral vision. I’d been
so focused on the road and oncoming headlights, I almost didn’t have time to
adjust. My brain processed the threat faster than my eyes did. 


Danger came for me in the form of the menacing flash
of wolf eyes and bared teeth. It moved like lightning. Sleek and gray. I
screamed. Every cell in my body wanting to run. I took one step and fell
facedown into the dirt. I rolled to my back just in time to see the wolf’s body
fly over me in a murderous arc, saliva dripping from his fangs as he came down.



A silencer pulse, quick and deadly. A cloud of red burst
from the wolf’s chest as the bullet took him straight through the heart. His
back bowed out as he fell. I had the presence of mind to roll to the side as he
landed. Otherwise, he would have crushed me. 


Strong hands gripped me hard and flipped me to my
back. Derek hovered over me, his brow dripping with sweat, his wolf eyes
flaring hot and strong inside of his very human face. 


He reached down and in one swift movement broke the
zip ties binding my ankles. Then, he dragged me to my feet and broke the ties
binding my wrists. Derek took a step back. The wolf lay motionless on the
ground next to me. Not dead. Paralyzed. Dad’s toxin flooded through his blood
vessels as his injured heart pumped for the last few times. Derek lunged forward
and grabbed the wolf by the head. In one powerful twist of his arms, he snapped
the wolf’s neck. The creature lay still and quiet, the life drained out of him.


“You? I thought…” I don’t know what I thought. What
just happened? 


“Later,” he said, his voice more wolf than human. He
reached forward and grabbed me, lifting me off my feet he threw me over his
shoulder and ran. 


The world was a blur of motion as Derek’s legs
gained purchase. Powerful muscles, ripping through the tall grass at blistering
speed. He took me back up the porch steps and burst through the door of the
Tuckers’ farmhouse. He dropped me, then turned and slammed the door, locking it
then shutting all of the windows. It wouldn’t help. Even I knew that. If a wolf
wanted to get in here, wood, glass, and metal locks wouldn’t stop him. 


And here I was, trapped inside with one.


“What the hell is going on?” I gasped. “One of
yours?”


Derek shook his head. His chest heaved and his wolf
eyes still glinted. He seemed trapped between wolf and man. He staggered
forward then slid to the ground, running his hand through his hair. 


“Not one of mine,” he said, finally able to come
back into himself. “Not even close.”


I crossed my arms in front of me. Derek still held
my weapon in his hand. I couldn’t take my eyes away from it. Derek saw me
looking and let out a bitter laugh. “It’s this, isn’t it?” He waved the gun
aimlessly, then pulled out the magazine. “The bullets?”


I swallowed hard and took a step back. The dead wolf
outside answered one of my big questions. Dad’s bullets didn’t fail when I shot
Derek. They were just as potent as ever. So, there was something different
about Derek that made them less effective.


“Goddammit, Jessa. What the hell did you do to me?”


I couldn’t help it, I blinked hard and reared back.
“Do to you?”


“Yeah. This!” He waved the magazine at me. “Poison?
Magic? Are you a witch? What’s happening to me? Jesus. I just saved your life.
That wolf wasn’t here for me. Didn’t you notice that? He was here for you!”


Oh, shit. I took a staggering step back. My knees
seemed to have turned to jelly. I sank down and sat on the floor in front of
him. Was this the Harlans? It made no sense. If Jeff and Gunther wanted to send
someone after me to collect on my father’s debt, they sure as hell wouldn’t go
to a wolf. 


“Shit,” Derek said. His eyes finally settled back to
their human but still piercing amber. “Are you all right?”


“Am I all right?”


“Yeah. And are you ever going to answer a fucking
question without asking me a question?”


I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Sorry. I swear I
didn’t mean to. It’s just. Yeah.”


“Okay. So, lemme ask you this then. Other than me,
do you normally see wolves traveling alone around here?”


“What? Uh. No.”


“Right. Because they don’t. So, I’m thinking that
bastard’s friends aren’t going to be too far behind. Now, I don’t know what
your plan was, but you really think this little thing is going to be enough to
take down the rest of the pack?” He waved the gun again. “I mean, we’ve already
established your aim isn’t exactly infallible.”


I opened my mouth to tell him off, but clamped it
shut, thinking the better of it. Derek’s eyes widened and he cracked a smile. 


“Right. So, I’m going to ask you again. What the
hell did you do to me? It’s poison. I can feel it under my skin. It’s
spreading. And I can’t shift.”


“You what?”


“Right. What happened out there? Pretty much if I
hadn’t had your nine, that wolf would have ripped you apart. I couldn’t shift.
It’s like my muscles were paralyzed. Can you fix it?”


My mouth went dry. The world became the space of two
heartbeats. Could I fix it? Even as my wheels turned, I saw strength draining
from Derek again. This time, it scared me. No matter what else he was, he had
just saved my life. But how did I know he wasn’t lying and that wolf wasn’t one
of his? I didn’t. And I couldn’t be stupid. 


“Okay.” Derek broke the silence first. “So here’s
how this is going to work. You don’t trust me. I don’t particularly trust you
either. But, right now it looks like we’re stuck with each other. There’s
likely a pack of wolves out there who are about to find out one of their own
just got shot through the heart by your gun. I’m not from around here,
but I’m guessing they are. They’re going to put two and two together. So, I’m
your best bet for not dying before the sun comes up. And like it or not, it
looks like you’re my best bet for not dying before then either. You with
me so far?”


I crossed my arms in front of me. “You’re right. I
don’t trust you. Like . . . at all.”


“Brilliant. I don’t care. But you are going
to help me.”


“I can’t help you.” That was the truth. There was no
antidote for the toxin in Dad’s bullet. We’d never seen the need to invent one.
For all I knew, Derek would die. Probably slowly. Definitely painfully.
Even as I thought it, his eyes went in and out of focus. But, he recovered and
braced himself with one palm planted on the ground. 


“Yeah. You are. I’m not letting you out of my sight
until you do.”


“How? Exactly how do you expect me to help you? The
only person who has even a sliver of a chance of knowing how to do that is my
father.”


Derek smiled. I thought it would be easy. The plan
hatched the instant I said the words. If I could just get Derek to take me back
to the salvage yard, I’d have Dad ready to plug him again, and Grammy with her
shotgun. 


But, Derek Monroe was a lot of things. Even with the
toxin coursing through his veins weakening him, he stayed sharp and deadly.
“Not a chance in hell, Jessa. This is you and me for the long haul. First
things first, we’re heading down to my truck. I’ve got some supplies there.”


“Supplies for what?” My heart thundered in my chest.
He rose and took a step toward me. God, he was strong. Stronger than he was
supposed to be. Stronger than any wolf I’d ever seen. It wasn’t natural. Again,
I felt drawn to him, even as I feared him. 


“You,” Derek said as he took a faltering step toward
me. Then, he took a breath and steadied himself. But, I knew that strength
couldn’t last forever. If I could just wait him out. If I could just get back
to the salvage yard. “Are going to start by getting this bullet out of my
shoulder.”


“I’m what?” Then Derek’s fingers closed around my wrist
and he pulled me toward the back door.
















 


Chapter Five


Derek parked his truck about fifty yards away from
the house, shielded under some overgrown weeds. He kept a tight grip on my wrists,
and I had to break into a full run just to keep up with his stride. He didn’t
let me fall. He also didn’t let me go. 


“Back seat,” he said as he opened the cab door.
“I’ve got a toolbox back there. Grab it.”


Derek held the door open, making me go in ahead of
him. I had no hope of outrunning him, of course. I leaned in and saw a red,
metal toolbox wedged on the floor of the extended cab. I made a quick scan,
looking for anything else I could use as a weapon. Maybe if I turned around and
brained him with something heavy, I’d have enough time to root out his keys and
drive the hell out of here. 


I felt the contour of his body against my thigh. My
heart raced and the air went out of me in a whoosh. An ache filled me, making
me want to turn into him when I knew I should be trying to run away. I gripped
the handle of the toolbox and twisted to face him. The metal box wedged between
us, but Derek’s eyes were only a few inches from mine. He cocked his head to
the side slightly, and that infernal flash of gold sent shuddering heat
straight down my spine. 


“Good,” he said. He took the toolbox from me and
tossed it into the bed of the truck. “Now get in.”


“What?”


“You heard me. We don’t have a lot of time. That
wolf’s pack is already on their way. They felt him die. Can’t you smell them?”


Derek lifted his chin and sniffed the air. I
couldn’t help myself; I tried it too. Closing my eyes, I inhaled. But, all I
could smell was the sour rot of a skunk or other road kill not far off and the
distant scent of something burning. And Derek. I could smell Derek. Musk and
spice. A clean smell. But, wild too. He filled my head and made me dizzy. I
took a staggering step back. When I opened my eyes, Derek stared down at me,
those luscious lips curved into a half smile.


“Get in,” he said, closing his fingers around my
upper arm. “You’re driving. Just in case I pass out again.”


My heart flared with hope. He’d just given me the
means to escape. The instant I thought it, Derek reached beneath the seat and
pulled out a light blue zip tie gun. Before I could protest, he grabbed my
right wrist and lifted his left. In one swift motion, he snapped a new tie
around us both, handcuffing me to him. Then, he shot me a full smile and wagged
his brows. 


Fucker.


I climbed in through the passenger side and crawled
across the bench seat, dragging my right arm behind me as Derek slipped in. I
was about to throw him a smartass comment when across the field, a chorus of
howls rose through the trees. Terror turned my blood to ice, and I looked at
Derek.


“Drive,” he said, slapping the keys into my right
hand as he raised his left. “Preferably fast. Head back out to the highway.
Rest stop about three miles west. You know it?”


I nodded.


“Good. Well lit. Secluded. It’ll be perfect for us.”


Perfect. Great. I put the keys into the ignition and
slammed the truck into reverse. Derek kept his arm raised to keep mine from
dragging down under the weight of it as I turned the wheel. The wheels kicked
up dirt and spun out, but I floored the gas and we rocketed forward. I
navigated the Tuckers’ yard, keeping the headlights off so as not to draw any
more attention to us. When I finally hit the pavement at the end of the
overgrown driveway, the truck’s tires squealed and we were on our way.


Derek gently closed the fingers of his left hand over
mine as I maneuvered the steering wheel. I kept my eyes tightly focused on the
road. But, every nerve ending in my body sizzled with strange energy, spreading
from his point of contact on my hand. 


Derek was right. The rest stop was basically
deserted, which surprised me. I thought surely there’d be a trucker or two
pulled in for a night’s rest. But, we were alone. Derek pointed toward a
parking spot at the back of the building under a huge floodlight. 


“Keep the engine running,” he said, his voice
becoming ragged again. He braced himself with his free hand against the
dashboard as I turned the wheel and pulled in. Time was running out for him. I
slammed the truck into park and let out a breath. 


“What now?”


Derek motioned toward the door with his head. He
opened the passenger door and slid out, half dragging me with him. We walked
around the cab and he grabbed the toolbox out of the truck bed. It dawned on me
why he did it. There was probably something inside of that box I could have
used to cut the zip ties binding us if he had passed out on me. But,
this way, I would have had to figure out a way to drag him out of the truck and
along with me to reach it. A shot of fear went through me, imagining what would
have happened then if the wolf pack showed up.


“I’ll sit on the front bumper, directly under the
flood lamp,” he gasped his words. The effort of talking, of even standing
upright clearly tortured him. I felt the first stab of guilt for the pain I’d
caused him and tried to close my eyes against it. He was who he was. I could
never forget that. The only reason he hadn’t killed me was that he needed me.
So what was to stop him from doing it the second I got that bullet out? If
I got that bullet out.


Derek led me around to the front of the truck and
perched himself on the bumper. He set the toolbox down beside him and reached
down to open the latches. He pulled out a pair of wire cutters, a flathead
screwdriver, and needle nosed pliers. My eyes widened in shock. He also had a
pint of Jack Daniels tucked in the lid. He grabbed that too.


“You can’t be serious!”


“As a fucking heart attack,” Derek said, twisting the cap off with his
teeth. He took a swig and handed the bottle to me. “Wouldn’t hurt you either.”


I took the bottle from him and chugged a shot
without hesitation. The liquid burned going down and I gagged on it. Still,
warm courage flooded through me as I handed it back. Derek shook his head.


“Use it to sterilize this shit.” He handed me the
pliers and grabbed a small Maglite from the tool box. He clicked it on and held
it between his teeth, angling it toward his shoulder. Between that and the
floodlights, I could see clearly enough. His wound gaped open; new blood
trickled down his sculpted chest. I just prayed my bullet wasn’t too deep. 


“I’ve never done this before,” I said, and my throat
had gone dry. I took another smaller sip of the bourbon. 


“I have,” he said. “Nothing to it. See if you can
visualize the bullet and we’ll take it from there.” He grabbed the zip tie
binding us and gave it a quick snap with just his index finger, breaking it.


“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I shook my
head and stepped forward. 


“You better hurry,” he said. “Driving here bought us
maybe an extra fifteen minutes. But I’m bleeding. They can track both of us
pretty easily. They’ll rip you apart if I don’t have the strength to shift or
hold them off.”


“Brilliant.”


Taking a steadying breath, I put my hands flat on
either side of Derek’s wound. One on his shoulder, the other on his chest, just
above his wildly beating heart. Something happened. His strong pulse seemed to
fill me. It was the only thing I could hear for an instant. The world seemed to
fall away and every sense in my body seemed to orbit around Derek’s heartbeat.
It became my own. I felt it in the tiny beat against my neck. When his pulse
fluttered, so did mine. My eyes snapped open and met his. His had gone wolf
again, but just for an instant. 


“Hurry, Jessa,” he whispered. “We’re out of time.”


I took the pliers. “This will hurt,” I said.


“I know.”


“What if I kill you on accident?”


“You won’t. You’d have to shoot me through the brain
or the heart, remember?”


“Right.”


I spread my fingers across the wound. A perfect
circle, really. Blood pooled at the center. I poured a small amount of the
alcohol into the wound, not sure if it would make any difference. Derek was
right, without a shot through the heart or gray matter, infection wasn’t a
worry. But, I couldn’t’ see anything. Derek reached down again and handed me a
pair of latex gloves he had in a packet in the toolbox. 


“Handy.” I gave him a wry smile. “You do this sort
of thing often?”


“Find the bullet,” he said. 


Nodding, I snapped on the gloves. I desperately
wanted another shot of Jack, but figured I’d reached the point where my head
would start to cloud. I slid my index finger inside the wound, letting out a
squeal as I did it.


“So gross,” I whispered. 


Derek sucked air through his teeth, but didn’t move.



“I can’t. There isn’t.” Then I felt it. A hard disk
that shifted when I touched it. 


“Fuck!” Derek shouted and grabbed the whiskey from
me. He took another swig and handed it back. 


“It’s not very deep,” I marveled. “I think I can
just pull it out.” God, I could feel the thing. Such a tiny, little
piece of metal with the ability to do so much damage. I was glad of the gloves
for more than one reason. If any of the toxin still coated the plug, it would
make me instantly sick just from skin contact. Dad learned that one the hard
way a few months ago. 


Derek handed me the pliers. “It’ll be more slippery
than you think. Use these.”


My eyes met his again, and I nodded. He poured the
whiskey over the blades and handed gave me a slow blink. “Just do it fast,” he
said. 


“Right.”


I kept one finger on the metal disk so I wouldn’t
lose it, then I slid the pliers into the wound. Derek gritted his teeth, but
still, he didn’t move. I missed the first time. And the second. When I went in
again, Derek’s wolf eyes glared at me. If the toxin let him shift, he might
have torn me apart. Hell, the second I got the bullet out, he might do it
anyway. On the third try, I felt the pliers close around the metal. The instant
they did, I pulled hard, afraid I’d lose my nerve. I knew instinctively Derek
wouldn’t be able to stay upright for a fourth attempt. And there was something
else. Howling rose in the distance again. Derek was right. We were out of time.


“Here we go!” I grimaced and closed my eyes. I
yanked hard. Derek cried out, but the bullet came out with a pop. I held it up;
it glistened red under the floodlight. But, I had it. The thing had flattened,
but it was whole. No jagged edges or flaking. If there was anything left of it
still in Derek, it was microscopically small. 


Derek doubled over with his hands on his knees and
promptly threw up all over the asphalt. I took a step back just in time to save
my boots. He stayed prone like that for a heartbeat. Then another. I still felt
like I could hear his pulse inside my own head. But, I must have imagined that.
It wasn’t possible. His grew steadier, stronger. 


I snapped off my latex gloves and wrapped the bullet
inside of them. I tossed it and the rest of the tools in the toolbox. Derek
raised his head high enough to shoot me an arched brow.


“Don’t want that getting into the wrong hands, you
know.”


He shook his head and let out a bitter laugh.
“Right. Having it in your hands is bad enough.”


“Well, how did I do?” I asked, looking over my
shoulder toward the sound of the wolves. They were getting closer. 


Derek rose to his feet and squared his shoulders.
Those wolf eyes flared to life, sending sparks of heat shooting through me
straight down to my toes. The air crackled around me with that same dark magic
I’d felt when he shifted in front of me back at the campground. Fur sprouted on
his hands and he dropped to all fours. I took a staggering step back. 


“Bloody hell!” If he shifted in front of me, what
was to stop him from tearing me apart now that he’d gotten what he wanted?


Derek arched his back and craned his neck. His
breaths came hard and heavy through gritted teeth. His pulse thundered through
me, making my very bones vibrate. 


Then . . . nothing.


He craned his neck again. Again the ground seemed to
shudder beneath him. His wolf was there, but still couldn’t come out.


“Son of a bitch,” I muttered as the howling grew
closer. Ahead of us, on the other side of the building, gold eyes danced among
the trees. The wolves were here.


We were fucked.


“Shit!” Derek said, staggering to his feet. He
gripped my arm and pushed me into the truck. “They’ll kill us both. Jessa,
drive!” 
















 


Chapter Six


I drove. I slammed the car into reverse and floored
the gas. Three huge gray wolves charged through the tree line, jaws snapping,
their eyes lit with bloodlust. Derek gripped the dashboard. He seemed caught
between man and wolf. Baring his own teeth, his eyes flashed fire, and sweat
poured from him as his chest heaved. 


I got us turned around and hit the on-ramp going
close to eighty. The wolves kept up. One of them leaped toward the open
driver’s side window. Its great fangs clamped down as its front paws gripped
the doorframe. I screamed, swerving the truck to try and jar it loose. 


Though he couldn’t complete his own shift, Derek
reached across my chest, moving with a flash of speed and fury; he shoved the
wolf back just before he would have chomped my shoulder. I saw him skitter and
roll across the pavement in my side mirror. Derek trembled beside me, but
seemed to recover faster this time. He carved a hand through his hair and
turned back. 


“Go faster,” he said, his voice deadly even now.
But, I already had the gas pedal pressed all the way to the floor. The truck
lurched and rocketed forward as we merged onto the highway going almost a
hundred miles an hour. 


I didn’t think. I just drove. Derek didn’t tell me
where to go, but I already knew. There was only one place those wolves wouldn’t
dare to follow. At least, I hoped. I checked the mirrors and slowed the truck.
Derek gave me a horrified look, but I kept on going. I took the median and made
a U-turn, nearly tipping the truck. Once I hit pavement again, I floored the
gas and headed home. 


“Are you . . . uh . . . okay?” I shouted over the
roar of the engine. From the rearview mirror I saw four pairs of wolf eyes
running behind us. But, at this speed, I’d started to put some distance between
us. The change of direction threw them, at least long enough to let me gain
ground.


“It’s better,” he said. Strangely though, I already
knew. Still, I felt the echo of Derek’s pulse pumping in my own ears. Stronger.
Steadier. Because of it, perhaps deadlier. 


“Good,” I said, meaning it. 


Another howl rent the air and curdled my blood.
Derek’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the dashboard. I worried he might
rip the molding right off. The front windshield vibrated from the pressure. 


“Derek,” I said, trying to make my voice even. “Try
not to crush the truck, okay? We need it for the next little bit.” On instinct,
I reached over and put a steadying hand on his arm. Again, electric fire seemed
to arc from him to me. The veins in his forearms bulged, but he relaxed his
grip and slowly slid his hands down into his lap.


The wolves kept up their pace. They were about fifty
yards behind us, but showed no sign of slowing down. I counted five of them
now. I just prayed I was right that they wouldn’t be so bold as to run straight
onto the salvage yard. Dad had the place wired with sensors he’d invented. An
alarm would go off inside each of the trailers. He and Grammy would be armed
and ready as soon as we drove through the front gate. 


Which meant I had a decision to make. Driving into
the yard was my best chance of evading the pack of murderous wolves behind me.
But, what would it mean for the one sitting in the truck next to me? 


Derek hadn’t asked me where I was headed. Another
act of trust after letting me dig into his flesh with a pair of pliers. He said
I couldn’t have killed him that way, but I knew better. Maybe not killed, but I
could have either by accident or on purpose shredded one of his arteries. If
not fatal, it certainly would have been enough to incapacitate him long enough
for me to get the gun back. 


So why hadn’t I?


I could add that to the list of questions plaguing
my mind as we hurtled down the highway and toward my father’s compound at the
junkyard. Why had I hesitated when I had the chance to kill him? Not once. But,
every time. Even as I thought it, I knew it was true. I had the shot
back at the campground. Clear. Unobstructed. It wasn’t dumb luck or bad aim on
my part. I’d pulled to the right on purpose. Just a fraction of an inch. A
millimeter, even. It happened in that last instant as I pulled the trigger.
Something came over me back there. That same something that made my blood hum
when Derek touched me now. Between that, and the toxin’s strange effect on him,
one thing was abundantly clear. 


Derek Monroe wasn’t like other werewolves. 


It happened just like I hoped it would. I made the
final turn down the dirt road leading to the salvage yard. Our pursuers dropped
back. Their leader gave a last howl of warning, but they didn’t advance. Derek
watched through the rearview mirror. I looked up, and his eyes caught mine. 


The freshly painted Lyle Salvage Yard sign loomed
above us, just twenty yards away. Derek didn’t stop me. He gave me a slow nod
and swallowed hard. He didn’t have to say what was on his mind. I understood.


This was yet another act of trust. His life was in
my hands. I kept on driving. 


We approached the gate. The lock operated with a
keypad. I punched in my code. The silent alarm had already tripped, I knew. Two
red lights switched on. If Dad was recovered enough to be mobile, he and Grammy
had likely already armed themselves.


I looked straight into the security camera pointed
at the truck. I gave a slow nod and then looked at Derek. This time, I didn’t
have to say anything for him to understand what was happening. Trust me.
I said with my eyes. Well, that and don’t try anything stupid. 


I drove through the gate. 


Just as I knew they would, Dad and Grammy were
waiting. They walked out from Grammy’s trailer. Grammy had armed herself with
the shotgun again. Dad had the more lethal weapon, his modified AR-15. It
carried the same toxin-laced bullets as my nine. Though, I imagine when all the
rounds hit Derek at once, even he wouldn’t get back up. 


I put my hands up, signaling to Dad to hold his
fire. He gave me a slow nod but kept his shoulders tense. “Don’t do anything
stupid,” I warned Derek. 


He laughed. “You mean like let you drive me into
this viper’s nest?”


I didn’t laugh back. I got out of the truck and walked
toward my father. Derek slowly opened the passenger door and got out, hands
held high. He followed me. Dad gave me a questioning look but didn’t lower his
weapon. Grammy did.


She reached into the pocket of her shorts and pulled
out a small, black whistle. Before I could tell her not to, she brought it to
her lips, inhaled, and blew.


To me, it just sounded like a high-pitched whine,
but Derek reacted instantly. Clutching his ears, he dropped to his knees and
started to twitch. The Wolf Whistle. Another of Dad’s inventions in beta form.
It shouldn’t do permanent damage, but it might incapacitate him until Grammy
ran out of air. That was the problem with the sucker. A wolf can move fast
enough to kill you before you can take another breath. Which was kind of why
the thing was still in beta. Dad was hoping to figure out a way to recreate the
sound digitally.


Sofie and Brutus dropped to the ground at Grammy’s
feet. It didn’t impact them nearly as much. Domestic dogs aren’t anything like
werewolves. Sure, they could hear the whistle, but with a fraction of the
intensity. 


I reacted on instinct, putting my body between
Grammy and Derek’s. As soon as she dropped the whistle, he might not be able to
control himself. He was just as lethal to her in human form as if he’d shifted.



Grammy’s face turned red and she sputtered her last
breath. Derek leaped to his feet and moved toward her. I held my hands up, one
palm toward Derek, the other toward my father. 


“Everybody just calm down!” I shouted. “Truce! At
least for five minutes. Are we clear?”


At the moment, it wasn’t my father or Grammy I
worried about. It was Derek. His eyes had gone from gold to red and back again.
It was the closest he’d come to outright shifting yet. But, when he finally
locked eyes with me, his pupils flickered and went dark again. His irises
turned amber, and he let out a hard, steady breath. 


“Jessa, you want to explain this? We were worried
sick. Why didn’t you call?”


I opened my mouth to answer, then clamped it shut.
Where the hell did I start?


“Let’s go inside,” I suggested. “My trailer.”


“No chance,” Dad said. He slung his weapon over his
shoulder and stepped forward. “Pole barn. Now.”


I nodded and shot a look to Derek. He narrowed his
eyes at me but didn’t protest. I looked back at Grammy. Sweat glistened above
her brow and her chest heaved with uneven breaths. While the rest of us more or
less calmly talked, she seemed to be falling to pieces. 


“Grammy? It’s okay.” I went to her and put my hands
gently on her shoulders. She trembled so badly I don’t know how she stayed
upright. Sofie and Brutus sensed her distress. They each took a position on
either side of her, tails low, teeth bared, they growled at Derek. 


“It’s okay,” I told her again. I bit my lip past the
rest of what I wanted to tell her. It came to me unbidden. He’s with me.
As soon as I thought it, a shudder went through me. 


Grammy stuck out her hand and clasped mine in a
death-like grip. She didn’t let go. Not even after we all walked into the pole
barn together. 


Dad did most of his experimenting in here. He kept
everything locked in metal cabinets along the wall. The room had four long,
white tables and a large cage against the corner, big enough for a person to
stand in. 


As Derek walked in behind us, Dad brought up the
rear and pressed the barrel of his gun to Derek’s back. Derek let out an
ominous growl, but obliged my father by putting his hands up. He nudged Derek forward,
and my heart raced. 


I walked Grammy over to one of the tables and helped
her sit down in a folding chair. Then, I went to the cage and opened the door,
knowing full well what Dad would want.


“Jessa,” Derek said through clenched teeth. I knew
it was taking everything in him not to turn around. I was fairly certain that
in these close quarters, even in his weakened state, Derek was fully capable of
turning and disarming my father before he could react. 


“Look,” I said, putting a gentling hand on Grammy’s
shoulder. She still trembled and hadn’t said a word. “We’re all taking a lot on
faith here. We all need to have a civil conversation. That’s not going to
happen if Dad and Grammy are afraid you’re going to rip our throats out. Get in
the cage. It’s better than a bullet in the back.”


A muscle jumped in his jaw, but Derek gave me a
terse nod and walked toward the cage. He paused when he got to me, standing
just a foot away from Grammy. She looked up and met his eyes. Something passed
through Derek’s face as he looked at her. He cocked his head to the side and
furrowed his brow. 


“You’re . . .” he started.


“Derek, don’t.” I didn’t know what was happening,
but being this close to Derek wasn’t helping Grammy’s anxiety. All the color
drained from her face and she closed her eyes. 


“Grammy? Are you okay? Derek’s not going to hurt
you.” The instant I said it, I knew it was true. Had known it all along. 


Derek slowly crouched down in front of her. My
father kept his weapon trained on Derek, but he didn’t move. Derek did. He
reached out and touched Grammy’s knee. A single tear fell from her eye. She
looked at him; he’d brought himself down to her eye level. With my hand on her
shoulder, and Derek’s on her knee, her trembling finally stopped. 


She closed her eyes; squeezing them tight, she put a
hand up to her forehead. She shook her head no then dropped her hand in her
lap. When she opened her eyes again, she stared straight at Derek.


“Son of a bitch. Does she know?” Grammy finally
said, her voice choked and small. “Have you explained it to her yet?”


Derek’s eyes flicked from mine to Grammy’s and back
again. Fear prickled along my spine. What in the hell were they talking about?


Grammy looked over at my father. “Put the gun down,
Thomas.” Her voice was flat. “He’s not going to hurt Jessa.”


“Not planning on taking your word for that one, Ma,”
my father said, widening his stance. 


“You don’t have to,” she said. “But, he won’t. Will
you, Mr. Monroe?”


I stopped breathing. Derek’s pulse thundered inside
of me, and I didn’t understand why. On some preternatural level, I knew the
answer had something to do with why Dad’s bullets didn’t kill him. Why I
couldn’t shoot him. And why, as Grammy said, Derek Monroe was never going to
hurt me. Not ever. 


“Well, shit,” Grammy finally said, dropping her hand
hard against the table. “Didn’t see that one coming at all.”


Derek smiled. “Neither did I.”


She laughed. Hard and deep, until a different kind
of tear fell from her eye. “Son of a bitch.”


“Grammy?”


“Monroe,” she said. “You may not have plans to hurt
Jessa, but I can’t promise Thomas won’t put a bullet through you when you tell
him. My advice? Get in the damn cage.”


Of all the things that happened that day, what Derek
did next shocked the hell out of me most. He gave Grammy a slow nod and walked
right past me and into the cage. Then, he gave me a quick wink that sent lightning
shooting through me. Handsome. Devastating. I shook my head to clear it, slowly
closed the cage door, and engaged the lock. 


I turned to Grammy. Dad had finally lowered his
weapon and came to her side. He stood behind her with both hands on her
shoulders. 


“What’s going on, Grammy? Somebody better tell me.”


Grammy just smiled even though that haunted sadness
still creased her eyes. “Well, honey, you can’t say God doesn’t work in
mysterious ways. Lucky for you, it seems to have saved your life tonight.”


“Grammy?”


“Settle down, baby,” she said. “You’ll have lots of
questions. So do I. But, near as I can figure, that wolf over there? Well,
you’re his mate.”
















 


Chapter Seven


Three things happened at once. Dad raised his
weapon, the red laser centered right over Derek’s heart. Derek charged the cage
door; dropping low, he jammed it with his shoulder. The bars bent but didn’t
give way. And Grammy started to yell.


“Thomas, stop!” She heaved herself to her feet,
waving her arms. Brutus and Sofie, drawn by the commotion, began to bark and
howl, circling between Grammy and my father. 


Derek charged the cage bars again. His wolf eyes glowed,
and fur sprouted on his hands. The bones of his jaw shifted, growing long as
his wolf struggled to get out. He was getting better. In the melee, I doubted
he could feel it. His thundering pulse seemed to reverberate through me, but
that had to be my imagination. No one else seemed able to hear it. 


I backed away, taking slow steps toward the door.
Too much. Too many sounds. Derek’s heartbeat. Dad’s shouts. Grammy’s pleas.
Brutus and Sofie’s yelping. I pressed my hands to my ears, turned, and fled the
pole barn.


Cool air hit my face as I ran back toward my
trailer. Grammy’s words echoed in my head. You’re his mate. His mate. Mate.


No. No. No. No. No! My step faltered as I reached
the back porch of my trailer. I tumbled to the ground, scraping the underside
of my wrists on the stone path. I cut a deep gash in my right knee and blood
flowed freely. I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the screen door handle, nearly
ripping the thing off its hinges as I swung it open and ducked inside. 


I slammed the door shut and ran to the kitchen. I
turned on the faucet, letting cold water blast out of it. I stuck my hands
beneath the stream to wash the dirt out of my cuts. His mate! Even
across the yard, I swore I could still hear Derek’s wild pulse thundering in my
ears. I stuck my head under the faucet, gasping and sputtering as water dripped
over my neck and down my ears. It felt good, though. A shock to my system with
a cold dose of reality. 


Pulling my head back out, I cupped the cool water in
my hands and gulped it down, half choking. But, my heartbeat slowed. Whatever
imagined connection I had to Derek, it seemed to fade with the settling of my
pulse. Grabbing a towel from a hook under the sink, I patted my face dry and
walked back into the living room. I sank down on my couch and slowly let my
head fall between my knees, airplane crash position-style. It helped. The urge
to pass out slowly receded, and I came back into myself. 


I blew out a hard breath and listened. Whatever was
happening out in the pole barn, I didn’t think Dad had pulled the trigger. I
hadn’t heard his weapon fire or felt anything from Derek. Felt anything from
Derek? I was losing it. Straight up. It had been a stressful few hours;
that was all. No wonder I was losing my damn mind.


“Jessa?” Grammy gave a soft knock at the door but
didn’t wait for me to invite her in. She pulled the door open and stepped
inside. The first rays of sunlight shone behind her like a halo. Her flip flops
smacked against her heels as she came toward me. 


Tiny details I noticed. She had dainty feet.
Toenails painted siren red the way she liked from a pedicure two days ago when
I took her to the mall. Not her fingernails, though. Grammy was a biter. She
smoothed the stray hairs away from her face and smiled at me. When she took a
breath before she spoke, I wished I could stop time. That fraction of an
instant would mark the sections of my life as before and after. I wasn’t sure I
was ready for the after. But it always comes anyway.


“We need to talk, sugar,” she said. “Scoot on over
and lemme sit next to you. It won’t be as bad as you’re thinking.”


I bit my lip and moved to the end of the couch.
Grammy sat right next to me, her hip touching mine. She gathered my right hand
into hers and brought it to her lips, giving me a soft kiss across my knuckles.



“Did Dad kill him?” 


Grammy smiled. “Oh, he tried. And he might not be
done trying. You were smart to make Derek get in that cage. At full strength, I
think that boy might be able to pull those bars apart. Which, all things
considered, that’s a good piece of intel for the future. Thomas is gonna have
to build something stronger for the next wolf.”


“Grammy.”


She smiled and gave me my hand back. Grammy stared
at some point on the wall, her face taking on a dark expression. Then, a smile
finally came back, crinkling the corners of her eyes. 


“What do you mean I’m his mate? And what do you know
about Derek? You talked to him like you two know each other. What the hell’s
going on, Grammy?”


“Well, that’s three questions. Let’s stick to one at
a time. No. I’ve never met that boy before. But I know what he is. I’m
surprised you didn’t.”


“He’s a werewolf. What else did I need to know?”


Grammy leaned back on the couch and rubbed the top
of her thighs with her palms. She was stalling. I turned to face her. She
raised a brow.


“He’s an Alpha. A pack leader.”


I shook my head. “A pack leader? You mean the
pack leader?”


“No. I would have said that if that’s what I meant.
Derek Monroe’s not a Kentucky wolf. He’s from Wild Lake. Northern Michigan.”


“So what’s he doing way down here? You’ve told me
all my life that Michigan wolves, or any foreign wolves, aren’t allowed
to set foot in Ohio. They have a treaty with the Kentucky pack. Kentucky stays
in Kentucky. Michigan stays in Michigan. Anybody crosses into the border
states, they’re liable to start a pack war.”


“That’s right. And I don’t know why he risked it. Or
more importantly, why he left his own pack behind. I meant to ask him, but
things got a little confusing for everybody back there.”


“So make it simple. Tell me what you do know.
Because I’m guessing it’s a hell of a lot. Werewolves are killers. I’ve seen
what they do in Kentucky and when they cross the border. You and Dad raised me
on it. I know wolves made those scars on your body. What’s different
about Derek? Because he is different. I can feel it, Grammy. And I don’t
understand.”


Her eyes were soft. She rested her hand on my knee.
“He’s very different. Like I said, he’s an Alpha. A strong one. I could sense him
miles away.”


“How?”


She leaned forward and pulled her long braid to the
side. Turning, she exposed the back of her neck to me. There, at the nape, she
bore a faded, crescent-shaped scar. A bite mark. I reached out and traced its
outlines with my index finger. 


“That’s an Alpha’s mark,” she said, sitting back. “Jessa,
I was raised near Wild Lake. A little northern Michigan town called Oodena. My
people, the Odawa, founded it long ago. When I turned eighteen, a pack of
wolves kidnapped me and brought me down to Kentucky. It’s an old family legend,
but I was sacrificed. They claimed me against my will. Now, I don’t care to
tell you all of it. It happened so long ago, and I don’t like to remember. Truth
is, I don’t remember a lot of it. Pain does that. Trauma does that. But,
those wolves were brutal. They did things to me. Hurt me. Badly. I almost
didn’t survive. They thought my Odawa blood gave me special powers that would
turn me into a she-were. There aren’t many of them left, you see. But my
powers? Nonsense. Superstition. This mark was made by the Alpha of the Kentucky
Chief Pack at the time. Kentucky wolves are different. There’s only one Alpha
and he rules as a ruthless tyrant over all the wolves. But, in Michigan, it’s
different. Now, anyway.”


“Different how?”


“In the Wild Lake lands, there are many packs. Many
Alphas. They cooperate with each other. Or so I’ve heard.”


I slid my arm around her shoulder. In my
imagination, I saw Grammy as a young girl. Just two years younger than me. God.
Ripped away from everything she knew and loved. She had to be so scared and so
strong. 


“How? How did you get away from them?”


A genuine smile lit her face. “Your grandfather was
a brave, brave man. Sexy as hell, too. He worked for a rescue organization
based right here in Banchory. I wasn’t the only young girl who disappeared.
Anyway, the wolves left me for dead when they figured out I wasn’t any use to
them. Grandpa found me and brought me here. I couldn’t go back home by then. It
was too dangerous. The Kentucky pack could retaliate against my family if they
ever found out I’d gone back to them. I couldn’t take that chance. And by then,
I’d been gone for two years. I was dead to them anyway. Plus, your grandpa was
a good enough reason to stay in Banchory. I was safe here. The Kentucky wolves
weren’t allowed to cross the border. Back then, they honored that pact. And any
time one or two of them did try and break the boundary, we were ready
for them. That’s how the Lyles got into the shifter bounty hunting business,
Jessa.”


I hugged her. I’d always known Grammy was strong.
Now, I knew she was an honest to God warrior. 


“I knew Derek was an Alpha because of my mark. When
the Alpha who did it to me made it, it connected me to him. I could feel his
pulse. Hear his heartbeat. He used it as a way to keep me from running away
because he’d always know where I was. It tethered me to him until the day that
bastard finally died. Tormented me every waking hour and through most of my
dreams for an entire year after I escaped.”


“Did Grandpa kill him then?”


Grammy shook her head. “Oh, he wanted to. Tried
plenty. But no. My escape weakened him in the eyes of the pack and someone rose
to take his place. That’s how an Alpha becomes an Alpha. He has to kill an
Alpha and make the rest of the pack submit to him. I’ve heard they can break
off and start their own packs too. But the Kentucky packs don’t allow that.
It’s one Alpha and one Alpha only.”


“What about Derek? Why did you say I was his mate,
Grammy?”


“What do you mean why, sugar? Haven’t you already
figured that out?”


I rose off the couch and started pacing in front of
her. “He hasn’t touched me. I mean, he didn’t bite me like you’re saying.”


“Jessa.”


“No!” I started pacing faster. As I did, my pulse
raced. But beneath it, like a second rhythm, I felt another pulse. Derek’s. He
was in me somehow. Almost like I could feel his hot breath against the
back of my neck. It raised the tiny hairs there and took the air from my lungs.
Thunder inside my head. Inside my heart. I felt drawn to him, as if affected by
a gravitational pull. But, he hadn’t bitten me. He’d barely touched me. But oh,
when he did. When his fingers brushed against mine. The heat and fire I felt
when I pressed my palm against his naked chest. I breathed when he did. I hurt
when he did. 


And now, I felt his pulse quicken with rage and a
layer of fear.


“Shit.” I froze, then turned to Grammy.


We spoke in unison. “Tinker’s going to shoot him.”


I shoved the screen door open and ran toward the
pole barn as fast as my legs would carry me.


Air stabbed my lungs. Red clouded my vision. No, not
my vision. Preternatural rage poured out of Derek. He was losing control. I
don’t know how I knew. But I knew. It could only mean one thing. He was
cornered and fighting for his life. In the space of a heartbeat . . . his
heartbeat, I knew what he was capable of. If my father really did pull that
trigger, Derek wouldn’t just stand there and wait to die. Shift or no shift, he
might burst through those cage bars and wring the life out of my father to save
himself. And I would lose both of my men.


I burst through the door, hearing shouting. My
father. Derek was beyond words. He gripped the cage bars, fangs out, eyes
blazing gold. Still though, his wolf stayed trapped inside. This time, I felt
the pain of that with him. The weight of an anvil against his chest,
holding him down. Smothering. Unnatural. God. I don’t know how he could
withstand the pain of it.


“Dad!” I shouted. My father held his gun trained on
Derek. I don’t know what set him off. Or why he’d managed to hold back this
long. My father was a wolf killer. Derek was a wolf. 


“Better listen to her,” Derek said, his voice
strained. The wound in his chest had closed, leaving behind an angry pink welt.
And yet, he still couldn’t shift. 


“Stop!” I said. I wasn’t foolish enough to put my
body between Dad’s gun and Derek, but I put a steadying hand on my father’s
upper arm and pulled him backward. 


“I’ll kill him,” Dad raged, breathing hard through flared
nostrils.


“Not right now,” I said. “There’s more going on than
either of us understand yet. I just had a long talk with Grammy. I don’t
understand all of it, but I understand enough. You can’t kill Derek. I won’t
let you.”


My father reared back as if I’d slapped him. But, he
finally lowered his weapon. The instant he did it, Derek’s pulse slowed to an
almost human rhythm.


“And why the hell not?”


This time, I did put my body between my father’s and
Derek’s. I felt Derek behind me. Tethered. That’s the word Grammy used, and
that’s what I felt. With my back turned, I felt drawn to him. 


“Dad,” I said, keeping my voice level and calm. “I
need you to go outside and wait for me. Derek and I need to talk. Alone.”


My father opened and closed his mouth, reminding me
of a beached fish gasping for air. But, when my grandmother whistled for him
from the yard, my father narrowed his eyes at me, slung his weapon over his
shoulder, and turned to go.


I turned around and faced Derek.
















 


Chapter Eight


He gripped the bars of the cage; muscles rippled in
his chest as I took a step closer. The air grew thick between us. Hot. His eyes
flashed, this time not from the threat of danger, but because I was close. I
took another step, my chest rising and falling with measured breaths as I tried
to shut out the maddening, summoning rhythm of his heart. One more step and I
would put myself within arm’s reach of him. I took that last step.


Had Derek grabbed me then, I might have tried to
pull away. I’d been this close to him before. Closer. Yet this time, it
mattered more. Grammy told me what he was to me. I didn’t understand it, but I
couldn’t lie to myself. Not anymore. Though I didn’t know what it meant, I knew
it was true, somehow. I was . . . his. Somehow.


But, Derek didn’t grab me. Instead, he took a step
back, giving me space. I curled my fingers around the bars and looked at him.
Really looked at him. Not as prey. Not as the demon I’d been raised to believe
he was. But as a man. 


He was beautiful. Every muscle sculpted to perfection,
from the curve of his thigh to the tapered V of his hip where his jeans hung
low. And his chest. A fine dusting of soft, brown curls covered his pecs then
led a trail down. Heat pumped through me, settling low in my core as I followed
that trail with my eyes then blushed to the roots of my hair. I brought my eyes
slowly back up. His neck. Corded, strong. A muscle jumped as he swallowed hard.
Stubble covered his jaw, and his lips had a natural curve as though he
perpetually smirked. I wanted to run my fingers through the thick, soft curls
at the crown of his head and smooth it down and back. 


“Derek,” I finally said, gripping the cold steel
bars so tightly I wondered if maybe I could break them. 


“You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he said, his
expression soft, barely more than a whisper. “Not ever.”


“My grandmother.” My words were choked. Hollow. I
didn’t know what to say.


Derek looked down. When he met my eyes again, pain
flashed through his. Regret? 


“What happened to your grandmother is not how
we do things. That’s the first thing . . . the only thing you need to
understand.”


“How do you know what happened to her? How
could you possibly?”


“I recognized her. I knew she was marked. Since
she’s not living with wolves now, I put two and two together. She’s one of the
Odawa, isn’t she? One of the lost girls.”


“Taken by wolves,” I spat. “People like you.”


He shook his head. “No. Not people like me.”


“What do you mean?” Rage bubbled up inside me. For
her. It came unbidden as if pent up in my DNA. Wolves had hurt Grammy. Broken
her. She would never tell me all of it. She didn’t have to. 


“We don’t force ourselves on women, Jessa. That’s
not our way. Not in Wild Lake. A wolf protects his mate with his life. So does
his pack.”


I believed him. I didn’t want to admit it. I knew
what my heart told me, but my brain still had so many questions. “I know
exactly what wolves are capable of. This isn’t Wild Lake. Werewolves
kill. They hunt. And they kill. There has never been a werewolf in
Banchory that wasn’t here to do murder. To people, Derek.”


He flinched. The muscles in his shoulders clenched
and he dropped his head. He took a step forward but still kept his distance
from the bars. He put his hands up in surrender. “Something’s happened down
here. The Kentucky wolves are in trouble. We’ve heard rumors for years. The way
they live, it’s not natural. That many weres controlled by a single Alpha? It’s
driving them mad, I think. A few of them have broken off and tried to make
trouble for us up in Michigan. Drive us off. That’s why I’m here. I was sent to
try and find out what’s going on.”


“Where’s your pack, then? Grammy said it’s not
natural for you to be without them if you’re their Alpha.”


Derek nodded. “She’s right. But I know the rules.
Even stepping foot across the border puts me in violation of our peace treaty
with the Kentucky pack. I didn’t want to put my pack in danger until I had a
better idea of what was going on down here. That’s one reason. The other is for
my own protection. The other wolves can sense me alone. But, if I were
traveling with the other four members of my pack, it would put us all in that
much more danger. They’d notice. If I’m by myself, there’s less chance it’s
going to be viewed as an act of open warfare. One wolf could be a mistake. Five
of them is a statement.”


“So what do you want?”


He dropped his shoulders. “I want to know who hired
you to kill me, for starters. Somebody knew I was coming. That means we might
have another traitor in Wild Lake.”


“For starters?”


Derek smiled. “Well, yes, Jessa. But now . . . things
have changed a bit.”


“Because of me.”


“Because of us.”


“What if I don’t want it?”


He took another step forward. I stayed rooted to the
spot with my hands gripping the cage bars as though they kept me from floating
away.


“I told you. We don’t force ourselves on women. And
frankly, we don’t usually have to. What is your heart telling you right now?
Listen to it. Closely.”


I didn’t have to listen closely. It thundered in my
ears like a bass drum. With each step Derek took, the pull between us grew that
much stronger. Undeniable. Kinetic. I knew if he touched me, the world might
become light and stars. I almost couldn’t contain it. 


“What does it mean?” My voice wavered.


“What does it feel like?”


I let out a bitter bark of a laugh. “It feels like
you’re inside me. I can’t breathe. I can’t shut it out.”


“Do you want to?”


I couldn’t answer. Not yet. “I don’t know you.”


“Yes, you do. You know everything you need to know
already.”


“No!” Too much. I pushed away from the bars and
paced just like I did back in my trailer. The more agitated I became, the
calmer Derek seemed to get. He just stood in the center of that damn cage with
his hands crossed in front of him, waiting me out.


“You feel like . . . like. I don’t know!” I flapped
my hands in front of me. Still, Derek didn’t move.


“Yes, you do. Say it.”


I let my breath out hard, like I was bracing to do a
dead lift. I paced more. “I can’t. I can’t even think it.”


“Yes. You can.”


“Fine!” I whirled on him. I stormed up to the cage,
getting just an inch from the bars, though I wouldn’t touch them again. “You
feel like . . . like mine!”


When Derek smiled, my heart imploded. I wanted him.
God. I wanted him. He was right. Goddammit. He was right. And smug. And
standing there watching me spin myself into the ground. All I wanted to do was
touch him. Have him touch me. Kiss him. Throw myself at him. My nerves lit with
wildfire, sending waves of desire through me. This was elemental, instinctual.


“I don’t even know you.” I said it again, meaning to
shout it, but it came out as a whisper as I brought my hands up and gripped
those bars again.


“I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”


“Why didn’t you tell me this?” I waved my
hand in the space between us. “You knew, didn’t you? From the very beginning.
You looked at me. Your eyes did that . . . that wolf thing. You knew.”


“Didn’t you?”


“No!”


He smiled again. He still hadn’t moved from that
same spot at the center of the cage.


“Okay, yes. There was something. I’m not . . . well
. . . I’m not that bad a shot.”


He laughed.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked again.


Derek finally took a step forward. But, just a step.
He didn’t come close enough to touch me. “Well, the thing is, Jessa. You shot
me!”


I opened my mouth then clamped it shut, realizing as
an afterthought I must have looked just like my father. I started to pace.
“Well.”


“Well what?”


“Well,” I turned on him and crossed my arms in front
of me. “Well. I’m sorry.”


He took another step forward. “Thanks. It means a
lot.”


“Now you’re just being sarcastic.”


“No. It really does. Are you thinking of shooting me
again?”


“Constantly.”


“I wouldn’t recommend it.”


I pressed my forehead against the bars. “Tell me
what it means. This mate thing.”


“You belong to me. If . . . you want to.”


“Grammy has a bite mark on her neck. She called it
an Alpha’s mark. You would do that? If . . . if I let you.”


“Maybe.”


“Why maybe?”


“It’s a big responsibility. Maybe I wouldn’t want
the hassle.”


“You’re teasing me again.”


“A little.”


“That’s how she knew you were an Alpha. If I let you
bite me, would it make this feeling go away? You know. The part where I can
feel your heartbeat. At least, I think that’s what I’m feeling.”


“No. It would make that even stronger. But, you’d
want it. It would become part of you.”


“Tethered. That’s what Grammy said. She was tethered
to the Alpha who did it to her until the bastard finally died. Killed by
another wolf who wanted to take his spot.”


“That’s generally how that happens, yes. With Alphas,
I mean. Not with marking. Again. Can’t stress enough. Consensual, Jessa.”


“Good. What about you? Is that why you have those
scars on your face?” I drew three fingers down my own temple, simulating the
wound Derek bore. 


He nodded. “Yes. This happened when I became an
Alpha. I challenged my pack leader, and it got a little intense.”


“You killed him.”


“I did. But it wasn’t brutal. Well, I mean . . . sure
it was. But, it was meant to be. He was older. His time had come. More
importantly, my time had come. It was noble. It was natural.”


“A mercy killing?”


“Yeah. Except for the part where he tried to rip my
face off.”


I wanted to touch it. The urge to curve my fingers
around Derek’s face took my breath away. I couldn’t stand not touching
him. Noble. Natural. Oh, God.


“You have four other wolves in your pack?” I tried
to steady my erratic pulse. A shadow came over me. Not a shadow. Something
warm. As if Derek reached out and put an arm around me. His even heartbeat
stilled mine, making me calm. 


“Yes,” he said. “Adam, Cameron, Owen, and Steven.
Owen is my brother. The others grew up with me. There were more. The old guard
from the pack leader I took over from. But, they’re all gone now.”


“You live together?”


“We hunt together. We fight together. We’re
connected. But no, we don’t live together.”


“Do they know about . . . uh . . . what I did to
you?”


“I haven’t exactly had a chance to text them or
anything.”


“Oh. I just thought, uh, you said you’re connected.”


“They’re six hundred miles away. There’s connected,
and then there’s connected.”


“Oh. Okay, good. I don’t suppose they’re going to
like me much considering I shot their Alpha.”


“They’ll get over it.” Derek’s eyes danced with
mirth as he took another step toward the bars. I gripped them tighter but
didn’t move. My words became a barrier as much as the cage bars did. A shield.
With each step he took, with each steady beat of his heart, a different kind of
wall disintegrated.


“Jessa,” he said, his voice soft but commanding.


“What?”


“Come here.”


“I’m right here.”


“Are you going to let me out of this cage anytime
soon?”


“That depends. At the moment, I think if I did my
father would probably put another bullet through you. And let’s be honest. This
time it would probably kill you.”


I said it as a joke, but the instant I did, terror
tore through me. God. The idea of losing him. If I hadn’t been holding on, I
might have dropped to the ground then and there.


“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “Give me a chance
to talk to your father. I need his help, anyway.”


“You’re not getting better, are you? The toxin.”


Derek’s eyes went dark for a moment. “Well, I don’t
feel like I’m going to pass out. I feel stronger. But my wolf is still . . . stuck.
It’s not very pleasant.”


“God. Derek. I’m sorry. I really am. I didn’t know.
I thought . . .”


“Shh. No more apologies. I won’t hold your past
prejudices against all werewolves and your trigger finger against you; you
won’t hold me responsible for what happened to your grandmother or anything the
Kentucky wolves have done. I can make you this promise though. If you want it .
. . I’ll lay my life down for you. For her too. That’s what fated mates really
means, Jessa.”


Swallowing hard, I nodded. Derek took that last step
and curled his fingers around the bars just above my hands. His breath blew
sweet and hot in my face. He leaned down and pressed his forehead against the
bars. At this angle, we were eye to eye. My breath hitched. It was time. I had
to know.


“Derek,” I whispered. 


“Yes, Jessa.”


“I’m scared.”


“You don’t have to be.”


I leaned forward. We had just a four-inch gap
between the bars. I pressed my lips against his and we kissed. Fireworks
exploded inside my chest. My feet seemed to lift off the ground. He was warm
and good, his lips urgent, probing, but soft somehow too. Oh, God, he tasted so
good. Like honey and musk all at once. Blood roared in my ears and I wished I
had the strength to pull the bars apart. If they hadn’t been there I might have
let him take it further. I wanted him to. Oh. I wanted him to. 


“Derek,” I gasped, coming up for air. Then his lips
were on me again. We slid down until we were both seated on the floor, our
hands laced through the bars. I curled my fingers around the nape of his neck.
His hair was soft and thick, just like I knew it would be. Heaven. Mine. Down
and down I spiraled, overcome with desire so hot I thought I might melt from
the inside out.


Fire crackled all around us. My body thrummed, throbbing between my legs
and the soft spot at the base of my neck. The place where he would mark me if I
let him. Oh, God. I wanted to let him.


“Jessa!” My father’s shout came to me like a
gunshot. Derek pulled away first, scrambling backward.


“What? Huh?” I shook my head to shake the lust
clouding my thoughts then hauled myself to my feet.


Fire still crackled. I blinked hard to clear my
eyes. I turned to my father. Orange flames danced behind him, and finally, the
smell of burning rubber reached my nostrils.


“The yard’s on fire!” Dad yelled. He threw the keys
to the cage at me. I caught them one-handed. “Time to move!”
















 


Chapter Nine


“Open the door!” Derek shouted. Snarling behind me,
he tried to pull the cage bars apart again. Dad kept his weapon raised and
trained on him. Though he’d thrown me the keys, I wasn’t sure whether Dad would
shoot him if I let Derek out.


“Jessa,” Derek’s voice was low, tight-lipped. “Open.
The. Door. I can’t protect you from in here. If there’s someone out there . . .
if it’s wolves.”


My heart raced as I turned back to Dad. “He’s right.
Dad. Put that away. Or, don’t put it away but point it the other way.
Derek can help us. I’m sure Grammy’s set you straight about him.”


A loud pop came from outside. Dad jumped and Derek
growled behind me. I turned and fumbled with the lock. He white-knuckled the
bars as I finally turned the key and let him loose. Once free, Derek moved in a
blur past my father. I went after him, grabbing Dad’s shirtsleeve and pulling
him with me. We ran out into the yard.


Orange plumes rose above the north end of the lot.
One of the storage sheds had gone up in flames; the gas cans inside of it
exploded like grenades. 


“Molotov cocktails,” Dad shouted. “Bastards lobbed
them over the north gate. They knew right where to aim. They knew where the
fuel was.”


Derek dropped into a crouch, still trying to shift
and unable to. He raised his chin and sniffed the air. “It’s wolves,” he said,
low and threatening. “The same ones who chased us here. At least ten of them.”
He rose and turned toward my father.


Sofie and Brutus ran out from behind a stack of
tires. Brutus’s tail was singed. She ran to my father’s side, yelping. “Come
on. The place is wired with cameras. The monitors are in my office. Let’s
figure out what we’re dealing with.”


“Lyle.” Derek squared his shoulders and faced my
father. “You can’t fight off ten wolves by yourself. I don’t care how many
poison-laced bullets you have. If you want a fighting chance to save this
place, you’re going to need me. So, you either need to fix me so I can shift,
or you need to give me a damn gun. You’re in over your head on this one.”


My father clamped his jaw shut and narrowed his
eyes. He clutched his left side and his forehead broke out in beads of sweat.
He was barely staying on his feet from the beating he took just hours ago. But,
I knew just what he was thinking. He was trying to come up with a reason not to
just finish the contract and shoot Derek on the spot. I stepped forward and put
a hand on his arm again.


“Derek’s right, and you know it. You’re not at full
strength yet. He’s here to help us whether you like it or not.”


“I don’t like it. Not one damn bit. He’s a wolf,
Jessa. You forget what his kind is capable of?”


“We can debate all of that later. Right now, we’re
under siege and we need all the help we can get. Standing out here in the open
isn’t going to help anything. Let’s head to the armory and get inside.”


“The armory?” Derek said, putting a hand on my
shoulder. My skin sizzled with pleasure, even in the midst of a crisis. “You
have an armory?”


“Dammit, Jessa. This is a mistake.”


Sirens cut through the air. Sofie and Brutus whined
and sidestepped. 


“Shit!” I yelled, tugging on Derek’s arm. “This
way.”


“What the hell’s that?” he said, breaking into a
run.


“Dad’s alarm system. They’re not just lobbing Molotovs
anymore. They’ve breached one of the gates.”


Derek’s eyes glowed gold as he locked his hand in
mine. He was done arguing with my father. For the moment, Dad let it go. We
were in trouble. Big trouble if Derek’s count was right. Ten wolves. We
couldn’t fight off ten wolves without somebody getting hurt. 


“This way!” I yelled. A wall of smoke rose above me
as we passed by the flaming storage shed. We had to get past it to get to Dad’s
office. He liked to call it central command because he could watch the security
monitors from there. Plus, he’d built a bunker beneath it stocked with supplies
to last us a year. I hoped to God today wouldn’t be the day we’d need it.


We were twenty feet from the armory door when the
first wolf burst through the smoke from behind. It lunged for Dad. He didn’t
get his weapon up in time, but it didn’t matter. Derek moved lightning fast.
The wolf was big and black as night. Its great fangs dripped and its eyes
glowed red with bloodlust as it went for Dad’s neck. I screamed. Derek grabbed
the wolf by the neck just before it clamped down. He hurled it backward. The
wolf skittered on the ground and did a barrel roll, but the thing was on its
feet and charging forward an instant later.


“Get inside,” Derek yelled. I grabbed my father and
we ran. Dad took three stumbling steps forward. He hurt way worse than he
wanted me to believe. Brutus and Sofie brought up the rear as Derek crouched
low, waiting for the wolf to charge again. 


A scream cut through the air and ripped my heart to
shreds. Grammy. In the commotion, I’d forgotten to ask Dad where she was. She
came around the other end of one of the trailers, another large gray wolf right
behind her. 


“Derek!” I yelled. I couldn’t get to her. 


“Cover me!” he yelled back. I tore the gun from my
father’s hand and pointed it at the first black wolf. They’d tear him apart.
Maybe Derek could hold off one wolf. But two? Not like this. Not weakened. Good
God, between my father’s injuries, and Derek’s inability to shift, I feared we
wouldn’t have enough to fight these guys off even with Dad’s arsenal.


As Derek ran to Grammy’s aid, I leveled Dad’s weapon
at the black wolf. He was already on the move, charging at Derek. I had a split
second. One shot. If I missed, Derek might die, and Grammy too. I let out a
breath and pulled the trigger.


I didn’t miss. 


I hit the black wolf in the neck. His fur ripped open
and blood poured from a great wound. He hit the ground and didn’t move,
paralyzed by the toxin coursing through his shredded veins. I didn’t wait. I
ran to the black wolf and put him down with a second shot. 


I turned, meaning to shoot the other gray one. But,
Derek had him on the ground. He’d put his body between Grammy’s and the wolf
and taken the brunt of the attack. The gray wolf slashed Derek across the
chest, reopening the wound I gave him, tearing through muscle and flesh. But,
Derek stayed on his feet. He wrestled the wolf to the ground and yelled to me. 


“Jessa, shoot him!”


I aimed for the wolf’s heart, but there was no way
I’d get a shot off without risking hitting Derek too. Derek rolled end over end
then managed to lock the wolf’s head in an armbar. 


“Shoot!” he yelled again. “Hit him in the ass. Don’t
kill this one!”


I didn’t think. I acted. I knew I wouldn’t get
another chance. My shot went through the wolf’s right hindquarters. He yelped
then went rigid in Derek’s arms.


“Lyle, help me drag him inside!” Derek shouted to my
father. He’d gone to Grammy during the melee and helped her to her feet. All
the color drained from her face, but she was all right. She looked like she’d
seen a ghost, and I wondered if maybe she had. Seeing that wolf charge her must
have brought back memories of the day she was torn from her family and brought
down here.


“Grammy!” I shouted. “Dad, we have to get her
inside. More are coming.”


Dad went to Derek. The two of them dragged the
injured wolf toward the armory building. Derek had him by the front legs, Dad
had his hind legs. I slung Dad’s weapon over my shoulder and went to Grammy.
Hooking my hand gently under her arm, I helped her to her feet and walked her
toward the building. 


Dad kicked the door open with his foot as they
heaved the limp wolf inside. 


“Grammy,” I whispered, rubbing her back as she
walked up the steps. Brutus and Sofie came in right behind us. I closed the door
and bolted it. 


“Over here,” Dad yelled, straining from the effort
of dragging two hundred pounds of dead weight wolf. “I’ve got another cage. He
won’t be moving anytime soon, but if he does, he still shouldn’t be able to
break out. You couldn’t.”


Derek made a noise low in his throat to let my
father know he was pushing his luck. But, they worked together to get the wolf
inside the cage my father kept against the wall. You see, sometimes the mission
isn’t to kill. Sometimes, he’s paid to capture them. Then, the Harlans take it
from there. Derek’s expression darkened as he tested the strength of the cage
bars. Satisfied with my father’s craftsmanship, he gave a grim nod.


The wolf let out a sickly yelp as they heaved him
inside and locked the cage door. His eyes were open, staring at a fixed point
on the wall. But, he couldn’t move a muscle. His labored breathing thundered
through the aluminum walls. The building was actually a converted WWII-era
domed Quonset hut. Here, he built most of his inventions. The other trailer with
the larger cage was newer, and he was in the process of moving things from here
to there. But, I knew this place held sentimental value for him. He and my
grandfather worked here together.


“Jesus,” Derek said. He stood over the cage and
stared down at the helpless wolf. “What the hell is in those bullets?” He
turned to me, pointing toward the wolf. “Is that what was supposed to happen to
me?”


I swallowed hard and went to him. “We made a deal,
remember? You said you’d forgive me for shooting you if I didn’t hold you
responsible for everything the Kentucky wolves do.”


He let out a breath and shook his head. “But that shit’s
still in me. I can feel it.” He eyed the weapon slung over my shoulder. I took
it off and laid it on one of the steel tables Dad had in the center of the
room. 


Dad had moved to the back of the room where he had a
bank of computer monitors set up. He switched everything on so he could start
trying to get a bead on where the rest of the wolves might be. They were close.
I knew that much. We could hear their plaintive howls in the distance as they
felt the death of their comrade. The wolf in the cage whined, but couldn’t lift
his head.


Derek went to the table and gripped the side of it,
head down with a wide stance. Then, he pushed off and turned on me. “I can’t
protect you like this. Not for very long.”


I went to him. I laid my hands flat on his chest. Just
a short time ago, I might have hesitated getting this close to him. Now, I
couldn’t imagine not touching him. His heart thundered beneath my
fingertips and filled my head. 


“Thank you,” I said. “If it weren’t for you, Grammy
would be dead. Maybe the rest of us too.”


Grammy had slowly sunk into one of the folding
chairs along the wall. Color came back into her cheeks, but her hands still
shook. Derek’s eyes met mine. He squeezed my elbow then went to her. Squatting
down to her eye level, he put a tentative hand on her knee.


“Are you all right?”


She slowly raised her eyes and smiled at him.
Lifting her hand, she cupped his jaw. Then, she leaned forward and planted a
kiss on his forehead. “You remind me of my Charles. That’s Jessa’s grandfather.
He saved me from wolves once too. He was a good man.”


Derek nodded. “I wish I could have met him.”


Grammy laughed. “Oh, he’d have tried to kill you. No
amount of explaining would have done any good. He didn’t have an open mind like
my Thomas does.”


The room went deadly silent for one beat. Then
another. 


I laughed first as we all turned and looked at my
father. He hadn’t heard a thing. His eyes were glued to the monitors. “Can’t
see the bastards,” he said. “But they’re out there. I can smell ‘em.”


Derek let out a bitter laugh. “So can I.”


He moved away from Grammy and punched the side of
the steel hut. The walls shook and for half a second I feared he’d knock the
structure down. But, he got a hold of himself and started to pace the room. 


“God. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Derek. I didn’t know.
I wish there were something I could do to help you. I think we’re just going to
have to wait it out until the toxin works its way through your system.”


“How long is that going to take?”


I looked at my father. I didn’t have an answer for Derek,
and it tore at me. I did this to him. The first chance he got, he’d been ready
to give his life for me. First, there was the wolf back at the Tucker farm.
Then, the one outside. 


“You’re bleeding,” I said. “Sit up on the table.
We’ve got a first aid kit back here. At least let me clean those cuts.”


Derek gave me murderous stare. Sitting still didn’t
seem to be on his list of priorities at the moment. “I don’t need iodine,” he
said. “I need an antidote. Now.”


My turn to pound my fist into something. I picked
the table, wanting to give the walls a rest. “And I said I’m sorry. We don’t
have one!” 


“Thomas,” Grammy got to her feet. Her tone was
deadly stern as she walked toward my father. “Enough already.”


A look passed between them. His face went hard and
he narrowed his eyes at her. “Ma. No. I’m still not convinced. It’s too
dangerous.”


“It isn’t, and you know it,” she said, putting a
hand on his shoulder. “What more proof do you need? Derek saved my life. He
saved yours too. It’s time.”


“Time for what?” I asked.


Grammy turned toward me. She nudged my father in the
shoulder, making him stand up. He looked back at her, grimacing. She just
crossed her arms and nodded. 


“Fine! But I still think this is a terrible idea.”


“Dad?”


He crossed the room and went to the locked metal
cabinet against the wall. He threw the doors open and pulled out a brown glass
bottle. Gripping it with a tight fist, he thrust it toward me. “I have an
antidote. But if you so much as look at my daughter the wrong way, Monroe, I
swear to God I’ll put you down for good.”
















 


Chapter Ten


“How did you? When did you?” I held the amber bottle
in my hand. I unscrewed the cap and sniffed its contents. Wrinkling my nose, I
started to cough. “God, that smells awful. Like deer piss and ten kinds of
vomit.”


“For all I know, that’s exactly what’s in it. Don’t
suppose it tastes very good, either,” Grammy said. “And I can’t say for sure
whether it’s still potent.”


Derek took the bottle from me and stuck his nose in
it too. The odor made my eyes water; I couldn’t imagine what the experience was
like for him with his supernatural sense of smell. Derek’s color turned ashen
and he turned his head to the side to catch his breath again.


“Charles invented the toxin with a little help from
friends,” Grammy said. “Thomas refined it and weaponized it.”


“And Grandpy made the antidote too?” I said, taking
the bottle back from Derek before it made him sick. 


My father moved to the back of the hut and planted
himself in front of the monitors. He ran his hand hard over his chin. I knew
him well enough to know it took everything in him not to blow up just then.


“Yep,” she said, taking the bottle from me. 


“How old is that?” Derek asked, looking dubious as
Grammy stirred the liquid with a dropper.


She raised a brow. “Let’s see. Charles passed away
in ’98. He and Thomas stopped working on this quite a few years before that.
I’d say it’s maybe thirty years old. I can’t promise it’s going to work. But
it’s worth a try.”


“Wait,” I said, going to Derek. He’d perched himself
on the edge of the table. His eyes widened as he watched Grammy stir the
liquid. It was viscous, like oil. Fat, amber drops of the stuff beaded at the
end of the dropper as she dipped it in and pulled it out again. “Is there a
chance that stuff could make Derek worse?”


Grammy looked back at my father. I knew he was
listening, but he kept his eyes glued on the computer monitors. Two pairs of
glowing green eyes looked toward one of the cameras on the south side of the
yard. The wolves were back near Grammy’s trailer now and getting closer.


“We don’t have a lot of time,” Derek said. 


“Dad?” I went to him. “You need to get over yourself
for now. We can fight about all the rest of this later. Right now, we’re
surrounded by at least ten wolves who seem hell bent on tearing us all apart if
we’re lucky, or just burning this place to the ground around us if we’re not.
Unless you have some better plan for getting us out of this, we need to focus
on helping Derek and getting out of here.” 


He looked up at me, arching a bushy brow peppered
with gray. “It might,” he said, shooting a glance toward Derek. Derek hopped
off the table and came toward us. I put a hand up. There was more than enough
testosterone flaring at the moment. None of it helping. “It might not. That
stuff was my father’s idea. Not mine. He seemed to think someday we’d run the
risk of shooting the wrong wolf. I disagreed.”


Derek growled and took the bottle from Grammy.
“What’s in it?” he asked. 


“Honestly? I’m not sure. My father was the chemist.
My expertise is mechanical.”


“Charles didn’t exactly invent this,” Grammy chimed
in. “Or the toxin either, if you want to know the truth. I said he had help
from friends. Your people in Wild Lake might actually have more information on
where it comes from. During the last pack wars, oh, I don’t know, fifty years
ago, somebody up there worked with a shaman from one of the native North-American
tribes over the Canadian border. They invented the toxin and the antidote,
but as far as I know, it was never used up there. Charles convinced them to
sell it to him. He wanted to do some experiments, but never got around to it.”


“So, you’re telling me there’s a chance if I take
this stuff one of three things could happen. One, nothing happens and
I’m stuck like this forever. Two, it kills me. Three, I take it and it cures
me. You want to give me odds?”


“Well, one out of three,” Dad said.


Derek growled again and gripped the bottle so
tightly I worried he might crush it. 


“Enough,” I said, taking the bottle. “How do we
administer it?”


“You drink it,” Grammy said. 


“All of it?” Derek asked.


“Better not,” she answered. “Two or three drops at
the most. If that doesn’t work, we can increase it. But, the way I remember
Charles talking about this stuff, it should work about as fast as the toxin
did. Right away.”


Derek gave Grammy a nod and took the bottle from me
again. She held the dropper out to him and Derek dipped it into the bottle. He
filled it and held the dropper over his tongue.


Oh, God! He was going to do it! “Wait!” I yelled,
moving toward him. What if it didn’t work? Or worse? “Why don’t you try it on
him first?” I pointed to the paralyzed wolf in the cage.


Derek raised a brow and nodded. “Good idea.”


I went to him, intending to take the bottle from
him, but Derek brushed past me. “No way I want you near him. He might be
paralyzed, but aggression is still pouring out of him. He’s liable to rip your
hand off if he gets the chance.”


Derek went to the cage and squatted down near the
wolf’s head. The wolf took slow, measured breaths and water poured from the
corners of his eyes. I could have felt sorry for the creature, if he hadn’t
tried to kill Grammy less than an hour before. 


The space between the bars was just wide enough to
allow Derek to fit his hand through. The wolf’s golden eyes widened as Derek
got closer. I couldn’t read him the way Derek could, but I swore they conveyed
pure terror. Derek filled the dropper and reached in. The wolf’s mouth hung
slightly open as he panted, his tongue lolled to the side. 


“I can’t do this one-handed I don’t think,” Derek
said. “Jessa, I’ll hold his jaw open, you pour three drops of the stuff in on
my count.”


I went to Derek’s side and took the dropper from
him. He reached in with his other hand and spread the wolf’s mouth with two
hands. His shoulders quaked from the effort of it. I knew what the toxin did.
It rendered the victim stiff as well as paralyzed. Derek gave me a nod and I
slid my hand in under his. Squeezing the stopper, I watched the thick liquid
slide down the wolf’s tongue. Derek clamped his jaw shut and held it tight.


“Move back,” he commanded me. I did.


The muscles in Derek’s back strained as he held the
wolf’s jaw closed. The wolf began to tremble. His gray fur rippled and his eyes
widened. Something was happening. 


“Listen to me,” Derek said, his voice low and full
of threat. “You don’t have enough room to shift, so don’t even try.”


A muffled whine tore through the wolf as Derek held
him still. But, the wolf’s body moved. He thrashed as Derek carefully let go of
him and pulled his hands back through the cage bars. He didn’t have enough room
to stand, but he regained the use of his muscles and rolled until he rested on
his belly, head up and pressed against the bars.


“I’ll be damned,” Grammy said. “Looks like it
worked.”


Derek stayed crouched. His own wolf eyes flashed as
he leveled a gaze straight at the wolf’s. His heartbeat rippled through me as
Derek grew agitated. 


“Is he talking to you?” Grammy asked. I thought it
the minute she did. Derek and the wolf seemed locked in some sort of telepathic
conversation. Derek reached in again and put a hand on the wolf’s back to still
him as the last of the tremors went through him and the antidote did its job.


“It’s okay,” Derek said as he withdrew his hands.
“He’s healing. The bullet in his hip should work its way out. That shit
worked.”


“Did he say something to you?” 


Derek rose and stood next to me. I put the bottle of
antidote in his open palm.


“In a way,” he said. “He’s not part of my pack, so I
can’t hear his thoughts plainly. But, he’s afraid. He’s asking for help. And
it’s not any of you he’s afraid of. It’s something out there. His pack leader,
maybe.”


I looked back at the wolf. His eyes held an emotion
I couldn’t quite place. Sorrow, maybe. But, I didn’t trust it. For now, his ass
needed to stay in that cage. He could move now, but made no attempt to push his
way past the cage bars. 


“Keep that trained on him just in case,” Derek said,
picking up the AR-15. He tossed it to my father. Then, he took the dropper and
gave me a quick wink.


 “Ugh!” The shit smelled even worse out of the
bottle than it did in it. Derek held the bottle out to me and covered his mouth
with his forearm. I screwed the cap back on the bottle and waited. 


Derek staggered backward, then steadied himself with
one hand on the table. He doubled over and his color went from white to
greenish, then flared red as if he’d just eaten a handful of ghost peppers. The
whites of his eyes turned pink, and a capillary burst in his left one. 


“Derek? Dad! Do something to help him!”


My father was at my side. He put a steadying hand on
my back and then gripped my arm to stop me when I made a move to go to Derek.
Derek’s heartbeat boomed inside my ears. He was in agony. I couldn’t feel his
pain, but I felt the effect it had on him. He gasped for air and gripped his
knees. Sweat poured down his back and he trembled. 


“Don’t touch him,” Grammy said, coming to the other
side of me. “Don’t go near him. If he can’t control his shift, he might hurt
you without meaning to.”


Derek managed to nod and put a hand up, agreeing
with Grammy’s warning. So, I stood between my father and grandmother and
watched helplessly as we waited to see whether the antidote helped him as well.


His whole body shook. In fact, the walls of the hut
quaked along with him. The howling outside drew closer. Derek dropped to all
fours and clawed the floor with his hands. His spine drew up at an impossible
angle. Bones cracked and rolled as his fingers elongated, becoming black. Then,
fur sprouted all over him. Silvery gray and shimmering. Derek’s pants ripped at
the seams, and he finally took a halting step forward. 


He shed the last of his clothes and his human form.
His wolf sprang forth, snarling and powerful. Dad tried to push me behind him,
and Grammy let out a gasp. But, I pulled myself away from them and walked
toward Derek.


I wasn’t afraid. I was in awe. Derek’s wolf took a
slow step toward me. Though Grammy and my father couldn’t sense it, I could.
Derek was free. His heart beat strong and steady. Power coursed through his
veins. He dropped his head and came to me. Reaching out, I put a tentative hand
on his back, my fingers sinking into the rough fur. A shiver ran through me as
my wolf came to me. I sank to my knees in front of him. 


Derek nuzzled against me. I ran my hand down his
powerful back, feeling hard bones and sinew. 


“Is he okay?” Grammy asked, traces of fear in her
voice. She’d moved back behind the computer monitors. In her head, she knew who
this was. In her heart, I knew she still carried the fear from her own
experiences so many years ago.


“He’s more than okay,” I whispered as I lowered my
head so Derek and I were eye to eye. He blinked slowly. Though his beast was
out, I still sensed the keen mind of the man who’d risked his life to save me.
Not once, but many times over in the space of a day.


He pawed the ground and took a step back. The wolf
in the cage whined behind us. Derek’s wolf went to him. He bared his teeth and
let out a low, vibrating growl. The enemy wolf went quiet, submitting to
Derek’s authority. He laid down, resting his head on his front paws. Derek let
out a chuff then paced in front of the doors of the hut.


“No!” I cried out, sensing at least the direction of
his thoughts if not the specifics. His heart raced. He felt trapped. I knew what
he wanted. To hunt. To kill if it came to it. He let out a low, gruff bark and
pawed at the doors. 


“There’s too many of them,” I said. “They’ll kill
you.”


Derek pawed at the ground again. He pressed his
snout against my palm and raised his tail high. He couldn’t talk. I couldn’t
read his mind. Still, I somehow knew exactly what he wanted. He wanted to go
out there. He thought he could chase off the threat all alone. 


“Let him go,” Grammy said. “He knows what he’s
doing.”


“Grammy, they’ll rip him apart.”


“No they won’t,” Dad said. He’d joined Grammy at the
monitors. “I think they’ve been called back. Fire’s almost burned out in the
storage shed. They haven’t done any more damage. The two that were circling the
south entrance aren’t there anymore. 


Derek barked again and pressed his shoulders against
the door. He could have easily torn through them, but then we couldn’t lock
them behind him. “Are you sure?” I asked. Derek went up on his hind legs and
dropped down again. 


“Shit,” I said. I went to the metal cabinet near the
wall and pulled out a duplicate AR-15, slinging the strap over my shoulder. “Fine.
But I’m not letting you go out there alone. I’ll watch your six. I think I’ve
proven more than once I know how to shoot straight when I have to.”


Derek growled and pushed me backward with his snout
against my leg. 


“Get used to it,” Grammy called out. “My Jessa’s got
her own mind. And she’s not wrong. Besides, anything comes within a hundred
feet of her, you’ll be able to sense it and move fast enough to stop it.”


Derek kept right on growling and narrowed his golden
eyes. A thrill ran through me as he fixed his gaze on me. 


“I’ll go with you,” my father said. But, when he
tried to stand up, his legs gave out and he would have hit the floor if Grammy
hadn’t been right there to steady him.


“You’ll stay put,” Grammy said. “Derek and Jessa can
take care of themselves. Besides, just in case one of those bastards is out
there just waiting for the chance to get in here, I’d really rather not be here
by myself. Or alone with that one, even if he is out of commission.”


The wolf in the cage squeezed his eyes shut. I
almost felt sorry for him. Almost. Then, the vision of him charging Grammy with
bloodlust in his eyes cured me of it. 


I flipped the safety off the rifle and gave Derek’s
wolf a nod. “Let’s get this over with. I go where you go.”


I reached over Derek and slipped the bolt. Grammy
was right behind me. “Don’t open this up again unless you’re sure it’s me. Keep
your eyes glued to the monitors. We’ll head to the south end of the yard first.
That’s where it looked like they were headed. And if you spot any more of them
headed this way, shoot them.”


“Oh, don’t you worry, honey. Not my first time at
the rodeo.”


I gave Grammy a hug and a firm kiss on the forehead,
then turned and followed Derek out the door. Grammy slammed it behind me, and I
heard her engage the deadbolt. Nothing was getting through there unless she
allowed it. 


I turned toward Derek. Smoke quickly filled my lungs
along with the smell of burning rubber and gasoline. I covered my mouth with my
arm and kept my eyes on the white underside of Derek’s tail as he loped toward
the south end of the lot. 


An eerie silence settled over everything. Ash
covered a lot of the cars as we drew closer to the burned out storage shed,
adding to the post-apocalyptic vibe. Derek waited for me. I came to his side
and put a hand down, threading my fingers through the thick fur on his back. He
pricked his ears, turning the left one sideways. His heartbeat slowed as he listened
for danger. His black nostrils flared as he sniffed the air. Then, he kept
going. 


We were alone. No distant howling. Not even crickets
or frogs from the swamp on the other side of the north gate. We walked the
perimeter, looking for damage to the fence. We found it at the southernmost
edge of the lot. Just a tiny hole made with wire cutters, probably. So, they
hadn’t ripped through it with their teeth. They’d come prepared. But now, they
were gone. 


I felt the tension go out of Derek’s back when I
rested my hand against his spine again. He stretched out his front paws and
raised his tail high again. His fur rolled, and I stepped back, sensing a
change in the rhythm of his pulse. I remembered what Grammy said. Don’t get too
close to him during a shift. 


This time, Derek’s movement was seamless. Quick and
full of power. He rose to his full height, fur replaced with tanned skin
glistening with a thin sheen of sweat. Then, he turned toward me, amber eyes
alight with fire. A shudder ran through me as I looked at him. He was
beautiful. Naked. It was the first time we’d been truly alone since I learned
the truth about who he was. And for the first time, I wasn’t afraid.
















 


Chapter Eleven


The world became the sound of my own breathing as I
moved toward Derek. Warmth flooded through me with each step I took. He pulled
me to him with no words, no touch. But still, I craved him, like the air
filling my lungs. I wanted to touch him. He stood completely still, letting me
come to him. I hadn’t realized until just then, that I needed exactly that.
Though I wasn’t afraid, I was unsure. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. On some
level, I think I’d always known it. But, so many years of believing one thing
about all shifters took time to sift through. 


“Jessa,” he said, his words a rippling whisper
across my skin.


On an elemental level, I just needed Derek. His
touch. His breath. His body. But this was instinct talking. I knew that. I
hadn’t lost all sense of myself. It wasn’t like that. I just needed.


I wanted to drink in every detail of him, and he
seemed to know that. He stood before me. Perfect. Strong. And . . . mine.
My eyes raked over the hard curves of his strong chest. The dusting of curls
over his nipples that tapered down to a dark trail below his belly button. The
flat planes of his stomach. His cock. Huge and turgid. Heat blossomed inside of
me, rising to a pulse between my legs. 


I wanted this man. 


No amount of reason or rationalization mattered now.
I went to him. I stood just an inch away from him. I raised a hesitant hand, hovering
it over his chest. Then, I laid my palm flat against him, letting his body heat
permeate me, making my knees shudder. Moisture pooled at the juncture of my
thighs. I wanted to lay down in the tall grass, spread myself open and give in
to every wild instinct surging trough me. Through us both. 


But I couldn’t forget what brought us out here. 


“They’ve moved off,” Derek said, reading my thoughts
behind my eyes. “At least ten miles to the southeast.”


I nodded. “They might be heading for Tygart’s forest
or wherever they came from.”


“They lost two of their own. One killed. One
captured. If it were my pack, I’d retreat and regroup until I knew just what I
was dealing with.”


“Uh huh.” Derek filled my senses. I breathed in his
heady musk. It intoxicated me. His rough skin over hard muscles. I wanted him
to wrap his arms around me. And his eyes. The clearest amber, flashing dark
then glowing gold as the beast within him flared just below the surface. 


“Derek,” I said, swallowing hard. I could barely
think straight. It felt like I was the one with toxin running through my
veins. And Derek’s touch seemed to be the only antidote. 


“Can they see us?” he asked, sliding his arms around
me. I craned my neck to keep his gaze.


“Huh?”


“Your father and grandmother. The security cameras.
Does he have anything in this corner of the lot?”


“Huh? Oh. What?” I took a step back and shook my
head, trying to clear my brain from the pull of Derek’s presence. We were far
beyond the storage shed. This part of the lot was overgrown with the tall grass
and purple wildflowers. If you could ignore the stacks of tires just a few
yards away, it was almost beautiful here. Like an island of prairie in the midst
of my father’s property.


“Jessa?”


“No. Actually. The southern part of the fence is about
twenty yards that way past the trees. He’s got it wired with cameras, but
they’re stationary and face out beyond the lot. He’s been meaning to fix that.”


“Hmm.”


“You’re sure the wolves aren’t coming back?”


“For now,” Derek said. “I’ll be able to hear them if
they get within a couple of miles of the place. I don’t think they planned on
you not killing me.”


I smiled, running my hands across his shoulders. I
traced the faded outlines of the scar my bullet made, and my heart went into my
throat. God. What if I had shot him through the heart? I could have
killed him. It would have tormented me right along with him.


“I’m sorry for that.”


“You said that before. And I already forgave you.
It’s a different world down here for you with the Kentucky wolves. I think you
and your family have done what you had to, to survive. I understand.”


I’d leaned up on my tiptoes, but now, I went back
down flatfooted. “What’s it like where you come from?”


Derek smiled. He took my hand and we walked even
further out toward the south gate. He kept scanning the horizon, moving his
body between me and open field. The grass grew even thicker here and tickled my
knees as Derek led me through the wildflowers. It felt natural, to be with him
like this. Like I’d known him all my life. Or more accurately, like I’d waited
for him all my life. Only now I’d finally realized it.


“We’re a family. A big, loud, sometimes
dysfunctional, but always supportive family. We have a wide expanse of land
reaching from the northern part of the lower peninsula, all through the upper
peninsula of Michigan and into Canada. Wild Lake is kind of our sanctuary.
Neutral turf, if you will. Non-shifter friends of the packs own farmland in the
center of it. The Bonners. Brother and sister. You’d like them. I’m not saying
all the packs agree with each other about everything. But, when it comes to a
fight, the packs stand together.”


“How many packs?”


Derek shrugged. “Ten now. The number keeps growing.
I’d like to take you there, Jessa. I want you to see how mates are supposed to
be treated.”


I slid into his arms. It was good and natural. His
warmth spread through me, sending a shiver of pleasure along my spine. Oh, I
wanted so much more. All of a sudden, my clothes chafed against me. I wanted to
be naked and natural just the way he was. 


Derek leaned down and hooked a finger beneath my
chin. He tilted my head up toward his and kissed me. Slow and tender, with an
undercurrent of heat. I felt that kiss all the way down to my toes. Rippling
heat and pleasure flooded through me. It was perfect. And yet, it wasn’t
enough. 


“Derek,” I gasped when he let me up for air. 


His wolf eyes glinted gold as he looked down at me.
I couldn’t stay with him like this much longer. I needed him too badly, and so
did he. It was hunger and lust and a thousand other things. I knew the timing
couldn’t be worse, and it bothered me a little I couldn’t seem to control my
own urges. I’d never been like this before. I’d never wanted the way I
did with Derek. Finally, Derek finally gave voice to what I knew we both felt.


“Jessa. I need you. But if you’re not ready .
. .”


Oh, God. I probably wasn’t ready, but at that moment
I so didn’t care. I threaded my fingers through the thick, soft hair at the
nape of his neck and pulled him back down into a kiss. Derek shifted his weight
and pulled me into his lap. He held me against him; heat surged through him and
into me. I knew what this was. It would be hot. It would be quick. It would be
perfect.


I slid my shirt over my head and threw it to the
ground. Derek picked me up and laid me gently in the grass. I wriggled out of
my pants and lay before him. Exposed. Naked. Panting with expectation.


Derek hovered above me, resting his weight on his
hands. He gave me that sexy smirk then leaned down to kiss me. I ran my hands
down his strong back and cupped his muscled ass. 


“Please,” I gasped. Yes. I wanted to beg him. I
wanted to give everything to him. I just wanted.


I spread my legs and drew him down to me. Derek let
out a low, rumbling growl of desire. It was just a moment. A fraction of a
second before he entered me. I knew there would be no going back for either of
us. And I also knew in that instant I never wanted to go back. I wanted this. I
wanted him. It was everything.


I arched my back and begged for him. Whatever
self-control he had melted away. Derek kissed me hard and slid into me. My
slick wetness eased his path, but he was so big, so hard he stretched me wide.
My eyes snapped open as he sheathed himself to the root. Pleasure flooded
through me. It was so quick. Just one thrust and I already felt myself starting
to come. I felt born for this. Born for him. 


“Jessa,” he whispered my name against my temple as
he started his slow, powerful thrusts. I brought my legs up and wrapped them
around his hips, bringing him into me even deeper. Pleasure flowed through me,
building momentum. He held his weight on his palms and looked down at me, eyes
flashing with desire.


“Yes,” I gasped. Oh yes. This. More. Always.


With each thrust, I grew wetter for him. He was
thick and solid and all for me. I clawed his back and he bared his teeth. A
thought flashed through me. The instant it did, I knew how badly I wanted it.
The silent command pulsed through my head. Bite me!


“Please,” I gasped. Derek twitched inside of me, and
I knew he was close to his release. So was I. He thrust deep and held himself
there, his cock pulsing within me as he waited for me to grind out my orgasm. I
had one hand on his buttocks, the other digging into the ground to get the
purchase I needed. I thrust up, grunting. Though he had a beast inside of him,
I was the one who felt wild. 


I let myself go and gave in to it. As Derek held
himself still within me, I let wave after wave of sensation swell through me. A
starburst of color exploded behind my eyes as I took my pleasure from him. When
I reached the top, Derek finally began the slow rhythm that would take me down
and down. Pleasure. Light. Heat. He was everything. He was in me. And he was
mine.


Derek pulled out of me and flipped me. Dizzy, he had
me on all fours, my ass angled high for him. Oh, yes, this. His pulse filled me
as he entered me again. I dropped my head down, letting my hair fall to the
side. A new pulse seemed to grow in my core and spread out in a wave of heat.
It centered on that space at the base of my neck. I knew what I needed. What
he needed. 


Derek growled and his body went rigid as he poured
himself inside me. I took it all, bracing myself against the earth. He filled
me with his heat and his power. He sated himself and me. And yet, there was
still something else. Finally, his body went limp and Derek drew me to him,
cradling my body against him, both tender and strong. When I looked up at him, the
first evening stars glittered over his shoulder and seemed to fill me too.


For the first time in my life, I knew exactly where
I belonged.
















 


Chapter Twelve


I don’t know how long we lay together like that. We
took our time, exploring each other’s bodies with lazy fingers and soft kisses.
It seemed like forever, but I knew it was only minutes. We didn’t have time for
anything else. Maybe we should have waited. We’d stolen a few moments of
pleasure amid the chaos. But, now that we had finally given in to what our
bodies craved, I felt like I could think straight again. I also sensed it
wouldn’t be long before I’d need him like that again.


“If we stay out here much longer, your father is
going to come out here and shoot me for good,” Derek teased as he leaned down
and kissed my nipple.


“Ugh. You’re right.” No sooner had the words left my
mouth when my pile of clothes started to beep. Static crackled, and my father’s
voice came over the walkie I’d hooked to my waistband.


“Jessa. Check in, please.”


Derek gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and leaped
to his feet with agile grace. He held his hand out to help me up. I reached for
my pile of clothes, only finding my pants and t-shirt. 


“I had a bra and underwear around here somewhere.”


Derek’s soft laugh sent gooseflesh skittering along
my back. He circled his arms around me and drew me back to him. 


“Is this what it’s like bedding with a wolf?” I
said, my words sounding more like a purr. 


Derek kissed the top of my head. “It’s what it’s
like for mates, Jessa. At least, so I’m told. I’ve never actually had one
before.”


I whirled in his arms and felt the color drain from
my face. “You mean to tell me that was your . . . uh . . . first . . .”


Derek’s brow arched to the sky. “Ah. No. I don’t
kiss and tell, baby. But I’m talking about mates. I’ve never had a mate
before. Wolves generally only get one.”


I stabbed my arms through the sleeves of my shirt
and wriggled back in my pants. My boots lay on the ground a few feet in front
of me and I slid my feet into those. I slung the rifle back over my shoulder
and waited for Derek. He didn’t need much prep time, or really any. He’d come
out here in the wolf form and had no clothes. As soon as we got closer to the
trailers and in sight of the cameras, even though it was getting dark again, I
realized that might pose a problem. 


Derek saw me looking and laughed again. “Don’t worry.
I’ll wear the wolf. Wouldn’t want to give Grammy a heart attack.”


“Can you read my mind?” I asked. Derek took my hand
and we started walking back. We were easy together now, sated, and the
immediate threat from the enemy wolves had abated. Plus, touching Derek now
seemed the most natural thing in the world. If anything, not touching
seemed awkward.


He didn’t answer my question right away. He scanned
the horizon and sniffed the air, ever vigilant.


“Derek?”


He looked down at me. “Ah, no. Not exactly. It’s
just you happen to have a very expressive face.”


We kept walking. In about fifteen yards, he’d need
to shift again if he wanted to avoid marching into my father’s Quonset hut in
the buff. I found myself slowing my pace. My need to have Derek all to myself
almost overwhelmed me. In fact, a different growing need started to bloom
inside me, heating me through and through. 


“You wanted to bite me,” I said. It just came out.
The instant it did, it felt like a cop out. It wasn’t just Derek wanting to
bite me. It was me wanting to get bit. 


Derek’s pace slowed and he squeezed my hand. “Yes,”
he answered plainly.


“I wanted you to. God. Derek. I wanted it more than
I’ve ever wanted anything. Why didn’t you? I think I would have let you.”


“I know.” He took a breath and stopped, turning to
me.


“So what stopped you?”


“I told you before, I won’t mark you as mine unless
you’re absolutely sure it’s what you want.”


“I did want it. That’s what I’m trying to say. I
want it now.”


“But it scares you. Confuses you a little.”


I bit my lip and looked up at him. “Yes. Truth?
Yes.”


He nodded and drew me to him. “And that’s why I held
back. You have to be ready. Because, Jessa, when I do mark you, I mean for it
to be forever.”


He took my breath away. His words and everything
about him.


“Grammy said when an Alpha marks a woman, they’re
connected forever. That you’ll be able to know what I’m feeling all the time.”


He nodded as he took my hand again and we started to
walk. “And you’ll always know what I’m feeling. And marking is a process; it’s
not just one bite. The deeper I mark you, you’ll eventually hear my thoughts.
It’s how I can always protect you. Always know when you’re in danger. We become
part of each other. Forever, Jessa. That’s why I want to make sure you’re one
hundred percent ready. Plus, I don’t know. I kind of wanted to pick a spot with
a little more romance than a junkyard.”


He laughed at the last part, low and deep, sending
warmth flooding through me again. I laughed too. It was absurd. At least a
little. But, I wanted to tell him it didn’t matter. Wherever we were seemed
like the most romantic place on the planet. And knowing that made me understand
how right he was. This was new. This was intense. Before I was willing to give
myself to him completely, I needed to know for sure.


“We’re getting close,” I said. About ten yards ahead
of us, Dad had a camera affixed to a utility pole. When we came over the next
rise, we’d be in range of it. 


Derek gave me a nod. He squeezed my hand then let it
go. He took one step as a man, the next as a wolf. The power and speed of his
shift sent a thrill through me. Derek stretched his paws and arched his back,
shaking his tail out. He looked back at me and let out a chuff. I put a hand on
his back, sinking my fingers into his rough, silvery coat. My wolf. My man. My
protector. We headed back to the hut.


Grammy and my father stood just outside the doorway.
Dad had his rifle pointed at the ground; Grammy had her hands on her hips. 


“Everything okay out there?” Dad shouted. I raised
my hand in a wave and gave him a nod.


“They’ve moved off,” I said. “Derek thinks we’re
safe, at least for now.”


“Good,” Dad answered. He gave Derek’s wolf a dubious
glance then turned to Grammy.


“Head back on in, Thomas,” she said, giving him a
hard pat on the back. 


“You okay?” she said, turning to me. She put a hand
on my arm and jerked her chin at Derek. She held a pair of folded jeans under
her arm and she tossed them on the ground in front of him.


“Those are Thomas’s old ones,” she said. “They’ll do
in a pinch. Why don’t you make yourself presentable while I take my
granddaughter inside?”


Derek lowered his head to acknowledge her, then
Grammy put an arm around me and we walked back into the hut together. Grammy
rubbed the center of my back and leaned in to give me a kiss on the cheek. 


“You two sure didn’t waste any time.” A hot blush
flooded my face.


“Oh, God, did he see?” Dad had gone back to the
security monitors and had barely acknowledged me as we walked back inside. Oh,
God, indeed. Had we been careless? Had Dad installed another camera I didn’t
know about? When Derek and I . . .


“Relax,” Grammy said. “Nobody saw nothin’, darlin’.
But I know that look on your face. It’s not one I see very often. You
look happy. You look . . . well . . . in love, honey.”


Love. The word flooded through me and forced the air
from my lungs. Love. In love. Was I in love with Derek? I needed him. I craved
him. When he touched me, it felt as though my heart started to beat for the
first time. Was it love? I’d never felt it before.


“Everything under control in here?” Derek came up
behind us. He put a light hand on my shoulder, sending a trickle of pleasure
through me. God, would I ever stop feeling this way around him? Would the
wanting ever stop? In that instant, I knew I didn’t want it to.


“Your friend is getting more and more agitated,” Dad
said. He came away from the monitors and pointed his rifle at the prone form of
the enemy wolf. He still lay on the floor of the cage, but his fur rippled and
he bared his teeth.


“Time to have a conversation, I think,” Derek said.
“You wouldn’t happen to have shifter-strength shackles lying around, would you?
I need him human for a while, and that cage isn’t big enough.”


“As a matter of fact,” Dad said. He opened a drawer
beneath the table and tossed wrist and ankle chains to Derek. 


“Everybody get to the other side of the room,” Derek
warned. “Tinker and Jessa, keep your weapons aimed at his head and heart. If it
looks like you should, shoot him. Just make sure you don’t hit me on accident.”
He gave my father a pointed look. Dad let out a low laugh, but moved to the
back of the room as Derek instructed. 


The wolf growled when Derek got close to him, but he
put his head down. He seemed to understand Derek’s intentions and knew he had
no choice. Derek moved quickly. He opened the cage door and pulled the wolf out
by the scruff of his neck. The wolf snapped at him, but Derek got right in his
face and said something in his ear. He looped the wrist cuffs around the wolf’s
front paws. They were far too large, but Derek said something else to the wolf,
and almost instantly, he shifted. A painful, tearing sound. Not smooth or
graceful like Derek’s shift. This one seemed forced against his will, and I
knew instantly that’s exactly what it was. Derek made this wolf do his
bidding. 


“How’d he do that?” Dad asked, giving voice to my
thoughts.


“He’s an Alpha,” Grammy said. “He might not be that
wolf’s Alpha, but it doesn’t matter. If Derek wants him to shift, his ass is
going to shift.”


The wolf became a man. He was dirty. Long, streaky
blond hair, dark brown eyes, and high cheekbones. He looked malnourished, with
his shoulder blades sticking out and a deep hollow beneath each clavicle. Derek
shoved him forward. Dad had folding chairs around the table. Derek forced the
man into one of them and looped the wrist and ankle chains around it. Then, he
twisted the chains around his own forearm. If the man tried to run, Derek could
have him down on the ground in an instant.


Grammy came forward and threw a towel over the man’s
privates as Derek shoved the chair closer to the table. 


“Who are you?” Derek said, nearly growling it near
the man’s ear. He clenched his jaw. He didn’t want to talk. But, Derek with his
Alpha strength seemed to act as a human lie detector, compelling him to speak.


“Jensen, Boyd Jensen.”


“Who sent you, Boyd?”


Boyd Jensen trembled in his seat. He really was a
pitiful creature. Sulking. Wretched. He buckled under Derek’s considerable
power over him. Boyd looked from Derek to me and back again. He squeezed his
eyes shut and tried to take slow, measured breaths. He was just no match for
Derek. Derek jerked the chains binding him, forcing Boyd’s back straight.


“Dammit! Stop that!” 


“Oh, I don’t think I will,” Derek said. “You tried
to kill that nice lady over there.” He bent low, pressing his temple against
Boyd’s. He pointed to Grammy. She straightened her back. I knew what this cost
her. Boyd Jensen made her relive one of the worst experiences of her life. A
part of me . . . well, actually, most of me . . . wanted to watch as Derek
ripped him limb from limb.


“Who sent you?” Derek asked again.


Boyd laughed. “You really are an idiot, you know
that?” He wasn’t talking to Derek. Boyd looked straight at my father. Dad
stepped out of the shadows and pressed his hands flat against the table. 


“Son, you’re the one chained up in my bunker just at
the moment. The rest of your friends were smart enough and fast enough not to
get caught. Who’s the idiot again?”


“He’s got a point there, Boyd,” Derek said. “Now, I
don’t have a lot of time. I know your pack isn’t going to quit. I also know
they weren’t sent here for me, were they?”


My heart raced. 


“We hired you to do one job,” Boyd said, still
looking at my father. “You know full well what happens if you don’t hold up
your end.”


My father flinched. He took a step back and pointed
a shaking finger at Boyd. “What the hell are you talking about? I don’t work
for you, asshole.”


Derek pulled Boyd’s chains tighter. He winced but
didn’t break my father’s stare. 


“I work for the Harlans,” Dad said, but something in
his tone faltered. His skin turned ashen. I went to him, putting a steadying
hand on his back. 


Boyd sucked air through his teeth, trying to fight
off Derek’s influence and failing. The words he spoke were forced from him,
they seemed to stab through the air and hit my father like a thousand knives of
truth. “The Harlans are just the middlemen, Tinker. You work for us. Everything
you own, you paid for with our money. Not the Harlans.”


Boyd started to laugh, sounding more hyena than wolf
as Derek broke him. My father sank into a chair on the other side of the table.
Grammy stepped forward. Her color drained from her face just like my father’s.
What Boyd said was impossible. Wolf blood. Wolf money. All this time?


“That’s right,” Boyd said. “Every bit of it. We own
you, Tinker. The Kentucky Chief Pack owns you.”


“No.” My father shook his head. “That’s not true.
The Harlans pay me to put down rogue wolves who break the treaty. Killers.”


Boyd leaned forward, his words coming out in a
stream of vitriol. “It was easier to let you think that, Tinker. If that’s what
helps you sleep at night. But it’s a lie, and I think deep down you know it.
You kill the wolves who make trouble for the Chief Pack. That’s all. You kill
those who’ve tried to escape and those who try to challenge us.”


The air went out of my lungs as Derek drove Boyd’s
head against the table. Even he couldn’t stand to hear another word. Because it
couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be right. They’d used him. Used us. Because if
what he said was true, it meant my father was working for the very wolves who’d
destroyed my grandmother’s life.
















 


Chapter Thirteen


As Boyd’s words sunk in, I thought my father would
be the one to start breaking things. But, Grammy beat him to it. First, she
threw a chair with enough force to break one of the legs off. Boyd growled and
thrashed in his seat. Derek held his chains tight and grabbed a fistful of his
hair, pulling his head sharply back, exposing his neck.


“Say it again,” Derek said. “Slowly.”


Boyd bared his teeth, and his nose began to
elongate. His fingernails turned black. But, he was no match for the keyed up
Alpha wolf standing right behind him. Derek jerked Boyd backward again and
hissed something in his ear. Boyd’s features melted back to human and his
breathing slowed. Derek’s pulse, however, slammed inside my head. Only I knew
the herculean strength it took for him not to tear Boyd’s head off. 


“The Harlan brothers work for the Kentucky Chief
Pack. Just like I said. We control Mason County and the bridge into
Banchory.”


“You don’t control anything,” Derek said. “You just
do what you’re told.”


Boyd tried to pull away. This time, Derek let go of
him. Boyd gripped the edge of the table and tried to catch his breath. “The
Chief Pack gave us this territory. The Harlans do what we tell them to if they
don’t want to get their throats ripped out.”


“What is it you tell them to do?” I asked, even
though I didn’t want to hear the answer. 


“We’re border patrol for the Chief Pack. When
Kentucky wolves get out of line, we deal with it.”


“And you can’t be seen getting your hands dirty
though, can you?” Derek asked. “You’d never keep the respect of any other wolf
if you did. Your Alpha doesn’t want other wolves knowing just how far he’s
willing to take things.”


“Something like that,” Boyd said. He leaned over and
spat on the ground. He looked like he was about to vomit. I knew Derek kept him
from shifting from the sheer force of his will. That more than the shackles on
his wrists seemed to keep him immobile. 


“And you can’t have direct contact with anyone
carrying out the hits the Chief Pack orders, can you?”


Boyd shook his head. His cold stare stayed fixed on
my father. Dad backed away. Grammy got bolder. She came right up to Boyd. She
shot a quick look to Derek. When he nodded, she sat down in the chair next to
Boyd. “Did Charles know?” she asked. “Charles Lyle. Did he know the Chief Pack
bankrolled the Harlans?”


Derek pressed his fingers into Boyd’s shoulder,
forcing him to turn and face my grandmother. “Answer her,” Derek commanded.
When he didn’t immediately answer, Derek used brute force. He smacked Boyd’s
head against the table then held him up again.


“I don’t know!” Boyd yelled. “Christ. I don’t know!
It wasn’t something the Harlans or the Chief Pack wants broadcast. Bad
enough you’re making me tell you. You know what they’re going to do to me when
they find out I told you?”


“You need to be more worried about what we’re
going to do to you!” I got in Boyd’s face. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t like
the way he was looking at Grammy. Color had flared back into her face. Two
crimson dots appeared high on her cheeks. I knew that look. She wasn’t scared
anymore. She was furious. 


My father paced behind me, shifting his rifle from
one shoulder to the other. “Stinking dogs!” he muttered. “All of you. You’re
not brave enough to just handle your own kind. You’ve gotta drag me and my
family down into it.”


“You wanted it,” Boyd said. “You wouldn’t know it by
the looks of this place, but you’ve done all right for yourself haven’t you?”


“But why?” Grammy said. “You have to know what my
Charles and Thomas were capable of. The Harlans do. Everybody in our field
does. The Lyles are the only ones who figured out a way to stop werewolves. The
other bounty hunters have never had the kind of success that Thomas does. Why
in God’s name would the Chief Pack want to fund his research?”


Derek got to his feet. He twisted Boyd’s chains over
his forearm. For a moment, I thought he might break them in two. A muscle
twitched near his eye, and his thundering heartbeat made his rising anger ring
like a bell inside my own head. 


“It’s a win-win for the Chief Pack,” he finally
said. “Isn’t it? The Kentucky Alpha gets to put down anyone he sees as a
threat. Any wolf he thinks might get too powerful. Anyone who crosses him. He
just has the Harlans call up Tinker Lyle and his Wolfkiller bullets, problem
solved. And, when the time comes . . . if the time ever comes,
Kentucky’s got a weapon to use against the Wild Lake wolves or any other
foreign pack they want to go to war with.”


“I would never get involved in a pack war,”
my father said. The instant he did, he understood the real gravity of what
Derek said. If the packs ever went to war again, it wouldn’t matter
whether my father wanted to get involved. The Chief Pack would just come in
here and take what they wanted. They’d outnumber us.


“Am I missing anything, Boyd?” Derek spat out Boyd’s
name as if it burned in his mouth. 


Boyd buried his face in his hands. A part of me
could almost feel sorry for him. His pack had to know by now that he was their
weak link. It might have been better if Derek had just killed him outright. If
we sent him back, they’d likely kill him themselves.


Derek’s gaze caught mine. He told me he couldn’t
read my thoughts, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t guess. I swallowed hard and
looked at Grammy. She trembled with rage as she sat next to Boyd. 


“How long?” she asked, and her eyes shot up to
Derek. He yanked Boyd’s chains again to let him know Grammy spoke for him.


“I don’t know.” Derek pulled Boyd’s head back again
by his hair. “I swear to God, man. I don’t know. I’m not that high up in the
organization. But I haven’t heard any rumblings that make me think there’s a
pack war coming soon. We’ve got our own problems.”


“What kind of problems?” Derek asked.


“Ask Lyle,” he said. “Business has been pretty good
lately, hasn’t it? That’s probably why the Cavanaughs roughed you up. Your
competition is getting a little jealous. Relax, though. You weren’t in any
danger of losing our business. Not while you’ve got Wolfkiller ammo and all
your other gadgets.”


“Speak plain,” Derek shouted in his ear. 


“All right, all right. Business has been good for
the Lyles because we’ve had a rash of troublemakers lately that needed taking
care of. Other wolves thinking they can outsmart the Chief Pack. Trying to
stake their claims outside Kentucky. I’ve heard you’ve even had a few who made
it as far as Wild Lake. So maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to bash my face in.
The Lyles have probably taken out wolves who would have caused problems for you
too.”


“But not all of them, right?” I asked, sinking into
the chair directly opposite of Boyd. “Some of them probably never wanted to
hurt anyone, did they? They just wanted to get the hell away from Kentucky and
be left alone.”


Boyd shrugged. “None of my business, man. Any wolf
who goes against the Chief Pack, no matter what their reason, they have to be
dealt with.”


My gut clenched. I felt a similar reaction in Derek.
Good wolves may have died at my father’s hands. Or mine. Derek might
have died at my hands if I hadn’t recognized him for what he was. 


“Enough,” Dad said. He’d taken a position against
the steel wall of the hut. He smashed his fist into it, making the whole
structure vibrate with thunder. “I’ve heard all I need to hear. It’s over. You
feel me? You take that back to your Alpha. The Lyles are retiring. Find someone
else to do your dirty work.”


“It don’t work like that, man,” Boyd said, a slow,
sadistic smile spread across his face. “You don’t get to retire. Nobody does.
Kentucky Alpha wants you to do something for him, you do it. Cheer up, though.
You’ve got job security and maybe even a little extra protection. As long as
you’re the only one who knows how to make those magic bullets, you’ll be
sitting pretty. If I were you, I’d maybe want to upgrade this dump, though.”


The punch came from the side. Grammy curled her fist
and crashed it against Boyd’s nose with enough power that I heard a small bone
crack. “Shit!” she cried out, then cradled her hand against her chest.


“You okay?” Dad and I said it together. Blood poured
out of Boyd’s broken nose. Grammy nodded. 


“Yeah,” she said. “Actually, that felt better than
it should have.”


Boyd called her a few choice names that earned him
another quick jerk of his wrist chains and threw him off balance. He would have
toppled sideways, but Derek righted him. 


“That’s it man, I swear,” Boyd said, his voice
muffled through his hand. “I’ve told you everything I know. Just keep that
crazy old lady away from me, okay? This is getting seriously fucked up.”


Derek looped the chains around the table and let
them go. He walked to the far end of the hut. He didn’t have to tell me he
wanted me to follow him outside. He called to me on some preternatural level,
even without the marking.


“Keep that rifle pointed right at his head,” Derek
told my father, though he needn’t have bothered. The instant Boyd called Grammy
crazy, Dad had raised it again.


I went outside with Derek. He took my hand in his.
Even with the urgency of the moment and everything going on inside, that small
touch made me crave something more. Derek tore his other hand through his hair
and we walked a few yards away from the hut.


“You sure your father didn’t know anything about
this?”


I swallowed hard. It was a legitimate question.
Derek didn’t know my father, and his limited impression had admittedly not gone
smoothly. But, if I could look past everything I ever thought I knew about
shifters, I hoped Derek could do the same about one man. 


“He didn’t know,” I said. “The Kentucky pack. What
they did to Grammy. I swear to you, we would have never taken so much as
a penny from them. God, Derek, my father is liable to burn this place to the
ground now that he knows what paid for it.”


Derek nodded. “It might come to that. Boyd’s too
stupid to put two and two together. He thinks his pack will just take him back
after this. I broke him. And it was way too fucking easy.”


“What do you mean?” It sure didn’t look easy to me.
Whatever Derek did to Boyd seemed like mental torture.


“His mind snapped like a twig. He barely put up a
fight. That tells me a lot about where the Kentucky packs are weak. It’s too
big. They’ve got too many splinter groups like Boyd’s border patrol with no
Alpha directly guiding them day to day. That’s why they’re seeing so much
defection. And why you’re . . . uh . . . dad’s business is booming.”


“What about Boyd?”


Derek let out a hard breath. “I’m in his head.
There’s not much there, but he’s a threat now.”


“How?”


“If he makes it back to the Kentucky wolves, they’ll
be able to track me easier. They’ll smell me on him. And the rest of you. I
can’t take that risk. And, they’ve retreated; they haven’t given up.”


“The wolves are coming back.” My chest felt hollow
with fear. I knew what Derek was going to say before he said it.


He gave me a grim nod and pulled me close. “Yeah.
Soon. Boyd’s trying to cover, but they’ve tried to reach out to him a few times
already while we questioned him. I’m closer to him, so it wasn’t hard to block
them, but they’re on their way here.”


“And they’ll bring reinforcements.”


Derek nodded and kissed the top of my head. “They’ll
bring a damn army.”


“What do we do?”


I stayed in Derek’s arms and took a step back.
Sliding my hands up behind his neck I looked up at him. 


“I’m not letting you out of my sight,” he said. “And
the rest of your family, you’re under my protection now.”


“But, it won’t be enough, will it? Not without the
rest of your pack.”


Derek shook his head. “Not even with the rest of my
pack. I’m guessing within the hour this place is going to be overrun with
Kentucky wolves in a bloodlust. I can’t sense the numbers, but it’s a lot.
Hundreds maybe.”


My heart trilled with fear, but Derek held me close
and cupped my face with his hands. “I swear I’ll find a way to keep you safe.
But, Jessa, we can’t stay here. You have to leave this place behind. All of
you. Boyd’s an idiot, but he’s not stupid, you know? He’s right. Your father’s
important to the Kentucky packs. They probably wouldn’t outright kill him, but
they’ll make him wish he was dead. Try to take you or your grandmother maybe.
Anything to ensure your father does exactly what they say.”


“No,” I said, my voice trembling. “I’d rather die
than let myself be used like that. And Grammy can’t go back to that. She more
than anyone knows what it’s like being held by the Kentucky packs against her
will. It’s over, Derek. I’ll make my father understand. But, where would we
go?”


“Home,” Derek said, and his face lit with a warm
smile. “I’d like to take you home to Wild Lake. I can make you safe there.”


I nodded. “No big thing. You’re just asking me to
leave everything I know behind.”


He kissed my forehead. “Yes, my love. Just that. I’m
asking you to trust me with your life.”


I had an answer for him in the space of a heartbeat.
But, I didn’t have a chance to give voice to it. Instead, a bloodcurdling
scream came from inside the hut. 


Grammy.
















 


Chapter Fourteen


Derek burst through the hut doors. When I caught up to
him, his solid back felt like hitting a brick wall. He wouldn’t let me pass.
Instead, he snaked an arm around me and held me close to his body as we
surveyed the scene. 


My father stood on one end of the structure with his
rifle trained on the lifeless form of Boyd Jensen. He was half wolf, half
human. His feet and hands had twisted into paws, but faced the wrong direction.
His eyes glowed red, but his focus stayed fixed on the ceiling. And then there
was Grammy. She stood over Boyd holding one of Dad’s AR-15s by the barrel.
Blood dripped from the butt. Boyd’s forehead was caved in.


“He tried to shift,” she said. “I was afraid he’d
call out to the rest of them. They’re headed this way.”


Derek growled. He nodded. “Yes. Boyd’s Alpha will send
reinforcements. Killing him might buy us some time. But not much. I think we
need to leave at first light.”


Grammy nodded and held the rifle out. Derek stepped
forward and took it from her. I went to Grammy’s side. “You okay?” I asked her.


She smoothed a stray hair away from her face and
nodded. “I’m okay, baby girl. I’m okay. It just caught me off guard a little. I
just don’t know what will happen if the Kentucky Alpha gets close to me. I
haven’t felt anyone from that pack in a long, long time. He’s not the one who
did this to me, but he’s kin. His son. Maybe his grandson. Don’t know, don’t
care. I wish I could carve this thing out.” She rubbed the back of her neck
where her Alpha’s mark was. Beneath her fingers, I saw the edges had grown red.


“Can they find her?” I asked Derek. He nodded at the
same time Grammy did. “Isn’t there any way to remove that?”


Derek shook his head. “Not anymore. When it was
fresh, maybe. But I mean to have her and the rest of you far away from here
before any other Alpha has a chance to track her. She did the right thing,
though. We couldn’t leave Boyd alive. Even if he’d wanted to, he wasn’t strong
enough not to answer when the rest of his pack called to him. I hate to say it,
but that was probably a mercy killing anyway. They’re going to know I made him
talk.”


A look passed between Grammy and Dad. I had a lot to
explain to them and not much time to do it. How could I ask them to leave
everything they knew behind? For Grammy, this was her home with my grandfather.
For better or worse, she wouldn’t want to leave him. And my father? I’d have to
ask him to come with me to what just hours ago would have seemed like the belly
of the beast. 


“I think we’re safe here, at least for a few more
hours. You’re all on fumes. I am too,” Derek said. “Get comfortable. Get some
sleep. Then we’ll move.”


I thought my father would grumble a protest. But
even he could see how tired Grammy looked. He went to the back of the hut and
opened a trapdoor in the floor. He disappeared into the underground bunker and
came out with camping supplies. Sleeping bags, MREs, water bottles. 


“Get comfortable,” he said. “We can sleep in shifts.
I’ll take the first watch.”


“Ugh,” Grammy said, kicking Boyd’s foot. “What about
him?”


“I’ll wrap him up in something and stick him out
back.” 


As Derek set himself to the task of removing Boyd’s
body, Dad and Grammy found spots on the floor and began to spread their
sleeping bags. Grammy smiled at me and shot me a wink. Her approval meant
everything to me, and I just hoped my father would come around too. 


When Derek came back, he convinced my father to let
him stand guard. He needed less sleep. My father tried to protest, but he was
just as tired of the rest of us and finally settled into his sleeping bag
beside Grammy. I didn’t know how I’d ever be able to close my eyes, but the
instant I curled into my sleeping bag on the other side of Grammy, I was out.


Derek’s eyes flashed in my dreams. He came to me,
holding me close. Kept me safe. I’d only closed my eyes for an instant, but
when something shook me awake, daylight poured through the windows again. 


“Time to move!” Derek’s voice boomed through the
hut. Dad was on his feet and ran back to the monitors. Something flashed white
on one of the screens. Dad ran around the table, side-stepping Boyd’s body.
“Son of a bitch, those fuckers.”


White fire blazed, filling the screen of the cameras
facing the south end of the lot. 


“We have no time,” Derek said. His voice came
out more growl than human. “I can get you all to safety, but we’ve got to move.
Now!”


“Grammy?” I held her hands in mine. “Do you hear
that? We can’t stay here. Let us take you someplace where you’ll be safe.”


She smiled and touched my face. “There’s no place
safe, Jessa. Not for me. Not anymore.”


“Two vehicles,” my father barked out the order.
“Derek’s truck, and the rebuilt Hummer right behind it. They’re the only things
big enough to carry supplies. Mine’s got a full tank of gas. What about yours?”


Derek nodded. “Enough.”


Dad tossed a rifle to me and slung two over his
shoulder. Derek still held the one my grandmother used to bash Boyd’s face in.
Derek gave my father a nod filled with cold purpose. I’d expected him to
protest. But, in the end, my father was practical. He couldn’t fight off that
many wolves himself, and there was no way he’d stick around just to be made a
pawn to the Kentucky pack.


“Fill this, Jessa,” Dad said. “Ammo and vials in the
cabinet by the wall. What we can’t carry, we’ll have to torch. Unless you want
this shit getting into the Kentucky pack’s hands?” He looked over my shoulder
at Derek.


A muscle jumped in his jaw as he held the rifle in
both hands. I sensed at least the direction of this thoughts. Wolfkillers. My
father was suggesting we bring Wolfkiller ammo into Derek’s home. I thought
he’d protest. But, Derek was nothing if not pragmatic. The simple fact was,
even with him, we were vastly outnumbered. As distasteful as it was, we might
need Dad’s inventions to even the odds. I reached up, touched his face, and
went to the cabinet. I filled my backpack with as many magazines as I could
carry. We only had the one vial of antidote. I fingered it, then handed it to
Derek.


“Here,” I said. “If anything happens. If we get
separated. If God forbid, the Harlans figured out a way to arm those assholes
with some of our ammo, you should have this.”


“We won’t” he said, gripping my arm. His fingers
seared me, even now sending a flare of desire through me. “Remember, I’m not
letting you out of my sight.”


I couldn’t help it. We didn’t have time for anything
more, and with an audience to boot, I went up on my tiptoes and planted a kiss
smack on Derek’s lips. 


My father broke our embrace by shoving a set of keys
in Derek’s hands. “You take the Hummer. I’ll take yours. Maybe it’ll throw them
off a little. Jessa, you’d better let him drive. I’m gonna take a wild guess
she’s a better shot.”


Derek gave a begrudging nod. “Don’t have much cause
to shoot things when I need to defend myself.”


“Right.” I took the rifle and we headed out into the
yard. Howls seemed to come from all directions. Panic flared inside me; only
Derek’s steady hand kept my feet moving. We piled into the Hummer. Grammy and
Dad got into the pickup parked right behind it. She took the wheel. My father
needed to be able to shoot if he had to, and he had a much steadier hand. She
opened the cab door and Brutus and Sofie hopped in the backseat.


Derek pulled up alongside my father and rolled down
the window. “We need to take different routes. Those wolves can scent Grammy
because of her mark. They can scent me because of what I did to Boyd. Their
instinct is going to be to come after the biggest threat, me.”


Dad nodded. “I agree. Better to try and throw them
off the trail by giving them two of them. We’ll go northwest through Indiana.
You take the direct path.”


Derek reached through the window and they shook
hands. I never would have believed my father could do it if I hadn’t seen it
with my own eyes. “We have friends of the pack that will help us once we cross
the Michigan border. As soon as we do, I don’t think the Kentucky boys will
keep following. It’s just going to be dicey for the next four or five hours.
Don’t stop unless you have to. If you do, make sure it’s somewhere heavily
populated. Is there anything back here you want to do something about?”


Dad gave Grammy a look and shot a grim-faced nod
toward Derek. “No. Everything that really matters to me is in these two
vehicles. You keep my girl safe and you’ll have no trouble from me. Besides, I
suppose they’ve got junkyards up in Michigan too.” 


Derek laughed and raised his thumb to my Dad. Dad
drove around and pulled up tight alongside the open door of the Quonset hut. A
lump formed in my throat as I knew his head filled with memories of all the
times he spent there with my grandfather. Then, Dad reached into the backpack
he had on the seat and pulled out a grenade. Pulling the pin, he tossed it into
the open doorway and squealed his tires, putting some distance between the
structure and the pickup. Derek was already on the move. 


It took a full ten seconds; we had already cleared
the north gate when the ground shook with the concussion of the blast and orange
flames licked the sky.


“Well, if nothing else, that oughta throw them off
the scent for a while,” Derek said, shaking his head. “You all right?” He put a
hand on my thigh and shot me a quick look before he put his eyes back on the
road.


I couldn’t help it. A genuine laugh bubbled up
inside me. “You know? I can’t explain any of it. But, right now, I think I’m
the happiest I’ve ever been in my whole life.”


Derek brought my hand to his lips and kissed my
knuckles. “I meant what I said. I won’t leave you. I’ll keep you safe. That
means the rest of your family too. With my body. With my life. I will not let
you come to harm.”


Warmth flowed from his lips into my fingers and
flooded through my whole body. My nerve endings seemed to light with fire to
match the tongues of flame in the rear window. The fire quickly spread to the
closest outbuildings. It would burn fast and hot, leaving nothing behind.


“How long will it take?” I asked, taking my eyes off
the flames behind us and focusing on the road ahead. 


“Nine hours if we drive straight through. Don’t know
how much gas this thing burns through. I’m hoping we won’t have to stop until
we’re well past the Michigan line.”


“We’re not driving straight through though are we?”
I sensed something in Derek’s voice. He had some other plan. 


He shook his head. “No. The packs will expect us to
head straight up 75. I can’t trust they don’t have Ohio State Troopers in their
pocket down here. I know we do.”


“And you didn’t want my father to know exactly where
we’re going.” The reality of that knowledge seeped through me. Derek swore he’d
protect me no matter what. “You’re afraid my father might not make it through.”


“I’m guessing Tinker can take care of himself,” Derek reassured me. He
squeezed my hand. “I swear to you I wouldn’t have sent him off in the other
direction if I didn’t think so. But, just in case, it’s better if he doesn’t
know what route I’m taking.”


“In case they get to him. You’re afraid they’ll make
him talk.”


“Let’s not worry about that. Trust me, remember?”


Derek pressed his foot to the floor as we hit the
highway. So far, there was nothing behind us or in front of us but open road.
It would be easy to think we’d already made it to safety. There was no way that
pack of wolves could catch up to us on foot. Which meant they never planned to
try. A semi came into view around a hairpin curve. My heart stuttered as its
headlights flooded over us. The truck laid on his horn. Adrenaline shot through
me and I clutched Derek’s hand that much tighter. 


“They could be anywhere. Or anyone,” I said.
“They’re never going to let us go, are they?”


Lights exploded in my periphery. My heart exploded
too. The Hummer’s back end fishtailed. Steel on steel. Safety glass showered
over me. Dad was wrong. I should have taken the wheel. Yes, I was a better
shot, but when the other car hit us head on, Derek instantly shifted. His wolf
covered me as the Hummer slid off the road and down into an embankment. 


We landed upside down. Derek leaped through the
shattered windshield. My ears rang and thunder filled my senses. I tasted blood
in my mouth. Up was down as I reached for the seatbelt latch. 


“Derek!” Coughing, I managed to crawl out the
shattered side window. I was in a deep ditch, with muddy water at the bottom.
Wild grass tickled my nose, but I was whole. I’d bitten my tongue and felt
stiffness over my left eye, but nothing seemed broken. 


Derek’s wolf stood at the top of the embankment.
More headlights flashed and the blaring horn of another semi curved its way
around the road, but he didn’t stop. My ankle throbbed as I tried to get my
footing and climb up to Derek’s side. A command flooded through me. Not in
words. But, I understood.


Stay where you are!


I flattened my body to the ground. Derek’s hind legs
were just above me. Another wolf charged him from the left. I saw smoke and
mangled wreckage from where he came. The fucker had plowed into us. Now Derek’s
wolf and the enemy squared off.
















 


Chapter Fifteen 


I slid further down the embankment and back toward
the upside down Hummer, my hands searching for the rifle. I found the backpack
about a yard away from the vehicle. The rifle was gone. It must have flown out
the window when we flipped. I had the wolf whistle, but if I used it, Derek
would be affected too. 


The enemy wolf attacked. I recognized him as he and
Derek rolled end over end, landing in the ditch just a few feet from me. He had
red and brown fur, golden eyes, and lethal fangs bared for the kill as he
lunged at Derek again. Blood flowed from a gash on Derek’s side. But, I doubted
he even felt it yet as adrenaline coursed through him. Derek had the advantage
of size if not surprise. The enemy wolf’s movements were desperate, erratic. He
was alone.


Derek went in for the kill; clamping his jaws on the
other wolf’s neck, he shredded the arteries and veins inside it. When Derek let
go, an arc of blood sprayed the grass and part of my hair. But, the wolf was
dead. 


Derek shifted instantly and came back to me. His
heat, my heartbeat, I clung to him, smoothing my hands over his chest, down his
back, checking for wounds. My Derek was whole. He was safe. And he’d just saved
my life.


“Is it just him? Are there others?” My words tore
out of me in a gasp. Hunger rose within me as Derek wrapped his arms around me
and helped me. He nodded.


“Yeah. It was just him. He’d been called back. He
was heading for the junkyard. Finding us was just dumb luck for him.”


“How do you know all of that?”


Panting, Derek tapped his temple. “I got a read on
him just before I killed him.” Derek’s eyes still glowed bright, his wolf still
simmering below the surface. An answering heat flared in me. Primal. Ready to
erupt.


“Derek.” 


Heat settled between my legs. I pulsed for him. It
could be adrenaline, the heat of battle fought so close to me. But I knew this
was something else. Something I needed more than the air filling my lungs with
each heavy breath.


“If you’d sent me on with my father. If you hadn’t
been with me when the wolf found me.”


“I was,” he said. “Come on. I’ve got to try to get
the Hummer back on its wheels. More might be coming. I don’t know if he had a
chance to signal before I killed him. Either way, they know he’s dead.” 


“No,” I said, still gasping for air. “Derek.” My
skin ignited from his touch. A tremor ran through Derek, and I know he felt it
too. His hand went to the back of my neck. Pleasure flooded through me at his
touch. 


“I need you,” I said. “Before they come back. When
they come back. I need to already be yours.”


The moment I gave voice to the fear, it flared
inside me, drowning out everything else. With absolute clarity, I knew what
would happen if the other wolves ever came back and separated me from Derek.
They would mark me. They would take me back to the Chief Pack just like they
had my grandmother. I would rather die than let that happen.


A vein jumped in Derek’s temple. His eyes stayed
luminous gold as he looked at me. Amid the chaos, his luscious mouth curved
into a smile and he growled.


“Come on,” he said. “We’re out in the open here. I
don’t sense any other wolves nearby, but if they come in a vehicle, I won’t
have enough lead time before they’re on us. Can you walk?”


“If you help me, I can fly,” I said. I grabbed the
backpack. We took a few stumbling steps through the brush. Derek found the AR-15
laying on its side about ten yards away. He grabbed it and hooked his hand
beneath my arm, half lifting me as he climbed out of the ditch. 


There were woods up ahead. Farmland further to the
east. We ran. I took two faltering steps then Derek lifted me off the ground.
He ran with me over his shoulder, carrying me caveman style as he headed for
the tree line. His powerful legs picked up speed, making the ground blur. 


Ten yards. Twenty. One hundred. He went deep into
the thickest part of the woods until the tall maples and pines formed a natural
canopy, shading us from the sunlight. Then, he set me down on a fallen log. He
moved his hands over my body, testing my joints, caring for me like I did for
his. 


“I’m all right,” I whispered, sliding my fingers
over the curve of his skull. He was on his knees before me. When he looked up
at me, my heart cracked. 


I hadn’t thought it would be like this. In truth, I
don’t know what I thought it would be like. Derek said he wanted to wait
until I was sure. Until the time was right. Here we were in the middle of
nowhere with wolves after us from all sides. And yet, it seemed perfect.


“I’m sure,” I said before he could even ask. I set
down the backpack and pulled my hair to the side. “I never want to be without
you again. And if this is what our lives will be like, I want to be connected
to you. I want them to know you’re mine and I’m yours.”


Derek growled. His skin rolled as he struggled to
keep his beast in check. It was almost too much for him. The thrill of the kill
still rushed through his veins. Here, in the wild, it would have been so easy
for him to give into it. I wanted him too. I wanted all of him. The wolf. The
man. The beast. 


He didn’t have to tell me what to do. My body
already knew. I stood up. For an instant, Derek knelt before me as I threaded my
hands through his hair he looked up at me. I never knew a man could look so
tender and wild in the same moment. But, my Derek did. 


I peeled my shirt off over my head, wincing from the
stiffness in my shoulder. Just a pulled muscle. Nothing broken. Cool air hit my
breasts, pebbling my nipples. Derek reached up and rolled his thumbs over them,
stretching them both to peaks. I slid my pants down and kicked out of my boots.
I stood before him then, naked, ready, alone in those woods with shards of
sunlight stabbing through the trees as dawn broke again. 


I went to my hands and knees, sinking into the mossy
grass and fallen leaves. The dewy scent of wildflowers and crisp air filled my
nostrils. Derek let out a low growl that skittered across my flesh. I stretched
out before him, spreading my knees as he rose behind me. From the corner of my
eye, I watched him stroke himself. I trembled.


When I tried to turn toward him, Derek put a firm
but gentle hand on the back of my neck to keep me in position. Heat flared in
my core. I was wet. Ready. Gushing for him and he had barely touched me. Every
cell in my body tuned to his. I locked my elbows and angled myself for him. 


Derek slid a slow finger between my legs, coaxing
open my already swollen folds. I dripped for him, making him growl all the
more. He put a steadying hand on my hip and pressed me further down until my
chin rested on my hands. Oh, God. I wanted this. Spread before him on all
fours, in ultimate submission. Nothing else mattered. Nothing. Just Derek and me
and the urge pulsing deep inside of me.


Derek moved behind me, walking around me in a circle
so he could take in the view of me, kneeling prone for him. I wanted him to. I
wanted him to see what he did to me. All for him. When he moved in front of me,
I brought myself slowly up. His cock bobbed before me. I swear, it had grown in
size since the last time we fucked. I knew it had. Because this was different.
This wasn’t just sex. This was a marriage of sorts. Mating. I reached forward
and gently closed my fingers around his shaft. I brought him into my mouth. 


Derek tasted hard and sweet. I lapped at him. His
eyes flashed as he laced his fingers through my hair. Then, he threw his head
back as I serviced him. It was everything. I never wanted to stop. If only we
could stay here in these woods forever. In that moment it was all I wanted to
be. 


I felt Derek’s balls hitch and he let out another
low growl. A few seconds more and he wouldn’t be able to control himself. Oh, I
wanted that. I wanted him to spill his seed for me and let me take it all. And
he would, but he had other plans first.


Derek moved behind me again. On instinct, I brought
myself back down, resting my chin on my hands. He pressed the head of his cock
against my slick opening. I throbbed open for him. I would have begged, but the
air left my lungs. Derek edged himself inside of me, stretching me wide. He
filled me. Completed me. Sheathed himself deep. Then, he started to thrust.


I dug my hands into the fresh earth, bracing for the
delicious onslaught of his rhythm. He braced one hand on my hip, the other on
my shoulder, bringing me up off my hands. I arched my back and moved with him.
My own cries of pleasure rising to join the low growls he made. 


“I love you,” he whispered over and over with each
thrust. 


“Love,” I said. “God. Yes. Derek. I love you!”


On and on he went. I took it all. Wave after wave of
ecstasy and desire washed over me. I coated him with my juices. The world
became the sound of the pleasure we took from each other. The slick wetness of
his thrusts, my staggered breaths. I felt him grow even thicker inside of me.
Derek reached me in places I never knew were there. It was just the two of us.
No witness to this claiming save for the trees above. Derek was king of this forest;
all other creatures made themselves scarce.


Then, my pleasure reached its apex. I felt Derek
stiffen even more inside of me. I felt his fullness against me and knew he
couldn’t hold on for much longer either. He didn’t have to tell me what to do.
I arched my back again and pulled my hair to the side. The flesh pulsed at the
base of my neck in time with the center of pleasure between my legs. 


Derek leaned forward. His breath blew hot against my
neck, sending shivers down my spine. He licked me once. “Yes!” I said. But
Derek didn’t need words to know.


My choice. My desire. My Alpha.


He sank his teeth into the base of my neck. A flash
of pain, then warmth spread through me, blossoming down to my toes. He licked
me again, sealing the wound he’d made. 


I came. Thundering. Crashing. I cried out, unable to
contain the sensation. Stars seem to explode out of my pores. Derek juttered
inside me and filled me with his hot seed as he bit me once again. 


Perfect. Unity. Mine.


It happened in an instant. One heartbeat we were two
people. The next, we were one. Derek’s heart filled me as he withdrew and
cradled me against him. I could hear him. Not just his pulse, but his feelings.
Love. Tenderness. Concern. Desire. Always desire. And I shared it. Every last
bit of it. Until that moment, I never knew how alone I’d been. 


But now, we had each other.


“Is it always like that?” I asked, when I found the
strength to form words again. 


“I don’t know,” he laughed softly. “I told you. I’ve
never taken a mate before. And I don’t intend to take another one.”


“Well, that’s fine with me. As long as you promise
to take me like that. Again and again. God, Derek. It’s dangerous though, isn’t
it? For a moment there I felt so vulnerable. Like the entire Kentucky pack
could have surrounded us and I wouldn’t have cared.”


A shadow darkened Derek’s face. He sat up and
rummaged through the backpack. I’d thrown an extra pair of jeans in there at
the last minute, thinking it might come in handy. I laughed as he found them
and slid his legs into them. Yes, I could see where traveling with extra pairs
of pants would be essential when on the road with my shifter love from now on.


“We have to keep moving,” he said. “We’ll keep
heading east. Portsmouth isn’t too far.”


“Will you call your pack now?” My heartbeat skipped.
I wasn’t sure I was ready to share Derek with anyone else yet. If only we could
stay here and make this our own private sanctuary from the rest of the world.


“Not yet,” he said. “I want to get further north.
It’s still too big a risk of leading them into an ambush. Call your father,
though; see if they’ve made it to Indiana.” 


He tossed me the backpack. I set about finding my
own clothes. Once dressed, I called Dad. Derek paced the perimeter, sniffing
the air as I did it. Each step he took made fear snake its way back into my
heart. This wasn’t sanctuary. We were still very deep in enemy
territory.


“We’re good, darlin’.” Grammy’s voice made my heart
soar. “Stopped to let the dogs out for a few minutes, but we’re back on the
road. Haven’t seen any signs of trouble. You?”


I bit my lip, hesitant to tell her what had happened
to the Hummer. I decided there was no point. We’d survived it. “We’re okay,” I
said, waving to Derek as he raised a brow and looked at me. “Everything’s right
on schedule. Just take care. We’ll see you real soon. I love you. Tell Daddy
too.”


Grammy made a smacking sound as she kissed the air.
If she’d clicked off right then, things might have ended differently. But, she
didn’t. She must have put the phone in her lap or somewhere close beside her.
That’s when I heard it. A distant howl at first. Derek heard it too with his
extra sensitive werewolf ears. He crossed the distance between us in a blur of
motion. 


He took the phone from me and pressed it to his ear.
He didn’t have to tell me what he heard. His pulse quickened inside of me. The yelp
on the other end of the phone cut through me like a dagger. Then, Grammy
clicked off, or someone ripped the phone out of her hand. 


“The dogs,” I said, my mouth running dry. “That was
Brutus. Something’s hurt her. And they aren’t foolish enough to stop to let the
dogs take a piss, Derek. I think she might have been trying to tell me
something.”


He gave me a slow nod. “We have to move quickly. It
might already be too late.”


The pain in his voice cut through me. We might
already be too late. My fault. Our fault. If only we hadn’t stopped. If
only the other wolf hadn’t caught us in the middle of the highway. The instant
I thought it, Derek did too. 


“It might have been a decoy,” he said. “Son of a bitch.
They knew I’d think they’d come after me first. They’ve probably been
after your father all along.”


“Derek?” I grabbed his upper arm. “Oh, God. Derek.
You can’t let them hurt him. You can’t let them take her again.”


His eyes went dark as he looked at me. “I swear to
you, as long as there is breath left in my body, I’ll do whatever I can.”


I nodded and grabbed the rifle. “Do you even know
where to go?”


We were already on the move. Derek took my hand and
led me through the woods. “I have an idea. For once, I think your grandmother
is going to be glad she bears that mark. This time it just might save her
life.”
















 


Chapter Sixteen


Derek moved with purpose, menace, and threat. I
flagged down a passing car, and one golden glint from Derek’s wolf eyes and the
driver was only too happy to donate to the cause. When Derek tried to get
behind the wheel I stopped him. 


“No offense, but I don’t need anything shifting
behind the wheel except fourth gear. You ride literal shotgun.” I tossed the
rifle to him. He grunted at me but got in.


“Head west. I can hear them all the way from here.
They can’t be that far. Twenty miles, maybe.”


Twenty miles. My heart dropped. Twenty miles!
Anything could happen in the time it would take to catch up.


“Are they moving? Can you tell?”


“I don’t think so,” Derek said. He gripped the
dashboard; his knuckles buckled. He was so keyed up, I could sense his wolf
stronger than ever. Again, having me drive might be my best idea yet. “I think
they’re pinned down. I can’t sense your grandmother the same as you. Just her
general location, and only if she’s close.”


I pressed my foot to the floor. The car lurched in
protest. 


“Figures,” Derek said. “It had to be foreign. You
should have let me bite the guy.”


Ten miles felt like an eternity. My body thrummed
with Derek’s pulse. Though he kept his wolf in check, aggression poured off
him. On high alert, my skin seemed to crackle with energy. I knew then a little
of what his urge to shift felt like. A tightness, an overpowering need to tear
loose and run wild. My new mark throbbed. When I brought a hand up to cover it,
I felt the edges already healed. He’d left a perfect crescent-shaped scar
there. 


“When we get close, I want you to hang back,” Derek
said. “Keep the rifle ready. You’ll know when I need you. If I need
you.”


“Derek, you’ll need me the whole time. How many
wolves can you take on?”


He shook his head. “It would be different if I were
facing a whole pack with their Alpha. That’s not what this is. This is a bunch
of splintered wolves with no real leadership. Unless the Kentucky Alpha’s come
this far north himself, it won’t be so bad.”


“That’s not an answer. How many, Derek? You don’t
have eyes in the back of your head. You said before it could be hundreds.”


He pounded a fist against the car door. “I just wish
I had time to call my pack.”


“How far away are they?”


“Southern Michigan. They’re waiting at an outpost we
have near Ann Arbor. They can’t get down here in time to do much more than put
themselves in danger if Kentucky’s got a force closer to the border. Let’s just
focus on getting there. I’ll do the rest.”


I went another two miles when I felt Derek’s
heartbeat slow. He made a gesture with his hand. I downshifted and slowed the
car to a crawl. 


“There,” he whispered. “Northwest, eleven o’clock.”


I saw it. A flash of white. Rapid fire. Dad’s AR-15.
I pulled to the shoulder and threw the car in neutral. There was nothing out
here but mostly flat farmland. The sky clouded over. Shadows everywhere. The
flash came just over a small rise. A hollowed out red barn stood about a half a
mile to the east. The graying farmhouse beside it caved in on itself. Another
burst of gunfire. Howls rose beyond the rise, but I couldn’t see anything.


“Hot damn,” Derek said. “Tinker’s putting up a
fight. That means he thinks he can win.”


“Or he plans on going out in a blaze of glory. I
know him better than you do. Grammy’s probably made him promise to put a bullet
in her head rather than let that pack take her again.”


“Stay here,” Derek said. “In the car. Keep it
running. No matter what you hear. If I need you, you’ll know. But, I want you
ready to drive out of here as fast as you can.”


More gunfire.


“No way!” I whisper-shouted. “We do this together.
I’m not helpless, remember? I managed to put you down when I needed to.” I lifted
the barrel of the rifle. Derek gave me a murderous look and clenched his jaw. 


A scream in the distance ended the debate. I started
to run toward it. Derek swore behind me, but in a flash, he’d shifted and gotten
out ahead of me. It occurred to me Derek might be in a hell of a lot more
danger than I was. Dad was out there fighting for his life with Grammy at his
side. If he caught sight of Derek’s wolf, he might shoot first and worry later.
It’s sure as hell what I would have done.


“Do you see them?” I called out to Derek. His answer
filled my head, startling me enough to make me lose my step.


“Stay low.” His words tore through me, and my mark
burned hot. 


“You could have warned me,” I thought. 


“Later,” Derek’s voice answered in my head. “It’s a
little different for everyone. I didn’t know I’d be able to do it this fast.”


“Handy,” I said out loud as I struggled to keep up
with Derek’s wolf. He slowed, crouching low to the ground. He looked back, eyes
flashing a warning. Stay out of sight.


Then, I saw them. Three sets of eyes weaving near
the tree line on the other side of the abandoned barn. More gunfire from inside
the barn. Dad was inside or behind it.


“Derek!” I whispered. “They’re everywhere!” 


But Derek could already see. Three more gray wolves
came from the east behind the house. Growling from the north. Six wolves, all
surrounding my father. Far more than Derek could take on alone. And Dad might
run out of ammo.


I rummaged through the backpack and stuffed two
magazines in my pocket. I could get the first shot off, no trouble. But, I
couldn’t shoot more than one at a time. I didn’t figure the other wolves would
just sit and wait their turn. If we could figure out a way to lure them to us
one by one, we could pick them off. 


I sensed Derek thinking the same thing. He turned
and pressed his head against my shoulder. Again, his thoughts seemed to burst
into my head fully formed. He wanted to try and flank the wolves to the east.
We had no way to tell how many more might be waiting in the woods beyond that
farmhouse. If we could just break their line on one side, it might be enough to
let Grammy and my father make a run for it. Maybe we couldn’t kill them all,
but between our firepower and Derek’s Alpha strength it might be enough to get
away.


Derek pushed me down and went to his belly beside
me. We were in blessedly tall grass. It would be a long, treacherous way, but
if we had to commando crawl all the way to the side of the house, that’s what
we’d do. 


We got within fifty yards of the house before hell broke
loose. First, Dad’s gunfire ceased. My heart dropped as I realized Dad must be
running out of ammo. I had no way to let him know help was on the way. 


“Thomas, do it!” Grammy’s plea tore at my gut. I was
right. I knew what she wanted. She would have told him to wait until it looked
like they had no other choice. And the wolves were closing in. 


“We have to do something!” I tugged on Derek’s fur.
“She’ll have him kill her. We’ve got to find a way to let them know we’re
here.”


Derek acted quicker than I did. He tugged on my
backpack. The wolf whistle spilled out of the side. He nudged it toward me.


“Won’t that take you down too?”


Derek pawed the ground. His words came into my head
disjointed. He was far more beast than man now. Quickly. They’ll scatter. Get
disoriented. Your dad. I thought I understood. The whistle might be
enough of a distraction to break the wolves’ concentration. We just needed them
to stop their advance long enough for Dad and Grammy to make a run for it. If
Dad had his eye on the wolves closest to him by the tree line, he’d know
exactly what happened. And he’d know we were here. I just prayed he still had
enough ammo to make a difference. 


I gave Derek a nod. He didn’t have to tell me with
words or otherwise that I’d only have one chance and only as long as I could blow
my breath. He nuzzled my leg and pushed me forward. I crawled a few more feet
closer to the farmhouse, took the deepest breath of my life, and blew the
whistle.


Derek whined behind me and tried to shake off the
sound. But, he recovered, perhaps growing used to the sound having heard it
once before. The wolves by the house dropped to the ground. It didn’t paralyze
them like the Wolfkillers did, but it definitely scrambled their brains for a
moment. I heard more whining toward the woods then laughter inside the barn.


“Hot damn, Mama,” Dad shouted. “Time to move!”


I blew as hard as I could and readied my rifle. Dad
and Grammy burst out of the barn and made a run for it. Dad held his rifle high
in one hand, Grammy’s hand in the other. Poor Brutus and Sofie ran out behind
them and whizzed past us as if they understood to get as far away as possible.
As I blew the whistle, I ran toward my father and tossed a magazine, watching
it arc high in the air. He caught it and reloaded as the last gasp of air
gushed out of me. Dad made it within twenty feet of me before the whistle
dropped out of my mouth, fell to the ground and out of reach. It was no use to
me now even if I had it in my hand. I couldn’t shoot all the wolves at once,
and now they knew exactly what that whistle did. They’d tear my arm off before
I could use it again. Plus, now that we were all out in the open, I needed
Derek at full strength.


We were surrounded on three sides. Nine wolves. Derek
moved even faster, protecting us from the rear. 


“This way,” I called to my father. “Slowly. Back to
back. If they start running for us, start shooting.”


Dad nodded. Grammy got to me and pressed her
forehead against mine. No time for hugs. Dad put his back to mine and we
started to walk sideways back toward the road. Derek circled us, his growl low,
menacing. Tail high.


The wolves advanced. With each step we took, the
less sure I became about the efficacy of our plan. It was still a long, long
way to the car if we even made it inside.


One wolf grew braver than the others, or more
stupid. He made a lunge for my father and got a bullet between the eyes. One
shot in a million. It didn’t just paralyze him; it killed him instantly at that
range. And it left eight wolves. Three to the right of us, three to the left
and two coming straight on. 


We could do it. We could take them one by one if we
had to. Maybe. But the closer they got, the more I realized the unlikelihood
that all of us would make it out of this alive. 


Derek jumped out in front of us. His thoughts filled
my head, nearly driving me to my knees. This group of wolves had no leader.
Derek picked out the most dominant one, closest to us. A red wolf with blazing
green eyes. His fur matted with mange as if he’d been living out here for
weeks, months. It made him the most dangerous because it felt like he had
nothing left to lose.


Derek squared off with him while Dad and I kept our
rifles pointed at the two groups of wolves on either side of us. If one of them
managed to circle around and get behind us, we’d be done for. Derek advanced,
growling, his snout low to the ground. He waited for the red wolf to make the
first move, then he meant to rip his throat out.


The three wolves to the left of us broke free from
the others. Derek dodged the red wolf and put his body between Grammy’s and
mine, lunging for the other wolves. With no leader, the enemy wolves finally
moved as a group. They descended on Derek all at once, driving him to the
ground.


“No!” I raised my rifle, but the wolves piled on
each other; fur and fangs flew. If I shot, I’d risk hitting Derek. And the
three wolves to the right of us moved in for the kill.


Dad shot in the air first, trying to distract the
wolves from their bloodlust. Derek killed one of them. I felt him rip through
muscle and flesh. In that same instant, fangs sank into his leg. The pain of it
tore through me, making me lose my step. I landed on my knees and tried to find
a new target. 


Grammy screamed as the other three wolves joined.
They had him. They had Derek. He stayed on his feet, but he was surrounded. The
enemy wolves snapped their jaws, and I took aim again. I could not, would
not stand there and let them tear him apart. If I couldn’t save him, I’d be
damn sure none of the rest of those wolves would walk out of here alive. 


Then something happened. Three of the wolves leaped
over Derek and tore into the others. They turned on the others, giving Derek a
chance to get on his feet and out of danger. Derek wasted no time in pressing
his advantage. He grabbed the red wolf by the hind legs and threw him to the
ground. He snapped his neck. He stood shoulder to shoulder with the other three
wolves, facing down the rest. Wolf on wolf. Fang to fang. Derek and the three
turncoats tore into the rest of the pack, killing them where they stood. 


When it was all over, Derek turned to me, blood
dripping from his snout. His eyes blazed red with bloodlust. Then, he turned to
the others, raised his head, and let out a howl loud enough to split the air.
















 


Chapter Seventeen


We went back to the barn for shelter. Derek’s wounds
were grave, but already starting to heal. Dad and I kept our rifles trained on
the three wolves until we got inside. Derek ordered them to line up against the
wall. They shifted, one by one. Where three gray wolves stood, now three men
turned to face us with their hands in the air. 


I went to Derek and wrapped my arms around him. He
pulled me close and kissed my forehead. “It’s all right. We need to get their
story, but I think these men might be friends.”


“The hell you say,” Dad said. He stepped around
Derek and shoved one of the men toward the wall with the end of his rifle. “On
your knees. All of you. Keep your hands behind your head.” So Dad lined them up
like the POWs they were. 


Derek kept his arm around my waist. His step
faltered at first. He had a huge tear in his left quad muscle. My heart lurched
as the blood freely flowed. “It’s okay,” he assured me. “A good night’s sleep
and a hot meal. I’ll be good as new.”


Sunlight broke through the slats in the barn’s roof.
Our three captors knelt, sweat pouring from their backs. They were good-looking
men, like most shifters are. One had thick, wavy brown hair like Derek’s. The
others looked alike enough to be brothers. Ginger hair with a dusting of
freckles over their muscled chests. Pale blue eyes that stared right through
me.


“Who are you?” I asked. 


Derek stepped around me, wincing from the effort.
But, he was getting stronger with each passing minute. “Answer her,” he said.
He grabbed an old bench from against the wall and pushed it in front of the
men. With a grunt, he sat down on it and stretched his injured leg out
straight.


“I’m Liam,” one of the ginger-haired men said. He
knelt in the center of the others. He made a gesture with his hands. Derek nodded,
and Liam brought his hands down. Liam spoke with a thick Kentucky drawl.


“This is my brother, Mac. And this is Gunner.”
Gunner’s dark brown eyes flashed. Of the three of them, he looked the fiercest,
his face in a permanent scowl.


“We don’t want to hurt you,” Liam said. “We’re not .
. . not all of us agree with the way the Chief Pack does things.”


“So I’ve heard,” Derek said. 


“Liam?” Dad said. He didn’t lower his weapon, but
stepped forward. “Mama, you still have my phone in your pack?”


Grammy nodded and tossed Dad his phone. He swiped it
open, raised a brow, and looked at Liam again. “Liam McConnell?”


A look passed between Liam and Mac. Dad passed the
phone to me. He had it open to a picture of Liam McConnell. He looked much
different than the man kneeling before me, but they were one in the same. In
the picture, Liam wore a tailored suit. He leaned against a brick building
talking on a cell phone. The shot was grainy, as if it had been taken from a
distance and blown up. 


“He’s next on my kill list from the Harlans,” Dad
explained. “Got a hefty price tag on him too. Two hundred grand.”


“What?” Derek said. “I thought you told me you were
getting half that for killing me.”


Dad smiled and shrugged.


“Why does the Chief Pack want you dead?” I asked,
handing the phone back to Dad.


Liam took a breath. “I didn’t know they did.”


“I fucking told, you,” Gunner said. “We’ve taken too
many risks. Coming up here was a risk. We should have just left them to the Regers
and kept to our own.”


“Who are the Regers?” Derek asked.


When Liam raised his hand to point, Dad adjusted his
rifle. “Easy,” he said. 


“Those were the Regers.” Liam explained.


“Are you trying to get out of Kentucky?” Derek
asked. “Is that what this is about?”


Mac pursed his lips, and Liam shook his head. “No,”
Liam said. “There’s a group of us.”


“Stop!” Mac said. “We don’t owe them any
explanations.”


“Maybe we owe you a bullet in the head!” When
Dad moved in closer, Derek put a hand on his chest to stop him. 


“You’re right,” Derek said. “You don’t owe us an explanation.
Things could have gone very differently out there if you hadn’t stepped in. For
that, I’m grateful. Doesn’t mean I trust any of you as far as I could throw
you. But, we have a problem. You know where we are and can guess where we’re
headed. The Kentucky pack wants us dead. So, we have a common enemy. That
doesn’t make us friends.”


“And you know who we are and where we are,”
Liam said. “So that gives us mutually assured destruction.”


Derek nodded. “I have no desire to kill any more
wolves today unless I have to. Whether I do is up to you. I’m also not
inclined to let you go until I’m certain I can get my people to safety. Tinker,
what happened to my truck?”


“Smashed,” Dad said, raising a brow. “It’s totaled
back there, but I can get to it. What did you have in mind?”


“Good. Bring those shackles we used on Boyd. We’re
going to tie these three up. Then we’re going to get the hell out of here
before I see another Kentucky wolf. Hurry.”


When Dad got back, I helped Derek bind the three men
together. Derek used an elaborate looping pattern with the chains that cut
cruelly into the men’s skin, but it wouldn’t do permanent damage. It would also
make it very hard for them to uncoil themselves whether they shifted or not.
Oh, they’d get out all right. With their combined shifter strength, it would
only be a matter of time. But, Derek banked on the fact it would be enough to
get us long gone and over the Michigan border.


“I also want your word,” Derek said, leaning down so
he was nose to nose with Liam. Liam twisted in the chains and growled. But, he
nodded. 


“I got it,” Liam said through clenched teeth. “If I
wanted you dead, I would have just helped the Regers finish the job.”


Derek patted Liam on the back and nodded. “You’re in
for a hell of a fight down here, aren’t you?”


Liam’s face softened. He closed his eyes and dropped
his chin. “There are more and more like us. I told you, not everyone agrees
with the way the Chief Pack runs things.”


“Do you think it’s going to matter?” Derek asked.
“Are there enough of you to make a difference?”


“Well, that’s our problem, not yours,” Mac answered.



“It becomes my problem when your people cross over
into Wild Lake and cause trouble. Now, you’ve done something for me today. I
won’t forget it. Wild Lake wolves always pay their debts. Other than not
killing you where you sit, is there anything we can do to help you? If you come
with us, I might be able to offer you sanctuary.”


Liam pressed his head against the wall. “No,” he
said, though all trace of hostility left his voice. “No. This is our fight. And
we have good people down here who still need our help.”


“Are they coming for us?” Derek asked. “Tell me the
truth. Is the Kentucky pack planning on trying to take over Wild Lake lands?”


“I won’t lie to you,” Liam answered. “There are some
in the pack who want that. Life is hard down here. You don’t know how good you
have it up north. But, no. It’s not a pack war we want. Kentucky has enough
trouble of its own. I’ve heard rumors the Chief Pack sent wolves up your way to
scout things out, but that it didn’t end well for them.”


“You bet your ass it didn’t.” Anger rolled off Derek
in waves. I put a hand on his arm to bring him back into himself. I sensed his
shift coming. We needed to get out of here. The longer we waited, the greater
the chance other wolves less inclined to help us might show up.


“We have no quarrel with you,” Liam said, chafing
against the chains. He set his mouth into a hard line and gave Derek a nod.
Derek took Liam’s hand and clasped it in a brotherly shake. 


“Then, good luck to you,” Derek said. “I truly mean
that. You’re going to need it.”


“Good luck to you too,” Liam said. “Stay to the east
if you can. You’re less likely to run into any of the border patrols. They’re
getting bolder. I’ve heard some even prowl territory as far as Columbus. Once
you get over the state line, you should be all right. I don’t think any of them
are crazy enough to tangle with the Michigan packs without reinforcements.”


“Let’s go!” Dad said. Brutus and Sofie whined at the
barn door. 


“Is someone coming?” I asked, wishing my ears were
as sensitive as his. But, I could just feel the echo of Derek’s thoughts now.


“Not immediately,” he said, rising to his full
height. He’d tied Liam, Gunner, and Mac in a huddle against the corner of the
barn. “But I think we’ve pressed our luck enough today. It’s time to go home.”


I went to Liam. Slinging my rifle over my shoulder I
crouched down to his eye level. “Thank you,” I whispered. “Truly. I know what
it cost you to help us today. Lyles always repay their debts too. Remember that
if we ever cross paths again.”


Liam and Mac looked at each other. Liam gave me a
grim smile. Derek reached down and took my hand. As Brutus and Sofie howled
from the doorway, I turned to leave. 


We got back down to the car Derek stole. It’d be a tight
fit, but we’d make it. The dogs climbed in back, I got behind the wheel, Dad
and Grammy piled into the back seat with Brutus and Sofie. I revved the engine
once and headed northeast. We should have just enough daylight to get the hell
out of Ohio if nothing else went wrong.


When I finally hit the pavement and we left the
farmhouse behind, three plaintive howls rose as Liam, Mac, and Gunner said
their goodbyes.


“Do you think they’ll make it?” Derek rested his
hand on my knee and gave me a squeeze.


“I don’t know,” he said. “Odds are heavily stacked
against it. The Kentucky pack already knows Liam and his group are a threat if
they called your father into it. Somebody else will fill the void your family
is leaving.”


“Fucking Cavanaughs I’ll wager,” Dad said. “Fast
Eddie’s been trying to take over my shit for decades. Ha! He’s in for a rude
awakening. Without these bad boys, my money’s on the McConnells back there. A
part of me almost wishes I could stick around to see it.” He slapped his hand
on the butt of his rifle. 


“Not me,” Grammy said. “I thought I’d feel sad
leaving Banchory. And I am, a little. It’s like saying goodbye to my Charlie
all over again. But, maybe it’s high time I went back home. You think any of my
people are still up there?”


Derek smiled back at her. Grammy rested her hand on
Derek’s headrest and he rubbed it. “Oh, I think you might find an old timer or
two you recognize. Family is family, no matter how long you stay away. I think
you’ll be welcomed back with open arms.”


“Hmm,” Grammy said. “Don’t know about that. Shocked
faces, at least. They all think I’m long dead. Safer that way. I sure wouldn’t
mind seeing a few people just so I can tell those bastards off!” Dad put an arm
around Grammy and kissed her cheek. 


My heart began to lighten as we passed Portsmouth
and hit U.S. 23, finally able to head north. Columbus got closer and closer,
and Liam’s warning made us all tense. But, we made it through with no trouble.
The only wildlife we saw was roadkill. Derek’s heart beat steady, no warning
signs of any kind.


We were tired. We were starving. But we sure as hell
weren’t going to stop until we crossed the state line once and for all. Grammy
got chatty by the time we passed Marion. She told us old Native American legends
about vampires, bear shifters, and a demon she called a Wendigo. A lifetime
ago, a million miles away, I might have thought she was making it all up. But,
I knew better. 


“Wendigo,” I smiled, squeezing Derek’s hand. “It
fits you.” He let out a chuff that sent a shiver of pleasure straight through
me. My skin prickled. He was so close to me, but we couldn’t act on it. I just
hoped wherever we ended up, he had plans to get me somewhere private as soon as
possible. I looked up and caught Grammy’s eyes in the rearview mirror. Her face
split into a knowing grin. She immediately changed the subject, prompting my
father to look out the window at some road sign. Yes, Grammy understood all too
well.


I took the route Derek instructed. We’d hit the
Michigan line just past Toledo. My heart leaped when I finally saw the road
sign; it was just ten miles away. 


“We’re going to make it,” I whispered. “We’re
actually going to make it.”


“Don’t jinx us, sugar,” Grammy called out. 


The moment she said it, I felt Derek stiffen beside
me. He still held my hand, and his turned ice cold. 


“What? What is it?”


I checked the rearview mirror. A large, black SUV
had pulled in behind us and covered the ground fast, barreling toward my rear
bumper. My heart stopped. They were coming for us. If I had any question at
all, Derek’s thundering pulse punctuated my fear.


“Drive faster,” he said, his voice devoid of
emotion.


“What?” Dad and I said together. He turned in his
seat, training his rifle on the driver of the other vehicle.


“Don’t stop until I tell you,” Derek said. “Go as
fast as you can. We’re less than a mile from the state line. When I say so,
pull over.”


“Pull over! Pull over?” Dad’s voice raised an octave
and he racked a round. I floored the gas, weaving around a slower vehicle. A semi
ahead of that car tried to swerve into the left lane, cutting me off. I slammed
on the horn and went even faster. The trucker swung back into his lane. The
black SUV kept pace with me. 


“Derek,” I said, my voice shaking. “Baby, we’re
almost out of gas.”


The pavement changed, going from smooth to rough as
I finally crossed the state line.


“Pull over!” Derek shouted. His wolf eyes flashed.
Hair sprouted on the back of his hands. The vibration of his impending shift
skittered through me. There was a rest stop just up ahead. I swerved again and
crossed over to the exit. 


“Derek?” I screeched to a halt as Derek pointed. I
hadn’t even put the truck in park before he pushed the passenger side door open
and barreled out.


“Derek!” I shouted. But he was already running
toward the SUV. The driver got out and ran toward Derek. 


“Dad?” Dad trained his rifle on the burly driver
just as he reached Derek. Derek froze. So did the driver. Then Derek let out a
howl, half human, half wolf, then launched himself at the other man.
















 


Chapter Eighteen


Derek’s howls turned to deep laughter as he thumped
the driver on the back. My heart leaped along with Derek’s with love and
recognition.


“His pack,” I said. I reached over and put my hand
on the barrel of Dad’s rifle. “It’s Derek’s pack.” My pack. I put a
tentative hand on the door latch, then climbed outside into cool air of dusk.


Derek’s smile lit me from within. He had an arm
around the driver’s shoulders. Adam, this is Adam. Knowledge poured
through me as I locked eyes with Derek. Adam wasn’t so tall as Derek, but he
was wider through the shoulders, making him look more bear than wolf beneath
his checkered flannel shirt. Adam had dark, tanned skin and he flashed a row of
white teeth when he caught sight of me. The rest of the men piled out of the
SUV.


Steven. He came toward me first. Tall and blond with
deeply tanned skin. A vision flashed behind my eyes, and I saw Steven’s wolf.
Sandy brown with warm, brown eyes. “She’s here, Cam!” Steven said. Cam ran
ahead of Steven, a wild cowlick waving in the breeze as he came to me and held
out his hand. Derek and Adam walked up, and I found myself in the center of
five strapping men, all eager to meet me. 


Blood roared in my ears as I felt the echo of
Derek’s urge to shift. I felt the others, through him. He was connected to this
pack, and I to him. It overwhelmed me, took my breath away. My mark flared hot.
Derek steadied me by taking my hand in his. One of the men hung back by the
car. The others parted to let us through.


“Owen?” Derek’s brother gave me a slow smile that
melted my heart. God, he looked almost exactly like Derek except leaner,
younger, fresh-faced. A teenager with thick, brown hair that hung into his
eyes. I reached up and smoothed it back. He needed a haircut. Owen laughed and
held his arms out.


“Hey, Sis,” he said. “Is it okay to call you that?”


My heart melted as I stepped into his arms. Just
like with Derek, this felt like home. Natural, like I belonged. 


“Now why the hell didn’t you call us sooner?” Adam
said, his voice booming over the parking lot. He faked a punch to Derek.


“What, and share all the glory? No way.” Derek
laughed it off, but I sensed the thread of tension running through the men.
Derek had stories to tell. He’d been in danger and away from his pack. But, there
would be time for that later. I sensed Derek’s need to put more distance
between us and the Ohio border. 


Derek made quick introductions of Grammy and Dad
with the rest of his pack. Brutus and Sofie took to the pack members right
away. Brutus even jumped into the SUV. Sofie, being Sofie, hung back, unsure. Grammy
seemed instantly at ease around them. She recognized them as something so
different from the wolves she’d known before. Dad was as unsure as Sofie. The
scowl never left his face, but he shook hands and said the right things. It
would take him longer to acclimate, I realized. 


For now, though, we still had five hours ahead of us
to make it to Wild Lake. A thrum of excitement went through the group. The rest
of the pack took the lead while I climbed back into the car and followed them
up the interstate. My heart directed me better than any GPS, though. The
further north we went, it lifted. The air crackled with energy with each mile,
and city after city fell behind us.


The further north we traveled, it seemed like we’d
entered a different world. Cool, clean air. Blue skies as we drove through the
night and into the morning. Trees, hills, and lakes. The air itself seemed to
heal Derek the closer we got. Though blood still caked the jeans I packed him,
I knew the deep wound in his thigh had closed. 


“You need to hunt,” I said when we came within sight
of a huge water tower. My heart surged as I read it. Wild Lake Outfitters.


“That’s us,” Derek said, pointing to the large store
beneath it. “Our company.”


“Wow. I didn’t realize I’d hooked up with a
corporate man.”


Derek laughed. “You didn’t think I was planning to
have you live off the land, did you? I actually have a job, baby. One of the
other Alphas and I handle online marketing for the store.”


He directed me to an exit beyond the water tower.
“We’re close,” he said. “Just a few more miles. I want to stop at the Bonner
farm first. We’ll stay there overnight before heading up to my place in the
Upper Peninsula. And I want you to meet Pat and Harold.”


“Right. Pat and Harold Bonner. You said their farm
is kind of a home base or sanctuary for all the packs.”


“Pat Bonner?” Grammy said, whistling low. “That
scrawny little thing?”


Derek raised a questioning brow. “When was the last
time you saw her?”


“Sixty odd years, I guess.”


I made a winding curve through rolling hills. We
took a dirt road off the highway, then down another path. The car jostled as
the woods around us grew thicker; a foreign sedan, it wasn’t built for off-roading.
I just hoped we wouldn’t get stuck after everything else that happened. Then,
just over a rise, we reached a clearing. Fertile farmland stretched down into
the valley below. A bright yellow farmhouse with a wraparound porch and white
picket fence nestled against deep woods at the northern edge and trails behind
it. A huge, red farmhouse sat behind the house. It looked like a picture
postcard.


“There it is!” Derek said. “Pull up alongside the
house and be prepared for a bone-crushing hug. Pat’s kind of famous for them.” 


I did as Derek instructed. No sooner than I put the
car in park, the screen door on the porch flew open and a woman charged out. She
wore a bright green dress, her gray hair blew wild around her face, and she
came to us with open arms.


Grammy stood at my shoulder and straightened her
back when Pat approached. Pat put her hands on my shoulders and smiled. She had
kind, green eyes and a wide smile. She couldn’t be five feet; she and Grammy
were almost the same size, though Pat Bonner was considerably wider. 


“Well, Patsy,” Grammy said. “You haven’t changed a
bit.”


Pat Bonner cocked her head to the side and looked at
Grammy. For an instant, she didn’t recognize her. And then she did. Pat let out
a warm laugh and threw her arms around Grammy.


“Oh my God, Althea Crow? Oh my word!” 


Grammy hugged her back, but kept her posture stiff.
Tears played at the corners of Grammy’s eyes. Whatever history she and Pat
Bonner shared, I was certain Grammy never thought she’d see her again. Clearly,
Pat shared the sentiment. 


“You were just a little bitty thing, last time I saw
you,” Grammy said, finally softening. “Running around here trying to keep your
baby brother out of trouble. Harold still around causing it?”


“Who’s there?” A booming voice caught me by
surprise. An old man came out from around the porch, sliding his hand along the
railing. His sightless eyes aimed just above our heads. 


“Hello, Harold,” Grammy said. “It’s Althea Crow.
Well, Lyle now. I used to babysit you if I recall.”


When Harold got closer, Grammy’s breath caught. So did
mine. Harold had a deep scar across his face, making his eyes opaque. Claw
marks. Old and healed.


“Well, Harold,” Grammy said. She went to him and
traced her finger along the track of the scars. “I guess the stories I heard
were true.”


“Agh,” Harold said. “You should’ve seen the other
guy.” Then, he drew Grammy into an embrace. Pat put her arm around me.


“We’ve got a lot to talk about,” she said. “And you
need to get settled. I can’t tell you how glad we are to have you, Jessa. I
never thought I’d live to see the day when Derek Monroe finally brought home a
mate. I’d almost given up hope.”


She brought me into the house. It was old, charming.
Well-built with finished wood floors and arched ceilings. I looked behind me,
expecting to see Derek and the rest of the pack, but he was gone. My heart
skipped a beat.


“Hush now,” Pat said, leading me down the hallway to
a bedroom off to the right. It was airy with bright yellow wallpaper and a
double bed with eyelet sheets. Queen’s Anne’s lace in a vase by the window.
“The boys have been separated for a long time. They’re going to need some time
to acclimate and hunt. I expect they’ll be back around dinnertime or a little
after. You’ve got to be bone tired, darling. I can draw a bath for you if you’d
like.”


“A bath? Lord, I haven’t had a real bath in maybe
ever.”


Pat’s warm laughter filled the room. “Then you’ll
have one. We have everything you need here. Let’s just say I’m used to my
Alphas bringing women home in need of rest. I’ll see to Althea and your father
too.”


We heard laughter out in the yard. “Never mind,” Pat
said. “Take a look.”


Harold had his arm around my father. They were
headed out to the barn. Brutus and Sofie, tails held high, ran circles around
them, their noses skidding across the green grass. “Well, they’ve all made fast
friends.”


“Tinker Lyle,” Pat said. “Your Pa’s a little bit of
a legend around here. Glad to see he’s going to be using his skills for the
good of the pack now. At least, I hope. Derek said he’s handy. Harold will put
him to work out in the barn in no time.”


“Good. Dad likes to stay busy.”


Grammy stood on the porch and watched them go. She
had a wistful look in her eye.


“She’ll be all right,” Pat said. “It’s just been a
long time since she was back this way.”


“It has.” I watched Grammy. Though she still had
tears in her eyes, she almost looked happy. At peace, even. 


“She’s going to get to go home,” Pat said. “We can
take her into Oodena tomorrow. My son lives there with his family. I’ll
introduce you to my daughter-in-law. The two of you have a few things in
common. And there are a few old timers still around. Her brother Randall’s
still alive. Althea can take all the time she needs. There will be a place for
her. For all of you. If you want.”


“She never told me she had a brother,” I said, my
voice catching. I let out a breath. Pat leaned in the doorway smiling. 


A place for me. A place for all of
us.


I couldn’t explain it. We’d only just arrived. But,
as I breathed in the fresh, clean air, I felt it. Home. Wild Lake was
home. How had I ever questioned it? Pat nodded, then pushed herself off the
doorframe. She walked across the hall, and a minute later, I heard the soft
rush of water as she filled a bathtub.


***


He came to me later that night. Pat laid out a huge
feast for us. Fried chicken, corn on the cob, mashed potatoes. Dad and Harold
Bonner seemed to be soulmates. Dad’s wheels were already spinning with how to
improve on a rope system Harold had in the barn to help him get around. Grammy
grew excited about visiting Oodena in the morning. She broke down when she
heard about her brother. Pat wanted to take her to see him first thing. I sat
at the end of Pat’s long kitchen table and watched Grammy grow more and more
comfortable with her as they caught up on old times when Grammy was young. 


My heart thundered in my chest, and Derek’s warm,
strong hands slid over my shoulders. He leaned down and put a whisper of a kiss
on my cheek. 


“Let’s take a walk,” he said. He didn’t have to ask.


Hand in hand, we walked behind the house. Derek led
me down the trails through the thickest part of the woods until we reached a
clearing. I saw Wild Lake for the first time under a full moon hanging low and
bright. Deep blue water, still as glass, stretched across the horizon to the
forest on the other side.


“It’s beautiful!” I gasped. “Like it’s never been
touched.”


Derek drew in a great breath, letting the pure air
fill his lungs. He walked to the water’s edge and turned to me. His eyes
glinted gold as he peeled his shirt off. Heat rushed through me as I did the
same. I took a tentative look around. We were out in the open. Out of sight of
the main house, but still exposed.


“Relax,” he said. “The lake is ours tonight.”


I shed my clothes and went to him. Derek stood tall
and straight. The moon bathed him in heavenly light as I brought my hands up
and slid them down his shoulders. He brought his arms around my waist and
walked backward, leading me into the cool water. He kept me warm. We swam out
until my feet couldn’t touch. I straddled Derek’s waist with my legs as he
turned me. Water sluiced over my shoulders, cool and clean.


“I love you,” he whispered. “More than you’ll ever
know.”


I smiled. “I’ll know. Remember? I feel what you
feel. And I love you too.”


“Thank you,” he said. 


“For what?”


“For trusting me. For leaving everything to be with
me.”


“Leaving everything? Derek, you’ve given me
everything. Things I never knew I was missing. My father too, I think. He can
do good work here. I think you need him in Wild Lake. Maybe not soon,
but someday, the Kentucky packs might try to come. My father can help
you be ready. And Grammy. Derek, I never knew. She belongs here. She belongs in
Oodena. I want to go there with her tomorrow. I want to see the places where
she grew up. I want to help her heal.”


“I want that too. And after that, I’ll take you
home. North of here, over the bridge. I have a house like this. It’s quiet.
Woods all around. I never knew how much I needed you to be there with me. And
after that, Jessa, whatever you want. I mean it. We’ll make plans together.”


“Hmm,” I nuzzled against his chest, breathing in his
musk and the night air with it. I felt his growing need pulsing against my
inner thigh. With it, my own need grew stronger too. I throbbed for him
everywhere. I could never get enough. I never wanted to try. 


I wanted to make plans with him. He promised
me anything I wanted. I could finish college. I wanted that. I could learn the
business with him. I wanted that too. But, as he held me in his arms and we
ventured further out into the water, my path became clear. The need burned brightly
within me. The moment I gave voice to it in my head, it took my breath away.


“Derek?” 


“Yes, my love?”


“I need you.”


“You have me.”


“No. I mean I need you inside me. All of you.
Please. Now.”


His growl of lust vibrated through me, making my
insides molten. Derek moved through the water with me again, leading me back up
to shore. He spread me out in the sand. My hair fanned out beneath me as the
stars shone above. 


“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “Like some water
nymph.”


He trailed his fingers down my shoulders, curved
them around my neck and circled each of my nipples. I gasped as gooseflesh
covered me and my nipples rose to peaks. I let my knees fall to the side,
spreading myself for him there in the sand. Derek’s eyes flashed as he leaned
back on his heels and looked at me. 


I was his. This was forever.


“Marry me,” I whispered. “I want that too.”


Derek smiled. “That’s supposed to be my line.”


“Then say it.”


“Yes. Baby. Marry me. Make me your husband. Stay
with me forever.”


“Yes,” I gasped. I ran my hands up his arms and
pulled him down to me. Derek pressed his hand between my legs and worked me
there. His skillful fingers slid in and out of me. He circled my tiny,
sensitive bud with the pad of his thumb until I cried out in ecstasy. Blood
thrummed in my ears. His wolf was there. Just below the surface, like always. 


And there was magic in the stars that night.


I arched my back and pulled him to me, unable to
wait another second. Derek leaned down and nipped my ear. He slid into me,
filling me, stretching me. This was different and perfect and everything I
needed. He went slowly at first, letting me set the pace as I clawed the sand
with one hand, his back with the other. Each stroke lifted me higher toward the
sky. 


I flew. I came. My orgasm ripped through me in
waves. I cried Derek’s name and didn’t care who could hear. Then, Derek turned
me. As my sex quivered with each shudder of pleasure, Derek entered me again.
My mark burned for him. He ran his tongue over the sensitive flesh at the base
of my neck. He marked me again. Deeper. I cried out from the pain that
blossomed into deeper ecstasy. I knew in every cell that this mark was
different. His rhythm grew erratic as he crested his own orgasm. Deep and slow
he went. 


My mark flared hot again as Derek’s body went rigid.
I angled myself down to receive him. All of him. His seed burned hot as he
poured it into me. This time was different. This time was forever. This time,
it would take root. 


“Jessa!” he cried out. I think it surprised him.
But, not me. I knew. He’d remolded me, body and soul. Completed me. Now we were
something more. As we came together, a tiny new being flickered to life inside
of me. Mine. Derek’s. Together.


Then, Derek curved his body around me and pulled me
close. We looked up at the stars. Derek pointed out the constellations as I
nuzzled against him. He kissed the back of my neck where my mark and my
connection to him strengthened. 


“I never knew,” he whispered.


“What, my love?”


“That it could be like this. I’ve seen other Alphas
with their mates, but never understood. I didn’t start breathing until I found
you, my love.”


“Neither did I.” We laced our fingers together and
rested them gently over my stomach. He felt the spark of life growing there as
well. His low growl sent a shiver through me. It wouldn’t be long before I’d
need to sate him again. I welcomed it.


I settled back against him and looked up at the
stars. Yes. The lake was ours tonight. Wild and perfect with magic all around.


THE END
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Bonus Excerpt of Dark Wolf by Kimber White


Most people grow up listening to their parents croon
“Rock-a-bye Baby” or “Twinkle Little Star” as they lay them down to sleep. For
most of my childhood, I got “Half Breed” by Cher. I knew the lyrics by heart by
the time I was two. I used to love the way my mother’s eyes would shine with
tears of laughter when I stood in front of the fireplace and sang it for her.
My father’s would too. That’s what I remember most about that time. Laughter.
Dancing. Lots of food. Warmth. Love. Their deep love for each other and for me.


Then, one day on my birthday or some other holiday,
I sang that song in front of my grandfather. I’ll never forget the stony look
that came into his creased eyes. All color drained from his face and he
murmured something to my mother in a language I didn’t understand. The one he
spoke in hushed whispers to her when he was talking about me and didn’t want me
to know it. Whatever he said to her made her voice quake with rage when she
answered him in English.


“I’m as much my mother’s daughter as I am yours,”
she said. “If you ever say that to me again, you won’t have a daughter
anymore.”


He didn’t come over much after that, my grandfather.
He lived high on a hill at the edge of town in a white farmhouse surrounded by
dense woods. Come to think of it, he didn’t come to town much after that
either. My mother and I, sometimes my father, would bring groceries to him,
going up his long, winding driveway to his hidden fortress on that hill.


Mom told me once he hadn’t always been like that.
Shut in. Always angry. She said he’d been the life of the town when she was a
little girl. But, after my grandmother died, Grandpa stopped wanting to be in
the world. The few Odawa words he muttered I did understand were all
about how his curse had finally taken her. He said it was all his fault for
marrying her instead of someone like himself. If he’d followed the old ways, if
he hadn’t brought her to this town, she might still be alive. His family. His
curse. And he said he knew we weren’t done paying. My parents told me to ignore
the ramblings of a grief-stricken, sad old man. But then, a look would pass
between them as if they couldn’t ignore it.


My mother told me other stories of the man my
grandpa used to be before Grandma died. Alive. Vibrant. Charming. Always with a
twinkle in his eye and a pocketful of lollipops for the children he met on the
street. He’d even served as our town’s mayor. Our town was Oodena, Michigan,
located on the pad of your fourth finger if you hold up your right hand palm-up
like a map the way we Michiganders do. Established in 1866, Oodena had a
thriving population of 992 when I was eight years, eleven months, and 24 days
old. It dipped to 990 the next day. I lost both my parents in a car accident on
some back country road. No one would ever tell me the details. A drunk driver?
A patch of black ice on a dark, wintry night? I don’t know. I wasn’t with them.
In other towns, people might have said that was a blessing. In Oodena though,
they said maybe my grandfather had been right all along.


So, when I was eight years, eleven months, and
twenty-six days old, I was told I’d have to go live with my grandfather
forever. There was no one else to take me. No family on either side except for
him. One week later, right after my ninth birthday, he sent me away. That was ten
years and three days ago. I spent the rest of my childhood with old college
friends of my father’s down in Florida. Four different families in ten years. All
of them kind. All of them decent. But, none of them family.


Six months and sixteen days ago, after I graduated
from high school, I came back to Oodena. Because now, Grandpa had no one left. 


I pulled my hood closed, trying to block out the
blistering wind as I made my way through the center of town. Mid-January in
northern Michigan isn’t for sissies. After ten years in southern Florida, I’d almost
forgotten what the hell a snow belt even was. I got a stinging reminder as the
wind kicked up and sprayed snow straight at my face off the rooftop of the
local dry cleaner’s shop.


I spit frost away from my lips as I opened the door
to Crow’s General Store. Lloyd Crow carried basic household goods at ridiculous
prices, but unless you wanted to brave US-31 in a blizzard and try to make it
to Petoskey, you paid Lloyd’s prices for your loaf of bread and diet pop.


“Hey, Tamryn!” Lloyd’s voice boomed from some back
corner of the store. I didn’t know how he did that. He had no security cameras.
No two-way mirrors. But, the minute anyone walked through the front door, even
if a wall separated them, Lloyd always knew who it was. I asked him about it
once and he just wagged his thick, black eyebrows at me and told me it was an
ancient Odawa secret.


“Hey Lloyd!” The bell above the door clanged as I
pressed it shut behind me. I wasn’t quite fast enough, and a drift of snow blew
in at my feet. I muttered a four-letter word under my breath and shot Lloyd a
sheepish grin.


“Don’t worry about it,” Lloyd said as he came around
the long counter filled with tobacco products, shot glasses for the tourists,
and lotto tickets. “My nephew Benny’s working today. He’s out back shoveling
the walk.”


“Thanks,” I said, dusting the snow off my jacket and
peeling back the hood of my parka. My hair stuck to my face and I pushed it
back. Lloyd’s eyes went to the fiery strands between my fingers and he gave me
a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. 


I got that a lot around here. People like me don’t
look like they belong in Oodena. It’s silly, I know. They’re good people.
Strong families. Kind hearts. Any one of them would give me the shirt off their
backs or lay down their lives for each other. Including me. But even in the
twenty-first century, they couldn’t quite get past my red hair and my fair
skin. I was a living reminder of the path my grandfather chose, and his
daughter after that. 


You see, half-breed isn’t exactly true. I’m a
quarter-breed. Maybe if my grandmother and parents hadn’t died when they did,
it wouldn’t have mattered so much. Now, though, they take it as objective fact
that bad luck follows me wherever I go.


I gave Lloyd a bright smile and grabbed a shopping
basket from the wall. “Bread, eggs, milk, and that awful orange powdery stuff
he likes to put in his tea.”


Lloyd raised a brow as he followed behind me down
the first aisle. I pulled a loaf of bread off the shelf and turned back toward
him. He stood with his hands on his hips and his head cocked to the side.


“Honey, you sure you need all that?”


My turn to cock my head back at him. “Every
Wednesday.”


Lloyd nodded. “I know. It’s just, uh, honey, Wyatt
was in here about an hour ago picking up the same stuff.”


I dropped my shoulders and turned to face him. “Are
you kidding?”


“No, hon. Ya know, I’m sorry. I should have tried to
call you. My nephew told me I should.”


My heart raced. My grandfather had been fast asleep
when I left him two hours ago. Just like every day right after lunch. I had
spent that last two hours in the Oodena Public Library looking over college
admissions applications. We didn’t have internet up at the house and the cell
reception was for shit. 


Just then, the bell clanged over Lloyd’s door and
Beau Karrow walked in. He cut a tall, hulking figure in the doorway with his
black nylon jacket with a fur collar, his shiny sheriff’s badge catching the
light.


“Hey, Beau,” Lloyd called out. His lips parted, and
I knew he was about to tell Beau about the possible issue with my grandpa. I
put a hand up to stop him. Lloyd looked from me to Beau but clamped his jaw
shut and gave me a slight nod. I didn’t know if this was a crisis yet, and Beau
never seemed to miss a chance to get me alone. 


He walked over to me, holding his black campaign hat
with its pinched Montana crease and gold band around the center. Beau put a
hand on my shoulder and leaned down as if he were going to kiss me. Startled, I
took a step back. He had a habit of invading my personal space. His dark eyes
flicked over me and one corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk. I caught Lloyd’s
face from the corner of my eye. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other
and chewed the side of his lip. 


“Good to see you, Tamryn,” Beau said. “It’s getting
cold out there. A storm’s coming. You need a ride back up the hill?” He wore
his coal dark hair clubbed in the back. His dark brows cut straight across his
forehead, lending him a fierce expression even when his lips curled back in a
smile.


I shook my head. “I’m good. Thanks, though.”


I set the loaf of bread I was carrying back on the
shelf and looked out the window. The sky had darkened in the short time since
I’d entered the store.


“Maybe he’s home again already,” Lloyd said, trying
to convince himself more than me, I think. “Why don’t I just call up to the
house right now?”


Dammit. Now, there was no way I could easily get rid
of Beau’s questions.


“Wyatt take off again?” he asked.


“It’s nothing I can’t handle. I’ll let you know if
that changes.”


Beau raised a thick eyebrow, but the half smirk
didn’t leave his face. I said a silent prayer, and for now, he seemed to let me
drop the issue. 


I nodded slowly at Lloyd, crossed my arms, and
walked to the front window, pressing my forehead against the cold glass. Lloyd
grabbed a cordless phone from the counter and dialed my grandfather’s number.
He only had one phone in the house, a clunky black rotary dial with a receiver
heavy enough to brain someone with. But, the thing was deafeningly loud and he
could hear it no matter where he was in the house. Hell, when it rang it chased
squirrels out of the trees.


I looked back and Lloyd gave me a smile and a shrug
as he listened to the phone ringing on the other end. With a sigh, he set the
receiver down. “I’m sorry, honey. I really am,” he whispered as Beau had
wandered off to the back of the store near the soft drink cooler.


I pulled my hood back over my ears and plastered on
a smile. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not your job to watch him. And even if you
had called me, I couldn’t have stopped him from leaving.”


Lloyd nodded, and his shoulders sagged with the
relief of knowing I didn’t blame him. “Tamryn, old Wyatt Redbird knows those
woods better than anyone. If he isn’t back up that hill by now, he will be by
the time you get there.”


I gave Lloyd a friendly salute and stacked my empty
shopping basket back against the wall. “It’s okay. I’ve got the four-wheeler.
Shouldn’t be too hard to track him. The snow has been blowing a little, but not
falling fresh.”


“Now you hang on, Tamryn.” He put a hand on my
shoulder and shot a quick glance toward the back of the store. “Why don’t you
let Beau help you out? I don’t like the thought of you going up that trail on
your own. If Wyatt’s got hisself in some trouble, no need for you to get in it
too.”


God bless Lloyd and his sweet, if not slightly
sexist, inclination to look out for me. I can’t deny it. Oodena was far from
perfect. But, after spending half my childhood in Tallahassee away from anyone
who knew that I’d played the Little Mermaid in my first-grade pageant, or that
my mother had been a mostly self-taught opera singer who made every wedding and
funeral in Oodena feel like an evening at the Met, the place felt like home. Quirky,
pain-in-the-ass, backwoods home. A twinge of anger mixed with grief bubbled
beneath my breast. What if I’d never left? What if I’d never come back at all?


I shook my head and waved to Lloyd as I hurried out
the front door. My grandfather had come down from the hill putting one
obstinate foot after the other. He’d be no match for me on the four-wheeler. I
heard Lloyd cluck something else after me, but I was already halfway down the
street.


I hopped on the ATV and hoped that the thing would
fire up. It had been twitchy all week, and if I couldn’t get it started, I knew
Lloyd would be two steps behind me offering up Beau or some other nice, Odawa
boy of suitable marrying age to help me out. The other thing about Oodena: Everyone
wanted to play matchmaker, whether I was cursed or not.


Mercifully, the machine started up on the first try.
I snapped the chin strap on my helmet and sped off in a cloud of snow. Once I
got off Main Street and hit the trail toward home, I slowed down. Squinting
against the blinding white, I tried to pick out my grandfather’s tall shape
against the barren birch and maple trees. I scanned the ground for tracks in
the snow but found only squirrel and maybe a hare. No footprints. The wind
wasn’t blowing as hard up here either, so I knew if I kept on going, I’d have
to find something. 


On a hunch, I veered off to the east. Grandpa liked
to check his rabbit traps, and I just bet that’s where he’d been headed. Sure
enough, as I slowed the four-wheeler, I saw a deep set of footprints cutting a
zigzag path toward Miskwaa Creek. I parked the ATV and climbed off.


“Grandpa!” I cupped my hands around my chin. The
wind kicked up and whistled back, but he didn’t answer. My heart dropped. It
was getting damn cold out here. In mid-January, it got dark by 4:30. I had
maybe twenty more minutes of good light.


I hated to leave the ATV behind, but there was no
way I could ride it through the thicker part of the woods. Grandpa’s footprints
were starting to blow over, but he couldn’t be that far ahead of me. I kept
going. Some niggling part of the back of my brain told me I’d been stupid not
to wait for Beau or somebody else to come with me. 


I called his name as I tromped through the woods.
Low branches tangled in my hair where my hood had fallen back. About ten yards
away from the vehicle, I hit a drift of snow that buried me up to my waist. I
pulled myself free of it and stumbled forward, nearly landing face first in the
creek. Fed by a deep underground spring, Miskwaa Creek never quite froze over,
but it was shallow here. I could see my grandfather’s faint boot prints on the
other side.


“What the hell?” I said to myself. He usually didn’t
venture off that way. Well, he usually didn’t venture off much at all. He must
have gotten some bug or another up his ass. I took a big leap and just made it
to the other side of the creek without falling in. That was the good news. The
bad news was that if I did find him and he wouldn’t come willingly, there was
no way I could get the four-wheeler through here.


Another twenty yards up the hill and Grandpa’s
tracks disappeared. The wind started to howl and grainy snow like sugar blew
straight at my face. I told myself I’d go another hundred yards or so then I’d
have to turn back. I was getting to a part of the woods I didn’t know very
well. Lloyd was right; there was no sense me getting myself into whatever
trouble Grandpa had.


I went another hundred yards, then maybe another
hundred yards after that. Then, I saw him. My heart shot straight to my shoes.
I recognized his red and black checkered wool hat. Thank God for it, or maybe I
wouldn’t have seen him at all. The snow had covered him almost completely. He
was lying face down and very still. I ran as fast as I could through the
deepening snow and skidded to my knees at his side. 


“Grandpa?” I put my hand to his cheek. Thank God, he
was still warm. He moaned a little as I nudged his shoulder. I couldn’t see a
scratch on him. Was it his heart? A stroke? His eyelids fluttered as I got him
to his side and he tried to look up at me. But they went in and out of focus.
He tried to say something but erupted in a fit of wet coughing.


I needed help. Now. Whatever had made him collapse
was secondary to the fact his lips were turning blue. If I didn’t get him warm,
I’d lose him. 


I tried to get my bearings. He’d come far east. Way
off his property line. The house was probably a good two miles northwest and
uphill. The ATV was maybe a half a mile back the way I’d come, but I couldn’t
drive it up here.


“Don’t move,” I told him. “Just hang on.” I ran a
little further up the hill to get a higher vantage point. There was nothing but
barren woods around me. 


Then, I saw it. A memory flashed from when I was a
little girl and he’d brought me out here looking for walnuts. A small, red
brick cabin nestled almost against the side of the hill a half mile in the
other direction. The place was abandoned, almost falling in on itself. My
grandpa had let me pick wild strawberries from an overgrown garden nearby but
warned me never to go up to the building.


It looked the same to me at first. My eyes played
tricks on me. I shielded my brow with my hand and squinted. Someone had fixed
the place up. The roof no longer caved in and smoke poured out of the chimney.
Thank God, someone was there!


I ran without thinking, calling for help as I went. They’d
have a landline maybe. At least another pair of hands to help me get my grandfather
back down the hill. 


I’d almost made it to the front door made of thick,
dark wood with an arch at the top and an old-fashioned brass knocker at the
center. Then a pair of strong hands grabbed me by the shoulders and whipped me
around so hard I nearly lost my balance.


A mountain stood in front of me. My eyes came just
to the center of his chest and the wall of rippled, sinewy muscle that seemed
to go on forever as I craned my neck to meet his eyes. He was shirtless. Sweat
beaded across his sculpted pecs and in some back corner of my brain I knew this
should puzzle me. Twenty degrees with the wind howling through the trees and
snow swirling all around and this man looked more like someone standing on a
sun-soaked beach.


“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, his voice a deep,
rich baritone that sent heat through me. But his words didn’t come smoothly. He
strained over them like he hadn’t spoken in days. 


I took a step back. He kept his hands on my upper
arms. I felt them burn hot, even through the thick down of my jacket. I had the
urge to reach up and run my fingers along the anvil-sharp lines of his jaw as
he clenched it. Dark stubble covered his face and neck and his hair fell in
chestnut-colored waves, scraping the top of his shoulders. God. He was
beautiful. Strong. Dangerous.


“Help me,” I said past a dry throat. “Please. My
grandfather’s had a bad fall. He’s just a few yards down the hill. I can’t move
him by myself and he’s going to freeze to death if he stays out here much
longer.”


I saw something stir in him. Storm clouds seem to
swirl behind his bright green eyes as he stared down at me with a fierce scowl.
My heart hammered behind my rib cage, and for a moment I thought maybe I was
the one about to collapse. He made a sound that seemed more animal than human.
A low growl that made the air vibrate somehow. Like I heard it with more than
just my ears.


He tore his eyes away from me and looked back down
the hill. With a slight lift of his chin, he sniffed the air. Then, he looked
back at me with those penetrating emerald eyes. Finally, he let me go. It felt
as though the air had been sucked from my lungs. I stood for a moment as though
my feet had grown roots. Then, he moved down the hill with the speed of an
avalanche, his body a blur as I ran after him.


END OF EXCERPT


You can pick up your copy of Dark Wolf here if you’d like to keep
reading! 
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